GOD’S MOST TROUBLING PROMISE

Romans 8:28-39
Have you ever noticed that life is full of challenges?  Have you noticed that, sooner or later, all of us are going to have some pretty steep mountains to climb?

I heard about a woman named Jill whose car was unreliable.   She called her friend John for a ride every time her car broke down.   One day John got yet another one of those calls. 

“What happened this time?” he asked. 

“My brakes went out,” Jill said.  “Can you come and get me?” 

“Where are you?” John asked. 

“I’m in the drugstore,” Jill responded. 

“And where’s the car?” John asked. 

Jill replied, “It’s in here with me.” 

That’s life, we say.  Life is one series of challenges after another.  Some of these challenges are routine everyday headaches and irritations.  The car breaks down;                  you’re late for work.  These kinds of events drive you crazy, but they are just passing flights of bad luck.

However, some other challenges are nothing short of heart-wrenching tragedies.  The death of a loved one.  An ominous diagnosis in the doctor’s office. The loss of a job.  Some of the challenges we encounter can be handled quite easily; others, though, threaten to crush us.  And then we come to this verse in Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” 

Think about that for a moment: “In all things God works for the good of those who love him.”  What does that mean?  Does it mean that faith is a blanket that we can toss over ourselves and nothing really bad will happen to us?  “In all things God works for the good . . .”   I really wish we had that kind of security blanket.

There was a television show from a few years ago called “Early Edition.”  Set in Chicago, “Early Edition” followed the adventures of a young man named Gary Hobson who mysteriously received a newspaper, which was delivered by a cat.  But even more mysteriously, it was the newspaper for the NEXT day.  In other words, it was a newspaper that carried stories about events that hadn’t happened yet.  So, the plot was that the newspaper would alert Gary Hobson to some tragedy that was going to happen within the next 24 hours.  He, in turn, would attempt to keep this tragedy from occurring. 

Pastor Susan Langhauser tells about one episode, which she calls her favorite.                 It begins with a morning newspaper with a headline that screams, “150 DIE AS PLANE CRASHES ON TAKE OFF.”  Also, at the bottom of the page was a tiny story about                  a little girl, hit by a car, who dies in the street awaiting transport to the hospital. 

Determining that he must help the 150 who would die in the plane crash rather than the one little girl, Hobson drives frantically to the airport.  However, he gets hopelessly delayed in traffic jam on the freeway.  While he agonizes over his inability to get to the airport, the little girl cycles past him on a nearby street.  He decides he had better help her, and veers off the highway, reaching her just after she has been hit.                   He scoops her up and races to the nearest hospital, where, of course, she survives due to his timely assistance.  As he sits dejectedly wishing he could have made it to the airport, the doors fly open and the girl’s parents rush in, the father dressed in an airline pilot’s uniform.  He had been pulled from his flight just before take off with the news of his daughter’s accident, and the delay diverted the tragedy reported in the “Early Edition”. 

Wouldn’t it be great if God worked that way?—a plane doesn’t crash because a pilot gets diverted by his little girl’s accident?  Perhaps sometimes God does.  Christian writer Lindsay Parkhill says, “God brings about the good by weaving together our daily decisions.”  I believe there is something to that, but what about the planes that do crash?  What about the children who do get hit by cars?  Where is God then?  What does it mean to say that “in all things God works for the good of those who love him”?  Does it mean that God magically protects His children from harm?  You and I know from experience that is not true.  Some of the best people in the world have tragic things happen to them.

Does it mean, then, that perhaps God sends challenges to us in order to test us and to make us stronger?  If it is true that in all things God is working to our best good, does that mean that God sometimes sends us difficult circumstances for our best good? 

Pastor and writer Barbara Brown Taylor tells of spending a few days on a barrier island where loggerhead turtles were laying their eggs.   One night when the tide was out, she watched a huge female turtle heave herself up the beach to dig her nest and empty her eggs into the sand.  The next day Taylor returned to try to find the spot where the eggs were hidden.  She was unsuccessful, but she did find tracks that the female turtle had made in the sand.  Unfortunately, the tracks were leading in the wrong direction.                 Instead of heading back out to sea, the turtle had wandered into the sand dunes, which were already blistering hot in the morning sun.

A little ways inland, Taylor found the turtle, exhausted and all but baked.                After pouring water on her and covering her with sea oats, Taylor found a park ranger.  The ranger drove to the spot in his jeep.  He flipped the turtle over on her back, wrapped tire chains around her front legs, and hooked the chains to the trailer hitch.  Then he took off, yanking the turtle’s body forward so fast that her open mouth filled with sand.                   The ranger hauled her over the dunes and down onto the beach.  At the ocean’s edge,               he unhooked her and turned her right side up again. 

The poor turtle lay motionless in the surf as the water lapped at her body.  Then a particularly large wave broke over her, and she lifted her head slightly, moving her back legs as she did.  Every fresh wave brought her life back to her until one of them made her light enough to find a foothold and push off, back into the water that was her home.

Watching her swim slowly away and remembering her nightmare ride through the sand dunes, Barbara Brown Taylor noted that it is sometimes hard to tell whether you are being killed or saved by the hands that turn your world upside down. 

Certainly that is true, but the question remains.  Is God the heavenly ranger who ties a chain around us at times and drags us painfully toward the water so that we might find salvation?  Does that explain why tragedies occur in our lives?  That is how many believers interpret life.  Everything in life is from God.  Everything happens for a reason.

