“A Prayer a Day Keeps the Doubter Away”

January 3, 2010
Dr. Kipp Wolfe


It is good to come on the first Sunday of a new year, all of us with a clean slate. We face a year that is full of hope and promise. Some of you might have made resolutions. I asked for a show of hands at the first service for all of those who had made some kind of resolution for the new year and not a single person raised their hand.  I’m going to talk about a resolution that you can make. Some people might make a resolution to be in church more often. If that’s the case, I’m glad that you’re here. I appreciate you coming out on this cold morning. I always say on the first Sunday of a new year, “Congratulations, you have perfect attendance so far this year in church.”  

The scripture every year is the scripture from John and it is a reassuring scripture at the beginning of a new year, because although the year is filled with hope and promise, it is also filled with uncertainty, isn’t it?  We were reminded, all of us, about uncertainty as we made our way down the streets in the blizzard last week. That was really something, wasn’t it?  With all our technology it is interesting to me how powerless we can feel when faced with the power of nature.  That was quite an experience, going through that blizzard.  
The economy also reminds of how uncertain times can be. As residents of Tulsa, especially if you know anyone or have family members who is a police officer or a firefighter, you know how uncertain these times are.  Our faith teaches us that we can face uncertain times with the certainty of God’s love. This scripture from John reminds of God’s love, grace, and truth.  
John says, “In the beginning the Word was with God and the Word was God.”  I know many of you read the book, “The Shack” during this past year. If you did, you will remember that the author of that book had names and characters to portray the Trinity.  God was a large black woman, the Holy Spirit was a young Asian woman named Sarayu, and Jesus was a young Middle Eastern man, which we would expect, because he was.  I have this picture in my mind of what happened at the beginning.  God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit were sitting around one day drinking coffee and eating donuts.  At least God was drinking coffee. Sarayu, the Holy Spirit, might have been drinking green tea, and I would like to imagine Jesus was drinking a Dr. Pepper.  
I told Charles Hargrove I was going to mention him in this sermon. If you have ever seen Charles Hargrove at a fellowship dinner or anything else, he’s always drinking a Dr. Pepper. So Charles would like it if Jesus had been drinking a Dr. Pepper.  
If you like Krispy Kreme Donuts, you know how good they are, you might even say they are “heavenly.”  Imagine having donuts made by God, how heavenly those would be.  While they are drinking their coffee and green tea and Dr. Pepper and having a donut, God says to Jesus and Sarayu, “I think I’ll make a world.  I’m going to include all kinds of creatures, flowers, trees, and it will be good.” John says Jesus was there when that happened. At the very beginning, Jesus was there. Then God says “What will make it very good, however, is when I make people.  When I’m done with everything else, then I will make people and it will be very good.”  
I believe, as much as anything else, the incarnation, John’s version of the Christmas Story, is a reaffirmation that the world is good, which is another way of saying that people are good, which is another way of saying you are good.  You’ve been created by God. You have value in God’s eyes.  When God created everything God said it was good. When God created people, God said it was very good.  The incarnation is a reaffirmation that we are good, we have value. 
From time to time someone will make a mistake and we hear someone else say “Well, you know they’re only human, what can you expect?”  This scripture says that to be human means that you have been created in God’s image.  To be human is a good thing, it’s not that you’re only human, but that you are human, created in God’s image.  John is saying that Jesus emptied himself of his divinity and became a human being like one of us. That is the message of the incarnation. 

