OLD TESTAMENT CHALLENGE

#5 Aging Gracefully
August 2nd, 2009 – Psalm 71:18 & 92:12-15
Jeanne Calmert, at 120 years-old, was the oldest living human whose birth date could be authenticated. When asked to describe her vision for the future, she replied, Very brief. A reporter asked what she liked best about being so old, she answered wryly: Well, there’s no peer pressure. An elderly man was filling out an application for a retirement village. After filling out his current address he came to the word “Zip” and printed: Normal for my age.  A young child asked a woman her age. 39 and holding, she replied. The child said, How old would you be if you let go?      No matter what age you are, or how much zip you have left God’s Word instructs us on AGING GRACEFULLY.

A PSALM FOR AGING GRACEFULLY

We live in a culture that worships youth and is terrified of aging. The Bible tells us to value and honor the aged. Leviticus 19:32: Rise in the presence of the aged, show respect for the elderly and revere your God. I am the LORD.

Turn to Psalm 71. This passage of Scripture is referred to as a psalm for the aged.  Let’s read verses 1-9, 14-18.
We’re not entirely certain who wrote these words. Possibly David in the latter years of his life. Look at verse 9:    Do not cast me away when I am old; do not forsake me when my strength is gone. Even though David was old and weak at this point, he still desired to be used by the Lord. He’s holding on to hope in verse 14: But as for me, I will always have hope, I will praise you more and more.

We’re going to focus on verses 17-18: Since my youth, O God, you have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me, O God, till I declare your power to the next generation, your might to all who are to come. David recounts what God has done in the past: “You have taught me.” He then describes the present: “To this day I declare your marvelous deeds.” And he looks out into the future: “Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me.” His overriding concern is that he wants to live long enough to “declare your power to the next generation, your might to all who are to come.” Do you see the stages of life here? He remembers his youth, then describes middle age and looks ahead to the golden years. Right here David was telling the Lord that he would serve God until the very end of his days. He would never give up trying to reach the people around him with the message of God’s salvation and goodness. He expresses ongoing hope and optimism for aging gracefully. Let’s take a moment to explore aging in our culture.

