“No matter how it seems,

GOD IS IN CONTROL!”

Haggai 1:15b-29; II Thes. 2:1-5, 13-17; Luke 20:27-38
November 11th, 2007

Every one of our scripture readings for today was written by people or about people who were enduring challengingly difficult times. Haggai was writing to a people trying to pick up the pieces after seventy years in slavery. The psalmist writes as people attack him and “murderous enemies” surround him. Hundreds of years later Jesus, just days before His arrest, trial and crucifixion, confronts a biblical scholar about the theology of resurrection, knowing he is already on trial by this man. And maybe -fifty years later -Paul writes to the church at Thessalonica as they struggle with critics of the new church and even internal confusion and malicious rumors about the second coming of Christ. I hope none of you here think that being a Christian exempts you from physical and mental troubles. These readings should make it perfectly clear that even faithful Christians go through some very difficult times. But make no mistake about it, even in the worst of times God still loves you and is never out of control.

The little prophetic book of Haggai is a troubling piece. Right out of the chute it makes us squirm. Chapter one (which we did not read) tells us the Jews had begun to return to Jerusalem but had evidently not given their worship or their temple much priority. Instead they were spending their money on their “paneled houses” while the house of God remained a ruin. (I have a paneled house!) As a consequence God was allowing them to eat but never be filled, to drink but remain thirsty, to work & take home a paycheck but never seem to have enough, to put on fine clothes but never be comfortable, never satisfied. Hummmm, sounds a little too familiar! I wonder if maybe our dissatisfaction might be due to our priorities too? I suspect so. You might think about that this week. Are God’s priorities your priorities?

But here is the thing I really want you to notice today, Haggai was writing to people who believed they were God’s chosen, (and they were, just like you and I are), but were having many of the same problems we have today. When we get to chapter two, God speaking through Haggai, takes a poll. “How many of you living in Jerusalem today remember what this city and God’s temple was like before the Babylonian army swept through and destroyed everything? You remember what it was like, it’s beauty?” “How does it look to you now?” Jerusalem and the great temple were a mess! Graffiti on the walls, debris from broken windows and smashed furniture swept into piles in the streets and temple, fabrics stained, torn, or simply stolen. The holy city of God was a mess, the temple a shadow of its former glory! Reconstruction seemed an overwhelming task! Some of the people were wondering, “Where was God when we needed Him? Why did God let this happen? Where is God now?”

For God’s chosen people the Jews the Bible is very clear about why bad things happened to them. Simply put, they wandered away from Him, they put their “paneled houses” before Him. Not just their houses but their lives! They began to worship at the altar of things and rarely darkened the door of God’s house. God’s misters began to teach and preach things that were not in God’s word because the people didn’t like what God’s word had to say. (Neither did the preachers!) And so, God turned from them.

It is appropriate to ask God “Why?” But when you do you should also expect God to give you an answer. God hears our prayers and answers our prayers, even when we have disappointed Him. He is our Father, He may turn His back on us but He never abandons us. (My dad didn’t always get me out of scrapes but he never was far away and never disowned me.)  Every time I have ever asked God why something was happening to me He has responded immediately, sometimes He responds before I ask. He will do the same for you. The question is, “are you listening or are you ignoring Him?” And are you ready to hear something you might not want to hear? God often tells me to do something I would rather not do, or convicts me of something I haven’t done. You can ignore God but it won’t improve your situation if you do.

Now, in the Old Testament story not everybody ignored God! Not all the people turned to other things to worship. Some of the people remained faithful, some of the preachers continued to preach God’s word. But enough of the nation turned away from God, enough of the leaders sought other “gods” that the One and Only God pulled His blessings from the nation. That happens to a people, and when it does everybody has to suffer, even good people. That may be a good reason for us as God’s people to take our civic responsibilities very seriously. We might be able to make the difference that will keep God’s blessings on America. Your question to God, “Why?”, may have nothing to do with anything you have done or didn’t do. It may be that you are suffering because of something others have done. When sin manifests itself in a family or a church or runs rampant in a nation or a world a lot of good people become casualties.

Last week in Afghanistan a teenage suicide bomber killed and maimed dozens of men, women and children. If you were to ask God why those people and their families are suffering I don’t believe God would tell you they had sinned. They were casualties of a fallen, sinful, Satan induced world.

Sometimes it seems to us our lives are like this Old Testament story, a mess, almost too messed up to be saved. Sometimes we feel like we are in this twenty-first century story and have been caught in a suicide bomb blast. Sometimes we look around us and realize that some of our decisions have been so destructive that there is no hope of saving a relationship, or even our health. We may ask God why but we already know why. And sometimes we suffer for no fault of our own. We were faithful to our God, we did our best to eat well and take care of ourselves, we were completely faithful to our relationships, but our lives began to come apart. And we began to ask, “Where is God when we need Him? Why did God let this happen? Where is God now?” It is a fair question! 

In this story from the Old Testament God doesn’t seem to feel that He needs to justify the suffering of the faithful. He simply says, “Be strong, all you people of the land, and work. For I am with you.” Keep on being the people of God. Keep on doing what you know God’s people are supposed to do. Keep on being faithful. Keep on living out your faith in God. Anybody can be faithful when things are sweet and easy. But hard challenges tend to separate the true faithful from the pretend faithful. Keep on! God has not left you, never will leave you. In Haggai God promises us: “God’s Holy Spirit is with you. Do not be afraid”. Our fault, or another’s fault, God will not leave us.

So, what is a Christian to do, grin and bear it? No, of course not! The psalmist says God’s good people will pray and they will work trying to make things better. They will pray for salvation from their struggles and they will walk along side those struggling. They will pray for God’s intervention and will try to intervene in what ever way they can. They will pray that no matter what happens they will remain faithful and others will see Jesus at work in them. They will pray knowing that in God’s own time He will bring salvation, and it might not occur in this flesh.  Steve Brown said, “The world drinks to forget, the Christian drinks to remember.” And I would add, in remembering what God has done for us through Jesus Christ we grow strong, especially in tragic times.

We all know the story of Job. If any good man suffered it was Job. Right in the midst of his tragic losses Job cried out in prayer, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end He will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see Him with my own eyes – I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:23-27)  Job had every right to cry out to God. Job was a good man and had done nothing to deserve his tragedy. And yet Job never cursed God, never turned from God, always trusted that ultimately God would reveal His love. That is what we must do, call out to God, trust God, and hang in there.

Paul, in Second Thessalonians 2, writes about the time when “the man of lawlessness is revealed”. This will be the one we call the “Anti-Christ”. His “secrete power of lawlessness is already at work”, Paul writes, even in his day. He has not yet revealed himself to the world but is working like a gorilla fighter or terrorist. But one day he will feel powerful enough to “exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be God.” When that happens we will know that Christ Jesus is about to come again.

Make no mistake, the world is not getting any better. Day by day the lawless one is destroying the hopes and lives of people all around the world. Our calling as Christians is to remain faithful to the Lord even when the lawless one strikes our own homes and families. Our calling is to be God’s Children of Light in a world that is growing darker by the day. The darker it grows the brighter we will shine. And just possibly the more we will become targets for the ungodly.

Our calling is to always remember that we are God’s children, children of the resurrection, and no matter what happens to us now we will one day rise victorious in Christ Jesus to reign with Him for eternity.
But until then we are to put our complete trust in God our Father, knowing that He and He alone is in control of history. When the time is right He will put all things right. Amen.
