Week 5: Is God really in control?
QUOTE: Saint Columba was a Gaelic Irish missionary monk, and he wrote “Tis not from chance our comfort springs.

thou art our trust, O King of kings.”  I selected this quote because it touches on the topic of providence that we are going to discuss today and emphasizes our trust is not in chance, fate, or luck, but our trust is in Jesus Christ.  This morning we are going to look at several providential points including:
	1. Definitions

2. Fundamental principals

3. Types of providence
	4. Time & Chance

5. Free will

6. Example of wills


I. Definitions
Providence is found in your Bibles in Acts 24:1-3 where it is attributed to Felix as foresight and he is commended for keeping the peace in the region.  The concept of Divine or God’s Providence is a theological term that a bunch of Bible scholars have been wrestling with for a long time as evidenced by the quote I used.  

A. International Standard Bible Encyclopedia  defines providence as “God is not only the Creator but the Preserver of the universe, and that the preservation of the universe, no less than its creation, implies and necessitates at every moment of time an omnipotent and omnipresent personal Being.”
B. Gerald Bridges in his book Is God Really in Control? defines providence as “God’s providence is His constant care for and His absolute rule over all His creation for His own glory and the good of His people.”
DISCUSSION:  How do you define the Providence of God?
I look at it simply as Rom 9:20-21 “But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him who formed it, ‘Why have you made me like this?’ Does not the potter have power over the clay, from the same lump to make one vessel for honor and another for dishonor?”

We, along with the world, are like clay in God’s hand, and He can shape us as He pleases as well as let us fly out of control off the potter’s wheel if that is our free will choice.
II. Fundamental principals
A.
God has a plan
One of the fundamental things to keep in mind in regards to God’s providence is that he has a plan.  He isn’t flying by the seat of His pants like we often do here on earth, making things up as we go along.  God is all knowing, all power, and all present throughout His created world.  

Isa 46:9-10 “Remember the former things of old, for I am God, and there is no other;  I am God, and there is none like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things that are not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will do all My pleasure,’”

Eph 1:7-12 “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace which He made to abound toward us in all wisdom and prudence, having made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth—in Him. In Him also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of His will, that we who first trusted in Christ should be to the praise of His glory.”
B.
God is Always in Control
Another fundamental is that God is always in control of things in His created world.  We will talk more about this in just a little bit as we explore our options with the concept of free will.
Dan 4:34-35 “And at the end of the time I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my understanding returned to me; and I blessed the Most High and praised and honored Him who lives forever:  For His dominion is an everlasting dominion, and His kingdom is from generation to generation.  All the inhabitants of the earth are reputed as nothing; He does according to His will in the army of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth. No one can restrain His hand or say to Him, “What have You done?”

Matthew 10:29-30 “Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will.  But the very hairs of your head are all numbered.”
C.
Everybody works for God

Another interesting thing about providence is that everybody works for God in some way, even if things seems evil, God can use those things potentially for our benefit if it fits into God’s plan to bring about Glory to His name.

Gen 50:15 “When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, ‘Perhaps Joseph will hate us, and may actually repay us for all the evil which we did to him.’”

Isa 10:5-11 God uses the Assyrians for His purpose

Hab 1:1-11 The prophet Habakkuk pleads with God for help, and to his surprise, God sends the Chaldeans.

D. 
The Devil is the agent of all evil

Satan is trying to disguise himself these days so that we don’t recognize him and his acts, but it is vitally important that we realize that God allows evil in this world, but He is not responsible for temptation as we find in James 1:13-15 “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He Himself tempt anyone. But each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed. Then, when desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth death.”
E.
God’s work is a mystery and we do not fully understand it!
A final principal is that God’s work is beyond our understanding to fully comprehend everything!  This should give us a little comfort if we are confused about how God in His providence can be all powerful, but still allow evil to exist.


