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Frames: Framework of Faithfulness
Dick Foth
My name is Dick Foth and I’m part of the teaching team here. I’m sort of a non-resident part. A couple of years ago, Ruth and I moved to a place called Fort Collins, Colorado. Do we have any Colorado folks here? 

We were on the ground floor with you 14 years ago when I had more hair and Pastor Mark wore a suit! That tells you where things are. When I pulled out of Dulles Airport last night in a rental car, immediately somebody was on my bumper, so I signaled to move over, whereupon the person in that lane sped up and I knew I was back in D.C.! That’s how it is.
This series is called ‘Frames’ and it has to do with how our world is framed in faithfulness and all those qualities that adhere to God or express God’s character.  I’m speaking tonight from Psalm 89. If you have your Bible, I’d like you to turn with me and it will be on the screen as well. Psalm 89:1-2

I will sing of the Lord’s great love forever. With my mouth, I will make your faithfulness known through all generations. I will declare that your love stands firm forever; that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself.

Let me read it again.

I will sing of the Lord’s great love forever. With my mouth, I will make your faithfulness known through all generations. I will declare that your love stands firm forever; that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself.

When I read that, what I sense is a heart that is bursting with responsiveness to the presence of God. This is a person who has seen God at work over time. I don’t know what this person has experienced or how that works, but he knows God’s presence and he is responding to that. There is something about presence. You know that there are certain kinds of people that when they walk into the room, the atmosphere changes. Out where we are in Fort Collins, we have a mantra, the Senior Pastor there encourages us all the time, what does your presence say when you walk into the room? Does your presence say ‘Here I am!’ or does your presence say ‘There you are!’?  There is a world of difference in those two ideas. I have a friend who is now with Jesus. He was an imminent analytical chemist at the University of Illinois. I’ve talked to many of you about him before. His name is Howard Malmstadt. Howard got more grant money from NSF and all those places while he was a professor at the U of I than any other person on the campus. He was brilliant in his own right, and we had a little church plant. We were just getting started, maybe a couple dozen people, and one day Howard Malmstadt showed up in the back row. He was an old guy, like 44! And we were all like your age, I was 25. I went to visit him and we became friends. In the course of that, he told me his story of how he really came to trust Jesus with his whole heart. The story he told was, he said, “I read this book, I was in a difficult time and I read a book written by a Virginia aristocrat by the name of Sarah Patton Boyle, called The Desegregated Heart.  During the 50s and early 60s and the whole civil rights movement, she felt like she was supposed to work in the African American community. They didn’t want her and the white community dropped her, and in the cracks, she found Jesus. She wrote this book.” 
He was fascinated by this book. At that time, he was on the advisory group of the National Institute of Health, and he came to D.C. and on the spur of the moment, he found her name in the phone book in Arlington, Virginia, and he called her and asked if he could meet with her. It happened that the next day, she was free, and in that process, that next day, he discovered something. I said, “I was sitting in the lobby of the Mayflower hotel waiting for her and Dick, when she walked in, a different presence entered the room.”

His life was changed from that day going forward because of the presence of God through this person. Here is a person who is expressing praise to God for his persevering presence in his life.  

About 1,000 years later, Paul is writing, in Romans the 8th Chapter, this is how it reads, Romans 8:28, many of you know this text

And we know that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him and who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brothers and those He predestined, He also called, and those He called He also justified, and those He justified He also glorified. What then shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave Him up for us all, how will He not also, with Him, graciously give us all things?  Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justified. Who is He that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died, more than that, who was raised to life, and is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written, for your sake, we face death all day long, we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered. In all these things, we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us, for I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future nor any powers, neither height nor depth, anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

In those first few verses, it is talking about a God who works. And we know that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him and who have been called according to his purpose. Here is the Psalmist who said I will sing of the love of God and declare his faithfulness to all generations. Here is the Psalmist who says God is at work. He is always working. We heard it in our worship time, that God is always speaking. Am I tuned in? Here is a God who is always working.
When I first came to D.C. in 1993, one of the folks I met with early on was Richard Halverson, who was then Chaplain of the United State Senate. One day we were talking and I said, “How do you work in this city?”  And he said, “Dick, I wake up every day and say ‘Jesus what is it You are doing here in Washington D.C.? Can I come and do that with You?’   Here is a God who is working always, persevering with us, and invites us to that party.

