Week 9: God’s sovereignty and our responsibility
QUOTE: Arnold Toynbee was a British historian, and he took a religious outlook in writing a 12-volume study on the rise and fall of civilizations when he wrote A Study of History.  He once said, “As human beings, we are endowed with freedom of choice, and we cannot shuffle off our responsibility upon the shoulders of God or nature. We must shoulder it ourselves. It is up to us.”  I chose this quote because it stresses the importance of man’s responsibility in God’s world. Despite God having sovereign control, people still have responsibilities for their actions.  
I would also like to point out that we are turning the corner on this class in the sense that we are moving beyond the question whether God is in control, and more into what how we handle the things that come up in life with the knowledge and faith that God is in control of all things, at all times, regardless of whether we understand them.

This morning, I would like to look at:
· Prayer
· Prudence
· Planning
I. Prayer
A. What’s the point?
We’ve spent the last few weeks talking about God’s sovereignty, and how in all cases His will is accomplished.  God may choose to cause or simply allow something to happen or not happen, but in all things God is in control.  

DISCUSSION:  If God is in control and His purpose will inevitably prevail, why do we need to pray?
Whatever is going to happen today or tomorrow, God already knows the outcome, and He already knows what decisions we are going to make.  Romans 8:28 tells us all things work together for good.  Each Sunday we put a list of names up on the board typically seeking God’s intervention, and sometimes thanking God for someone’s blessings of recovered health, finding a job, safe journeys, etc.  I think God knew what prayers would come up to him down through years, and He used this foreknowledge to shape the outcome of things to happen.  
B. Prayer Motivation
DISCUSSION:  How are prayers that come from trust in God’s sovereignty different than prayers that come from our anxieties?
In looking at the two pictures, we can clearly see the man on the left is doing it wrong because he has his eyes open!  All kidding aside, I used this picture to try and illustrate the concept that James brought forward in James 4:1-3 “Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do they not come from your desires for pleasure that war in your members? You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and cannot obtain. You fight and war. Yet you do not have because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on your pleasures.”

I think this verse is clearly pointing out that people can and do pray for the wrong things.  I would like to contrast this with Philippians 4:6-7 “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”

I realize these two particular passages are depicting different types of prayers.  The passage in James is more asking for things, whereas the prayer in Philippians is more seeking peace in difficult times.  I do think it is important to analyze our prayers to see if we are praying for the “right things” so to speak.

C. Prayer Benefits
God’s existence is not dependent on our praises. He can get along without them. But we can’t. Adoration is necessary for our spiritual growth. If we are to develop an intimate relationship with our heavenly Father, it is essential that we come to Him with words expressing reverence, adoration, love, and dependence on His blessings. At the same time, it is necessary for us that we mention our sins before His throne. He knows what they are. In fact, He knows them more clearly and more comprehensively than we do. He gains nothing by our giving Him a recitation of our sins, but we need that act of contrition for the good of our souls.
When talking about the power of prayer, we need to be careful that we don’t jump to the conclusion that prayer is something of a magic wand, that if we do prayer with the right sound, in the right manner, with the right phrases, and in the right posture, God is obligated to answer. The idea seems to be that we have the capacity to coerce God Almighty into doing for us whatever it is we want Him to do, but God is not a celestial bellhop who is on call every time we press the button, just waiting to serve us our every request.
II. Prudence
A.
Definition
Prudence isn’t a word I typically use in every day conversation, so I looked it up in the dictionary.  Of course, it said the act of being prudent, so I looked prudent as well.  I liked the Collins English Dictionary definition the best, which states prudent is “practical and careful in providing for the future”.  
DISCUSSION:  With that in mind, "What is the relationship between prayer and prudence?"
We all know the familiar verse, “God helps those who help themselves”, found in 2 Opinions 7:1.  While it isn’t a saying from the Bible, I do think there is some truth in it.  Another saying I’ve heard a lot is “Pray like everything depends on God.  Work like everything depends on you.

B.
Old Testament Example
An Old Testament example of prayer and prudence working together is found in Nehemiah 4.  What I really like about this story is that conveys trust in God, while at the same time shows prudent actions on behalf of the Jews to be prepared and to fight if needed.
Neh 4:6-9 “So we built the wall, and the entire wall was joined together up to half its height, for the people had a mind to work. Now it happened, when Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites, and the Ashdodites heard that the walls of Jerusalem were being restored and the gaps were beginning to be closed, that they became very angry,  and all of them conspired together to come and attack Jerusalem and create confusion. Nevertheless we made our prayer to our God, and because of them we set a watch against them day and night.”

Later in the chapter in verses 19-21 “Then I said to the nobles, the rulers, and the rest of the people, ‘The work is great and extensive, and we are separated far from one another on the wall. Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, rally to us there. Our God will fight for us.’  So we labored in the work, and half of the men held the spears from daybreak until the stars appeared.”

C.
Warning
DISCUSSION:  “We need to be careful that we never use the sovereignty of God to allow what in our lives?”  
I think there are a couple possible answers here – one could be apathy where we just choose not to do anything because we figure God’s will is going to be done, and He can make all things work together for good regardless of my actions.  The angle I was shooting for though was laziness as indicated by the scriptures I included in the homework questions.  
III. Planning
Multiple people are credited with the saying “If you want to make God laugh, tell Him of your plans.”  I think we all too often 

A.
Parable of the rich fool
Luke 12:16-21 “Then He spoke a parable to them, saying: ‘The ground of a certain rich man yielded plentifully. And he thought within himself, saying, ‘What shall I do, since I have no room to store my crops?’ So he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build greater, and there I will store all my crops and my goods. And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have many goods laid up for many years; take your ease; eat, drink, and be merry.’ But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul will be required of you; then whose will those things be which you have provided?’

‘So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.’”
This short parable has always intrigued me.  I don’t think there was anything inherently wrong or evil in the rich fool planning to increase his barns.  Nor was there anything wrong or evil in his plans to enjoy the fruit of his labors.  The reason I pulled this passage into our discussion on planning is because I think it is critical for us to keep God within our plans.  I don’t necessarily mean asking that His will be done, but making sure our plans include the things that would make us ‘rich toward God”

B.
Jesus’ example
Jesus is an excellent example for many things, and when it comes to planning, He shines here also.  A lot of times, I think we get selfish and put on our blinders to what we want to happen in our lives.  As much as Jesus wanted something else to happen in His life, he ultimately submitted to God’s will.  
I think this can be a huge life lesson for us when it comes to enduring hardships on this earth.  We may bring on some of these hardships ourselves, but God may allow that to happen, and allow us to remain in them.  If it be His will for that to happen, we may need to recognize that is our lot in life.  
C.
James’ wisdom
The final passage for us this morning is James 4:13-15 “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, spend a year there, buy and sell, and make a profit’; whereas you do not know what will happen tomorrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away. Instead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we shall live and do this or that.’“
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