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“Not Without God’s Permission”

Isaiah 43:1-7

January 7, 2007


Today we are going to wrestle with the angel! That’s what I call it when I wrestle with a spiritual truth that God is showing me. In Genesis 32 we read the story of Jacob wrestling with the angel as he was returning to his home country to face his brother Esau. He wrestled with the angel all night long. Two things came out of that wrestling match, the rest of his life Jacob walked with a limp, and his life was forever changed for the better.

No doubt we wrestle with God in a number of ways. Sometimes we wrestle with God about a direction in life that we need to know or a direction we want to go. We struggle to know his will and go his way. Sometimes we find ourselves wrestling with God about something we have done. God convicts us of the error and we try to argue our case. Sometimes we wrestle with God about something that has been done to us and we don’t understand why.

I too wrestle with God about direction and errors and circumstances, but most of the time my wrestling matches with God center on God’s word. I read something in his word and it doesn’t fit my theological understanding. I absolutely trust God’s word. So I begin to wrestle to try to understand this new perspective and make it mine. The more our lives are in line with God’s will the better we will have lived this life.

The concept that Isaiah has challenged me with is this; God is never out of control, never surprised by events, and therefore is always responsible. “Nothing happens without God’s permission!” Think about that for a minute, “Nothing happens without God’s permission!” If God can prevent something and doesn’t, then he is responsible. That means,

*My prostate cancer happened with God’s permission. God allowed it. I firmly believe that God could have prevented the cancer, but he did not, so he gave his permission. He was not responsible for the cancer, but he was responsible for not taking it away.

*God allowed Tim to fall and damage his knee. I firmly believe that God was not surprised when Tim fell and hurt himself; God knew the fall was coming and did nothing to stop it. He didn’t cause Tim to fall, but he did let it happen so gave the fall his permission. Nothing happens without God’s permission.

*You could put your own experiences in this short list. And now you may see why I have been wrestling.

But now, wait a minute, I can hear some of you thinking “If God is always responsible, (nothing happens without his permission), then God isn’t the benevolent “grandfather figure” I have thought him to be. God can seem cruel and hard. Yes, he can! The bible bears that out many times.

My own earthly father was never deliberately hurtful, but he often allowed me to find out something the hard way. My father always told me the right way to do something and so does my Heavenly father, but I didn’t always do what he said and I don’t always do what God says. When that happens God allows me to go my own way and the result can often seem cruel and hard.

Isaiah 42 says that God “created the heavens”, “created the earth and all that comes out of it” and gives life to every living thing. Isaiah also tells us in that same chapter that God “hands us over” to tragedy, to war, to death, to accidents and disease. Isaiah is affirming God is in control and nothing happens without God’s permission.

I immediately thought about Satan. I began to wonder how Satan fits into this theology. He seems to be God’s adversary. It is easy for us to think of God and Satan as two opposing spiritual powers at war with each other and we mortals as stuck in the middle being used as pawns by one side or the other. That way of thinking is something we inherited from our Greek ancestors, it isn’t biblical. The bible tells us that God is the only Creator and the only Lord. Nothing exists outside of or independent of God, including Satan. Satan works against God’s will with permission.

At best Satan plays only a minor role in God’s plan.

Satan is of course real! He is the fallen angel, created by God but somehow gone wrong. But Satan at his worst is nothing more than a broken creation of God. Like all the rest of creation Satan can do nothing without God’s permission. The story of Job makes that perfectly clear. We mustn’t give Satan more credit than he is due.

God’s permission is God’s will isn’t it? But how does this idea of God’s will fit within our own life experiences? How can we say that God our Father wills cancer or accidents or other terrible situations?

Rev. Hugh Wagner comes to our rescue. Well, not Hugh but something that he read and shared with me as I was wrestling. (Two heads are better than one, which is why we have group bible studies.) During the 1940’s Dr. Leslie Weatherhead, a Methodist minister living in London and enduring the bombing by the Germans wrote a little book “The Will of God”. Dr. Weatherhead says that we experience God’s will in three forms or ways and we must keep them straight or we will confuse ourselves and do damage to others. Three ways we experience God’s will; 1. His Intentional Will, 2. His Circumstantial Will, 3. His Ultimate Will.

Since nothing happens without God’s permission it might seem to us that God determines what happens to us and we just have to work with what he gives us. That may be partly true. God has an Intentional Will for us. God’s intentional will is for our well being. Jesus taught us that God’s vision for us is to love each other, do justice, experience mercy and peace and joy. The Jews have a word for that will, “Shalom”. But the bible makes it perfectly clear that God has also given us full responsibility to make real choices that affect God’s Intentional Will that is always only good.

God’s intentional will and our free will work a little like this: When we go on driving vacations we carefully plan out our route. I take the time to figure out the fastest route to our destination and carefully look for any interesting places we don’t want to miss along the way. I would rather not make hotel reservations because as we travel we are free to make changes in the plan. We have a plan to work with, but we are free to adjust it.

God’s perfect Intentional Will is a little like my vacation plan, it’s a perfect plan to get from here to heaven, but because God has given us free choice we sometimes take dead ends and side roads in life. God’s Intentional Will remains perfect but our path gets off track. God’s Intentional will is always for our Good, but we don’t always follow what we know to be his will.

And that leads us to God’s Circumstantial Will. When we exercise our free will and act against God’s Intentional Will circumstances are created that can introduce some very bad things. God never intended for us to suffer but when we exercise our free will and go against God’s plan for us (we sin) something has to give, and it won’t be God’s will.

But the Circumstantial Will of God can include many things we don’t of our free will cause to happen, accidents & disease for instance. We live in a fallen imperfect world and these things just happen. When these things happen, even though they seem evil to us, they become a part of God’s will and he uses them to draw us closer to him and maybe even take us a step closer to the person God intends for us to be. God’s Circumstantial Will takes bad things and makes good things out of them.

For instance, the crucifixion was a terribly bad thing to happen to Jesus, but God changed it into the most beautiful gift a person could receive, the hope of eternal life. So, God incorporates the bad things that happen to us into his will and uses them to draw us closer to him. They are not what he would want for us but he will make them useful. Intentional, Consequential and,

Lastly God has an Ultimate Will. Nothing can change God’s ultimate will for his creation! No matter what happens God’s Ultimate Will will be done. God is in control! God will use the circumstances, even evil circumstances, to further his will. God used the angry crowd and Pontius Pilate’s indifference, and the cross, to work out his ultimate will to give us a road back into his graces. God’s ultimate will is set in stone for all eternity.

Is it right to say to someone who just lost a loved one that it was God’s will? Technically it is, but it isn’t a loving or wise thing to say. God’s perfect will for us is to never have death or disease or war or hunger or suffering. God never desires these things. They happen because we live in a world where God has ordained free will to his people and we chose disobedience and the world became imperfect. One day the Lord will return and this world to it’s Eden perfection. But in the meantime we might be wise to pray like Thomas a Kempis,

“Grant to us, O Lord, to know that which is worth knowing, to love that which is worth loving,

to praise that which pleaseth thee, to esteem that which is most precious to thee, and to dislike and oppose whatsoever is evil in thy eyes. Grant to us a true judgment to distinguish things that differ, and above all to search out and do that which lies within thy will for us, through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen

