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Happy Memorial Day weekend! I wonder if anyone of us has ever had someone who has spoken life into us. Maybe an encouraging teacher or a challenging coach or an over-bearing parent or that overdrawing friend. It is that person who steps out and who says something that pushes you and propels you to be a better you. I call that a blessing.
When I was younger, I was in a season of confusion and disillusionment in my state of faith. I remember wrestling with who God is and who I was. I went to a prayer meeting and one of my mentors came over and while I was praying this prayer to God, my mentor came over to me and he sat down and began to speak to me the words that I had been praying to God. Then he spoke the exact encouragement that I needed right there in that place. And I sat there wondering if I was praying out loud or maybe he was a lip reader? It was weird. But the fact was that the Lord desired to use this guy to speak blessing into my life. 

Know this today. God desires to bless you! Know this today. God desires to bless through you.

In Numbers 6, we see that God pronounces a blessing over his people. And He chooses to do it through the priest. So remember from last week how Pastor Mark talked about how God instructed the priests to form their hands like this and what that meant was it was a symbol of the form that represented Yahweh. So they were called to lift up their hands and to form their hands like this and as they would give the blessing, the symbolism was the blessing was not from them, the blessing was coming from God. 

When Steve sat down with me at that prayer meeting, that blessing was not just from him, it was coming from Almighty God through him to me!

So the priests would lift their hands and they would bless the people and here is the content of our five weeks sermon series. Number 6:23-24

24 “‘“The Lord bless you
    and keep you;
25 the Lord make his face shine on you
    and be gracious to you;
26 the Lord turn his face toward you
    and give you peace.”’
It is this wonderful blessing that is called out to be given to us. Last week, we began to break this statement down and we took the very first part of that. We talked about how the Lord desires to bless us. Today we want to talk about that second portion, how the Lord desires to keep us.

The Lord keeps us. That sounds kind of like a benign statement, right? Or maybe it sounds inconsequential to us, if you will. But I want to put this seemingly benign word in the middle of a larger context. So I wrote out a couple scenarios here. Maybe it will give more of the importance of what this word really means. 

Here is a statement. We expressed our love for each other. I gave him my whole heart and body but he did not keep faithful. 

Listen to this one. I fail over and over again. I can’t do it. But my coach just keeps on me.

Or this one. Nobody believes in me but that one friend, they just kept being my friend. They were there over and over and over again.

Let me illustrate it this way. Behind me you will see two sets of toys that one of my kids got. One of them was a set of circus toys. The other one is Bob. Now, one of the sets, the set of circus toys, Zeke was desperate to have this. I’m talking about rolling on the ground looking like a demon desperate. Like on an island without food or water but that doesn’t matter because he doesn’t need food or water as long as he has the circus toys desperate. Bob, he was indifferent to. One was thrilling and exhilarating and exciting. The other was nice and fine. One was played with for 25 minutes. And then found in the bottom of the toy box before I pulled them out to take this picture! The other has spent seven years residing in Zeke’s bed alongside him protecting him. Do you see what I’m saying? There is a consistency in keeping that gets better and better with time. To keep is not a one-time act of affection. It is not a flash in the pan. It is not young love. It is not sexy. It hard work. It is commitment. It is loyalty. It is consistency. We barter faithful love for momentary lusts. We barter loyalty for success. We barter wisdom for information, pleasure for joy. But the older you get, the less you think about somebody that is thrilling and the more you appreciate someone who is there. Can I get an Amen? The more you appreciate someone who shows up when you need them, someone who is consistently present. 

‘Keep’ is the real deal. To keep us. Think about the military. On a weekend like this, they keep us as a nation. It is a group of men and women who give their lives and some who have sacrificed their life, for what? To keep us! Too often do we forgot what we need to remember and remember what we need to forget. Can we take a moment and just, if you are serving, if you have served, if you have a family member who has served, if you have lost someone, will you raise your hands right now. Can we honor and thank those? We say thank you and we mean that today.

Keep is not this flashy word. Keep is the spine of the body. We can do what we do because you help keep us as a nation and we thank you and we want to recognize who you are and what you have done and what you are doing. 

To keep is an incredibly powerful statement. Do we understand the impact and the importance of what we are talking about? The Lord keep you. 