AGING IN AMERICA

In a special aired  a few years back, researchers found that The most defining social change taking place is the aging of America. Here are some stats from the Census Bureau, the National Institute on Aging. Someone turns 50 every six seconds and people over 50 account for 43% of all U.S. households. The over-85 age group is the fastest growing segment of the population and the number of citizens over 85 will double by 2030.  The U.S. population age 65 and over is expected to double in size within the next 25 year.  Life expectancy at the turn of the century was approximately 46 years; today it is approximately 76 years. 80% of the resources given to congregations comes from people 55 and older. The church is aging . Here’s a top ten list of How to Know When You Are Growing Old:
10. The gleam in your eye is the sun hitting your bifocals. 9. You get winded playing cards. 8. You know all the answers but nobody asks the questions. 7. You need your glasses to find your glasses.  6. You sink your teeth into a steak and they stay there.  5. Your children begin to look middle aged. 4. You turn out the light for economy instead of romance. 3. Everything hurts - what doesn’t hurt, doesn’t work. 2. Your knees buckle but your belt won’t.           1. You need a fire permit to light the candles on your birthday cake. So much for the lighter side of aging.
In our culture, aging is negative.  It’s seen as becoming less useful, able or purposeful. There is a tremendous and sad trend in this country that no matter how good a person’s health or how sharp their mind, Americans tend to quit life when they retire. Current statistics show that there is an alarming correlation between when a person retires, and how young they die. Doctors attribute this to the fact that when people retire from their careers, they tend to retire from most physical and mental activity period. Accepting your age can lead to losing the best years of your life.
Recent studies have been conducted by the insurance industry concerning retired military officers and businessmen who were looking forward to retiring and relaxing after thirty years of hard work. The results indicated that ‘just kicking back in retirement’ leads to a funeral in four to seven years. It was discovered that longevity requires a purposeful retirement with meaningful hobbies, ongoing relationships, and sustained involvement.
We struggle with aging gracefully in our American culture. People take pills to slow down the aging process.   Sophia Loren: There is a fountain of youth: it is in your mind, your talents, and the creativity that you bring to your life and to the lives of the people you love. When you learn to tap this source, you will have truly defeated age. Age is just a state of mind and that you are only as old or only as young as you feel inside. You can be an eighty-year-old woman who is happy with life and feel very young. You can be a forty-year-old man who has a negative outlook on life, and your job has gotten you down, and you are eagerly awaiting the day that you can retire, then you won’t have any joy in life and you will age very rapidly. . 
It does not have to be that way for the baptized believer in Jesus Christ. Moses was eighty years old when he began to lead Israel. Abraham was seventy-five years of age as he obeyed God’s command to leave Haran and serve him in the land of Canaan. None of us have ever “served our time” when it comes to service in God’s kingdom. Retirement may actually present one with the time and opportunity to be of greater service than ever before. Some might say, But I am too old for that, but service in God’s army has no age limit. How can one age gracefully as a Christian? 
AGING GRACEFULLY AS A CHRISTIAN
Don’t Underestimate Your Potential: I like what it says in Psalm 92:12-14: The righteous will flourish like a palm tree, they will grow like a cedar of Lebanon; planted in the house of the LORD, they will flourish in the courts of our God. They will still bear fruit in old age; they will stay fresh and green…. Incredible potential wouldn’t you say? It is important for us to look at God’s example in nature and recognize that there are seasons in life. God equips us for ALL four seasons. The first two seasons are spring and summer. Life is filled with school, energy, health, establishing a career, family, building a home, raising children and serving God with you gifts and abilities.
In the autumn years of life one is approaching empty nest and retirement. Raising children is being replaced with grandchildren. All you have to do with them is to enjoy them! In the winter of life you can literally feel it your bones. Nothing feels and reacts the same anymore. Everything has changed! Increasingly facing reality that this is the last stage of the journey as one prepares to spend eternity with Jesus. Looking forward to your homecoming! 
People tell me there are only two seasons in Minnesota - winter and construction! Too often we live our Christian lives with a similar mindset. We focus on just 1 or 2 seasons of our lives, and neglect the rest. Too often, people live active and fruitful spring & summer seasons and then act like that’s it. Not too long ago, a Harvard professor conducted a study on attitudes of aging in Africa. He found 100-year-old tribal men who were actively swimming in cold waters, riding horses, and extremely active in their community. In this culture, aging did not mean deteriorating or even slowing down. The mind-set was that the older a person, the more they grow in wisdom, respect, ability, value and even glamour. If fact, it was found that this positive attitude about aging seemed to produce healthy physiological effects on the cellular makeup of their bodies! Don’t underestimate you potential.
Stability and Strength: Be Like A Palm Tree and A Cedar (vv. 12-13). Palm trees are known for their long life. To flourish like palm trees means to stand tall and to live long. Palms grow and thrive under great pressure. They can certainly “take the heat.” In the autumn & winter seasons of life we often face the pressures of failing health, loneliness, and the reality of death.  Jesus said: And lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age. The cedars of Lebanon grew to 120 feet in height and up to 30 feet in circumference. They were solid, strong, and immovable. The Cedar endures all climates. The cedar is not afraid of cold or snow. Believers have been transplanted into the house of the Lord are seen as upright, strong, and unmoved by the winds of circumstance. When you put your faith firmly in Christ you have a stability and strength that will keep you through all the storms of life. Physical strength may be given to the young, but God will empower ALL who trust in him. 
Continuous Fruit-bearing (v. 14a) Even in old age, devoted believers can produce spiritual fruit. This should never cease. There is no “fallow” season for the righteous! God expects a consistency of service throughout our lives. 
In Joshua 14 we read that the forty years of wandering were over and the people were once again standing at the border of Canaan. Caleb then said to the people: And now, behold, the LORD has kept me alive, as He said, these forty-five years, ever since the LORD spoke this word to Moses while Israel wandered in the wilderness; and now, here I am this day, eighty-five years old. As yet I am as strong this day as on the day that Moses sent me; just as my strength was then, so now is my strength for war, both for going out and for coming in. Now therefore, give me this mountain of which the LORD spoke in that day. Caleb did not give in to the frustrations of life. He looked forward.
In the same way we are not to concede to frustration, failure and bitterness. There are older people that are dominated by ‘What’s the use?’ They have not recovered from some setback or disappointment they experienced years ago. Or their attitudes have become so permanently soured by injustices done to them, that they are paralyzed from further ministry. But consider Caleb. He had to spend forty years in the wilderness waiting because of the faithlessness of the people around him.  But he did not concede to that frustration. At age 85, he lived Winston Churchill’s familiar line, Never give up! Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and I will rescue you. (Isa. 46:4).

God can empower us to be like Caleb who at the age of 85 was still ready to conquer the land. Give me that mountain! Children are often asked by adults, What do you want to be when you grow up? And children usually give answers such as doctors, nurses, fireman, and so on. Do we ever ask ourselves the question:  What do I want to accomplish for God as I grow older? As we age we must continually seek to be like Caleb and strive for those mountains that God has called us to claim in his name. Dr. James Powell, a retired physician from Ellensburg, WA: Ask the Lord to show you where He’s working – then join Him at work.

