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Tonight we gather under almost unbelievable circumstances. This is a remarkable day – the day after Sept. 11, 2001, which will go down in history as an attack on our own soil, no doubt like Pearl Harbor – our grandparents remember where they were on December 7, 194?. And just as our parents can instantly recall where they were when they heard about Kennedy’s assassination, forevermore you will remember where you were when you first heard of yesterday’s tragedy.

Let me tell you my story, and hopefully that will give voice to yours.  I was studying in my office when Brad Vandeventer came at about 9:30 am and told me the WTC had been hit by a plane. Without any context, I constructed in my mind that he must have meant a small plane went off course and clipped the building, perhaps with a little damage. I returned to my studies without hardly thinking about it.

But when Pastor Mike Biggs came in, he said this was a big deal, and we turned on the tv. I will never forget the horror and absolute unbelief I felt when I saw the image of the 757 run smack into the WTC. It was like a movie. This is my own country, I thought. Not the Middle East, not Zimbabwe, not  even Belfast, a city whose streets I’ve walked down. This is New York City. This is disgusting. 

I cried. I was angry. I still am. Later that day, many of us gathered at OU’s south oval and prayed. And that led to more questions. I watched the news for hours and prayed with my children to our God, but here are my questions and maybe yours as well. I am anxious to hear your thoughts. You may be wondering: Is God in control? Is God good? Why do innocent people have to die? How am I supposed to feel? Should we forgive? Be angry? Demand justice? What now? When will it end?

I’m reminded of a story of a teenager who was kidnapped and never found again. His father experienced profound grief. Why did this happen? We’re hearing stories like that now.

If ever the Bible must speak to us and be relevant, it must be now. I think it does and it is, so turn with me to Psalm 46.

God is our refuge and our strength, an ever present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging.

God is our refuge and our strength. Is that true for you? We must turn to him now. He is the one in whom we trust. Not completely in our government or our defenses or our military might or our technology or our strong face to the watching world. We must run to God and seek his strength, for he is the one ultimately in charge. Though we are unsure what will happen next, we should be able to say, “God is my refuge and my strength.” He is an ever present help in trouble and has proven to be so to his people time and time again. Charles Spurgeon writes, “He never withdraws from his afflicted. He is their help, truly, effectually, constantly. He is present or near them, close at their side, ready for their comfort.” Though the rescue vehicles cannot make it through in time, God is there. He was there in the planes as the people called on their cell phones (I can only imagine the resignation and helplessness). He was there in the buildings as they were hit and came down. He is there now during the clean up and rescue and will be continually. Evil did not catch him napping. He didn’t turn the other way for a minute and get caught unaware. If those scenarios were true, he would not be God. But he is, so he knows and he is ever present in trouble.

In the midst of this Psalm 73 description which we are applying tonight to the billowing clouds of smoke and the hulking mountains of steel falling right to the ground, we should not fear. Huh? But how is that? The Psalmist is imagining the worst situation possible here – physical destruction. Again Spurgeon: “These two phrases set the most terrible commotions within the range of imagination. It includes the overthrow of dynasties, the destruction of nations, the ruin of families, the persecution of the church, the reign of heresy and whatever else may at any time test the faith of believers. Let the worst come to the worst, the child of God should never give way to mistrust. Since God remains faithful, there can be no danger to his cause or his people.”

So we are rooted in trusting the sovereign, in-control, good, powerful, caring God. We should run to him first and seek his strength in times of great calamity. Like President Bush we should call to mind Psalm 23: “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

Let’s skip to the end of the Psalm for a minute. Come see the works of the Lord, the desolations he has brought on the earth. He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, he burns the shields (or chariots) with fire. Be still and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth. The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.

Another thing we must remember is that God is a God of Justice. He is always on the side of the oppressed and helpless, he defends the defenseless and is the father to the fatherless. However, he uses us as his means and his ways are often mysterious and hidden to us. Again, we must trust he is who he says he is. 

