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I love living in Washington D.C. Our family has lived here for 15 years. But every once in a while, a weekend comes along where it is even more cool to live in D.C. and this is one of those weekends to celebrate our independence as a country and to celebrate it right here in the nation’s capital is pretty cool. And it’s on this weekend that we celebrate our independence and in essence, what really is an experiment in democracy. We are talking about God’s sovereignty. I think that some of us want a democratic God, but that’s not what we get. God is sovereign and his kingdom is just that – it is a kingdom with a King who is absolutely sovereign and we have one option, and that is a complete submission of our lives to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
So, if you have a Bible, turn over to Matthew 10 and we’ll get there in a just a few moments. I am loving this series. I’ve got to admit though, it is no easy task grappling with the character of an infinite God. But hopefully in the few minutes we have together each weekend, what it does is it spurs us on to seek Him more and to know Him and to be known by Him.

A few years ago I heard what is really one of the most remarkable stories of God’s sovereignty that I can recall. I was listening to author Ken Gaub share an experience out of his life, a true story, he and his family were in Dayton, Ohio driving down I-75 and decided to make a little restaurant stop and when they did, his wife and kids went into the restaurant but he wanted to stretch his legs a little bit. He walked by a gas station and he heard a pay phone ringing, back in the day before cell phones. It kept ringing and no one was answering it and it was a little bizarre and he wondered if maybe it was an emergency so he picked up the phone and when he did, the operator said, ‘Long distance for Ken Gaub.  He looked around to make sure there wasn’t a candid camera somewhere, he almost passed out. He said, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ After Ken made sure there was no camera, he said, ‘This is Ken Dobb.’ The person on the other end of the line said, ‘Mr. Gaub, my name is Millie, I’m from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, you don’t know me but I need your help.’ She went on to explain that she had just written out a suicide note but really didn’t want to act it out. She got down on her knees to pray and she told God she didn’t really want to do this. As she prayed, she remembered seeing a man by the name of Ken Gaub on television and she thought to herself, if I could only talk to him, he could help me. She had no idea how to get in touch with him, didn’t know where he lived, but as she prayed, some numbers began to come into her mind and she scribbled them down on a piece of paper and she thought it would be wonderful if God had given her Ken’s phone number. She called it and said she couldn’t believe it when the operator said it was Ken. Then Millie said, ‘Are you in your office?’ And Ken said, ‘No,’ and Millie sounded surprised and asked him where he was and Ken said, ‘You made the call, don’t you know where I am?’ She said, ‘I don’t even know the area code I’m calling. I just dialed the number.’ Ken said, ‘You won’t believe this, I’m in a phone booth in Dayton, Ohio!’ She said, ‘What are you doing there?’ He said, ‘Answering a pay phone!’ 
Are there not moments when there is an electrifying sense of God’s sovereignty? When something happens in your life that you cannot explain, there is no human explanation, it is unmistakable and unbelievable. Ken said, ‘I walked away from that phone booth with an electrifying sense of our heavenly Father’s concern for each of his children. What were the astronomical odds of this happening with all the millions of phones and innumerable combinations of numbers, only an all-knowing God could have caused that woman to dial that number in that phone booth at that moment in time. 
By the way, Ken then joined his family at the restaurant. He sat down and said, ‘You won’t believe this – God knows where I am!’ 

Matthew 10:29

29 Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care. 30 And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. 31 So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows. 

This week, we planted a few plants in our backyard and refilled a bird feeder. It was a few days later and it was like I was walking in the movie Birds, there were dozens and dozens of sparrows. I walked out and I flushed all these birds into the air. The birds flew off. I think it was yesterday that my wife Lora said she found one of those birds in our garden dead. I should’ve given more warning to the bird lovers. Not that this is really part of the story but we did see a neighborhood cat in our backyard one day so we think there was foul play involved. But, it is sad to see a living creature like that. I didn’t discover it so it was a little vicarious for me, I’m not going to lie, I didn’t really lose any sleep. It was sad but it wasn’t something that grieved me greatly. I don’t know if that makes me uncaring, but then I thought about that little microcosm and then thought about this story and what a testament to the sovereignty of God. Not two sparrows sold for a penny, not one of them falls outside of the Father’s care or knowledge or view. I think in some strange way, this is a story about the sovereignty of God and I don’t fully understand it, but I say this – I think God is great, not just because nothing is too big for Him, God is great because nothing is too small for Him. Jesus knew what He was saying. He always knew what He was saying. I think sometimes because we don’t live in a 1st Century Jewish culture, it is a little bit foreign to us and we don’t get the full extent of it, but a sparrow was the cheapest ticket item in the food market in that day and age. You could purchase two sparrows for one of the smallest and least valuable coins. I think what Jesus was saying is that you need to understand that there is a heavenly Father who cares about every minute detail of his creation. He cares.