We can find powerful truth in the simple sentence structure of this statement. We’ve got subject, verb and object. The subject is the Lord. The verb is keep and object is you and I. The order is of drastic importance because you have the subject which is what the sentence is all about. And you have the verb which is the action of the subject. And then you’ve got the object, the recipient of the action of this subject. But too often we think that we keep ourselves, right? We try to keep ourselves and so we take ourselves and put ourselves in the subject line and other things become the object of us or of our actions. We are not the keepers though! And the more affluent we become, the more money we get, the more power, the more skilled we find ourselves, the more we put ourselves in that subject line, it is disillusionment. It is a lack of reality because the fact of the matter is no matter how much you compile or how much money you get or how good at your job you are, no matter how much you have going on in life, you are one card removed from a house of cards falling down. Do you think you can beat that? Do you think you can beat cancer? Can you beat life? Can you beat loss? We are not the keeper. There will be a moment in life where you realize you are not the keeper. The Lord keep us. He keeps us. We are in his hands. We are subjects to Him. He is subject in the sentence. The Hebrew word in this Scripture means to guard and to protect, to have charge over. It is not just watching. There is an activity to this word. It is like a gardener keeping his garden. As a gardener keeps his garden, he doesn’t control everything in the garden but he oversees it and he is active in that garden. He does everything he can to put it in position to produce growth. The garden can’t keep itself. The gardener keeps the garden. And he finds joy when the garden produces what it is designed to produce. 
I want to use this metaphor today to continue to unpack the meaning of this word ‘keep’ that we find in this Scripture. The gardener keeps the garden. Four different ways I want to talk about that we find in the Scriptures and how He keeps us.
First the gardener protects. We weeds.  He puts up fencing. He gives proper shelter. Psalm 121:7, the Lord keeps you from all harm. 

Jude 1:24

24 To him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy.

Let’s wrestle with this idea. So God keeps us. Can I just push back? So God is keeping us. What about that loved one who has served God and is taken from this earth? How is God keeping them? I’m wrestling with this text and asking God to help me understand. That could be you or me. We are trusting in God to keep us and 10 or 20 or 50 years early, someone leaves this earth. What happened? Dig into this Scripture. This is hard stuff. The fact of the matter is, we live in a fallen world. We live in a broken world. 

Nina and I sat with some friends who taught us an incredible truth while we were trying to minister to them. They taught us truth. They had an unborn child the doctors told them would die prior to or upon birth. So they went through this and they refused to get an abortion. But they had to deal with the reality of the situation that was coming up on them. So miraculously, this child was born and lived beyond birth but not long after that lost life. I’ll never forget what they shared with us. Here is just a little piece of that. They said, ‘We are struggling but we know God’s protection doesn’t mean a guarantee of 90 years on this earth. But it means He will protect your purpose. That one is worth unpacking in your prayer time. But it means He will protect your purpose. We are searching for strength but we found the gift of appreciation for a child that even in a brief lifespan, God purposed that child to bless us. He protected his purpose and we thank God for the gift He gave us for a season. That is not the answer I really want to give you. I want to tell you everything is going to be alright and everything will be fine. But sometimes it’s not. As much intellect and wisdom as our world has, our culture does not know how to deal with death and does not know how to talk about or jump into this conversation of death. We don’t know what to do. But we are not temporal beings. We are eternal beings! There is a greater understanding than within the time that we are in and God keeps you. He keeps you by fulfilling his purpose in all circumstances. When you walk into trouble, He will still accomplish his circumstances. Do things go wrong in a garden? Absolutely. It is the environment that we live in. But does a gardener consistently nurture purpose in all seasons and through all things? Absolutely. When a flower begins to get choked by a weed, eventually that gardener will come along and he will uproot that weed and pull that weed out. When a flower comes to the end, whether early or late, it starts to wilt and starts to die, a gardener will come along and he will take seed out of that flower that can be repurposed for a next generation of flowers. Also, a gardener in every season is protecting the purpose within the garden. Hardship will come. Suffering will come. Suffering creates more atheists than logic does. We don’t know how to deal with hardship and suffering. It will come. If you think the Bible says you will be free and safe of all hard things in life, you might have forgot to read the Bible. Suffering is Paul’s resume. He brags about all the suffering that he gets to do in the name of Jesus. Suffering comes with the territory. But when it comes, what will you do? When that loss happens in your family and it happens before you think it is right, our nature can gear toward bitterness. Anybody else or am I alone up here? Our nature moves in that direction but let me tell you something, there is a seed in death that is a gift through the gardener from that person to us.
My desire to day is this, that you would not allow bitterness to choke out like a weed what is such a beautiful gift in the grander purpose. It is a gift given to you that if you can get beyond that bitterness and understand that there is a greater purpose that is happening, that in death, as sad as it is, in death God through that person is giving a gift from them to you. Maybe it is the gift of freedom of those who have come before us, who have laid down their lives through the military and served us. It is a gift that has been given. What do we do with that gift? Maybe it is faith or an attitude or a spirit that is given from a mom, a dad, a friend, a grandparent. It is a gift that has been given in their death. But if we find ourselves being so mad and so bitter, and we get so caught up that we lose the gift, the seed that was pulled from their life and given to us to grow and to sprout in a way that we can honor them. God protects the purpose and we have the opportunity to step into that.
Number one, the gardener protects. Number two, the gardener nourishes. Thanks for letting me get honest with you and for letting me wrestle through this with you. That’s not easy. That is not easy for any of us but we have to wrestle. We can be overcome and miss that gift that God has given. Ok, the gardener nourishes. The purpose of keeping a garden is to make beautiful flowers. It is to fill a bowl with fruit. It is to make a meal. It is so that your yard can look better than your neighbor’s! Right? Keeping it real! The purpose of God keeping us is to make a beautiful person. It is to fill a soul. It is to bring dust to life. I Corinthians 1:8

