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POWERFUL, PERSONAL, PROVIDENCE

(Romans 8:28-39)

TEXT:

SUBJECT (Fallen Condition Focus):  

PROPOSITION (Theme Sentence):  

OBJECTIVE:

INTRODUCTION:


A.  Perhaps the greatest figure of the Old Testament was the patriarch Abraham, the great “father of the faithful”.  Abraham is remembered for his remarkable faith in God, and yet it is amazing how lacking in faith he could be at times.  But the lowest point was when he took matters in his own hands and tried to fulfill God’s promise by himself.  God had promised to give to him and Sarah a son who would become a great nation.  But as the years passed and Sarah was unable to bear children, she suggested that her servant, Hagar, could serve as a surrogate mother and bear children to Abraham on her behalf.  And Abraham gave in.  


What went wrong?  God had promised a son; this son was the key to Abraham’s entire hope and future.  But nothing was happening.  And Abraham lost his nerve.  He decided to take matters into his own hands.  


B.  Pastors and churches today face the same temptation.  God has promised to bless the church which faithfully proclaims Christ in the gospel and humbly prays for his help.  We have a responsibility before God to obey him in this.  But God reserves the right to produce growth according to his sovereign will.  And yet it’s a competitive world out there, and many churches seek “success” by trying “new and improved” methods.  “God’s Word and prayer are not enough anymore in this modern world”, the experts tell us.  These churches are losing their nerve, losing their confidence in God’s appointed means.  This lack of faith greatly dishonors God.  


C.  But there are many other temptations to compromising our faith.  When businesses flounder, the temptation to cut corners becomes quite attractive.  Worried singles can be tempted to lower standards, to go ahead and date unbelievers.  Parents can be tempted to cave in to peer pressure for fear that their kids will not be popular.  And there are many more.


D.  And the solid preventative or cure to all such temptations is a strong confidence in the providence of God.  

Said the robin to the sparrow, 

“I would really like to know

Why these anxious human beings

Rush about and worry so.”

Said the sparrow to the robin,

“Friend I think that it must be

That they have no heavenly Father

Such as cares for you and me.”  

I.  GOD’S POWERFUL AND PERSONAL CARE.

What is “providence”?  It’s not just the capital of Rhode Island, although there is a connection.  In 1636 Roger Williams was expelled from the Massachusetts colony for his unconventional views.  He wandered in the winter for fourteen weeks, finally purchasing some land from the Indians.  This new settlement he named Providence, “in a sense of God’s merciful providence to me in my distress.”  


“Providence” is based on the word “provide”.  It means simply God’s powerful and personal care of all things.  Let’s read the catechism together.   

Q. 27.  What do you understand by the providence of God?  


A. The almighty and ever‑present power of God(1) whereby he still upholds, as it were by his own hand, heaven and earth together with all creatures(2), and rules in such a way that leaves and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and unfruitful years, food and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty(3), and everything else, come to us not by chance(4) but by his fatherly hand.(5)  


A.  God personally upholds and rules all things.  


1.  God upholds all his creation.  He did not simply wind it up and let it go.  It would not “go” without him.  Zacharias Ursinus says that providence is a continuation of the doctrine of creation.  God keeps his hand on creation.  He is not like a ship builder who once the ship is completed immediately turns it over to a pilot.  Rather, he continues to pilot the whole of what he has created.  “As nothing could exist except by the creating power of God; so it is impossible that anything should exist, even for a moment, without his government and preservation.”  (in loc)  Hebrews 1:3 says, “The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.”

There may be a clear example of this from the realm of physics.  I say “may be” because our knowledge is not complete.  The physicists tell us that all material things are made up of small particles called “atoms.”  Each atom is in turn made up of smaller particles, electrons which swirl about the nucleus of the atom. And the smaller particles are incomparably smaller than the atom itself.  The analogy that is most often used is that if the nucleus of the atom is a lady bug on the fifty yard line of a football field, then the outside diameter of atom itself is on the goal line.  So what is between the tiny nucleus and the outside edge of the atom?  Nothing.  So almost all of the atom is made of nothing.  That means that most all of everything material in the universe made of nothing.  What is your body made of? Mostly nothing at all.  What holds all that nothing together?     


We often travel across Iowa on highway 20.  Over by Iowa Falls, they have build a high bridge over the Iowa River valley.  It’s a beautiful view, but as we cross that bridge over 100 feet above the valley, I sometimes think that the bridge we’re crossing is mostly made of nothing at all.  What holds all that nothing together so that my car does not plunge to the valley below?  


Perhaps this is one of the ways God personally upholds all things.  At the most basic level, God’s mighty power literally holds the whole universe together.  


2.  But God also rules all things.  This extends to all that is great and to all that is seemingly insignificant.  The catechism states that God “rules in such a way that leaves and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and unfruitful years, food and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty, and everything else, come to us not by chance but by his fatherly hand.”  “Leaves and grass”!  If the catechism authors had known about sub-atomic theory, they might have said “atoms and molecules” instead.  But God rules over trivial, unimportant and trifling things like leaves and grass.  Of course it is often the small things that make the big difference.  The old story says, 

“For want of a nail, the shoe was lost,

for want of a shoe, the horse was lost, 

for want of a horse, the rider was lost,

for want of the rider, the battle was lost,

for want of the battle the war was lost, 

and all for the want of a nail.”

