“If God Is in Control”

August 9, 2009
Romans 8:31-35, 37-39

Recently I heard my favorite theologian, a fellow some of you have heard of, Pat Jones.  He used to be the football coach at OSU.  He said there are two types of people who go to football games. Some people go to a football game as an observer. They want to go and enjoy the game. They hope their team wins, but they are just there to watch the game. He said other people go to a football game to be a participant in the game.  They’re going to cheer for the home team and boo the visiting team, They think what they do in the stands affects the outcome of the game.  They are participants in the game.  
I hope this morning that you will be a participant in worship. We participate when we sing the songs, and pray the prayers. We are participants also when we listen to God’s Word being read and proclaimed and we open our hearts to God’s presence here with us. This scripture says that God is present here with us now, and always.

You need to know something about the occasion for why I chose this scripture and why I chose to preach on this subject. When I was gone last month, some of you will remember there were accounts on the radio, on television and in the newspaper.  There was an accident at the corner of 41st and Yale.  It was an automobile-pedestrian accident.  If you remember the details of that, it was a little different. The pedestrian hit by the car was a little five-year-old boy who suffered from autism.  Do you remember hearing about that?  He had wandered away from his house. If you have driven through that intersection, you know you can be in a hurry to get through the light before it changes and may be going a little faster than you should. You know you could have been in that driver’s place if that child had darted out in front of you. 
Something happened afterward that made me think about this scripture and this sermon. A young woman was interviewed on one of the news programs. She had been to nursing school, but had quit.  She drove up on this accident immediately after it happened, got out of her car and went to minister to this little boy, to nurture him and care for him, to hold him in her arms. She said that because of what happened that day she was convinced that she needed to go back to nursing school and become a nurse.  This is what she said that caught my attention: “God is in control. Some people might not think that, but I believe God put me there at that place, at that time. It was God’s way of saying I needed to go back to nursing school and be a nurse.” 
I agree with the young woman that God is in control, but I know also that we need to be careful, extremely careful when we say that kind of thing.  Would we say God is in control to those parents? If the parents said “If God is in control why didn’t God save our son? Why didn’t God prevent this from happening?”  It can mean different things to different people to say God is in control. 
I think it’s part of what Paul is saying to us in this scripture today.  At the beginning of the scripture Paul says, “What then are we to say about these things?” The “these things” is what he has written earlier in the 8th Chapter of Romans. Many biblical scholars think the Book of Romans is the greatest book in the Bible and that the 8th Chapter of Romans is the greatest chapter in the book of Romans. 
You remember some of the things that Paul wrote in that 8th Chapter; you might not know where to find them, but you know these words.  Paul wrote “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” No condemnation. That is not a word we hear from some churches today. A word from some churches seems to be nothing but condemnation, but Paul is saying “There is therefore now no condemnation in Christ Jesus.” 
Then he talks about the Spirit. He says “You have not been given a spirit of fear.” We need to hear that in our world today don’t we?  Have you heard about the town meetings that are being held on the subject of health care? There is a lot of fear mongering on that subject.  Some people on certain radio programs and some politicians seem to love to play on our fears.  Paul says God did not give you spirit of fear, but a spirit of adoption.  You’re children of God and if children, then heirs.  Joint heirs with Christ to receive all that God gives to Christ.  
Paul said, “I consider that the suffering of this present time is not worth comparing to the glory that will be ours.”  And then a word of hope, a word that almost everyone remembers from the 8th Chapter of Romans “All things work together for good to those who love the Lord.”  It is these things that Paul is talking about when he says ”What shall we say about these things?”  Then Paul says “What shall we say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?” Who cares who is against us?  If God is for us, we can trust God and believe that God is for us.
We are approaching football season; I know that some of you could care less about that. Some of the rest of us are a little excited about it.  We all have our favorite teams.  Imagine being on a team that always wins.  We are on the winning team because God is on our side. If God is for us who can be against us? During one time in his ministry, a particularly difficult time during a war, a time it seemed that morality was in decline, Billy Graham was asked about the condition of the world and if he was worried about it, and Billy Graham said, “I’m not worried it all. I’ve read all the Bible. I know how things are going to end. It’s going to be in God’s hands.”  
If God is for us, who can be against us? It doesn’t mean that we will always be protected. To say that God is in control, according to Paul, does not mean we will always be protected. Accidents will happen; there will always be things that are unexplainable, that make no sense, even though we try to make sense of them.  
Our best friend at Woodward is a woman who is old enough to be my mother. In fact, she calls Suzanne and me “her kids.”  She and I had kind of a running feud going about keeping up with deaths in the church. Juanita was convinced that if one person died, two more were going to die because “deaths always come in three.”  I checked my records and you know what I found, sometimes one person died, some times four or five people died. Occasionally, three people died within a certain period of time, but that’s just something we do to try to make sense out of something that makes no sense.  We try to explain that which cannot be explained.  
We say other things. A young mother dies leaving behind a young husband and father and three or four children. Someone says, “Well, God just needed her more than we did.”  That’s not right at all. God didn’t need her more than those little children needed her. That’s just something we say to try to prove that God is in control.  
Some people say that God has a plan for us.  I agree with that, but do you know what the plan is?  The plan is freedom.  God has created us to be free. if you have ever tried to understand human behavior you know, then, that all bets are off, because our behavior is left to us. We are created to be free; to be helpful or hurtful, to be constructive or destructive, to believe in God or to deny God.  
A couple of weeks ago we were traveling in Illinois and Indiana. If you have been in that area of the country you can’t help but notice the cornfields that stretch for miles and miles. You remember the song from the play Oklahoma, “Oh what a beautiful morning.” “The corn is as high as an elephant’s eye.” That’s a different kind of corn they grow up there than we have in Oklahoma.  That corn was as high as an elephant’s eye. It’s a kind of fieldcorn that they use as feed for cattle. As you drive by those fields you notice out across the top of that corn it is as level almost as this part of the pulpit. Every stock of corn seems to be exactly the same height.  
We drove by one field and I noticed something different. Some of the stocks were about the same, but some were a little higher, and some were a little shorter. I decided that farmer must have been a Disciple. He belonged to a Christian Church, Disciples of Christ, because that’s how we are, isn’t it?  We’re all different, some conservative, some liberal, some of us stand tall for God and all of us, at times, stoop over and are weaker in our faith. 