It says that He does it well, for the good of us. Only God is good, so whatever God is about, it is a good thing. Here is the person who says all things work together for good. Well, I could have a litany saying I know that that’s what it says, but I don’t know that that thing worked out so well, but the idea would be not that those things were created so that I could be taught things, but in the midst of life, in the midst of the things that happen, God, in his persevering presence teaches me so that those things that happen can be used as fuel, as framework for things going forward.

There are things that have happened in my life that I would never choose. I would never choose, but looking back, after a few times around the sun, looking back, I say, ‘Lord I see how that works in order for this piece to work over here.’  I could never have learned what I need here had I not gone through that.  

He goes on, you can read it. When I come down to these verses, I love these five rhetorical questions.  Here is the God who is initiating. Here is the God who is aggressive. Here is the God who is for us. It’s like Paul is taking this idea in Psalm 89 saying, your faithfulness goes to all generations. It is not for just this moment in time, but it seeps down through the years. Here is Paul who frames it with five questions. These are the questions:

If God is for us, who can be against us? If God is for us, who can be against us?  There is no one who can stand. Satan may be opposite to God but he is absolutely not equal to God.  If God is for us, who can be against us?

I’ve told you this story before but I’m expecting that your forgetter is good so I’m going to tell you again.  When I was a kid in Oakland, California, our house was just across the street from Horace Mann School. I was in the 5th grade and some junior-highers would come over to play. And when you are in the 5th grade and an 8th or 9th grader comes over, he is like God. They are huge. We were playing and these 9th graders came over and they started intimidating us and shoving us around and throwing stuff. So I ran back across the street, ran into my front yard and my dad happened to pull up just at that moment in the car. It was a ’51 Chevy, and my dad gets out of the car, and my dad was a handsome man, he had a full head of hair, I don’t know what happened, skipped a generation, he was 6’3, 240, a good looking cat. He got out of the car and asked me what’s the matter. I said, ‘Nothing.’  He said, ‘No, what’s the matter.’ So I told him these big boys came over.’  And he said, ‘Let’s go find them!’ And I said, ‘No! I just got away from them! Why would we want to go find them?’  He said, ‘Dick, get in the car.’  So I got in the car and we started up the avenue and came up over the hill and here was the ring-leader walking home. My dad pulls up in the car beside him, he gets out and I get out and walk around to the other side and stand behind my dad. My dad says, ‘Son, excuse me, could you come here a minute?’  My dad is towering over him and says, ‘Dick here tells me that you were intimidating and bullying him and his friends.’  He said, ‘Ah, we were just kidding, just having fun.’  Dad said, ‘No, you scared him pretty bad.’  The boy said, ‘No, no we were just playing.’  My dad said, ‘Be that as it may, just remember this, if you ever do that again, you are not dealing with Dick, you are dealing with me.’  I’m behind him going ‘Yes!’  

Here is the God who is for us. He is the captain of the Lord of Hosts who fights our battles. This is the God who is faithful. I will sing of his love forever. His faithfulness goes to all generations.

Here’s the second question:

Will He not graciously give us all things? Here is this generous, aggressive God that wants to lavish us with his blessings. I don’t know what all those blessings look like, but I know that after these 68 ½ times around the sun that I’ve gone around the sun, I feel lavished by the blessings of God. Not because I’ve always done it right, but because He always does it right.  He always does it right. Will He not graciously give us all things?
Third question:

Who will bring a charge against anyone God has chosen? No one here likes to be accused, justly or unjustly. We don’t like somebody to get in our face. It says that Satan himself is the accuser of the brethren. Revelation says that he brings charges all the time. I don’t know how it is going to work at the end of time. I don’t know how it is going to work when we stand before God but I have this thought that the enemy himself is off over there on the edge and when I walk up, he is going to say, ‘Excuse me, I know some stuff about Foth, he has a laundry list of stuff he has done that didn’t please you, that wasn’t in the best interest of this kingdom of yours.’  And I can see the Father saying, ‘I believe I have the original here.’  And he unrolls this thing and it goes all the way out, and He says, ‘But here it is stamped in the blood of my Son Jesus and it says Paid in Full.’  Who can accuse you? Who can condemn you when you stand in Christ? The Father sees you through the Son.  I don’t know how that works but I choose to believe that and I choose to believe that that’s how I can move forward, because I get up in the morning and accuse myself. I don’t need you to accuse me or condemn me, I’ve got enough for me to go around. Who accuses you? Who condemns you? I will sing of the love of God forever. His faithfulness goes to all generations.
Then here is the key:

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Then there is the laundry list, listen to this. Trouble, hardship, persecution, famine, nakedness, and I’m thinking what is it that makes me feel naked? What is it that makes me feel exposed and vulnerable? I look back and I was president of a small college and we needed money desperately. We had four teenage kids at the same time. I was like naked. What about that thing that I grapple with that endangers me? Will that separate me from the love of Christ? How about physical actions, the sword or death or life or angels or demons? What about this moment, the thing I’m going through right now? Will this separate me? Or the stuff I’m worried about, the future?  Any power, height or depth, anything else in all creation, and I come to the end of this and I’m thinking what is it I don’t understand about nothing? How can I explain that? How can I understand nothing can separate me from the love of Christ? Why? Because He is the persistent God. He is the God who likes me when I don’t. He is the God who is after me when I’m running as fast as I can. I’m like Peter, I blow it, I mess up, I go back to fishing and He shows up and fixes me breakfast on the beach. It freaks me out. What do you do with a God who does that?  You follow Him! That’s what you do with a God who does that! He could have vaporized the boat right out there on the Sea of Galilee, but He didn’t do that. God’s perseverance invites my response. God’s perseverance and persistence with me invites my response. And my response is that I will sing of the love of the Lord and his faithfulness that endures to all generations.

I’m going to close by telling you a story. I want to tell you about my mom. Speakers can talk about what they want, I’m going to talk about my mom! Her name was Gwendolyn Vance Foth. Her maiden name was Boyd, Gwendolyn Boyd. She was born July 11, 1910. Taft was President. The average annual income in the United States was $985.00 a year. There were 1,000 miles of paved road in the United States in 1910. That’s the year Henry Ford built 10,000 cars. Mark Twain died that year. And six weeks after my mom was born, there was this Albanian woman who ended up being known by us as Mother Teresa.  She grew up in the war years, the big was to end all wars. 1914 and 1918 was World War I, and then the 20s the Depression, then the 2nd World War, then Korea, then Viet Nam. In early 1930, she married Oliver Foth. My mom was raised in a farming area in central California. They met at a Bible training college in Southern California. She had been given piano lessons by her mother, who took in wash and ironing during the depression years to give all six of the children, of which my mother was oldest, piano lessons. So my mom became an expert pianist. In 1944, I was two years old and my parents went to a conference where a single lady missionary stood up. She was from India. She stood up and said, “I want a man.”  Well, that’ll get their attention! But she said, “I want a man for India.”  As a response to that, my parents went, with a lot of other people at the end of the 2nd World War, they went to South India. I was four years old and I got malignant malaria, what they call in Africa black water fever.  They didn’t have medications like they do now. I had been delirious for three days. My temperature was 105. My mom was by my bed praying and there was a knock on my door. She went to the door and there stood a little Anglican single lady missionary saying, ‘I was in prayer and I feel like the Lord told me to come and pray for Dickie.’  She walked in and she prayed, and that night my fever broke. It was my mom who was sitting by my bed. It was my mom who, when I was in high school, she had carrot sticks and celery sticks and cookies and all that stuff. It was my mom who prayed for us all the time.  Three months after I was married, Ruth and I were in Wheaton, Illinois in graduate school and I got a letter from my dad saying he was leaving my mom after 29 years of marriage. She was married for 29 and lived the last 46 six years alone. But she was a tenacious believer. She sang of the love of God forever and the faithfulness that goes to all generations. When she was 54 and he left, she had to teach herself to type and go find a job. She had never worked outside the home, except when she was a young woman. She got a job in Southern California working in a hospital as an admitting clerk. From age 54 to age 80 she worked in Southern California. She drove until she was 92 on the freeways! She wasn’t a little old lady from Pasadena; she thought she was still in India! She put the petal to the metal and go! She had a wonderful heart for the Lord; she was a prayer warrior. She prayed for us every day. And she was funny. She told stories on herself. When she was 88, she pulled out of her driveway and a guy t-boned her, hit her right in the side, almost demolished the car. She was shaken. She was old school, she would dress up to go to the grocery story. The police came and asked if she was ok. She said, ‘I’m shaken but I think I’m ok.’  Then she said, ‘But look, we killed that poor little dog in the collision.’  The officer looked down and said, ‘Mam, that’s not a dog, that’s your wig.’  That’s my mom! She could make fun of herself. I’m a college president and my telephone rings and the voice on the other end is a Pacific Bell operator. She said, ‘Mr. Foth, are your phones ok at your house?’  I said, ‘I think so.’  She said, ‘Has there been any crackling or disturbances last evening?’  I said, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘Well, we got a call and we are going to send a team out to check it out and you can call us back and tell us.’  I said, ‘Ok, did my wife call you?’  She said, ‘No, your mother.’  I said, ‘My mother?’  She said, ‘Yes, Gwendolyn Foth, 714 area code. She tried to call you last night and couldn’t get through and she thought there might be a problem so she called us and asked us to check with you and she wanted us to tell you she has a doctor’s appointment today, but it’s not serious so don’t worry about it.’  Only an 80 year old mom could get a Pacific Bell operator to tell you that!
She always played and she always sang the love of the Lord and his faithfulness to all generations. People loved to hear her play. When she was in her 90s, she would go to rest homes and play, as she put it, for those old people! Show tunes, hymns, all kinds of songs. When she was 96, she had gotten some dementia.  Dementia is not funny but my mom is funny. I called her and I said, ‘Mom, this is Dick.’ And she turned to somebody in the room and said, ‘My brother is on the phone.’  She has four brothers, none of whom are named Dick.  I said, ‘No, this is your son Dick.’  She said, ‘Oh, Dick honey, you live way over there don’t you?’  She was in Orange County, I was in Washington D.C.  I said, ‘Yes, I live in Washington D.C.’ She said, ‘I’ve got a son in Washington D.C.’  I said, ‘Mom, that’s me!’  She said, ‘Well there must be two of you!’  
She slowly began losing her capacity to speak, and I went to see her last year. I said to my wife, “I’d just like for my mom to know me one more time because she doesn’t remember.”  We prayed that and when I went there, I got down right in her face and I said, “Mom, this is Dick.” And she reached out and took my hand and she pulled it up to her lips and kissed it and held it. No words, but her presence and His presence made it real.  