One of my favorite commentaries on this verse, he is not really known as a Bible commentator, but Benjamin Franklin made an illusion to this verse in one of his famous statements. He said: 

I have lived a long time, and the longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth, God governs in the affairs of man, and if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without his aid? We have been assured in the sacred writing that except the Lord build a house, they labor in vain that build it. I firmly believe this.

Interesting. I love history. I actually thought in high school that I might want to teach history. That was before I felt like God was calling me into ministry. I continue to read history. I love history, especially history that seems to get forgotten. On April 30, 1789, and I think this is a weekend where a little bit of American history is ok, I love America! I’m so grateful that I was born here. Are we a perfect nation? Of course not, but I love being in America. On April 30, 1789, George Washington was inaugurated in New York before the Capital was built here and he requested that a Bible be brought, setting precedence for inaugurations, and he placed his right hand on the open Bible and took the oath of office. Then he delivered his first inaugural address. He said: 
It would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official act, my fervent supplication to that almighty Being who rules over the universe, who presides in the councils of nations and whose providential aid can supply every human defect, no people can be bound to acknowledge and endure the invisible hand which conducts the affairs of man more than the people of the United States, every step by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.
Let me rewind a little bit. I want to tell a story but then we are going to drill down and see if we can’t see the two sides of sovereignty. When George Washington first joined the military, his mother said this to him, her parting words of advice: Remember that God only is our sure trust, to Him I commend you my son, neglect not the duty of secret prayer.
It is interesting isn’t it that so many of the famous portraits of Washington show him in a kneeling posture? I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about that but is that coincidental? Maybe that’s a depiction of where he spent at least a fair amount of his time, in a praying posture. So this was actually part of history books up until about 1934, but it is one of those stories that has been forgotten or neglected. When Washington was 23 years old, he served as a Colonel under General Braddock. Now, we have a few roads and places around here named for him, and it was in that capacity that he fought in the Battle of Monongahela in July of 1755. The fighting was fierce. There were about 1,500 soldiers and only 30 survived and George Washington was one of them. According to his personal journals and first hand testimony, George Washington actually had two horses shot out from under him and four musket balls passed through his coat, and in a letter to his brother, he wrote: Death was leveling my companions on every side of me, but by the all-powerful dispensations of providence, I have been protected.

15 years after that battle, Washington was exploring the wilderness territory in the Western Reserve around where that battle was fought. A band of Indians came up to them and they spoke to each other through an interpreter. The leader was an old Indian chief that had been part of that battle on the opposite side, fought against Washington, and through an interpreter, the Indian chief said this, ‘I am the chief and ruler over my tribes, my influence extends to the waters of the Great Lakes and to the far Blue Mountains. I have traveled a long and weary path that I might see the young warrior of the great battle.’ [referring to Washington]. How would he know who George Washington was? Well, George Washington was 6 feet 2 inches tall. Do you know the average soldier fighting in the Revolutionary War was 5’1, so Washington was head and shoulders taller than anybody else, making him a little bit larger target. Not exactly an advantage when you are an officer that would be targeted by the opposition. The Indian Chief said this, ‘It was on the day when the white man’s blood mixed with the streams of our forest that I first beheld this chief. I called to my young men and said, ‘Mark yon tall and daring warrior, he is not of the red coat tribe, he hath an Indian’s wisdom and his warriors fight as we do, himself alone is exposed. Quick let your aim be certain and he dies. Our rifles were leveled, rifles which were, but for him, knew not how to miss. Twas all in vain. A power mightier far than we shielded him from harm, he cannot die in battle. I am old and soon shall be gathered to the great council fire of my fathers but err I go, there is something that bids me speak in the voice of prophecy. The Great Spirit protects that man and guides his destiny. He will become the chief of nations and people yet unborn will hail him as the founder of a mighty empire.
That was many years before the Revolutionary War and before the Declaration of Independence. 