For God to have a plan means that we are created to be free, but it is not just to do anything we want. We can be free of doubt, fear, and despair. We can be free to be what God created us to be.  To say God is in control means more than anything else, I believe, this; to say God is in control is to say that God is with us. Good times, bad times, happy, sad, boring, exciting, God is with us.  God is in control in that God is with us always, and as persons created in Gods image we are called to be present to and for each other.


Have you ever heard someone visit about a couple who was in the process of getting a divorce, “Did you hear about Bill and Sue? They’re divorced”  “No, they’re not divorced yet, they’re just separated.”  Just separated? They’re not just separated. Separated is as bad as it gets. When we’re separated from each other, when we feel separated from God, that’s as bad as it gets.  Paul says “Nothing, nothing will ever separate us from Gods love.”  We might feel a sense of estrangement, we might feel separated, but nothing will ever separate us from God’s love. As Gods children, heirs, joint heirs with Christ created in God’s image, we are called to be present for and to each other.  

During my life, my faith journey, I have had times when I have felt close to God. During the last few months, for whatever reason, nothing that I have done, I have felt closer to God than I have in at any other time in my life.  But I know that even in those times when I felt God was far away, God was present, because if God is for us who can be against us?


The old preacher, George Matheson wrote a line from our communion hymn today. The words are something like this, 
“O joy that seekest me thru pain I cannot close my heart to thee, 
I trace the rainbow through the rain and feel the promise is not vain, 
That morn shall tearless be. 

That is about the same as saying, “Nothing will ever separate us from the love of God in Christ. Neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth nor anything else in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen, and Amen. 
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