When she was 90, we threw a birthday party for her. We picked her up in a Rolls Royce, and about 150 people came, and along the way, somebody said, ‘Gwen, how about playing some songs for us?’  She was a tenacious believer in Jesus. She persevered as He persevered. She clung to Him through all the stresses and all the nakedness and all the disappointments and all the times when she thought she was going down. If she were here tonight, she would want you to know that. Actually, she would want you to know this – 

{video clip of her playing piano and singing No One Ever Cared For Me Like Jesus}

Nine weeks ago tomorrow, Mom went home. She was 100 years and 4 weeks old. I think she got to 100 years and said, ‘Ya know, I’m out.’  But the imprint of her life in me and hundreds of others because she sang of the love of God who is faithful to all generations is profound. It continues and it goes on. Some people say she was a survivor. That’s true but that’s not what this text says. This text says that Gwendolyn Vance Foth was not just a survivor, she was more than a conqueror. The God who perseveres with you in faithfulness doesn’t just help you survive, He helps you not only conquer but do more than that for his glory.

I don’t know where you are on your journey tonight. But some of you are sitting here and saying, ‘I just want to quit. I just want to stop. I just want out. I don’t know if I can go another step.’  I’d just like to submit to you that He is faithful to all generations. In the place that makes you feel naked or vulnerable or weak or worn out, that’s where He is. That’s where He is.  Bow your heads and your hearts with me.

Thank You Lord for the Psalmist. Thank You for the apostle Paul. Thank You for Gwen Foth. Thank You for your love and your faithfulness that endures through all generations. Who shall separate us from the love of God? What shall separate us from the love of God? Nothing. For those here tonight who have felt on the edge, who have felt fragmented and worn out, just want to quit, thank You in this moment for holding them close and giving them fresh revelation of your perseverance in their lives. We thank You for it, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