When I was at the prayer meeting, I heard many prayers for forgiveness and others for unity and still others for compassion. I echo all of those. I agree wholeheartedly with them. But I longed for a prayer for justice. My heart said, “I want to get the bastards who did this!!” A burning outrage is right, Mr. President. So am I wrong in that emotion? Yes and no. I am wrong in that I cannot hold that anger perfectly as God does. My anger is mixed with other things so it is not pure and righteous like God’s. However, I am right in that anger because I am thinking that these people attacked innocent lives for reasons that are absolutely evil in every way. If I deny these thoughts and only sugar coat them with (maybe even fake) compassion and forgiveness, I believe I am not fully and rightly comprehending the mind of God in this situation. Make no mistake, He will bring these people to justice. It may be in the next few weeks, or we may never see it in our lives, but they will receive justice. I personally want it now, but I have to cheer and applaud God because I can trust that justice will be served somehow somewhere in the courts of eternity. Now, it may not look like I want it to. I just don’t know. But this thought allows me to, as I am trusting in God as my strength, to allow myself to vent to him my anger at the way this world is working. 

Pray for justice, but allow God to ultimately wield the scales and deliver the blows he sees fit to give. In Psalm 73, he is delivering justice to the nations who mocked him, to the people who stood in his way. “He destroys the destroyers and desolates the desolators.” These destructions spoken of in Psalm 46 are God’s administrations of justice to the people who have wronged his covenantal people. Should we wonder if God is going to do something about the evil these terrorists have wrought? Even the most dreadful thing we could imagine (the chariots in 1000 B.C.) are no match for the power of our God. Already we see God’s justice in the world, but “how glorious will the ultimate victory of Jesus be in the day of His appearing, when every enemy will lick the dust!”

One other thing: though we mourn for the loss of life, we should never forget that these people have in this instant met Jesus face to face for judgment. Some are in heaven and others in hell and both are for eternity.  We should also mourn the people who never turned to Christ alone for salvation and now face a far worse future than dying in a collapsing building. I hesitate to say this because I don’t want to seem crass and take advantage of the situation, but we must never forget that we don’t the hour appointed for our death. We should be ready. Are you ready? Have you dealt with God on this issue? Are you square with the people in your life and wouldn’t regret the last conversation you had with them if they were instantly gone?

Be still and know that he is God. The enemies of God should stand back and hold off. The believers in God should be patient. We’ll come back to this as our closing.

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. God is within her and she will not fail; God will help her at the break of day. Nations are in an uproar, kingdoms fall; he lifts his voice, the earth melts. The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.

Friends there is grace here. Amidst the craziness and uncertainty of the day, we who understand and believe in God have peace, we have the waters of eternal life which give us a different perspective than everyone else. We are abundantly supplied with water, meaning that in this season of trial this all-sufficient grace will enable us to endure to the end. God has only to speak one word and it will all end. When the last person on the roll comes to a saving faith in Christ, God will say that word and Jesus will return and bring his overwhelming justice to this time.

Let’s return to a few of our questions. Is God in control? Most certainly. Is God good? Assuredly. Why do innocent people have to die? That we don’t know, except that the question is phrased wrong. There are no “innocent people.” We all will die and deserve to die. Sometimes we should wonder, why don’t more awful, terrible things happen than the ones that actually do? God is in fact restraining evil from the world and not allowing every person to act out on every evil intent of his heart. This is a part of his common grace to us.

How am I supposed to feel? Mad, angry, confused, trusting, confident, expectant, rooted, courageous, forgiving, seeking justice in God’s perfect timing. John Wesley said on his deathbed, “The best of all, God is with us.”

What now?  We pray and wait. Be still and know that I am God. Trust only in him, not in our abilities any longer. This is a chance to repent in what it is we trust in.

When will it end? Not until the new heavens and the new earth, though we pray it will get better. We are aliens and strangers in this land, yet we are called to cultivate it and subdue it.

Bad things happen, and we can’t always know why. But sometimes we do. The boy who was kidnapped and sold into slavery was Joseph, as told in Genesis 37. The explanation for this crime was simple hatred and jealousy. But we get the ultimate perspective in Genesis 50:20, “You intended harm for me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” Through the providence of God and the mechination of so many different twists and turns of events, Joseph saved his family and his people because of that cruel act. 

Our Savior, Jesus the Christ was arrested, falsely accused, brutally murdered in the most savage way, and yet it was those very events that led to our salvation.  We may not know what the result of this terrorist attack is, but we can know that God is in charge and that he is good. We can sing together, “Whate’er my God ordains is right. Holy His will abideth. I will be still whate’er He does and follow where He guideth. He is my God and though dark my road, He holds me that I shall not fail. Wherefore to Him I leave it all… Whate’er my God ordains is right – Here shall my stand be taken.  Tbough sorrow, need or death be mine, yet I am not forsaken. My Father’s care is round me there. He holds me that I shall not fall, and so to Him I leave it all.” 

