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Pentecost 15
Our father in heaven

2) Learning to trust the father
Introduction
Last Sunday – in a lengthy article for the Pioneer Press –


Laura Billings proposed that 

everyone should “start the school year with a clean slate”.

She recalled how Mrs Smith, her 5th grade teacher,


began the year by telling her class that 

she didn’t care one bit how they scored on last year’s tests.
Since both Ms Billings and Mrs Smith seemed so eager to forget the past,

I became curious…



what on earth were they trying to hide?
I began a search…


and soon discovered a website 
that posted students’ answers from past exams.

I quickly learned
why those two women wanted to forget what happened last year.

Just listen to some of these answers:

On a history test, a student explained why “the sun never set on the British Empire”:


“because the British Empire is in the East, and the sun sets in the West”

“Where is Denver?” was the question on a geography test;


the answer?  “just below the “o” in Colorado.”


(Not a very precise answer.  After all, there are three “o’s” in Colorado.)

 A science exam asked students to define the word “germinate”;

one wrote: “to become a naturalized German”.

“What is water?” was the challenge posed on another science test;

“Water is composed of two gins, oxygin and hydrogin.  Oxygin is pure gin; hydrogin is gin and water.”

And somewhere out there is a young person who may want to become a chiropractor;


I hope not, for he or she wrote:

“A spinal column is a long bunch of bones.  The head sits on the top, and you sit on the bottom.”

I wonder if God also chuckles at our responses on his tests.

Oh! you didn’t know that the Lord tests you?

One of his spokesmen tells us:

“The Lord tests the heart.”  [Proverbs 17:3 NIV]
The Lord doesn’t test what’s up here (head);


he tests what’s in here (heart).
That man called Peter provides more detail;
he explains that the Lord tests our “faith” to see if “it is strong and pure”.  [1 Peter 1:7 NLT]
Last Sunday, we looked at “our Father in heaven”.

We discovered what’s he like…that he is “close, caring and competent”.
We learned that he is absolutely trustworthy as a father…

that he “will supply all that we (you and I) need”.  [Philippians 4:19 Ph]
This morning, though, the tables are turned.

This morning, the Father in heaven looks at us.

He wants to discover what we’re like…what’s in our hearts.

He wants to see whether or not we trust him…

whether we really rely on him to supply all our needs.
God, of course, has designed many types of examinations;

he has many different ways to test the faith in your heart and mine.

Today, however, we will limit ourselves to only three of his exams.

Today, the God who tests the heart will test us,


-- not on the three “R’s” -- 

but on the three “P’s”.

Three tests of trust
1)  The pressure test

God’s first test is the pressure test.

We only have to answer one question on this exam:

“how do I handle stress?”

What do you do when the pressure starts to build in your life?
Some of you may say:


“When I’m stressed, I go to the medicine cabinet, reach for a little bottle and take a pill.”

Others may say:


“I go to the bar, reach for a big bottle and take a long drink.”

Or maybe one of these statements describes what you do under stress:

“When I’m tense, I call a friend and complain.”

“When I’m nervous, I make some nachos.  I nuke them in the micro
wave…and “nosh” on them until my tummy is full.”
“When I’m stressed, I go shopping.  When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping.”

We all have stress in our lives…


and we all seem to have our own stress relievers.

But what role does God find himself playing in these times of trouble?

Does he find himself being our “first call”…or our “last resort”?

Our father in heaven tells us:

“I want you to trust me in your times of trouble so I can rescue you and you can give me glory.” [Psalm 50:15 LB]
Every time of trouble, then, is a test…

a test of trust.

As the tension mounts, do we look up…or do we look around?

Do we look up to God?

Do we turn to our father in heaven

and trust him to solve the problem…in his way, at his time?
Or do we look around?

Do we look around for the quick fix…the instant relief…the cheap thrill?

A man -- one of God’s sons and Jesus’ brother – 

has a word of advice for you and me.
It was James who wrote:

“You know that, under pressure, your faith is forced into the open and shows its true colors.  So don’t try to get out of anything prematurely.  Let it do its work so you become mature and well-developed.”  [James 1:3-4 Msg]
Listen up, says James.

A time of trouble…a time of tension


isn’t only a time of testing;



it’s also a time of training.

