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And, uh, I’m going to be reading from the book of Romans and then reading the Heidelberg Catechism on providence. So, Romans 8, chapter 28, to the end of the chapter. Romans, chapter 8, verse 28 to the end of the chapter. This magnificent chapter, which begins with “Therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,” ends with these verses: “And we know that for those who love God, all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified. What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died – more than that, who was raised – who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, ‘For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.’ No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor 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.”

The passage that Mr. Perez quoted in prayer, uh, closing prayer at the council meeting yesterday was from the Heidelberg Catechism on the providence of God. And it asks, “What do you mean by the providence of God?” And it answers, “The almighty and everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by his hand, he still upholds heaven, earth, and all creatures; and governs them that herbs and grass, rain and drought, fruitful and barren years, food and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty, yes, all things come, not by chance, but by his fatherly hand.” And the title of the message this morning is “A Providential Perspective on Hurricane Sandy.” And three points: providence defined; secondly, providence examined in the light of scripture; and thirdly, providence applied to our current situation. 

Hurricane Sandy wreaked havoc on the metropolitan New York area. Though those in Messiah’s Reformed Fellowship were largely spared, Scott Schwartz had to be evacuated. He’s staying with us here in Brooklyn. Sam Vasile’s [ph] bakery in Queens was destroyed, and he’s out of work as a result of it, but other than that, most of us were spared. Many in the metropolitan area were left homeless. There’s been loss of life, over a hundred people. There’s been loss of property, and most if not all have suffered hardships as a result of the storm. We’re told by mass media that this was an act of Mother Nature or fate or just bad luck. But listening to that, I would ask as a Christian, where is the hope in that? Where is the comfort in that? And how does thinking of these things as Mother Nature, fate, or bad luck help anybody? The Bible supplies a different answer, a better answer, an answer that provides comfort, an answer that provides hope because it’s an answer that comes from God, who is a father to his people. 

Let’s look first of all at providence defined. Providence defined. Many of you, if not most, I’m sure are familiar with the song “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hand”? That’s exactly what the Heidelberg Catechism says as it defines providence. “The almighty, everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by his hand, upholds and governs all things.” And that’s a brief definition of God’s providence, It is God’s governance of all things. God governs all creation, God governs all creatures, and God governs all their actions. Does that include small things? Yes, as you know your Bible, Jesus says not a sparrow falls from the tree without the will of his Father in heaven, and he knows all the hairs on our head. Does it include big things? Yes, it does. We’re told in the book of Daniel that God raises up and brings down rulers. It’s an interesting verse to keep in mind as the election occurs this Tuesday. And in Acts, chapter 17, we’re told that God populated the nations of the world with the various peoples of the world. The problem for many people comes when you ask the question, does God’s providence include bad things? And the answer the Bible provides to that is “yes.” God governs or rules even over the bad things. Bad things like Hurricane Sandy. 

In question and answer 26 of the catechism, it says of God, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and Earth,” that we believe, what we mean by that is that whatever evil he sends upon us in this vale of tears, he will turn to my good. For he is able to do it, being Almighty God, and he wants to do it, being a faithful father. In the question that we read earlier, we are told that not just good things, but drought, barren years, sickness, poverty, indeed, all things, come to us not by chance but from his fatherly hand. God’s fatherly hand is the hand of almighty power and eternal love. He is able to do these things because he is almighty God; he is willing to do these things because he loves us as his people.

I’d like you to look at a number of verses in your Bibles, if you have your Bibles, if not just give me your attention as we go through an examination of providence in the light of the Bible. Let’s begin in Proverbs, excuse me, in Genesis, in chapter 50. Who is that? [Voices in background.] Oh, all right, OK. Thank you. Thank you. We lost somebody on Skype, so.... Genesis, chapter 50. Genesis, chapter 50. You all remember the story of Joseph and his brothers. Joseph is left for dead by his brothers. He winds up in pharaoh’s court in Egypt and is given a position of authority there, and as he is reunited with his brothers, who perpetrated evil against him, in verse 19 of Genesis 50, we read, “Joseph said to them, ‘Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.’” God controlled, was in charge of, governed all the circumstances of Joseph’s brothers and his winding up in Egypt, and though they meant it as evil against him, God superintended or controlled or governed all those circumstances for good and that is to bring about the keeping alive of many people as a result of it.

