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Life 101: Don’t give up!
[Psalm 143 NLT; Hebrews 12:2-3 NLT]
In the beginning…
“School days, school days
Dear old golden rule days
Readin' and 'ritin' and 'rithmetic 
Taught to the tune of the hickory stick.”
The hickory stick has become a relic,

but not “readin’, ‘ritin’ and ‘rithmetic”.
This week our children return to school…


resume their study of these three subjects.

And – as their school days become school terms –


our children will be tested…



tested on what they know of these three subjects.

In spite of Howard Gardner’s pioneer work at Harvard,


we still like to evaluate people on the basis of their IQ.
Do we continue to believe that success in life


depends on what we know?

Floyd was one of the most intelligent people I have met.

He was the student speaker when I graduated from college.

The faculty loved him.

Employers don’t.

For the past 40 years,


he has found it difficult to hold a job.

Perhaps Cal was on to something.

Former president Calvin Coolidge claimed that


it is not the smart people



-- neither is it the rich or popular --




who are successful.
Rather, it is the individual who learns this simple lesson:


“don’t give up!”.

Don’t give up.
That’s the little lesson we’ll try to learn today.

Don’t give up  -- 

on yourself…on other people…on God.

Don’t give up!
Biographies of persistent people line the shelves of our libraries.

Abraham Lincoln…Winston Churchill…Thomas the Tank Engine.

No one, though, ever wrote a book about my Mom.
Every morning – at 5:00 – she got out of bed,

sat at her kitchen table,



and opened her well-worn Lutheran Prayer Book 

to the page on which was printed the “prayer for an erring child”.

For 33 years, my mother prayed for my brother.

Until the day she died,


she didn’t give up –



didn’t give up on my brother…




didn’t give up on God.

Unfortunately, I did not inherit that trait from my mother.

Persistence – it seems – does not swim in the gene pool.

I have acquired a different trait.
I have learned to follow the national trend…

the trend that tends –

· tends to give up on the family
(today more people are divorced than married)
· tends to give up on the church

(1 of every 6 members changes their church every year)

· tends to give up on even on learning

(the number of school dropouts is rising).

“Don’t give up!” --


seems like a hard lesson to learn in these United States.

How can we do it?

A man named David can serve as our model.
This man was known as “a man after God’s own heart”.

We, of course, may wonder why.

After all, he often seemed to follow his own heart, not God’s.

In fact, this man’s own follies often infuriated God.

This man’s follies also seemed to induce feelings of frustration.

On at least one occasion,


the man was ready to “throw in the towel”.

In a song he composed


-- a song we heard only moments ago --



he claimed that he was losing all hope [Psalm 143:4 NLT].

Another translation put it this way:

I am ready to give up. [Psalm 143:4 TEV]
David was ready to give up.
But – in the end -- he didn’t;


and in the song he wrote, we learn why. 

In Psalm 143, he reveals three steps --

three steps he took when he felt like giving up.

The three steps?

Talk…look…and listen.

Not what we read at the old sign for railroad crossings


-- not stop, look and listen --



but what we read in David’s old song:

talk, look and listen.
1)  TALK – tell God how you feel
When you feel like giving up,


do what David did:



talk – tell God exactly how you feel.

In his song, David says:

I am losing all hope; I am paralyzed with fear. [Psalm 143:4 NLT]


…my depression deepens [Psalm 143:7 NLT]
Did you hear that?
One of God’s children – a Christian – terrified…depressed…feeling hopeless;


we may think something’s wrong with the picture.

Yet a prophet named Jeremiah tells us:

Pour out your feelings to the Lord, 

as you would pour water out of a jug. [Lamentations 2:19 CEV]
The man after God’s own heart 
certainly poured out his heart to the Lord, didn’t he?
David told God exactly how he felt.

Do we?

Honest to God, I suspect most of us are not honest with God.
People in recovery claim that we are only as sick as our secrets.
I suspect, though, that we hesitate to spill our secrets 

– especially our secret feelings – to God.
We sense that if we admit we are secretly falling apart – as David did --

why! that’s a sign of failure.
But let me ask you this…
Doesn’t God know your secrets and mine

even before we spill them?
And when we do spill our secrets

-- when we admit that we feel like we’re simply falling apart --



isn’t that really a sign of progress?
Isn’t our dismay an invitation for God to help?

God gives a hand to those down on their luck, says David
      
he gives a fresh start to those ready to quit. [Psalm 145:14 MSG]
So what is it, my friend?

What issue makes you feel like giving up today?

Is it something within –


an addiction…an affliction 

that is ruining your health…robbing your wealth?

Or is it something without –


a career that is going nowhere…



a relationship that is tempting you to go somewhere else?
Why not do what prophet said?
Why not do what poet did?
Pour out your feelings to the Lord, 

as  you would pour water out of a jug. [Lamentations 2:19 CEV]
Author Philip Yancey reminds us:


“In the presence of the Great Physician, 

my most appropriate contribution is my wounds.”

2)  LOOK – see what God can do
When you feel like giving up,


talk – tell God exactly how you feel.

Then look – see what God can do.
This is the second step that David took.

He tells God…and us:


I remember the days of old.  

I ponder all your great works.  

I think about what you have done. [Psalm 143:5 NLT]
I wonder what images crossed David’s mind…
Did he remember the stories he heard as he sat on his mother’s lap?
Did he see God fashioning…

fashioning this lonely planet…its surrounding galaxy…the entire universe?