Sometime during the holidays on the History Channel they had a replay of the series that was on a few years ago called “Band of Brothers.”   “Band of Brothers” was about a group of soldiers in Easy Company in the 101st Airborne. This series starts with them in boot camp, takes them overseas to England while they are waiting for D-Day, then they go thru D-Day and finally fight their way through France, Holland and Belgium until the end of the war in Europe.  
The leader of Easy Company is a man from Iowa by the name of Dick Winters. Throughout the series they interviewed these men who were now in their eighties who were portrayed in the series.  One of the soldiers who served with Dick Winters said this about him, “Most officers I wouldn’t follow hardly anywhere, but I would follow Dick Winters anywhere. He was always out in front of us leading, leading the way.  I don’t see how he lived through the war.”  
As I thought about what that soldier said about Dick Winters, I thought about Christ as a leader, out in front of us, leading the way, calling for us to follow.  The difference is this, He didn’t live through it.  He died. That’s the difference.  
In John 3:16 we read the words “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.”  I believe what John is saying to us is that God loves each as if there were only one of us.  Instead of saying “For God so loved the world,” John might say “For God so loved you, Don Betts, that he gave his Son for you.” Or “For God so loved you, Becky Gray, that he gave his Son for you.”  That is a part of the message of the incarnation, not only that God loves the world, but that God loves each of us and expects us to love each other.   
The first heresy of the early church was a heresy called dolcetism. In that heresy some people said Jesus wasn’t really a man. He couldn’t be killed. God’s Son could never be killed.  He just appeared to be a man. That wasn’t Jesus up on the cross. That was just someone who appeared to be Jesus.  John says that’s not right. The word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth and that Word, Jesus Christ, showed us life as it is meant to be lived.  
As we face the beginning of a new year I want to say something to you about what it means to be a Child of God. John said that to those who believe in him Jesus gives the power to become Children of God.  It is child with a capital C. We are First Christian Church, with a small c.  The Church of Christ Scientist, The First Methodist Church, Holy Family Catholic Church, those are all churches with a small c.  The church, the body of Christ in the world, is church with a capital C.  All people are children of God, but those who decide to follow God’s Son become Children of God with a capital C because they commit their lives to God.  
What if this were the year, 2010, when you decided to commit your life to God? What would that mean to you in your own family relationships and all of the other relationships that were most important to you?  
For several years I served on what was then called “The Committee on the Ministry.” We would interview seminarians who were candidates for ordination and one question I would ask them is “If it meant doing so because of your faith, would you be willing to leave your wife and your children?”  Most of the candidates would honestly reply, “I don’t know if I could do that.” And I would say “Good!” If you are going to follow God, if you are going to be committed to God, it means being a better husband, a better parent, a better mother.  God does not pull us away from those who are closest to us. God brings us closer to them and brings them closer to us. 
If this was the year that you decided you are going to take some kind of new step of commitment, what would it mean for your relationship to the church? I want you to look at your bulletin now and see the sermon title if you haven’t noticed it yet. “A Prayer a Day Keeps the Doubter Away.” One resolution that you could make for the coming year is to pray at least once a day.  I know honestly that there are times when we go a day or two or even several days without speaking to God.  Think about that. Think about not talking to your spouse or your children, or those who are closest to you. Please resolve, I like that word resolve, resolve, to spend some time in prayer every day, thanking God for the gifts that God has shared with you.  Pray for your family members, pray for your church. 
A prayer a day keeps the doubter away.  Who is the doubter?  I asked that question at the first service. Instead of preaching at the first service we had more of a discussion. There weren’t many there, so we talked about this scripture. When I asked, “Who is the doubter?” Someone answered, understandably, “The doubter is the devil.”  
Write this scripture down in your bulletin, then you can look it up this afternoon.  It’s a scripture from Hebrews, Hebrews 2:14. I heard Billy Graham speak about this one time. It talks about the incarnation.  It talks about Jesus sharing flesh and blood with us. Then the writer of Hebrews says why Jesus did this.  The writer of Hebrews says “He partook of our nature so that He might face death. And by his death, He might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is the devil.”  
Billy Graham said he was concerned that the devil had become kind of a cartoon character and that in some cases people believe more in the devil than they do in God.  The writer of Hebrews is saying, “By his death, Christ has defeated the devil.” You don’t have to be afraid of the devil. You don’t have to be afraid of death.  If there are some of you here who have loved ones who have died, you don’t have to worry about them dying because they are with God in heaven, because by his death Jesus has defeated the one who has the power of death. 
Who is the doubter?  The doubter is the one within each of us. A prayer a day keeps that doubter within each of us away.  We all have doubts. That is a part of what it is to have faith. A prayer a day can keep the doubter away.  
It would seem foolish for me, for us, just to talk about prayer and not spend some time in prayer.  I want to give you an opportunity now to bow your heads and pray to God on this first Sunday of the new year.  Make a promise. Take this bulletin home with you and put it up somewhere you’ll see it and be reminded to pray every day. Pray for your family members. Pray for your church, give thanks to God for all that God has shared with you.  
Would you bow your heads now?  
Living God, in the relative safety of this sanctuary it is easy to come to you in prayer, but there are other things that happen to us in life that make it hard to believe in you and prayer can seem awkward, as if we are coming to an angry parent or a school principal, or a boss who is unhappy with us. Remind us, we pray, that you are the “boss,” the Lord of life, but that you are not angry with us. Instead, you love us, love us enough to share your Son with us.  Give us faith, we pray, to be persons of prayer and give us faith to live the prayers that we pray.  Give us faith to recommit our lives to you for this year, 2010, and for all the years and days of our lives.  In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.   
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