In Exodus chapter 9, verses 23 to 29, we read, “Then Moses stretched out his staff toward heaven, and the Lord sent thunder and hail, and fire ran down to the earth. And the Lord rained hail upon the land of Egypt. There was hail and fire flashing continually in the midst of the hail, very heavy hail, such as had never been in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation. The hail struck down everything that was in the field in all the land of Egypt, both man and beast. And the hail struck down every plant of the field and broke every tree of the field. Only in the land of Goshen, where the people of Israel were, was there no hail. Then Pharaoh sent and called Moses and Aaron and said to them, ‘This time I have sinned; the Lord is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong. Plead with the Lord, for there has been enough of God’s thunder and hail. I will let you go, and you shall stay no longer.’ Moses said to him, ‘As soon as I have gone out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to the Lord. The thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that the earth is the Lord’s.’” The instructive verses here: in verse 23, “The Lord rained hail down upon the land of Egypt,” and in verse 29, when Moses stretches out his hand, the Lord ceases the rain and the hail, so that even the elements, the weather, are under the control of God. And here God brings judgment on the Egyptians by means of weather. This is particularly instructive in light of the storm that we’ve just endured. We have to see beyond the storm to see the hand of God in the midst of the storm. And many passages we’re going to read this morning are God’s governance or providence or control of even the events in the weather.

Look at Leviticus, chapter 26. Leviticus, chapter 26. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus. Leviticus 26 contains covenantal sanctions, the sanctions of the covenant, blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience. In Leviticus, chapter 26, in the section on curses for disobedience, verse 19 and 20, we read, “And I will break the pride of your power, and I will make your heavens like iron and your earth like bronze.” That is, a rainless sky and a parched earth, all right? “And your strength shall be spent in vain, for your land shall not yield its increase, and the trees of the land shall not yield their fruit.” God, as a curse for Israel’s disobedience, is going to make a rainless sky and a parched earth. Again, controlling, governing, superintending the elements, the weather, to communicate to his people.

In Deuteronomy, chapter 28, the parallel passage of the sanctions of the covenant from Leviticus to Deuteronomy – same thing here. God is pronouncing blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience. Genesis 28, verse 24, “The Lord will make the rain of your land powder. From heaven dust shall come down on you until you are destroyed.” Let it be clear that America, the United States, is not the new Israel. We’re not in the same position of Israel. I’m simply reading these passages to demonstrate God’s control of the weather. Deuteronomy 32. Deuteronomy 32, verse 39. Deuteronomy 32, in verse 39. “See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand.” The Lord is in complete control of life and death. 

1 Samuel, moving on in the New Testament, 1 Samuel, chapter 12. We’ll just go in progression here, through some books of the Bible. 1 Samuel, chapter 12, verse 18, another weather-related verse. “So Samuel called upon the Lord, and the Lord sent thunder and rain that day, and all the people greatly feared the Lord and Samuel.” God sent thunder and rain to get the attention of the people, at the behest of Samuel. Look at 2 Samuel, chapter 21. 2 Samuel 21, verse 1. “Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years, year after year. And David sought the face of the Lord. And the Lord said, “There is bloodguilt on Saul and on his house, because he put the Gibeonites to death.” Again, God controls the weather, superintends, governs the weather and withholds from the people, because of the blood guilt on Saul, in this case.

