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Transtorming lives for the glory of God




Date: 6th December 2015
Series name: N/A
Sermon # in series: 
Sermon Title: Mushrooms and Oak Trees
Bible Reference: Habakkuk 1-2 (and others)
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Mushroom or Oak Tree?

Waiting!

I saw a Christmas tree up in 3rd week of November this year – in a house! ‘When I were a lad …’ our Christmas tree went up no more than 3 days before Christmas. Now I know there were practical reasons for that – put it in too early and by Christmas all the needles had fallen off, etc. But I think there was actually more to it than that. My parents grew up in churches that followed the Christian calendar and seasons. One of the seasons of which is Advent, which traditionally advocated the theme of waiting - Looking back at the waiting in the OT for the first coming of Jesus and looking forward to and waiting for his second coming. I have a suspicion that unbeknown to me at the time, our family’s tradition of putting the tree up a couple of days before Christmas and the presents under the tree after we’d gone to bed on Christmas eve was absolutely tied in with this idea. For us it built the expectation, built the excitement and thus made the actual Christmas day even more exciting.
This week I’ve been musing on this idea of waiting – sparked partly because of my family and partly by a book title – ‘The meaning is in the waiting’.
Waiting! None of us like it – whatever it is we’re waiting for. Children don’t like waiting, but adults aren’t a lot better. Going home this week I saw a car broken down at some traffic lights and a queue behind it as the person struggled under the bonnet to get it going. Reminded me of the man honking his horn in such a situation. The woman who’d broken down went and said to him – ‘OK, you fix the car and I’ll sit here and push the horn for you!’ 

Whatever the situation we’re not good at waiting – yet the waiting is good for us! The meaning is in the waiting, not just the fulfilment or the getting what we’re waiting for – the Bible shows us that over and over again. 
Abram (and Sara) – called by God out of Ur to go to a place, well they’d know it when they got there! Gen 12:1. ‘To the land I will show you’. Called to go, but called to wait. God knew but he chose not to tell them. Why? Because the meaning was in the waiting – it wasn’t meaningless. It was the waiting, not the destination that would change them. 
In a sense the call to ‘go to the land I will show you’ was really a call by God to ‘come and follow me’. God’s call is always just that – it’s a call to come, not simply to go! If he calls us it’s because he’s gone ahead.
But that call started a lifetime of waiting. Waiting to see where they were to settle; waiting for a child; waiting for God to save the child; waiting for the descendants like the sand on the seashore. So yes they died waiting, but it was in the waiting that Abram became Abraham, it was the waiting that changed him, that shaped him that grew him.

Not that it was easy! When a few years later the Lord reaffirms his promise with these great words – ‘Do not be afraid Abram, I am your shield, your very great reward!’ (Gen 15:1) Ab’s reply is not exactly faith filled - ‘O Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless? … you have given me no children!’ Look carefully at that – look at Gods instruction, promise and encouragement – but such is Ab’s disappointment at things not happening as he thought/expected that he misses those things and sees only the difficulty and unlikelihood of what God is saying! 

We know all about the huge mistake they made with Hagar. Poor old Sarah thought she’d give God a hand! Bad idea. 

No waiting for God wasn’t any easier for them than it is for us and they made their mistakes – but the waiting actually made them.

Habakkuk: He faced the same struggled with waiting! Hab lived 1400 yrs after Abraham, in a time when there seemed to him a very real risk that all God’s hard work and promises were coming to nothing. The nation was in a mess, people no longer seemed to fear God; injustice, violence, trouble and wrong abounded. No one listened to the few men/women of God. Hab was one of these and the book that bears his name starts in this way - ‘How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you “violence” but you do not save?’ Get that? How long Oh Lord! Ever felt that! Hab was struggling with the time it was taking for God to act; he couldn’t understand why he seemed to be doing nothing, that his ear was deaf to his prayers. 
God’s reply? Hab – I am doing something! You will not believe it when you see it, but I am at work, getting ready and you’ll soon see the results’ – v5. Habs response? He’s going to watch and see – 2:1. And that’s really important. In essence he says ‘OK, I’ll go into the watch tower and I’m going to look out for what you say, I’m going to look for the fulfilment.’ I’m not going to do nothing, I’m going to do something – I’m going to look, I’m going to watch.
Then we can move into the NT – Disciples, Acts 1:4 – “Do not leave Jerusalem but wait for the gift my father promised’ Here they were all fired up – totally convinced but Jesus says ‘Wait’! Then he’s taken up to heaven and they are left with just his words. ‘Wait’. And they had to wait!
Why? What’s the deal with all this waiting? Doesn’t God know how hard it is? Why didn’t he just given them the Spirit then? Why make them wait? Why didn’t he tell Abraham where he was going? Why didn’t he give him the child when he first promised? Why make him wait? Why did God leave things so long in Hab’s time before moving? Why didn’t he just make it totally clear what and why he was doing? And most of all, why didn’t he send Jesus right after the fall, or at least shortly after it became clear how badly wrong things had gone because of sin? Why leave not do it at the time of the flood or before Pharaoh’s ill treatment of his people, etc?