Now, let’s get down to brass tax. Are there moments where I believe God reveals his sovereignty in a way that is unmistakable? I could tell you story after story of my life that there is no way I could have manufactured it. For what it is worth, one of my fallback positions, one of the verses in my Bible that is double underlined that I fall back on when I am experiencing doubt or frustration or anxiety is Proverbs 16:9 – In his heart, a man plans his course but God orders his footsteps. Somehow I believe that. I believe that God orders our footsteps. 
By the way, tomorrow, I will officiate a wedding ceremony for a wonderful couple, Scott and Leslie, and as I do, I’m always so conscientious of the fact that, like, there are few steps in life that are more ordered than the steps down the aisle, and here’s the bride and then the ceremony and then I pronounce you husband and wife, but I’m always so conscientious of the fact that God has ordered these footsteps. By the way, it’s so cool, everybody meets in a different way. One of my favorite things as pastor of this church is when I find a couple who met here. It feels like our small groups and different things we do is sometimes part of God’s match-making and I think that’s wonderful. Where were we? Oh yeah, Proverbs 16:9, God orders our footsteps. I think maybe you are with me to this point, but here’s the problem, children who can’t swim fall into pools and drown. Innocent people are hit by drunk drivers. Children who can’t defend themselves are abused. And there are tens of thousands who will die of starvation today because they can’t find any food to eat. My question is this – how do you juxtapose that with this verse of Scripture? I don’t think it takes away from those sovereign moments where God’s invisible hand is clearly evident but I don’t think we can also ignore the pain and suffering and tragedy that happens in this life.
I think you need to know that I cannot explain this. Why doesn’t God keep the sparrow from falling? Why doesn’t He keep the child from drowning? Why doesn’t He cure all cancer and stop all accidents or end all starvation? If He is omnipotent, and the word ‘sovereign’ means all-powerful and all-knowing and that there is nothing that is not subject to his authority, if God is sovereign, then why do these things happen? I think that’s where many of us get stuck spiritually. And I think we have to be honest about this and ask these questions and talk about these things. So how do we get in this predicament? I know no life that does not experience sorrow. I’ve never met anybody that has not had to grieve over something. I’ve never met anybody that doesn’t have some form of pain or suffering. Then occasionally we meet that person that is more acute than anything we’ve encountered before and then we feel like we haven’t suffered at all.  But in the grand scale of things, bad things happen to good people all the time. So if God is all-powerful and all-knowing, why do these things happen? I can’t answer every question, but I think here is where it is very important that we zoom out. I love the National Gallery of Art. Maybe you’ve hung out there before. Every once in a while when I need to clear my mind or I need a little does of creativity, I’ll go over there, and if you notice when you look at a picture that your impression of that picture depends of your distance from it and there are some pictures that you want to get up real close and inspect the minute details, and when you do, you begin to notice things like the direction of the brush strokes and the different way that light is introduced to a painting. Then other times, you need to get way back, those huge framed paintings that you need to observe, and I wonder if sometimes we don’t see who God is or don’t understand his sovereignty because we get up so close that we can’t even really see the entire painting.

So what I want to do is step way back, I mean way back. I want to make an observation. Oh wait, I just thought of something I want to share, then I’ll make an observation! I don’t know who said this but I remember in some theology textbook maybe in seminary, I remember reading once that someone posed this idea of what happens when an unstoppable bullet meets an impenetrable wall? I remember reading that and thinking that is the sovereignty of God and the free will of man. Maybe the free will of man is the unstoppable bullet and the sovereignty of God is the impenetrable wall. What happens when those two meet? I can’t explain that, but all I know is that God, in his sovereignty, has given us this thing called free will. It is the ability to exercise our choice and make decisions. I just thought I’d share that. Here’s my observation, I think that many of us have a hard time understanding the bad things that happen for one simple reason, please hear this and hear me out. It is because we’ve never come to terms with the simple fact that we were born on a battlefield, a cosmic battle between good and evil and we are caught in the crossing.