The book of Job is perhaps the most instructive in the Old Testament, just before the book of Psalms, if you turn to the middle of your Bible, you find Psalms. Just before Psalms, we find Job. Job, chapter 1. Very interesting book, and I’ll have to restrain myself not to preach on the entirety of the book of Job, but in Job, chapter 1, we begin, verse 1, by being told that Job was “blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil.” It’s a very important verse with which the book begins because of course all his friends try to convince him that he’s undergoing suffering because he must have sinned in some way. So we’re told right at the outright that he’s blameless and upright, that he is not guilty of any sin, and so we know that the suffering that he undergoes is not because of particular sin. As we go on in chapter 1, we get down to verse 11, and we see that Satan enters into the presence of God. Now there was, uh, verse 11. “‘But stretch out your hand,’” Satan says, “‘stretch out your hand to the Lord and touch all that he has, and he will curse you to your face.’ And the Lord said to Satan, ‘Behold, all that he has is in your hand. Only against him do not stretch out your hand.’ So Satan went out from the presence of the Lord.” And then down in verse 16, we read, “While he was yet speaking, there came another and said, ‘The fire of God fell from heaven and burned up the sheep and the servants and consumed them, and I alone have escaped to tell you.’” That is, Satan, excuse me, Job lost all his possessions, and how did that happen? God sent fire to destroy them. God was in complete control of that. Then down in verse 20, “Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head and fell on the ground and worshiped. And he said, ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away.’” Even that bad thing, even that dastardly thing, came from the Lord as he brought fire down from heaven and the Lord took away. “‘And blessed be the name of the Lord.’ In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrongdoing.” A little bit later in the book – turn to Job 37, verse 10 – Elihu, who is another one of Job’s friends trying to assist him and explain to him why all this suffering has come upon him – he’s lost his whole family, he’s lost all his possessions. Verse 10, we read, “By the breath of God ice is given, and the broad waters are frozen fast. He loads the thick cloud with moisture; the clouds scatter his lightning. They turn around and around by his guidance, to accomplish all that he commands them on the face of the habitable world.” God is in control of the weather, complete control of the weather. “Whether for correction or for his land or for love, he causes it to happen. Hear this, O Job; stop and consider the wondrous works of God.” God is in complete control of all things, including bad things, including the weather. 

Let’s look at Psalms. Psalm 148, verse 8. Psalm 148, verse 8. We all can sing this psalm at church, kind of a robust hymn. I personally love to sing it. In verse 8 of Psalm 148, we read, “Fire and hail, snow and mist, stormy wind fulfilling his word!” The elements of the weather are at the disposal and the control and the complete governance of God. Look at Lamentations. Lamentations. Go past Isaiah, Jeremiah. Right after Jeremiah. Lamentations. Lamentations, chapter 3, verses 37 and 38. “Who has spoken and it came to pass, unless the Lord has commanded it? Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that good and bad come?” We began by asking the question, is God in complete control of small things? Yes. Is God in complete control of big things? Yes. Does the Bible say that God is in control of even bad things? Yes. Yes. 

Look at Amos, chapter 3. Past the major prophets, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah. [Singing.] Hosea, Joel, Amos. Amos, chapter 3, verse 6. “Is a trumpet blown in a city, and the people are not afraid? Does disaster come to a city, unless the Lord has done it?” The Lord is in complete control of even disaster. Amos, chapter 4, verse 7. Returning to weather, this is a particularly interesting passage in light of circumstances that we find ourselves in today in the United States. God says, “I also withheld the rain from you when there were yet three months to the harvest; I would send rain on one city, and send no rain on another city; one field would have rain, and the field on which it did not rain would wither.” This is, God’s going through a list of things that he did in order to lead the nation to repentance, and he repeats the things that he has done, and over and over, the repeated refrain is, “Yet you did not repent. You did not return to me. I did this, I did this, I did this. You didn’t return to me. You didn’t repent.” And one of the signs that God indicates, that he uses to bring people into repentance or to bring a nation to repentance is to send rain on one city and drought on another. Now, if you’ve been paying any attention to events in the United States, this is a repeated pattern in our country over recent years. We have drought after drought after drought, and in other parts of the country, we have flood after flood after flood. And yet we don’t hear or heed the word of God, the voice of God, to repent.