8 He will also keep you firm to the end.

A garden doesn’t need a huge rain every day but it needs a little bit of water consistently. Open up your eyes to see the consistency of what God is providing around you. A word of encouragement, an action by somebody else, that is nourishment that God has given to you. Get in his Word, He will provide nourishment to your soul. It is a gift from Him.

At our dinner table, we do something called hi low. We go around the table and we talk about the high of our day and the low of our day. We talk about a mistake of our day. That’s always fun with kids. And then we talk about where we saw God moving. There is not a day that goes by that I don’t see God moving in my life, that I don’t see the gardener’s hand active within my soul. He is constantly at work. Open up your eyes to see his hand at work in those around you. A worship song is water. A word of encouragement is food to you. If you got nothing, go to his Word. It is a refrigerator of life just waiting to be pulled out to nourish your soul. A gardener wants success. A gardener nourishes.

Number three, a gardener prunes and fertilizes. John 15:1
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. 

If you plant a tree, you plant and then you water but you don’t stop there. You prune it. When you prune it, it helps set that tree up for proper growth.

On May 12th, Rich Schaffer was promoted to Lieutenant and he became Headquarters Battalion Chaplin for a military base with 1,700 men and I remember when he was a young single guy here in DC and he attended National Community Church. A great guy but he found himself waiting and wanting in his hopes and dreams. And after a job loss and after months of finding no opportunities, he walked up to the edge of depression and he began to walk over that line and he found himself in a rough place and I walked through this season with him. And I remember the conversations and the feelings and how it would begin to become oppressive over him. And it was in that season when he began to ask why. Why? Who do I feel like I’m being cut off or like I’m being pruned and it was in that season that he made a key decision. He changed courses and 10 years later, this month is the 10 year anniversary of a decision that he made. He decided to serve our country through the military. Now he has a beautiful wife and a loving family and a position of influence and care serving our nation through the military. How did he get to this point? Because he had to go through the pruning process. What hurt and what was painful pushed him and set him up for a greater season of growth to be able to use his giftings for the kingdom of God.

Have you ever experienced pruning? Well, you’re going to live longer if you haven’t! Trust me, you will experience pruning in your lifetime. Maybe you’ve lost a job or maybe you have lost a relationship and it hurts. There is nothing I like about the pruning process. It is going through a season of hurt and pain but that’s what pruning is. It is enduring short term pain for long term growth. We put our temporal expectations on a God who has eternal plans though.

