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The opening moment of our sermo§ today takes
us back 3,000 years ago to the perioq of the Judges,
when the Bible tells the story of grdat heroic
exploits of God' s Chosen PeopTe, bet Een the t1me
of Moses and i ’
and the golden heydays of the nat1on nder Dav1d
and Solomon., The people of God, in thpbse desper-
ate times, were 1ittle more than wanderyng bands of
nomads. The enemy of the day was the Rand of
Midian, amsh©ur story begins in the sixth chapter
of the book of Judges, when the Midianites_jetmmae
wmesdndasnicablondads, were plundering farfis of the.
Israelite people at harvest time, Imagile the
horror at having broken ground and planted and
tilled and coaxed and waited, and then whén the .
full grain appeared, the harvest was <a .bu».\Sa\re)ng, JQSTA&‘&J*
How disconsolate those farming folk would be. S |
greatly impoverished and dying of starvatibn, cl1s-
consolate and down, the children of Israel} it
says, called upon the name of the Lord the br God.

" Mkﬂd "“--" \“_ M%

Then, iy SOunins
sent a prophet to rescue them., Wi "‘lshﬂ h P
v . diiepe i Jvdw wue’.alnm.

L ¥

mbowrr=gtteew=s The Bible says, "An angel of the
Lord came and sat down under the oak tree at 3§
Orphah," the Tittle section of the earth which%}
be]onged to Joash, a good and godly man. Mean-j
while, in a secluded place, the son of Joash,
Gideon, it says, was pounding the grain, separ-:i '

at1ng the wheat from the chaff, you would say, .ﬁé
) .I

p:..l? MQM"M angel of the Lord u‘. M?ﬁ. ’a-(

S —cam® to Gideon ard=sEFRd: 'The Lord is with you, i
mighty man of valor'" (He is about to be called
to his role as prophet, warrior, and leader of |}
his people) "The Lord is with you". Hail, the %
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Lord is with you, Gideon my boy. God‘sravor is
upon you. You will be His messenger.

Remember now, his whole nation is in}ruin.
Their homes were be1ng plundered day and{night;

children kidnapped, wives abused, sons and COUSinNs WABAQ. Q.u-l Sldﬂjum
‘it endlessly, ruthlessly, ﬁ,:f"’““" 0 s ke ind

Gideon said to the angel, "Pray sir, pledse tell ﬂn|1rl o

me, if the Lord is with us, why then has 11 this

befallen us? What happened? I believe ip the
Goodness of the Lord. [ have always beenfa faith-
ful man. I have recalled wonderful Heeds, O

God, how you gave us life and gquided us ahd offered
hope and freedom, love,and peace,and joy. i And,

h ’
w af:ever came, I took all of it in stride | up to N-‘-é Mb._d_h Mmed

s

[4

. hey
It is Job saying, "Cursed be the day when I N

was born." It's a friend of mine who saidjso

quietly, "I never thought that it would co%e to

this." It's ancient Jeremiah saying, "I cdn't

stand it here, thes people picking on me." % It's

a brave young wife two years ago who whispered
through her tears, "I cannot understand. Ijhave
my boys to rear and raise." It's David's pathetic
lament, "Absolom, my son, my son, would God ¥#hat I
had died instead of thee." It's a tired oldiwoman
pining, "I'd really love to go. Why must I Einger
on and on?". It's the Psalmist wondering out: loud,
"Has God forgotten to be gracious?". It's a proud
man with years to 1ive and work, stooped and %nx1ous
when he is told to shuffle on because the company is
in trouble, "§&d) take your nameplate with you,iJohn.'
Mk it is JesUs on the cross, asking, "My God, ‘my
God, why hast thou forsaken me?". I;;;;Gideon gain,
"Pray sir, if the Lord is with us, why has all this
befallen me?". :

Great question: But watch it, watch it - the X
angel of the Lord never answers h1m And that's a '
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letdown, to be sure, disappointing, even quite
infuriating. But everytime you hear that question
in the Bible, on the 1ips of Job, of Jeremiah, or
of Jesus Christ himself, the heavens are signific-
antly silent or termb?y evasive, as if he has notM
The angel simply says, "Go to deliver the
children of Israel from the hand of Midian, it is
the will of God." Upon which, Gideon, the youngest
in his family, complain@ that his tribe#da the
weakest one in Israel, and he the Tegst in all his
family., He wanted to know why God had chosen him,
e . X
Upon which, the Lord God himself says, "Go, Gideon,
and I will be there with you." Like a loving
mother might say, "Hush now, son; you have to go
to school." Or the athletic coach says, just when
you have had enough, '"One more time around the
track". Or, "I'm sorry, Jane, I have to Teave."

