2/21/10 Sermon:    “ Thy Will Be Done ”

( 2nd Samuel 12:13-23;  2nd Corinthians 12:7-10;  Luke 5:12-13 )

     If God is loving and all powerful, then why does He allow us to suffer and die?  Why did He allow the tragedy in Haiti?  Why does He allow the various trials and disasters in our own lives?

     Many years ago when I was in high school I was taking a bus from Thief River Falls to Northfield, MN, in order to attend a Fellowship of Christian Athletes camp.  I was sitting next to a woman who was about 60 years old, and we eventually started a conversation.

     When she found out I was a Christian she started to tell me about her ministry.  She told me how she traveled by bus to various communities in Minnesota and visited sick people in hospitals.  I thought to myself at this point:  “What a wonderful thing to do!  That’s awesome.”  

     But then she went on to say some things that shocked me and made me angry.  She explained how she would tell the sick people she visited that they could be completely healed if they just believed firmly enough that God would do it.  She believed that all sickness came from the devil, and that God would deliver us if our faith was strong and sincere.

     I then asked her:  “What do you say to the people who remain sick and are not healed?”  She answered:  “I tell them they need to believe more firmly and sincerely, because it is God’s will to heal them as long as their faith is strong enough.”
     Now, even though I was only a teenager I had learned enough about God from Holy Scripture to know that this woman was way off base.  Not only was she teaching falsely about God and His ways, but she was bringing despair to people who were already down and depressed because of their illness.

     So, then, how do we answer the question as to why an all powerful God of love allows us to suffer?  We need to humble ourselves before God and allow His Word to teach us and give us His wisdom.  Only then will we have comfort and hope in the midst of suffering and death.

     Now, before we examine our Gospel reading from Luke, I would like to share with you three important points that Scripture teaches us about suffering and death.

     The first point is that we DESERVE the suffering and death that we experience.  Many in our culture wrongly think that we humans are innocent victims and that we deserve to have God rescue us from all pain and suffering.
     There’s a popular book on suffering entitled Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good People?  This book if full of errors and false teaching about God.  One problem with this book is that it assumes that most of us are good people who don’t deserve to suffer.  But that’s not what Scripture teaches!

     Scripture teaches that ever since Adam and Eve rebelled against God all their descendants have been conceived with their same evil nature.  Therefore, since the moment of our conception we are people who naturally rebel against God and His will for our lives.  We deserve nothing from Him but His present and eternal wrath.

     But the Good news is that God does not give us what we deserve!  In fact, the question the Bible would have us ask is this:  “Why do GOOD things happen to BAD people?”  In other words, why does God gives so many wonderful physical and spiritual blessings to sinners like us?  The answer is that God loves us and longs to be merciful to us even though we don’t deserve it.

     The second point about suffering is that God is the One who sends suffering into our lives.  That fact may shock you, but it’s true.  That lady on the bus many years ago told me that the devil causes our suffering and that God has nothing to do with it.  Nonsense!  The Bible teaches that the devil can’t do anything to us unless God allows it.  In fact, if you recall our reading from 2nd Corinthians the Apostle Paul clearly teaches that God sent a spirit of Satan to torment him.

     Simply put, Scripture teaches that all our suffering happens because God wills it.  Now, at first this might seem like bad news.  But this fact is actually meant to comfort us.  

     Think about it.  If the devil is the only cause of our suffering and the devil is able to cause us to suffer apart from God’s will, then that means God is not able to control the devil.  If God is not able to control the devil, then God is not God and we have no hope!  But God IS God and the devil can’t make a move apart from His will.  Therefore, even our suffering is part of God’s will and comes from His hand.
     This takes us to the third point I want to make about our suffering.  Scripture teaches that our suffering is part of God’s loving plan for our lives and that He will work through our suffering to bless us.  This truth is hard for us to comprehend, but this truth is clearly taught in Scripture.

     In Romans chapter 8 the Apostle Paul writes:  “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him,…”  

     In addition, in Romans chapter 5 Paul writes:  “…we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has given us.”  

