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      Lent 1
What to do when you don’t know what to do:
embrace the great promises of God’s word
[Joshua 21:43-45; 2 Peter 1:2-5; Matthew 4:1-11 NIV]

In the beginning…

The sports editor of the old New York Globe wanted his daily cartoon.

The year was 1918,


and the paper’s 25-year-old cartoonist searched desperately for an idea.

He rummaged through his files


-- sports trivia he had collected over the years --



and found these two items:

· M Pauliquen, Paris, remained under water for 6 minutes, 29.8 seconds

· A Forrester, Toronto, ran 100 yards backwards in 14 seconds.

In a rush to meet the looming deadline,

the illustrator drew simple figures to depict these facts.

He first entitled the piece “Champs or Chumps”.
Then he had second thoughts.

He crossed out the title,


and penciled in these words: “Believe it or not”.
The next day the cartoon appeared in the Globe.

Readers responded so quickly and so positively

that Robert Ripley was asked to produce a daily illustration.

In time, Ripley’s “Believe it or not” 

appeared in 300 papers, 38 countries and 17 languages…

with an average of 80 million readers each day.
If you’ve ever read one of Ripley’s books, you know

that the truths he presents seem stranger than fiction…

seem too good to be true.

Perhaps that’s why he challenges his readers to decide…


to “believe it or not”.

There is another book 

which also has appeared in many countries and languages.

That book, too, presents some facts
– and many fantastic promises – 
that seem too good to be true.
That volume, of course, is the Bible –


God’s book of promises to us…


with almost every promise offering a challenge: 

“believe it or not”.

This morning, I propose that we believe…

believe God’s promises.

I, in fact, have found this to be a helpful strategy when I’m confused.

When I’ve been blind-sided by the changes and chances of life…


when I find myself in a daze -- a maze – and don’t know what to do,



I’ve discovered that it helps to embrace the great promises of God’s word.

Embrace the great promises of God’s word

1)  Embrace the promise-giver

How can all of us do that?
The first step: embrace God…embrace the promise-giver.
Easy to say; not all that easy to do.
After all, we live in a culture where commitment has gone missing.

The politician promises: “I will not raise taxes”.

The CEO assures us: “The merger will not affect any jobs”.
Our partner vows: “I’ll never leave you!”

Then push comes to shove,


and they all break their promises.

Just like your brother-in-law.

He assures you that you can borrow his van for your vacation.

But when you tell him that you want it next month for a drive to Santa Fe,


he tells you, sorry, but his wife needs it at the same time.

Is this what God does?
I suspect that there are times we all have felt 

that our great promise-maker is just another promise-breaker.

But Peter assures us that God is a promise-keeper.
In fact, he tells us 

that we will see more and more of his promises fulfilled in our lives



as we get to know him.

Grace and peace be given to you more and more, because you truly know God. 

[2 Peter 1:2 CEV]
So, how we can get to truly know God…

and discover that this promise-giver is reliable?

Look!
Look, first of all, at God’s Son.

From the beginning, 

God promised to provide what we need most: 

freedom from our sin and the suffering sin causes.
God’s son came, took the blame…and we’re not the same –

we’re forgiven.

Promise made…promise kept.

Look next at God’s word.

Many promises made…many promises kept.

You will find that history is His story –

God doing what he said he would.

Some of what happens, of course, is terrible;

but God’s promises are like that –



certain consequences for certain conditions.

In the beginning, God told our first ancestors 

that they would die if they ate the forbidden fruit;


they ate…and they died.

Read the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans;


what you read is what you see happening in the world today.

Promises made…promises kept.

Look finally at God’s people.

Ask some of our seniors

how God has come through time and again in their lives.

Ask some of our parents 
how God has been faithful in guiding and guarding their young families.
Ask me how God has been true to his word…

and made all things work out for good.

Look!
Look and you can see why the author of that book named after Joshua wrote these words:
Not one of all the Lord’s good promises to the house of Israel failed; 
every one was fulfilled  [Joshua 21:45]
2)  Embrace the promises given
After we embrace God as a trustworthy promise-giver,


we can take the next step

and embrace – or trust – the promises given.

A man called Peter tells us 

that God has given us…very great and precious promises [2 Peter 1:4]
And he has given them to us in a book;

we could all it a divine check-book (Bible) --



filled with promissory notes just waiting to be cashed.
Did you know, though, that some of God’s promises are conditional?

For example, in that book written by James, we find this assurance:


Resist the devil, and he will flee from you [James 4:7]
Sort of makes you think you can be a super-man…a wonder-woman.

Only one problem…


there is one condition.

The entire passage says this:


Submit yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you [James 4:7]
Apparently, Satan will not run from us 

unless and until we submit to God and rely on his power.
Other promises of God are unconditional.
Jesus attaches no strings when he tells all who are stretched or stressed:

Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you  [John 14:27]
And that pastor named Paul added no terms and conditions when he said:
This same God who takes care of me will supply all your needs from his glorious riches, which have been given to us in Christ Jesus [Philippians 4:19 NLT]
The greatest promise of all?