There was a time when getting older was associated with wisdom and experience. In fact, some of the greatest accomplishments in history came very late in life. Michelangelo was 87 when he completed ‘The Pieta,’ his greatest work of art. And Ronald Reagan became President at age 75. Tom Watson almost won the British Open at 59.  This notion that life should be winding down at 50 or 60 years of age is crazy. The idea that we can grow too old to serve the Lord and the notion that once we reach a certain age we have “served our time” is crazy as well. As we grow older, don’t grow colder in the things of God. Continue claiming those mountains for God just as Caleb did.

The great evangelist John Wesley is a good example of serving God in his golden years. In Wesley’s life, he rode 350,000 miles on horseback, preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ. He preached some 40,000 different sermons. And as he grew older, at the age of 83 he complained because he could only study for fifteen hours a day. At the age of 86 he became concerned about his spiritual state because he felt that he had become slothful by sleeping in until 5 a.m. At 87 he learned his eleventh foreign language. And at 88 he was worried because he could only preach twice a day, every day, six days a week. Don’t underestimate your potential.

Don’t Forget Your Responsibility: And to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me  O God till I declare your power to the next generation, your might to all who are to come (Ps.71:17-18). Did you catch that the word “declare” is used twice?  This word emphasizes three things:
*A person who has witnessed something and tells others about it * A person reports about a matter of life-and-death importance* A person explains something to someone who lacks knowledge of it. If you’ve witnessed the wonder and works of God then proclaim God’s power with a sense of life-and-death urgency. Old age does not provide an “out” for David, nor does gray hair disqualify him. Actually, it’s just the opposite because the older we get the greater the urgency we should feel to intentionally impact the next generation. Don’t forget your responsibility.
Proclaiming the LORD is upright; he is my Rock, and there is no wickedness in him (Ps. 92:15). We need to hear again and again about the faithfulness of God! Count your blessings! Name them one by one! Tell the story of God’s amazing grace in your life. Share the blessed assurance you have of God’s unfailing love! The older we get the more experiences we have to share of God’s faithfulness in your life. Make known God’s faithfulness from generation to generation! Brag on God. A seminary professor said,  May I share with you the real reason why I believe? Other kids sang, Jesus loves me this I know, ‘cause the Bible tells me so. Well, I know that Jesus loves me because my ma told me so. At 20 I survived a car accident in which my friend Mark and I almost died. I brag on God’s grace.   
If you’re younger, seek out the wisdom of the older. One senior said, You know, as I got older I realized I was beginning to come up with some answers to questions of life that so long had stumped me. And just about then I realized that nobody was asking me the questions. If you have an older person of faith in your family, intentionally ask him or her to share what they have learned. If you don’t, then find someone in this family of faith and get together with them. Don’t race past the elderly.  Take time to listen to their stories.  If you’re older, seek out the younger. Have you done everything you can do in your family to declare God’s deeds to the next generation? The writer of ‘Amazing Grace,’ John Newton, had great difficulty with his memory. In the later days of his life a friend asked him if he still had a bad memory. Newton replied, Yes, I do, but I remember two things: I am a great sinner and I have a great Savior; and I don’t suppose an old slave trader needs to remember much more than that. The only ability we really need in order to be useful to God is to remember that I am a forgiven baptized child of God.
CHALLENGE

David wants to stay alive long enough to finish his responsibility. How would you complete this sentence?          God allow me to stay alive until ...What is it that you still want to do? Are there any Caleb’s here today? What mountain does God want you to climb? According to a report from “America’s Senior Volunteers,” just 17% of adults age 55 and over who were not directly asked to volunteer actually end up volunteering. Among those who were asked, however, 84% or more than four times as many—volunteered. If you’re a senior saint, consider yourself “asked” by the Almighty to serve God’s purposes in this generation. What would happen if we got some folks who would pick up those who lived in nursing homes or assisted living and brought them to worship?  Spurgeon said: 

If, like David, you have slain the lion and the bear and the Philistine when you were young, up, man, and do another deed of daring, for the Lord liveth still, and his people have need of you. Though your joints are rather rusty, and your limbs can hardly bear you to the battlefield, yet limp to the conflict, for the lame to take the prey. He who helped you when you were but a youth and ruddy, will help you now though you are old and infirm, who knoweth what you may do yet? Oh, my honored brethren, revered for your years, show us your metal. Let the young ones see how victories are won…and let us see how he who is washed in the blood of Jesus would not hesitate to shed his own blood in the Redeemer’s cause. Your zeal will stimulate us, your courage nerve us, and we, too, will be valiant for the Lord God of Israel. So may God’s spirit work in you and in us. That’s aging gracefully. Amen.