Let me explain. In survey after survey, far fewer people believe in the existence of a real satanic being than the existence of God. But until we come to terms with the fact that there is a God and there is an enemy, originally named Lucifer but given lots of different names in Scripture, satan, the devil, the beast, the accuser of the brethren, and in John 10:10, he is given another name. John 10:10, we love the part that Jesus said that He came so we might have life and have it more abundantly. By the way, that word ‘abundantly’ is a two-dimensional word, it is both qualitative and quantitative. He came to give us eternal life but he came to give us a quality of life that is uncontainable. So we love that part of the verse, but we ignore this little part of the verse that says the thief, referring to the enemy, comes to steal, kill and destroy. And until you believe in the existence of an enemy, then you will make the mistake of attributing the bad things that happen to God instead of satan. We falsely accuse and find fault in God because we are totally oblivious to the fact that we are on a battlefield, that there is a very real enemy who wants to steal, kill and destroy you. But there is a very real God who stepped in to intervene. C.S. Lewis said it this way, that there has been one vote cast for you and one cast against you and you cast the deciding vote. In other words, when Jesus died on the cross, He voted for you, but you have to vote for Him. You have to submit to his sovereignty. Does that mean that nothing bad will ever happen to you again? Of course not! Jesus said, ‘In this world you will have trouble, but take heart, I have overcome the world,’ then you have an eternal life to look forward to, in which, 15 years, 90 years, 120 years, it’s a vapor that disappears in light of all eternity. So we cast that deciding vote.
This week, I walked out of Ebenezers Coffeehouse and out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a young woman slumped over on the ground next to our driveway. I got into my car and started driving away and I felt a prompting that the Lord wanted me to go back and talk to her. So I went back and I knelt down and I said, “Are you ok?” And it was strange. There was not any reaction whatsoever. I wondered if maybe she couldn’t hear me, so I said, “Are you ok?” And it was like she was catatonic, like this invisible barrier, like I was in some alternate reality that she couldn’t even perceive that I was even there. It was bizarre. Then I cut to the chase, I said, “Listen, I just felt like God wanted me to come over and let you know that He cares for you.” Now, the moment I said God, it was almost like she snapped out of this catatonic state and I had her attention. I asked her name. She mumbled it. I ask if she was thirsty and she said yes. It was a hot day. I said, “I’m going to go get you something to drink and I’ll bring it back out.” I got her a vitamin water and then I said, “The Bible says that God knows the very number of hairs on our head, and I want you to know that God loves you and cares about you.” And then I tried to piece her story together, I asked her where she lived and she seemed a little disoriented and it was confusing. So I told her to go into the coffee house and find a place to sit and then she was going to try to get back to her mother. Then I left and I drove away and I have this thought. We so often point the finger at God and we say, ‘God if you are sovereign, then why don’t You do something.’ What we want is we want God to swoop in like the sparrow. We want Him to swoop in and solve whatever the problem is. But I want to make a simple observation. How does God swoop in? I think we can spend our whole lives wondering why God isn’t swooping in or we can choose what side we are going to be on. And if we choose to be on the side of Jesus Christ then we have made a choice to be his hand extended. We have made a choice to say, ‘God I know that You care as our heavenly Father,’ so the way God does that is that He cares through us as we care for other people. What if every one of us understood that and practiced it? I’m going to be the first person to say I think 99 times out of 100, I’ll walk past that person slumped on the ground, because I’m oblivious and I’m in a hurry or I have someplace to go. But what if there was this revolution of us seeing with his eyes and feeling with his heart and we began to care the way that He cares? Would we not eradicate a lot of the reasons why sparrows are falling to the ground? You know that there are about 460,000 orphans in America, give or take, and there are about 460,000 churches. If one family in every church did something about this, would we not largely solve the problem like that? But, ya know, that’s someone else. Listen, I understand that, but when you begin to take personal responsibility for the problems that are around you, then things begin to change.
This week, I had dinner with the CEO of my current publisher and another author who writes for that publisher, Lysa TerKeurst, she had just written a book Made to Crave that’s been on the New York Times list for 22 weeks. She is a gifted author and what I love about Lysa is she walks the talk. She has been on Oprah a couple of times because of the adoption of two boys from Africa. She has three biological daughters and they were actually, I don’t know their exact ages, I think the oldest one was 7 or 8 or 9 when she adopted these two boys who were then older, and Lysa freely shares this story, that she was abused as a child and it was very hard for her to think about bringing older boys into the family, and out of concern for her children, there were issues there and she had to pray through that and work through that and long story short, she adopted these two boys and she inspired the people of her hometown of Charlotte and eventually they adopted every child in that village in Africa. That story is being made into a film and into a Broadway musical. So we rejoice over that! We need redemptive stories to be told. We need stories to be told that can inspire us. I think what I’m trying to say is that one of the great ways God shows He cares is through us.