Why wait? It has to be because there is meaning and value and purpose simply in the waiting! The waiting is part of God’s plan because in the waiting he is working. The journey is as valuable to us as the destination.
You see, Biblical waiting isn’t simply doing nothing. It was always about exercising faith, living by faith; making choices and decisions based on the confident certainty that what God has promised will happen. So Habakkuk went up onto the wall to watch; Abraham left all he had and waited for God to do what he said he’d do. Was it easy for either of them? Not at all! Did they struggle and wonder and question? You bet they did! But still they waited, because they believed. 

And this is the essence of biblical waiting – it’s living expectantly, hopefully for what God will do - even though you may have periods of struggle to understand what he’s doing and why he’s waiting. Sometimes it’s like we want to say to God ‘Don’t just stand there, do something – and he says back to us ‘Don’t just do something, stand there!’ Sometimes the purpose of the things is actually in the waiting because in the waiting he’s actually changing us. 

A man once had a dream in which God him to go outside and push against a huge boulder in his front yard. So every morning for the next few weeks, the man went outside and strained against the rock. He pushed and groaned and prodded and shoved, but the rock never budged. Finally, in a fit of exasperation the man fell to his knees and lifted his eyes to heaven. "What were you thinking, Lord? he cried, wiping sweat from his brow. "You told me to push this rock, and I've been pushing it for weeks, yet it has not moved an inch!" A voice from heaven rumbled among the clouds, then whispered in the man's ear. "I told you to push the stone," God said, "I didn't tell you to move it. I'm the only one who can move it, and when you're ready, I will. By the way, look at your hands." The man looked at his hands. They had grown callused and tough with the work, and his arms bulged with muscles. Though his efforts seemed fruitless, he had grown strong; and now he was beginning to grow wise.

So waiting, Biblical waiting, is not a inactive waiting around for something to happen that will allow us to escape our troubles. In the waiting God is at work and he’s changing us and developing us in ways that would be impossible otherwise. A few things waiting does for us: 

1. Waiting reminds us that God is in control and not us! Habakkuk got it right when he used the waiting time to take on the role of the watchman – to watch what God would do.  Ps. 130:5-6 "I wait for the Lord, my soul waits; I wait for Yahweh; I wait and put my hope in His word. I wait for the Lord more than watchmen for the morning - more than watchmen for the morning". The watchman didn’t make things happen – he was watching for someone else to do something! That’s the Christian response to waiting – it turns us to look at him and trust him more than ourselves. 

2. Waiting humbles us! Having to accept Gods ways and timings and control is in itself humbling! Control means self sufficiency – ‘I can do it, I know what to do, etc’. That in its rawest state is pride! What waiting faces us up with is that we are not in control. It shows us our actual lack of power and sufficiency. Along with this - 
3. Waiting forces us to trust God!  When we realise that we can’t effect the change we want then as Christians we are left with a few options! We can get frustrated, we can get anxious, etc. Or we can simply trust God, deciding to let him be God get on with things his wise and right way whilst we practice the discipline of being still and knowing that he’s God. Doing the this soon show us that he can be trusted and so it will simplify our lives no end. Lastly 
4. Waiting grows us, strengthens us and eventually lets us fly spiritually! All of this is about us growing spiritually. I love Is. 40:31 – ‘those who trust in the LORD will renew their strength; they will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary; they will walk and not faint" 
Waiting isn’t easy is it – as we’ve seen with Abraham, Sarah and Habakkuk. It especially goes against the grain of our quick-fix society. But it’s always for our good.   It's been said that when God wants to grow mushrooms, he can do it overnight, but when he wants to grow a mighty oak, it takes a few years. What do we want to be, a mushroom or an oak? If we want to be an oak, it is well worth the wait. What do you want to be – a mushroom or an oak tree?
So advent – the time that speaks to us of waiting; as hard as it is it’s a good thing, it can be a gift from God; Sometimes it’s true that the meaning is actually in the waiting! 
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