Pastor Rob says, God doesn’t protect us from what He will perfect us through. We put our expectations on Him. We want to define and control what blessing looks like. Even blessing is a list we give to God but God is not bound by our expectations. He has his own plans and purposes for us and over us. We look at blessing in the here and now but God is piecing things together with a grand scheme. Nina and I have our little 10 x 12 patch in the backyard and we are constantly fighting for the growth of our grass. Anybody else in that battle? We are constantly losing this battle. So recently we were told to spend less time on worrying and just getting rid of the weeds and spend more time on growing and fertilizing the grass. When you fertilize the grass, it allows the roots to grow down deeper and it allows the grass to become stronger and actually outgrow the weeds and the clovers. So we started doing it and it is working so far! It is working right now. But you see what I’m saying, that stuff is put in our life and we pray to God to take this stuff out of our lives but God is saying the opposite. God is saying I put that stuff in your path. I put it there and it stinks but it is there to fertilize your growth so that your roots would dig down deeper and so that you would grow up stronger. So that you would outgrow the enemies attacks and all those things that come against you. What we think is wrong and bad and stinky and we pray for Got to get rid of, that is the exact thing that He put in our path. Fruit doesn’t grow up on a mountain top, it grows down in the valley. 
In Genesis 3 in the fall of man when the curse comes, the curse comes to the soil. The ground is where the curse is put. But that is exactly where God sends us back into, to redeem, to till up the soil so that fruit might come in and through us. God doesn’t protect us from what He will perfect us through. He protects. He nourishes. He prunes and fertilizers.

Last point, He stays at one with the garden. The gardener gets dirty. The gardener gets down on his knees and he gets involved. A gardener gets dirty under his fingernails. He is active. Now, he doesn’t control everything and elements come into that environment that work against the garden. He doesn’t work against the elements but he nurtures through those elements. He gets involved. He stays at one with the garden. Romans 8:35

35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36 As it is written:

“For your sake we face death all day long;
    we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.”

37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

In the mud, He is there. In the struggle, He is there. In the hurt, our God is there. In the pain, the gardener is there nurturing. And in the hurts of life, God is present and He is there.

I asked a couple who attends this service if I could share their story and their testimony about how they have learned what it means for God to keep them. Let me close with their story. They said this, starting with a song:
Never once did we walk alone
Never once did you leave us on our own
You are faithful God
You are faithful.

We have learned what God keeping us means. It is not about all the stuff you have. We had a huge house in a good community and a great real estate business at the height of the housing market and then it crashes. We lived at the epicenter of the housing market crash in California and we lost it all. But when we were overwhelmed, when we had the kids counting on us, when six of us had to survive on a Starbucks salary and when we went from a five bedroom house to a two bedroom condo, we never once in all of it did we ever walk alone. Through it all, God was there speaking to me telling me I was not alone. We always look for the pot of gold. We see the rainbow for the promise and we assume the pot of gold is at the end. But you may never find that pot you are looking for. But we trusted the rainbow and found our blessing. Isaiah 26:3 says
You will keep in perfect peace
    those whose minds are steadfast,
    because they trust in you.
I have a ‘keep’ and God has a ‘keep.’ I have to keep focused on Him like Peter when he stepped out on the water or I sink. When I do, He has a keep, to keep me in perfect peace. Stress had come but his presence denies my heart of the pain. Our lives are now not about us but about him.

Remember that sentence structure? The subject is about Him. Our lives are not about us, they are about Him. And God has used all of the loss for gain. 

Never once does He leave us. Our gardener is active. Our God is active. Our Father is active in our life through the elements and through the pain and through the difficulty and the stress and the loss. Our God is active. 

Lord God we come to You right now and we thank You God that You are active in our lives. We thank You that You are present and that we are not alone. We thank You that You are pruning us and that You are working with us and in us. God we thank You Lord that You are a gardener that cares over us and finds pleasure in us. Now we pray that You would fix our eyes on You and You would fix our heart in You today. Lord I know that promise, that rainbow, is not a generic promise. But it is an individual promise, a personal promise into our lives. I know also today that it is not just for anyone and given to everyone, but that promise is given to those who step out in faith and who express their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord over their lives. 

If that is you today, if at some point in this sermon the Holy Spirit used me as a vessel to speak to you, to bless you and to call you and draw you into faith, if that is you, just as a sign unto the Lord and as an act of faith, just lift up your hand to God right now. This is just you and God. 

Lord I lift up my brothers and sisters who are taking a step of faith towards you and they desire to step into your full blessing and ultimately blessing is presence and presence is relationship and so today as they take a new step into relationship with Jesus Christ as their Savior, God I pray that You would come and turn over a new leaf and do something new within their soul today. It is your desire to bring beauty into our lives and to fill our souls and to turn dust into life. So now I pray a blessing of life into their souls right now. Speak your word and pull bitterness away and replace it with seed of life in their souls. As we sing this song right now, may that prayer become reality. In Jesus’ name I pray, Amen. 
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