I’m going to have to bring this thing in for a landing. Here’s where I want to get point blank. I think we can question God’s sovereignty or we can celebrate it. I wonder if too often we put ourselves in the position where we say to God to prove Himself to us. Sovereigns don’t have to prove themselves, subjects do. It is not about God proving Himself to us, it is about us proving ourselves to Him. I think that’s the big lesson in the book of Job. Was it fair what Job went through? No! But I think the longer I live, the more I realize that you can’t determine the cards in your hand. You are dealt a hand and the only thing you can do is play that hand to the glory of God. You are not the dealer. You want to call misdeal or say re-deal, but you have these cards in your hand and you have to deal with it. You have to deal with the dealer and at the end of the day, you’ve got to make a decision, am I going to question God or am I going to submit to his sovereignty?
Job 38-40 are some of my favorite chapters in the Bible. When I need a perspective recalibration, I read these.

1 Then the LORD spoke to Job out from the whirlwind,
Job was a righteous man. And by the way, our questions don’t intimidate God, He invites our questions. But at some point, if you ask enough questions, God might come back and ask you a question. 

He said: 

 2 “Who is this who questions my wisdom? 
3 Brace yourself; 
   I will question you.
   
 4 “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? 
   Tell me, if you understand. 

 12 “Have you ever given orders to the morning, 
   or shown the dawn its place, 

 19 “What is the path to the origin of light? 
   
   24 What is the way to the place where the lightning is dispersed, 
   or the place where the east winds are scattered over the earth? 
Chapter 39

1 “Do you know when the mountain goats give birth?

 9 “Will the wild ox consent to serve you?
 26 “Does the hawk take flight by your wisdom
Chapter 40

15 “Look at hippopotamus, 
   I made it just as I made you. 
 31 “Can you bind the chains of the Pleiades? 
   Can you loosen Orion’s belt?
Can you hold back the movement of the stars? 
Can you shout at the clouds and make it rain?

That’s probably one percent of the questions that God unleashes on Job. At the very end, the Lord says, ‘Do you still want to argue with the Almighty?’ You are God’s critic but do you have the answers?  The ESV says: Shall a fault finder contend with the Almighty?  Then finally Job, right before his fortunes are restored, maybe why his fortunes are restored, says this:

Behold, I am of small account, what shall I answer you. I lay my hand on my mouth. I have nothing more to say.
I’m commissioned to preach the truth, and the truth is this – you only have one option when it comes to a sovereign, and that is submission. It doesn’t mean you can’t question. It doesn’t mean you won’t have doubts. It doesn’t mean that there aren’t moments when you won’t like God. It doesn’t threaten Him. God is love. There is nothing that can take away from his infinite love for you and for all of his creation. Maybe I want to say it this way, and on this note I’ll wrap things up.

This week, I met with a two star general who attends our church. It was the first opportunity we had to sit down and it was a great conversation. I had a lot of questions. I don’t know how this came up but he talked about one practice, one protocol in the army. He said, “Here’s what we do, we argue to decision then we salute.” I thought, Ha, that’s pretty good. I think some churches don’t argue to decision. That’s not healthy. There has to be some well-rounded discussion, some grappling and wrestling with decisions and with vision. I don’t care what organization, if you don’t have some arguments, and in your marriage, if you don’t have some arguments, then you are not trying to grow deeper and stronger, because the way you do that is you have a little bit of contention and then you work through it and then the relationship becomes stronger. You’ve got to argue to decision. Then I love this, he said then we salute. What if we took that approach with the Sovereign One. It is ok to argue to decision and it is ok to question God, but at some point, I love that salute. It’s just an acknowledgment, God, You are sovereign. 

Everybody take a deep breath and let it back out. That’s my definition of the sovereignty of God. No words can really capture it. Just let out your anxiety and you simply learn to rest in the fact that He is sovereign.  Let’s pray.

Father we humble ourselves before You, we kneel before You and acknowledge that You are God and that You are sovereign. Lord we confess that, like Job, sometimes we want You to prove yourself to us. And Lord there are certainly moments where You do that, but we also acknowledge that You are not on trial, we are. It is our faith that is being tested. I pray that we would come to know You and to trust You as the God who gives sparrows flight in the first place and the God who cares when the sparrow falls, the God who knows the number of hairs on our head. Lord, I believe deep down inside, even the biggest fault finder among us, even the greatest critic of the Almighty among us, deep down inside, we know that You are sovereign and we know that You are God and You are seated on the throne and that You called the universe into existence and it is before your throne that we will one day stand in judgment. We thank You that Jesus Christ stood in that place for us and because of that, we can stand in the righteousness of Christ, completely forgiven and in right relationship with our heavenly Father, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