Do we ever stop to think of this?

As the problems come and the pressure builds,


do we ever stop to think that God may be working in our lives?



that he may be using the problems and pressure as part of his plan…




his plan to mold and make us into all that we are meant to be?
More often than not, God’s people just don’t get it.

Long ago, God said this:


“My people have done two evils.


First, “they have turned away from me.”




In other words, they – we – don’t turn to him in times of trouble.



Then, he goes on to say, “they’ve dug their own wells.”  [Jeremiah 2:13 NCV]



that is, they try their own plans first…





only to find out – much later – that they don’t hold any water.

It all started with the one we now call the “father of all believers”.
God had a grand plan for Abraham…

a plan that included a son in the man’s old age.

But as time passed, Abraham – who wanted to be a father -- got anxious.

So he made his own plan, 

made love to a servant girl


and made a baby.

Abraham thought it was a miracle.

God, though, said it was a mess.

He told Abraham:


“That boy Ishmael is your plan…

the well you’ve dug…the one that doesn’t hold any water.


My plan is a boy named Isaac…and he’s coming next year.”

That’s what the “father of believers” did…


and – as the saying goes – “like father, like son”…or daughter.

God has plans for us.

He has a plan for the family.
But we don’t always wait, do we?

The pressure builds.

We rush into relationships…plunge into passion


without much thought about what God wants for our lives.
God has plans for our finances, too.

But again, we don’t want to wait.

The pressure builds.

We spend too much, save too little,


seldom seeking God’s advice for our lives.
Like Abraham, we may think that our plan 

– our new partner…our new purchase – 

is a miracle.
But then it turns into a mess.

We find ourselves deep in despair…or deep in debt.

In the end, the plan we made -- the well we dug – just doesn’t hold any water.

Listen again to what our father says:
“You know that, under pressure, your faith is forced into the open and shows its true colors.  So don’t try to get out of anything prematurely.  Let (me do my work) so you become mature and well-developed.”  [James 1:3-4 Msg modified]
Then he adds:

“I want you to trust me in your times of trouble.”  [Psalm 50:15 LB]
Remember: God uses pressure to test us.

He also uses people.

2)  The people test
And like the pressure test, 
the people test has only one question to answer:

“How do I handle disappointment?”
Life – as I’m sure you know – includes disappointments.

Careers don’t work out as we had hoped.

Marriages don’t turn out as we had dreamed.

Why! even a two-week vacation doesn’t always go as we had planned.

The most severe disappointments in our lives, though, seem to come from people.

Why do other people disappoint us?

Because we expect them to do what only God can do:


we expect them to meet all our needs.

We think:


If only I had different parents, life would be so much better.


If only I could get married, I would be satisfied.


If only my partner would change, all my problems would be solved.


If only my children were like those next door, I would be happy.

The solution to our boredom is not another person.
The solution to our feelings of inferiority or insecurity is not another person.

The solution to our fears and sense of failure is not another person.

The solution is God.

Whenever you or I expect someone else to meet our needs


-- be our “savior” --



we’re setting ourselves up for disappointment.
One prophet says this:


“You should stop trusting in people to save you because people are only human.”  

[Isaiah 2:22 NCV]
There’s only one who can meet our needs…


only one who can be our Savior...



and he’s more than human…he’s God.

Another prophet tells us:
“Blessed are those who trust in the Lord and have made him (not other people) their hope and confidence.”  

Other people are not the cause of our problems.

Other people are not the solution to our problems.

Our response to other people…


that’s the problem –

or should I say, that’s the test!

Do we turn against people who disappoint us…who can’t meet our needs?
Or do we turn to God when people disappointment us…


turn to him to meet our needs?

I like what Emily Kingsley writes about handling disappointment.
She writes about a child who doesn’t turn out the way you had hoped.
However, In an article entitled “Welcome to Holland”,

she actually reveals how to deal with any person who disappoints you.