One last verse in the Old Testament. Jonah. [Singing.] Hosea, Joe-o-o... Ha! Joe. Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah. Jonah, chapter 1, verse 4. Jonah is the disobedient prophet. God says, “Arise and go to Nineveh.” Jonah arises and flees to Tarshish, the exact opposite direction, so he’s a disobedient prophet. He’s running from the will of God. And what does the Lord do? Verse 4: “The Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship threatened to break up.” When you go down to verse 10, in the midst of this storm, the crew says, “We’re exceedingly afraid.” Said to Jonah, “‘What is this that you have done!’ For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them. Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?’ For the sea grew more and more tempestuous. He said to them, “Pick me up and hurl me into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of me that this great tempest has come upon you.” Nevertheless, the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could not, for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them. Therefore they called out to the Lord, ‘O Lord, let us not perish for this man’s life, and lay not on us innocent blood, for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.’ So they picked up Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.” The Lord controlled the storm, the sea, to accomplish his particular purposes. 

Isaac Watson, in the words of a famous hymn, put it this way: “There’s not a plant or flower below but makes your glories known and clouds arise and tempests blow by order from your throne.” That’s “I Sing the Mighty Power of God.” 

Of course, we see God’s complete governance and control of even bad things most specifically in the crucifixion and death of this own son, Jesus Christ. Look in the book of Acts, chapter 2, in the New Testament. Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, comes. He is perfectly obedient to the will of the father. Did not consider equality with God something to be grasped onto, but humbled himself and became obedient, perfectly obedient, every jot and tittle of the law of God, was sinless, and yet he is put to death as a criminal. What is going on here? A perfectly innocent man being put to death. Certainly the greatest miscarriage of justice, the greatest deed, dastardly deed, in all of human history. And we read in Acts, chapter 2, as Peter preaches in the day of Pentecost, verse 23, “This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” God had planned and purposed and decreed and was in complete control of all the human events in Jerusalem at that time, so that his perfectly obedient and innocent son would be put to death by the hands of wicked men. Look at Acts, chapter 4, a little further elaboration on this. The disciples are praying, and in the midst of it, they quote Psalm 2, verses 25 and 26, and then verse 27: “For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel.” Psalm 2 talks about the nations raging against the Lord, and here, Luke says that Herod and Pontius Pilate and the gentiles and the people of Israel are those people who raged against the Lord. They were the ones responsible for putting the Lord Jesus Christ, an obedient and innocent man, to death. But look at verse 28. Behind them, and in control of them, we read, “To do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.” God was in complete control of even this miscarriage of justice, this bad thing, by which of course, the salvation of the world was accomplished. That God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, in order that we might be the righteousness of God in him. God took his innocent and perfectly obedient son and put the sins of his people upon him because the wages of sin is death, and as a substitute, God used him to pay the penalty for your sin and my sin, and God was in complete control of the events and affairs of those who were raging against the Lord, in order that his purposes of salvation might be accomplished through that dastardly deed. 

Well, I trust that even this brief examination of providence in scripture confirms for us that indeed, God is in complete control of all things: small things, big things, and yes, even bad things. Well, how does that apply to our particular situation? Well, two points in conclusion this morning. Repeatedly in the passages we’ve looked at, we’ve seen in scripture how God uses weather to get people’s attention or to judge and punish the people. To warn the people, to get them to repent, to get them to turn or to return to him. I think, as a minister of the word of God, without having an inscrutable insight into the eternal decree of God, that it’s fair enough to say at least this: that God is trying to get our attention as a nation, that God is warning us as a nation, that God is giving us, repeatedly, indications of his displeasure with us as a people. The question is simply, when will we in the United States of America, learn? When will we hear, and when will we heed, these providential indicators of God’s displeasure with us? What’s it gonna take? 

September 11th came, 3,000 people died, the tower of commerce for our nation, the World Trade Center, was toppled. The hallmark of our military might in the Pentagon was attacked. And we did not learn. God sent Katrina to destroy New Orleans, and we did not learn. God has sent drought, God has sent flood, God has sent Sandy, and yet we still don’t repent. We need to turn to the Lord, we need to trust in Jesus Christ, we need to turn from our sins, we need to seek his mercy and forgiveness and beseech his goodness towards us. And of course, this is not something, as we look out at our nation, that puts us in a position to point fingers. This is something that is a message to each and every one of us, that each of us needs to turn from our sins, needs to confess, needs to turn away from them, and needs to turn to the Lord for his mercies, his forgiveness, his compassion.