     Finally, in Hebrews chapter 12 we read these words:  “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.  For what son is not disciplined by his father? … How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! … God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.”
     I could give you many more Scriptures that teach us the same thing.  The point is that God loves us, and because He loves us He gives us many wonderful gifts – and some of those wonderful gifts include suffering and trial because God promises to work through them to strengthen our faith in Him and to give us opportunities to witness to others about the hope we have in Jesus.

     With that understood, let’s now examine our Gospel reading for today.  We see that Jesus has been traveling from town to town.  He has been healing people of various illnesses.  However, you need to understand why Jesus performed these miracles.
     Simply put, Jesus’ PRIMARY reason for performing healing miracles during His earthly ministry was to give a sign to the people that He was the Savior and Messiah promised in the Old Testament Scriptures.  

     You see, even though Jesus does have compassion on us and even though He does care about our earthly problems, the primary reason He healed some people was to give them and others a sign that He was the Savior promised in the Scriptures.

     But what kind of Savior is Jesus?  Doesn’t He save us by healing our physical problems?  No.  You see, our physical problems are merely a symptom of our real problem – and our real problem is that we are sinners who deserve God’s wrath.  Jesus came into this world to save us from sin and eternal damnation by His sacrificial death and His victorious resurrection.
     If you read the Gospels carefully you will find that whenever people refused to believe that Jesus had come to save them from their sins, at that point Jesus STOPPED His healing miracles.  Jesus did not want them to think that He had come merely to give them earthly health and wealth.

     With that said, let’s get back to our Gospel reading.  Luke tells us that a man with leprosy falls to the ground in front of Jesus and says:  “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”  Now, did you hear the first part of this man’s prayer?  He said:  “Lord, if you are willing….”
     This prayer shows that this man understood WHO Jesus was and WHY He had come.  Not only did this man believe that Jesus had the power to heal him.  But this man also believed that Jesus would bless him even if Jesus did not heal him of his leprosy.  This man understood that Jesus had come to give him the greatest healing possible – the forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life.  That’s why he had the faith to pray:  “Lord, if you are willing,…”

     Jesus Himself teaches us to pray “Thy will be done.”  Jesus Himself, while in the Garden of Gethsemane, prayed for His Father’s will to be done.

     Now, sometimes it IS God’s will to give us the things we ask for in prayer.  Sometimes He will say:  “I am willing.”  I think all of us here can give numerous examples of how God has answered our prayers by saying:  “I am willing.”  

     In fact, every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer we say “Give us this day our daily bread.”  Have you ever noticed how many times God has answered that prayer by saying “I am willing”?  

     But there are times when God says:  “I’m not willing.”  We may wonder why God would answer in this way.  Doesn’t He love us?  Doesn’t He care?  That’s what the devil would have us believe.  But the fact is that when God says “I’m not willing” He is actually saying “I’ve got something better for you!”
     In our Old Testament reading we heard how David prayed that God might heal his infant son.  But God’s answer was “No.”  Now, David could have said:  “God has abandoned me.  God hates me.    I can’t trust Him.”  But that’s not what David said.  Instead, David said:  “Can I bring him back again?  I will go to him, but he will not return to me.”
     Did you hear David’s words of faith?  David said:  “I will go to him.”  David trusted that his infant son was safe in God’s loving arms.  Remember, this is the same King David who wrote the following words from Psalm 23:  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me … Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
David understood that God loved him and forgave him of his many sins.  David trusted that he had hope in God even in the face of death itself.

     We see the same from the Apostle Paul in our second reading.  God allowed Paul to suffer in order to give him a humble faith.  No less than three times Paul asked God to take away his suffering.  But God’s answer was:  “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”
     My Christian brothers and sisters, just like that man in our Gospel reading, I want you to go to the Lord every day with your requests – and your prayers should begin with these words:  “Lord, if you are willing…” 

     Sometimes God will answer your prayer by saying:  “I am willing.”  Then you will give Him thanks and praise.  But sometimes God will answer your prayer by saying:  “I’ve got something better for you.”  Then you will also give Him thanks and praise, because you know that He loves you and forgives you and will work in all things for your present and eternal good.

Amen!
Amen!