Ecc 3:11 “He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also He has put eternity in their hearts, except that no one can find out the work that God does from beginning to end.”
III. Types of providence

When it comes to God, scholars recognize two types of providence.  A general providence that governs nature, animals, and man in a general sense.  The second is a special providence that focuses on those who follow God’s will.
A.
General Providence
1. 
Natural world – Verses such as Psa 104:10-18; 135:5-7 and Acts 14:17 indicate that God governs over the natural world providing for the things it needs.

2. 
Animal world – Verses such as Psa 104:21-29; Matt 6:26; 10:29 indicates that God provides for the animals.

3. 
Affairs of man in general – In Job 12:23 and Dan 2:21, God raises up and brings down kings and nations, and Matt 5:45 reminds us He sends rain on the just and the unjust.

B. 
Special Providence
The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia notes “There is a more special and particular providence which He exercises over and in behalf of the good, those whose wills are in harmony with the divine will.”  

Psa 37:23-26 “The steps of a good man are ordered by the LORD, and He delights in his way.  Though he fall, he shall not be utterly cast down; For the LORD upholds him with His hand.  I have been young, and now am old; Yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken, nor his descendants begging bread.  He is ever merciful, and lends; And his descendants are blessed.”

Matt 6:33 is a promise that if we seek God first, he will provide the things necessary for our survival.

Rom 8:28 “And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose.”

IV. Time and chance
Ecc 9:11 “I returned and saw under the sun that—The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to men of understanding, nor favor to men of skill;  But time and chance happen to them all.”

DISCUSSION:  How do you balance God’s guidance in our lives with “time and chance”?  
Does this passage indicate there are some things that God doesn’t control, and He lets some randomness into His plans?

It seems like there are two extremes.  On one hand, some believe God let’s time and chance run in this world along with the Laws of nature and things just happen.  If I swerve across the center line on a two-lane road, my car and the oncoming car cannot occupy the same space at the same times.  As a result, a terrible crash would occur.

The other side of the argument is that God is like a puppeteer and every action we take is guided by this Divine providence.  In the example of the car crossing the center line, God would be guiding the two cars to crash.
I think the truth lies somewhere in the middle.  God is in control of this world, and he lets time and chance come into everyone’s life, and even sin can alter the outcome of events.   

V. Free will
When it comes to Providence and Free will, this is a very perplexing thing to wrap our minds around.  Trying to understand this is like answering the question, "What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?"  The youth group contemplated another difficult question while on Trek, when they debated who would win a fight between a Silverback Gorilla and a Grizzly Bear!  Now that you have a lunchtime conversation topic, let’s take a closer look at man’s free will and God’s control.
DISCUSSION:  How can we have free will if God controls everything?
I think one way to understand this dilemma is to look at the story of Joseph and his brothers, which is summed up in Gen 50:19-20 “Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in the place of God? But as for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive.”
I would like to put forward six points:

1. God knew it beforehand

If this isn’t true, God isn’t all-knowing
2. He allowed it

If this isn’t true, God isn’t all powerful
3. He did not desire it

If this isn’t true, God isn’t good
4. God did not force His will

If this isn’t true, God forces people to do evil
5. The people were responsible for their choices and actions

If this isn’t true, no one deserves to be punished because they have no choice

6. It was within God's plan
If this isn’t true, Eph 1:1-14 wouldn’t be true
Kyle’s view

· God knows what choices we will make – Because God is all-knowing, he knows ahead of time what decisions we will make.

· God can veto our actions – Acts 16:6-7 is an example where Paul wanted to go and preach in Asia, but the Spirit prevented them because it wasn’t within God’s plan.  He could have done the same with Joseph’s brothers, and He can do the same in our lives.

· God allows us to do some things that are against His desire – Even though God wants us to make the correct choices, He allows us to fail just like parents will allow a child to learn something the hard way.

· God holds us responsible for the decisions he allows us to make – For the things that God allows us to do, He will eventually hold us responsible or those decisions. 
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