But secondly, turning to Romans, chapter 8 once again, the apostle says, “We know that for those who love God all things work together for good.” Well, if God is in control of even bad things, what’s so good about that? Well, the “good” in verse 28 is defined in verse 29. That little word “for,” in English grammar, is a conjunction and the word “for” in verse, informs us that what Paul is going to tell us in verse 29 explains or gives the reason for what he has said in verse 28. The “good” in verse 28 is defined in verse 29. What’s so good about even these bad things? Well, “Those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son.” So that God, as our almighty father, who is able to control all things for our good in his great love, takes the all things of which he is in control to conform us to the image of his son, that we might be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ. God’s purpose, even in adversity, in the life of his people, is a loving purpose, is a kind, a gracious, a merciful, and a compassionate purpose. 

So that when we undergo hardships like we’ve recently undergone with Hurricane Sandy, when we experience difficulties like we’ve undergone, understanding the providence of God and having a providential perspective on these events, we don’t cry out “Why me?” because we know that God works all things for the good of those who love him and are called according to his purpose. Rather, knowing that God is using even adversity to conform us to his image, the question we should ask is, God, how are you going to use this to make me more like Jesus? Maybe God shows us how weak our faith is. Maybe God shows us how little we trust in him, with all our hearts. How little we love him. Maybe God shows us that our sustenance comes not from the supermarket or from our paychecks, but from him, our father in heaven, who provides our daily bread. All of these things, any of these things, and many, many more could be enumerated to show how God uses even adversity in our lives to conform us to the image of his son. God’s purpose is being fulfilled even in bad things for those who love God and are called according to his purpose. 

Let me be clear about that. That’s not for unbelievers. That’s only for those who are trusting in Jesus Christ, only those who love the Lord, only those who have had their sins forgiven, only those who have been granted eternal life for no other reason than for the sake of believing in his son Jesus Christ, his sacrifice and his resurrection. For them, God is purifying, sanctifying, making us holy. God is working in us that which is pleasing to him. That provides comfort. I don’t know, I certainly hope and trust it provides comfort to you in the midst of these difficult times. It provides hope in the midst of these difficult things, times, and it provides confidence, confidence that God will never leave or forsake us, that God is not rejected us but that God is with us, he is working in us that which he pleases. And we know that from the rest of the text. Read with me: “What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us?” And without reading the rest of the verses, Paul concludes that chapter with what I conclude this sermon with: “For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” God is with us, God is for us, God is working through these things for our good and for our salvation. 

Allow me just to conclude with the words of a hymn from our hymnal, “God Moves in a Mysterious Way,” to give us a closing providential perspective. “God moves in a mysterious way / His wonders to perform; / He plants His footsteps in the sea / And rides upon the storm. / Deep in unfathomable mines / Of never failing skill / He treasures up His bright designs / And works His sovereign will. / Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; / The clouds ye so much dread / Are big with mercy and shall break / In blessings on your head. / Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, / But trust Him for His grace; / Behind a frowning providence / He hides a smiling face. / His purposes will ripen fast, / Unfolding every hour; / The bud may have a bitter taste, / But sweet will be the flower. / Blind unbelief is sure to err / And scan His work in vain; / God is His own interpreter, / And He will make it plain.” 

Let’s pray together. Lord God, heavenly father, these are hard teachings of your word that you are behind even bad things, even behind this storm which we have recently experienced, but we are encouraged, we are comforted, and we are confident because we know that you have not forsaken or rejected us, and that nothing shall ever separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus, and that you are at work in and through these things, in and through our lives, to draw us closer to yourself with cords of compassion. Grant us grace, grant us faith, grant us strength that we might persevere, that we might endure, that we might be faithful, and that we might be sources of thanksgiving to you, the God of our salvation. For we ask it in Jesus’ name. Amen.