I am often asked to describe the experience of raising a child with a disability… It's like this......
When you're going to have a baby, it's like planning a fabulous vacation trip - to Italy. You buy a bunch of guide books and make your wonderful plans. … You learn some handy phrases in Italian. It's all very exciting.
After months of eager anticipation, the day finally arrives…and off you go.  Several hours later, the plane lands. The stewardess comes in and says, "Welcome to Holland."
"Holland? " you say. "What do you mean Holland?? I signed up for Italy! I'm supposed to be in Italy. All my life I've dreamed of going to Italy."
But there's been a change in the flight plan. They've landed in Holland and there you must stay.
The important thing is that they haven't taken you to a horrible, disgusting, filthy place… It's just a different place.
So you must go out and buy new guide books. And you must learn a whole new language. And you will meet a whole new group of people you would never have met.
It's just a different place. It's slower-paced than Italy, less flashy than Italy. But after you've been there for a while and you catch your breath, you look around.... and you begin to notice that Holland has windmills.... Holland has tulips.  Holland even has Rembrandts.
But everyone you know is busy coming and going from Italy... and they're all bragging about what a wonderful time they had there. And for the rest of your life, you will say "Yes, that's where I was supposed to go. That's what I had planned."
But... if you spend your life mourning the fact that you didn't get to Italy, you may never be free to enjoy the very special, the very lovely things ... about Holland.”
I suspect that some of you here this morning

stood before the altar on your wedding day…



or stood beside the crib of your first child,




and thought, “I’m going to Italy!”

Am I right?

But today…today you think that you went to Bangladesh!

And you feel disappointed.

What are you going to do?

Ah! that’s the test…the people test.

Are you going to turn against the people who – you think – destroyed your plan?
Or are you going to turn to God…and try to discover his plan for your life?
Listen to what our father says.

Listen especially if you’ve looked to another person to meet your needs.


“Anyone who trusts in me,” he tells us, will not be disappointed.”  [Isaiah 49:23 NCV]
3)  The priority test
There is one more test.

This final test is the most frequent test;

we have to take this exam over and over again.

It’s called the priority test.
This test, too, has only one question to answer:


“Who – or what – is number one in my life?”

We all have needs, don’t we?
Physical needs, emotional needs, spiritual needs –


all are real; all are legitimate.

How do all those needs get satisfied?
Conventional wisdom says:


“You’ve got to take care of yourself first!”

But God says:


“You’ve got to put me first!”

Actually, it was God’s son who said that;


and he put it this way:

“Your heavenly father already knows all your needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if – IF – you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.”  [Matthew 6:33 NLT]
Did you hear what Jesus said?

Put God first…and he will meet all your needs all the time.

This is a promise…with a premise.

So, who is number one in your life?

This is a test!
You and I can say that “God comes first”.
We can sport a T-short or bumper sticker that boasts “God is number one”
But that means nothing;
anyone can do that.

How, then, can you and I know whether or not God is a priority in our lives?
When I worked as a training manager,

I had to “entertain” one of the corporation’s senior executives every six months.

During each of those visits,


I had to put on a “show” for the boss

I had to let him see my team’s training schedule and training budget.

From those two spreadsheets,


he knew if I had gotten my training priorities right…


if my priorities were aligned with the company’s policies.

How can you know who is number one in your life?

You only need to look at two books:


your diary and your checkbook.

The way you spend your time,


the way you spend your money



-- even, or perhaps especially, during the summer in Minnesota --




reveals who – or what – is most important in your life.

Listen again to what our father tells us through his son Jesus:

“Your heavenly father already knows all your needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if – IF – you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.”  [Matthew 6:33 NLT]
Conclusion
The pressures…the people…the priorities in our lives.
Three tests that God uses to assess your faith and mine.

What happens if we fail one or more of these exams?
If we fail?  I should say when we fail.
What happens then?

Do you remember Ms Billings and Mrs Smith?

Those two women believe that everyone should start the year with a clean slate.

So does the father in heaven.

That’s why he once sent his Son to the cross and through grave –


to erase all the F’s – all our failures – from years gone by.

That’s why he still sends his Spirit –


to enable us to get a higher score this year.

I know that none of us did very well on last year’s exams.

In fact, I don’t know of anyone who passed all three.

Would you, then, like to join me…

and begin this school year with a clean slate?
Then listen to a final word from our father.

This is what God says: “If you come back to me and trust me, you will be saved…and you will be strong
.”  [Isaiah 30:15 NCV]

“Trust me,” says God.
“You will be saved” from your past mistakes.
“You will be strong” enough to do better this year.
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