R.C. Sproul observes that if there is one rogue molecule out there doing its own thing in the universe and not under the sovereign control of God, then the whole universe is imperiled. 


The catechism also mentions larger concerns.  “rain and drought, fruitful and unfruitful years, food and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty”.  And all these come “not by chance but by his fatherly hand.”  


C.  Do you know what that sounds like to me?  It sounds a little like the marriage vows.  “I Fritz, take you Frieda; to be my wedded wife; and I do promise and covenant; before God and these witnesses; to be your loving and faithful husband; in plenty and in want;. in joy and in sorrow; in sickness and in health; as long as we both shall live.”  And maybe some of the reason why so many marriages are not making it is because people have forgotten about God’s fatherly hand, his providential care.  


D.  This settles another matter, doesn’t it?  The question is often asked, “Does God merely allow bad things to happen, or does he cause them to happen?”  And the truth is that all these come from his fatherly hand.  We may experience them through the fist of the attacker, or the lips of the slanderer, or the poisonous whisper of the tempter.  But beneath and behind all these is God’s fatherly hand, and he means it for good.  This is the only way to make sense of that promise:  “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.” (Romans 8:28)  “Not by chance but by his fatherly hand.”

II.  OUR PATIENT AND FAITHFUL RESPONSE.

So how are we to respond to this truth?  The catechism speaks of our “advantage”.  Let’s read together question and answer 28:

Q. 28.  What advantage comes from acknowledging God's creation and providence?  


A. We learn that we are to be patient in adversity(1), grateful in the midst of blessing(2), and to trust our faithful God and Father for the future, assured that no creature shall separate us from his love(3), since all creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they cannot even move.(4)


Three responses:  patience, gratitude and trust.  


A.  We are patient in adversity.  And let me state the obvious--this is not easy.  I discovered this again firsthand in the last couple of months.  I had this nagging cough, I just didn’t feel well.  Now that’s nothing compared to the health struggles of many, but in small or great adversity, God calls us to patience.  


God is our Father, almighty, wise and loving.  There is in him no room whatsoever for failure, error or evil.  Our Lord Jesus encouraged his disciples to pray by appealing to the truth of God’s fatherhood to them.  "Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”  (Matthew 7:9-11)  We must ask ourselves:  Do we have an almighty, wise and loving heavenly Father watching over us, or are we on our own?  If God is powerfully and personally providential, then we can be patient in adversity.


B.  And we are grateful in blessing.  Which is better, to find a dollar on the street, or to be given a dollar by your dad?  I would suggest the second one.  If you find a dollar, it may be a pleasant surprise.  But if you only find a dollar, it was a random event; there was no intention, no purpose behind it.  If you are given a dollar by your dad, then you know there was a loving purpose behind it.  And if you find a dollar, there is no guarantee that you’ll find another one.  But if you are given a dollar by your dad, you can be reasonably sure that there is more where that one came from.


Deuteronomy 8:10 says, “When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the LORD your God for the good land he has given you.”  Gratitude perhaps best of all demonstrates that the Christian faith is a personal relationship with God in Christ.  “Thank you, Father, for sunshine and rain, for home and family, for leaves and grass, for all your loving gifts to me.  


3.  And we are hopeful toward the future.  We have a heavenly Father whom we trust.  Two reasons are affixed to this confidence:  God unassailable power and his unfailing love.  No creature is able to separate us from the love of God in Christ.  This is a paraphrase of Paul’s words in Romans 8:38-39-- “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Notice the marvelous blending of God power and love for us.  God is strong enough to prevent any creature from detaching us from his love.  


The catechism speaks so graphically:  “We learn that we are to be patient in adversity, grateful in the midst of blessing, and to trust our faithful God and Father for the future, assured that no creature shall separate us from his love, since all creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they cannot even move.”   So terrorists cannot move without his will.  Neither can tornadoes.  The same is true of drunk drivers, abusive husbands, unresponsive wives, rebellious children, viruses, cancer cells, artery- clogging blood clots, electrical fires, stock market crashes, rain drops, you name it.  All creatures are so firmly in his grip that they are incapable of movement, for us or against us, “without his will.”  

CONCLUSION


And so we are confident in his powerful, personal, providential care.  

Said the robin to the sparrow, 

“I would really like to know

Why these anxious human beings

Rush about and worry so.”

Said the sparrow to the robin,

“Friend I think that it must be

That they have no heavenly Father

Such as cares for you and me.”  

Q. 27.  What do you understand by the providence of God?  


A. The almighty and ever‑present power of God(1) whereby he still upholds, as it were by his own hand, heaven and earth together with all creatures(2), and rules in such a way that leaves and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and unfruitful years, food and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty(3), and  everything else, come to us not by chance(4) but by his fatherly hand.(5)  (
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