So, Gideon went, and I suppose you know the
story after that, how God commanded him to pull
down the altar of Baal, and Gideon was so afraid
he sneaked out at night with half a dozen of his
friends. How he persuaded them, it does not say:
but they tore down the altar to Baal by dark and,
before morning, built a new one to Jehovah, and
the next day they hid themselves in fear. "0 God,
['m scared ..why me? If God is good, why mpmemet=—

Upon which it says, "The spirit of
“‘ Smﬂ’ the Lord took

possession of Gideon." The story
has a happy ending, as all the Bible stories do.
Midian was subdued. Their land had rest for
forty years, when Gideon died at "good old age”,
it says, and was buried in the city of his birth.
The story is over; the question only lingers:
I[f God is good, why must his children suffer so?




the one-thir mankind tha onizes in hopel
hunger. I{gMives and moveggMnd has its bein

every hog#ital, nursing e, and private i
place gf all the eart It's in the pa
i claiming heagdfnes. Now and i i S
the globe an mes to rest o :

For many, this is the most perplexing question
of them all. NN MQ\A—QR&\QTH T
Wl the Tove of God. We make promises to our (L{QLiTL{
children and ourselves., Viwmapsam'\We say, your
prayers will soon be answered. "Ask and it will be
given unto you; seek and you shall find." Just QE;)
trust God, we say, and everything will turn out
right. But, wait a minute. Why these um——_—__—

traged1es? Why the grief of emptiness? Why these (o Masodomc.
illnesses? Why the hurt of broken EQ

families? Why the loneliness? If God is good, as
the little girl said, then why does it hurt so much?

The questif\n comes t0 you withW®n your private
world, to terriQy you in the dark o} endless night,
and rolls down yRur cheek in tears. \I know you
know the questio No sensitive belgver can ever
carry on without %e anguish of what takes to
tangie with this ql est:on or—y caRfes

4 B Qe MOre aL - TV Ve
pondered this topic nd]ess]y for even ¢ cad S
now, the onjy useful \infokmation I have 1§ enitirely

secondhand.| What I tRinki{I know apout th¥ tqpic

I haive learged from otyerd. I havp been tRei
student. And those I Mave been clpse to whi{ hhve
seen} the degqpest darkesq valleys off them ally [
willltell yqu honestly, Qhey have kalked me t§Fough
it rdther tHan the other ¥ays arougd. One of ghe
rare |great privileges of R{ing called to follo in

the flootstepk of the Chrigly to be khosen for gRe
ministry, is\the privilege\&f sharipg the journe
through the darkness with th&se wholhave allowel

me tolwalk ailbng. My own 1if¥ has begen grand and
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need. Jpurely now, yol have the

If God ip good, why do his children

********************-—\d *‘a,.\ tA.J G\U\-.
bt
first thing I want to say is we should Trug
to know too much. As Robert Frost once e
ow enough to go ahead with", but we do
all; like looking through haar, the fog




come to understand God's J will and way,

that is the moment you have mfssed it. A1l

great truths, he said, end inf paradox: My ways

are not your ways, saith the pord, my thoughts

are higher than your thoughtsf That is the way
it's supposed to be. You hadﬂbetter believe that.
We yearn for simple answers ahd pine for a ready
anchor to hold on to. But itlis a deep and weighty
topic, and I caution you not {o answer it too sim-

ply.

%

[ will say in passing thatj often it is not a
theological question at all. it is a very, human
question, born of our inability to comp nd
beyond the furthest reaches where our
penetrate. We yearn to know. jWe wan
easy mastery, and seldom are content
surrendering ourselves. But, it is a p ical
kind of question; for, while it is tnue say

idence of God, and that His will incjudes

preconditions that allow everything Lo icomg to
pass, that does not imply thatiall ] re the
wit-

way God wants them to be. The ?1b1
nesses in favor of fhe opp051te

there are questions regarding. wﬁy Gad m d¢ the
world the way He did. But that He npde|it the way

His purpose,1s not up for questidn. \ltlafil is
consistent within His purpose. N
why God and nature made us so that in a
of years we die. We do not know why we were made
to die, but it is our knowledge which is lacking,
not the will of God. ]