It is an appealing theology in some ways.  There is comfort for many people in believing that in any tragedy, no matter how awful, a loving God is somehow working to their good.  And many scriptures lend themselves to that interpretation.  But not all.  And it would be very difficult to believe that God would cause something like the tragic death of an innocent child in order to somehow teach us a lesson.  What kind of God would do that?

So, do we throw away these words altogether: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose”?  Not at all.  They are words of encouragement and faith.  But we must deal with them in terms of the whole Bible and our own experience.

First of all, we need to affirm that we live in a world of natural law.  This is how creation functions as well as it does.  For example, we can always count on the law of gravity to keep us from floating off into space. That law will never fail us.  At the same time we can also count on the law of gravity to kick in when we step off the roof of a high building.  It is a painful lesson to learn, but we could not live one day on the earth if the laws of nature were suspended even for a moment. 

God has created us and placed us in a wonderful, lawful universe.                              We should celebrate that truth every day of our lives. That’s why we have air to breathe and food to eat.  That is why we are able to drive our cars along highways.  That is why the sun comes up each morning and sets in the evening. 

Many of the tragedies that occur in life are a simple consequence of the natural order.  Sometimes tragedies occur because people do dumb things, like driving a car too fast.  God did not cause the resulting accident.  Sometimes bad things happen because the laws of nature were somehow broken in ways we don’t understand and cannot control.  How many deaths occur each year because of defective genes in the human body for which there is no accounting?  But this does not mean that God or the universe picked us out specifically to be punished.

We live in a wonderful world, a beautiful, abundant world.  But sometimes things happen.  Sometimes we can figure out why they happened; sometimes we cannot.      They just happen. 

Here’s the second thing we need to see: our perspective on these events           will determine how successful we are in handling them.   In other words, our faith will determine how well we deal with the sometimes tragic events that occur in everyone’s life.  Notice that St. Paul says, “And we know that in all things God works for the good OF THOSE WHO LOVE HIM . . .”

Pastor Richard Stetler tells of a 9-year-old boy named Billy in his congregation who died of leukemia a few years ago.  As Pastor Stetler was approaching the boy’s house to comfort Billy’s parents, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to answer all               the questions those parents would undoubtedly have.  Questions like: “If God is a God of love, why this?  Why would God give us such a beautiful son and either allow him to die or take him away from us?”  What Pastor Stetler didn’t know was that he would receive  a lesson in mature Christian faith from these grieving parents.

As he approached the front door, Stetler was greeted by Billy’s dad.  All he could think to say was, “I’m terribly sorry.” 

The father said, “Thank you Dick, but don’t be.  We are sad, of course, but Jean and I are so profoundly grateful that we had Billy for the nine years that we did!” 

There were no questions, Stetler continues.  There was no anger.  Stetler explains it this way: “Both of them were standing in another place. You see, they knew God.” 

Those parents WERE standing in a different place.  They not only knew God, they loved God.  That made all the difference in the world.  They didn’t believe that God had cruelly given their son leukemia in order to somehow punish them or to test them.  They didn’t have a God like that.  Instead, they gave God thanks for allowing them to have their son as long as they did.  Brothers and sisters, that’s faith. 

The secret to a successful life is to love God.  Many people believe in God.   Few people love God.  When you move from believing in God to loving God, you discover that life works.  There is a peace, a joy that undergirds all of life.  It doesn’t mean you have all the answers, but you learn to trust in a loving God who will help you withstand the most severe storm and will place your feet on solid ground once again.

In Decision magazine years ago there was a story of a young couple who were quite successful: three children in private schools, a mansion, two luxury cars, a vacation house on the lake, etc.  Life was sweet, and money made their world go round.

Then one day the bottom dropped out of this couple’s life.   A partner in          their business embezzled nearly half a million dollars, and their business collapsed.                      In the midst of this, their oldest son was killed in a car accident.

At this point their relationship with each other and with life itself                                could have taken a very bad turn.  That has happened to other couples in similar circumstances.  But something positive happened at this juncture in the lives of this particular couple.  A neighbor invited them to church. 

Thinking that they had nothing to lose by going, the couple started attending church, eventually becoming regular members.  To their amazement, they found they enjoyed Bible study.  They enjoyed making lots of genuine friends and feeling accepted for who they were—not for what they had in the way of material possessions.                    Their children also found a place to belong where they weren’t judged by the clothes  they wore or what kind of car their parents drove. 

Wow!  Wouldn’t you like to have this kind of impact on someone’s life—                  just by inviting them to church?  This couple’s relationship with God grew. They went beyond believing in God to loving God, and they discovered a richness in life they had never known before.  That can happen to us as well.  We need not wait until a tragedy strikes.  In all things God works to the good for those who love Him.  That doesn’t mean God causes all things.  We live in a lawful universe.  Most of the time, those laws work to our benefit.   But every once in a while those laws can be quite cruel.  One thing they cannot do, however, is separate us from God’s love.  If we love God as God loves us, God has promised us that, in the long term, together we can handle our lives in such a way that we will be able to praise God for His goodness and give thanks for His many blessings.
Paul ends this section of Romans 8 with these words of assurance: 

“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Christ is Risen!  Christ is Risen, indeed!  Amen.
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