Did he see God freeing…

freeing his ancestors from slavery in Egypt…



freeing them to live in a “promised land”?

Or did David recall experiences from his own life?

Did he see God guiding…

guiding a small stone to fell a big man named Goliath?

Did he see God gracing…

gracing his dismal failure as a husband with undeserved forgiveness?
We catch a glimpse of the poet’s image of God


from the words he uses to describe God.

The God David saw could be trusted;

he called him faithful [Psalm 143:1 NLT]

The God David saw could be trusted to do things right…make things right;


he called him righteous and gracious [Psalm 143:10 NLT]
Above all, the God David saw cared;

twice he spoke of God’s unfailing love [Psalm 143:8,12 NLT]
When you feel like giving up, look to God.
But let’s look at the God we look to;


what do we see?

We all form our image of God from a variety of sources:

from books and movies…



from lessons in Sunday School and sermons at church




from television evangelists.

Again: what is your image of God?

David  Ford, a professor at Cambridge, 

once asked a Catholic priest



what was the most common problem 

he encountered in 20 years of hearing confession.


Without hesitating, the priest replied,

“God.  Most people don’t know who God is.”

When I began my ministry almost 40 years ago,

a British Protestant -- J B Phillips -- wrote a book telling us:



Your God is too small.

Now, as I conclude my ministry,


a Canadian Protestant -- Mark Buchanan – has written a book, saying:



Your God is too safe.
Apparently, no one has cornered the market.
Both Catholics and Protestants don’t know who God is.

All of this leads me to suggest


-- and please don’t misunderstand me --



most of us may need to fire the God we worship.

Yes, you heard correctly.

We may need to fire the God we worship.

He may not be the real thing.

C S Lewis wrote 

that, whenever we approach God,



this is to be our prayer:




“May it be the real I who speaks.




May it be the real Thou that I speak to.”

Who is this “real Thou”?

Will the real God stand up, please.

Uh, we won’t find the real God standing up.

We’ll find him instead hanging on…


hanging on a cross.

There we see who God is;


there we see what God does.

There we find a God who cares --


cares for the world…



cares for each person in the world.

There we find a God who can be trusted to make things right…


who can be trusted to make us right.

There we find a God who can turn tragedy into triumph…


who can turn seeming failure into stunning success.

When you feel like giving up then,

look to God…



but look at the God 

who reveals who he is and what he can do on an old rugged cross.

3)  LISTEN – wait for God to respond
Finally, listen.
After telling God how you feel...


after looking to God for help,



wait for him to respond.

When David wrote his song,


he was waiting for God to respond.
But as he waited,


he anticipated…

anticipated what God would do.

Listen to what he writes at the end of his song:


Teach me to do your will… [Psalm 143:10 NLT]
Show me where to walk… [Psalm 143:8 NLT]



Lead me forward… [Psalm 143:10 NLT]
While you wait, you anticipate.

We, of course, may not like the wait

We’ve grown accustomed to 
driving in the fast lane to buy fast food.
We’re used to 
getting instant cash and instant messages.

But while we wait, we do know how to anticipate, don’t we?

We seem to do it regularly.

We do it as we wait in line for a show we want to see…

as we wait on hold for help with a computer problem…

as we wait for loved ones whose flight has been delayed. 

Waiting – waiting for God to respond – doesn’t have to be a waste of time.

We can use it to anticipate what God will do

As the poet waits,

he anticipates God’s next step.

He, in fact, expects God to show him the next step


not the whole rescue plan, mind you…
just the next step.

He longs to be rescued, but he simply says:

Show me where to walk…


Lead me forward… [Psalm 143:8,10 NLT]
“Step by step you’ll lead me”.

That’s what Rich Mullins likes to sing.

That’s what David likes to say.

And that’s what you and I need to learn.

Very often,

when our life seems to be falling apart…



when we feel like giving up,




we try to make sense of all that is happening…

and we want to know God’s plan --
how this fits into God’s whole plan for our lives.

We fail to appreciate that, 

if we knew the whole plan, 

we might not understand it.

We also fail to appreciate that,


if we did understand God’s plan,



we might undermine it.

How?

On the one hand, we might get so frightened by the plan


that we give up then and there.

Or we might get so focused on ourselves and our role in the plan,


that we fail to trust God and what he can do for us.
One step at a time is how we first learned to walk.
One step at a time is how we still need to walk…
especially as we follow God…
and his plan for our lives.

With the poet named David,

we need to say:



“Just show me where to walk; lead me forward.”

At the end…
There are conflicting reports about the speech

that Winston Churchill gave at his alma mater after World War II.

Some claim that Churchill walked to the podium,


said “Never give up”,



paused, then repeated the phrase,




said “Never give up” a third time…and sat down.

If this report is true,


that has to be the shortest commencement speech on record.

This morning, we reviewed three steps 


to help us do what Churchill said three times.

In other words, we reviewed the “how” –


how to “never give up”.

We also need to consider the “why”.

Why are we to “never give up”?

Because God never does!
Just look at his record…

Adam and Eve ruined his creation; but God never gave up.

Abraham and Sarah laughed at his promise; but God never gave up.

Moses disobeyed his order; but God never gave up.

David – a man after God’s own heart – broke God’s own heart; but God never gave up.

His people were reduced to exiles; but God never gave up.
Hand-picked disciples forsook his Son; but God never gave up.

The list goes on; but God never gives up on his people.

That means he never gives up on you – or me – either.
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