T

That is not to say God wants what falls within
His will. Take a human illustratipn. Say a cer-
tain man has a son who asks, as thg Prodigal did,
to take his share of the fortune akd carts off to
some foreign country to squander i\ away. The

-6-
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father is so const
has a right to his
by his father, it
should have his fr

that it will end
rically contrary
still, constructed
grant the freedom

There js a h
need, to separate

T2~

cted that he says "Yes"; the son

own 1ife., Unimpeded and unhindered
s within his father's will that he
redom. But even if the father knows

what he wants for his younger son,

%8 ignominy and disgrace, and diamet-

as the father is, he must needs
anyway.

nt, my friends, if another hint you
God's i1l from what He wants.

He

did not want his $on, Jesus Christ, to die a horrid

death upon the cr¢

ss, stretched in agonizing, suffoca-

ting hour, burning
because His Will

it happened anyway.

up with pain - of course not. But

ook precedence over what he wanted,

The question, I repeat, should

never be a challehge, to assault the central citadel

of the truth of Gbd itself.

imate - it must bg
listen, in the eng
You can trust th
trust that it allj
that one day you
are known - or yol
While His Will 1inq
wish for nothing

v

And Heaven wek

when Jesus died, y
years into His 1if

Heavens blurted out

Darkness covered a
Temple split in tw
Quiet loved ones ¢

But the heavens andwered "Yes".

lonely and ridicul
God Himself is the
the 11311 of God wa
and now and evermo

T

Fissi~

OQur question is legit-
asked from time to time - but
the answer is terribly incidental.

| God who made the world, you can

belongs together, you can trust

will know in full even as you now

cannot trust anything at all.
ludes all which happens, He would

yut the good.

pps as well as you and I...The day
pung and strong and barely three
¢-long work, dismal dreary day, the
their agonizing disappointment.

t1 the land. Storms raged and the
d. Mighty Romans fled in terror.

Sad and terrifying,
us; still, it is as it should be.
re, and in that beleaguered moment,
s done, for sure, His Will for then

re. Do you believe it?

iied their tears: "Oh, God, no'"

I think we should say it loudly
-7-



and clearly, some suffering and evil come quite
directly and logically from human choices and
decisions. If you chose to drink yourself to
death, you could hardly blame your God., If you
overextended yourself and taxed your human body
beyond all possible extension, you could hardly
blame your God. As Markham said,

"T will Teave man to make the fateful guess
And leave him torn between No and Yes,
Leave him in tragic loneliness to choose,
With all in 1ife to win and all to lose."

If madmen like Hitler roam the earth and we
do nothing to prevent them; if we allow reckless
drivers to drive our highways, and treat drunken
driving lightly; if we plant the field with mines;
allow anybody and his brother to own a gun; pollute
the earth with hatred - we can hardly blame the
concomitant occurrences on God, That does not
answer everything, but it begins to claim some order
for it all. As Christians still, you can question
why the world is such that the Adolph Hitlers come,
or that peop]e overeat and overdrink or that the
pressures rise, and accidents occur; but, again,
they are practical questions and do not challenge
the original belief that

“"This is our Father's world,
And to His listening ears
A1l nature sings,

And round me rings

The music of the spheres."

The world is made in such a way that disobedience
to what God wants is possible, and nature sings
off key, and the music of the spheres becomes a
dirge.

Secondly, I think we need to say, some evil
comes logically from human freedom. "I", Dr.

-8-



Kanwischer used to say, is in the middie of sin.

(:E%) » [ think we need to say that pain
is punishment from God. It would hardly be
necessary to say those words again, were it not
for rather universal, if often hidden, acceptance
of them as true. We train ourselves that our
happiness comes in relation to our goodness: Do
a good job, and you will be promoted, and make
more money; if you do and don't, then enormous
disappointment. Be a good wife, be a good guy,
good student, perform your part; and everything
will be okay. Do what I want you to do, the
parent says, then I'll be nice to you; be bad,
and I'T1 withhold my love. 1It's as subtle as

it is insidious,

Some years ago, I ministered to a lady in
her late eighties, who was dying of old age and
a terminal illness. "Why is God punishing me?"
she asked. 1 said ! didn't know; then it came
to me that she was listening to the voice of her
Sunday School teacher before the turn of the
century, or her grandmother: "If you are bad,
God will punish you." Remove those voices,
friends; pain is not punishment. People have
weak hearts for the same reason they have blue

eyes: they aremgade that way.
é But,-h I think we need to speak
ab

what the Bibles callg the treasucas.gl.the
dankng;;.__%ﬁgour suffering, we come as close to
living out Christian 1ife as we ever do at
all, The glories of the night yield a special

privilege and lasting insight. All is not lost.
The victory still belongs to Christ.