I’m sure you know it.

God so loved that he gave his one and only Son,

that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life [John 3:16]
For every imaginable situation,

God seems to be an imaginative promise.
Choices to make?
You need to select a college, a career, a companion?
Hear this:


If you need wisdom – if you want to know what God wants you to do – 

ask him, and he will gladly tell you.  [James 1:5 NLT]
Made some bad choices…

and find yourself in trouble?

Listen to this:

The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help.  

He rescues them from all their troubles [Psalm 34:17 NLT] 


Your heart is breaking?


The Lord is close to the broken-hearted [Psalm 34:18 NLT]
Your health is failing?


Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,



I will fear no evil, for you are with me [Psalm 23:4]

You’ve tried everything…

and think there is no promise for your problem?

God tells us:

Call to me, I will show you great and mighty things that you do not  know 

 [Jeremiah 33:3 NKJV]

I could go on and on.

It was Robert Ripley who said, “The mine is inexhaustible”.

He believed he never would run out of material for his daily column.

Couldn’t the same be said of the promises given to us?

Quite frankly, “the mine is inexhaustible”.

Believe it or not.
3)  Experience the results
What happens when you and I do believe…

when we do embrace the promises given?

We experience the results.

And three quickly come to mind.

First, we can escape the maze or the mess.

That’s what Pete says.

God has given us all of his rich and wonderful promises [2 Peter 1:4 NLT]
Why?

That you will escape the decadence all around you caused by evil desires



and that you will share in his divine nature [2 Peter 1:4 NLT]
God doesn’t want any of us to be mired in a maze –

even if it is a mess we made ourselves.

Believe his promises


-- basically let God help you --



and you have a way out:




you will escape the decadence. [2 Peter 1:4]
Believe his promises


and you also have a way in:



a way into the mind of God…




and a way into the might of God.

You’ll find that you share in his divine nature…. [2 Peter 1:4]

that you have God’s Spirit within you –



a Spirit of truth who shows you the right way to go




and a Spirit of power who enables you to go the right way.

Embrace the promises given


and you can escape the maze;



you can also expect good.

That’s what Joe says.

Joseph, you may remember, was mired in a maze, 


especially after his brothers sold him down the river and into Egypt.

For decades this guy must have wondered what was going on.

First, a favored son in his father’s house;


then a slave in a foreigner’s house.

Next, a prisoner in chains,


then a prince on a chair.

What a ride!

When it was all over, Joseph said this,

not only to the brothers in his family, 

but to all the brothers and sisters in God’s family:

God turned your evil into good


to save the lives of many people [Genesis 50:20 CEV]
God still turns evil into good.

The maze – the mess – we’re in


becomes a means…

the means that God still uses 

to save lives, yours and mine, for all eternity.

You know the promise, don’t you? –


how God causes everything to work for the good of those who love him 

[Romans 8:28 NLT]
Embrace that promise…


and expect the good.

Embrace the promises given,

and you can finally enjoy some peace.

That’s what Paul says.

His life too was a roller-coaster ride.

Sometimes he seemed to have everything.

Then suddenly he would have nothing.

But he discovered that 
– in any and all circumstances -- he could be content.

He knew that God was in charge of all the supplies…

and would supply whatever he needed.

And this is what he tells you and me:

Always be full of joy in the Lord. … 
Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything.  
Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done.  
If you do this, you will experience God’s peace. [Philippians 4:4,6-7 NLT]
Embrace the promises…and enjoy the calm.

At the end…

I think it’s time that we “reclaim the rainbow”.

Originally, the rainbow was a reminder of a promise given.

God said: I have placed my rainbow in the clouds.  

It is the sign of my permanent promise to you  [Gen 9:13 NLT]

Today, though, the rainbow has become the emblem of other causes.

Let’s reclaim the rainbow.

Let it be our emblem again --


a sign of God’s promise given long ago…



a sign of God’s promises given to us today.
And a reminder –


a reminder that, whatever our problem, God has a promise.

Let’s reclaim the rainbow.

Let’s also recall an old song.

My aunt 

-- the son of a Lutheran school teacher, the wife of a Lutheran pastor --



just loved Baptist songs.
She introduced me – at a very young age – 

to songs from a Baptist hymnal.

I learned to appreciate many of those songs.

Several I still like to hum today.

Especially this one: 

“Standing on the promises”

It’s a song that stresses how to live…


especially when you find yourself in a maze.

It goes like this:

Standing on the promises that cannot fail

When the howling storms of doubt and fear assail,

By the living word of God I shall prevail,

Standing on the promises of God.

Standing on the promises I cannot fall,

List’ning every moment to the Spirit’s call,

Resting in the Savior as my all in all,

Standing on the promises  of God.
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