"I walked a mile with pleasure
She chattered all the way,

But left me none the wiser

For all she had to say.

-9.




"I walked a mile with sorrow

And ne'er a word said she;

But oh the things I learned from her
When sorrow waltked with me."

--Robert Browning Hamilton

We all Tove the sunny uplapds of the human spirit;

we love the mountain top yWith its great and wandering
view upon the neighboringfvalleys; but, in the dark-
ness, we learn to touch ahd take and trust what we
never find beyond.

This portion of the §tory begins and ends the
same, in the Tife and depth and Resurrection of our
Lord. If anyone in all Jthe history of the earth
ever deserved a sweet afd happy life, it surely was
our Lord. No one ever gave more of self for others,
no one ever found perfegtion in obedience. No one
ever did the will of Gofl so finally and selflessly.
No other person ever lilved the perfect life. We
should try to be Tike Him in all our ways, to dupli-
cate His giving. But Je reflect His grandeur most
of all, I think, when §e kneel within the garden and
tears run down our chepks and our soul is empty and
our spirits hurt and ape harmed and dimmed. There
we come the closest tofliving out the 1ife in Christ
God gives us. Faith i} not a rabbit's foot, a lucky
charm to carry.

It sounds a trifle peak, as if a trick is being
played on you; but normplly we get it wrong: the
purpose of 1ife is not go be happy, the purpose of
1ife is not to get whatjwe can for ourselves and
those we love. The purpose of 1life in the uitimate
is never selfish. As Jgsus said, "Not my will,
but thine, be done, 0 Lerd". The purpose of life
is to glorify God and edjoy Him forever, to accept
the 1ife He gives us, tdQ work to change the fortunes

.of the earth for good, bt to reach out our hand
into the hand of God. "fo suffer, passes; to have
suffered last forever", the French proverb says.

10-



5. The last thing we need to say is the thing
that matters most: God can use your suffering and
mine to the greater glory, in your 1ife, in mine, and
in all the world around us. On almost every page of
all the Scripture, you could find some way to echo
the words that I will use from Paul, and I am sure
the Bible means it: "God works all things together
for good for them that love him and are called
according to his purpose." Those are the most
precious words in all the Bible, and they echo down
through all the lingering eons of time since that
first moment when the universe was made, with every
new explosion of another galaxy of stars, of the
endless patience of our Lord, but working things
together for good. Out of that primordial mass of
nothingness came this round and spinning planet on
its axis through the gravitational field of this
isolated corner of the Milky Way and the form of
molten mass of the billions of some eons more, its
shape began to be. Then a tiny fragmentary motion
we call 1ife was planted there on the planet. Then
through the shifting surface of the earth, through
time out of mind, through a billion different
disappointing cul-de-sacs; then, on down to your
1ife and mine in every passing moment, day and
decade. Look back over it, my friend, God taking
hold of your life and working each part together
for good.

So, just when you have had enocugh, just
when you're s1ipping off the edge, just when you

come to the end of your sanity - wait and watch
and listen - let go, even the air will hold you

up in time - wait and listen - and an angel of
o,r@ the Lord will come your way and say to you:
"Hail, O favored one, The Lord is with
6)""#" you and He has work for you to do."
\@‘ w\]ust when you say, "Oh God, No'", the Spirit
L“ whispers, "Yes". But,it's all right; this time
\ \.&-ﬂ\ <SR
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will pass. You will learn to live again....Come

my son, my daughter, my friend...Come on now; we
can manage it together. Like the old and seasoned
soldier prayed each day he went to battle: "0 Lord,
don't let nothin' come my way today that you and me
can't handle together." '

Come on now...we can manage it together. U
explain it on the way. | :

"Hail, O favored one...
The Lord is with Thee."

Glory be to God, now and evermore. Amen.
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Thanks to the generosity of
Mr. and Mrs. Warren Bulette,
this sermon has been printed
for Southminster members and
friends. ’
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