
Sunday 12th July 2020 
History in the hands of the Christians 

 
One of the things that I have mentioned a few times in recent months is this idea that 
history belongs to the intercessor, that it is actually Christians who hold the initiative 
under God and who bear the responsibility for the affairs of the world. I am not sure that 
we can do much about this in a practical way until we get to gather together once more. 
However, I want us to be informed as to what this means and requires of us if we are to 
be salt and light in the world. This includes, very importantly, how we live, but that is but 
the fruit of something much more fundamental. I have often said that who we are is the 
starting place for what we do. What does Hebrews mean when it speaks about ‘dead 
works?’ It means that as Christians it is possible to be busy doing all sorts of things, 
even things which are good in themselves, but which God has not required of us. 
 
Many Christian people hold that to be a sincere believer means that all will go well with 
us all the time. The idea is held that any hardships or trials that come into our lives are 
to be resisted as enemies, but that is only partial truth. Jesus conquered by weakness, 
humility and suffering, and if we are Christ’s disciples, we should expect rainy days as 
well as days of sunshine. If you know any botany, you will know that plants need 
darkness as well as light to grow properly. You will know that some seeds need frost or 
fire to germinate, while others can take years to germinate. There are smooth paths and 
bumpy paths ahead of us all. You may know the hymn which has a line that says that, 
‘we go from strength to strength through this dark vale of tears, till each arrives at last, 
till each in heaven appears.’ This world is a vale of tears. Fullness of peace and joy is 
reserved for the world to come. 
 
Turn to Jeremiah 1 verse 10. This is Jeremiah’s commissioning as a prophet. 
 

‘See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms over nations and kingdoms to 
uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.’ 

 
Can you imagine what would have happened if Jeremiahs old uncle had visited him and 
asked him what he was going to do as a job when he grew up? ‘Well uncle, I’m going to 
be over nations to uproot them, to destroy them and to build and plant them, and this 
job has been given to me by the Lord God of Israel!’ 
 

‘Wow,’ says uncle, ‘I bet that will pay well!’ 
 

However, if you read on in Jeremiah, you discover that his words were rejected, he was 
rejected by the people, he was accused of being a traitor, of disheartening the people 
with his message. He was thrown down a muddy well and was only rescued in the nick 
of time. Nothing went well for him, and he is known as the weeping prophet. It seemed 
that he was a nothing and had no power or influence in the land. So much for being 
over nations and kingdoms. But wait a moment, read on through the history of the Bible 
and guess what? Everything Jeremiah said came about. He did have the place over 
nations and kingdoms, he did tear down and build up, but not in the way we would have 



imagined. The lesson of this is that when God gives His people, Christians, the principle 
role of ruling and playing the key place in how history rolls out, it does not often come 
with a crown and wealth and prestige, but more often it comes with tears and calloused 
knees and red eyes. Tears of grief over the state of the nations, calloused knees from 
being on our knees in prayer, and red eyes from night watches and waiting in silence on 
God. 
 
In Colossians 4 Paul mentions Epaphras… 
 
‘who is one of you and a servant of Christ Jesus sends greetings. He is always wrestling 

in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully 
assured.’ 

 
It is not a simple nor an inevitable thing that Christians will be mature and fully assured, 
hence the wrestling. This man paid a price for the sake of the Colossians, he wrestled in 
prayer for them, active, heartfelt earnest, powerful prayer. The future of the Colossian 
believers were, in part, dependent upon his prayers. Scotland once had many such men 
and woman of prayer. I do not think we have so many today. Will we seek to become 
such people and leave an inheritance of prayer behind us when we die? 
 
So what is it I want us to think about this week? I don’t know how you have found the 
last number of weeks, but I have found that as work demands have been much less, my 
pace has slowed down. I can make a job last for longer because there is less pressure 
to complete tasks. I used to fight hard to get my hour of book reading for myself each 
day. However, with more time available, I do not need to fight to free up time to read, 
and I have actually read less as time has gone on. I have read more light stuff, but the 
meat and veg reading has decreased! It is easy to let things slip when the pressure is 
off.  
 
There has been talk around the ministers as to what we may see when Churches open 
again. There will be some who will have to remain shielding, there may be other people 
who have to uproot and move for employment. There may be others who just get out of 
the Church habit and don’t make it back. However, it is equally possible that in the quiet, 
God has been working in His Sovereignty, pray that this is so, and people will have 
grown in their faith and will have benefited from a less hectic pace of life. Others may 
have been impacted by the pandemic to face up to the big questions of existence, the 
significance of life, and the issues of eternal life or death and hence come to faith. All of 
these have happened in times past. 
 
However, for us in Foveran, to be people who have an effect on the nations, and our 
own nation and community, it requires that we are nurturing our own souls. This is what 
I want us to think about and act on today.  
 
From the age of the Puritans, the importance of personal devotion and piety was raised 
to a prominent and appropriate place. In my youth, such devotion was expressed in the 
term, ‘having a quiet time.’ This was a time for personal Bible reading, meditation and 



prayer. The acronym used was ACTS standing for Adoration, Confession, Thanks-
giving and Supplication. This is a useful way of thinking. Jesus given model is the Lord’s 
Prayer. However it is not as important to have a rigid model as to actually do something 
with it! 
 
Personally, over the years I have found that just when I think that I have found the 
model that is best suited to me, God seems to come and pull the rug out from under me. 
He does this to prevent me settling into a rut and just going through the motions of a 
devotion. Our devotional life ought to be a series of unexpected encounters with God 
rather than some monotonous repeats. It can be like walking a highland path for the first 
time and never knowing what sights will meet us over the next hill or round the next 
outcrop. There will be smooth grassy stretches and at other times gullies which frighten 
us because of the steep and rocky descent into the shadows or dark stands of bushes 
or trees. The Christian life is a pilgrimage, not a short walk down a pavement to the bus.   
 
Developing a devotional life is important for us to be sincere Christians. A study of the 
life of David shows us that he was devout from an early age. He had experiences of 
God’s providences and protection while shepherd of his father’s flocks. When 
confronted with Goliath, he appealed to his encounters with sheep stealing bears and 
mountain lions. The success he had with these David attributed to the hand of God, and 
so what to him was a Goliath. As God had delivered him from the bear and the lion, so 
God would deliver him from the giant! David in his subsequent life showed that he had a 
strong private life of long practice with God, and it was this that made him the great king 
that he was. He was far from perfect, as we know, but he was a better man and a better 
king than any others of the Israelite monarchs.  
 
We should accept that it is God’s requirement of us that we have a personal life with 
Him, and this is reflected in the writings of the New Testament. Paul in 1Thessalonians 
4 has a quaint way of encouraging the Thessalonians to keep growing and going. At the 
start of chapter 4 Paul acknowledges that the people are doing well, pleasing God, but 
then in verse 1 at its end, he encourages them to work to please God, ‘more and more.’ 
He repeats this phrase in verse 10 while speaking of their love for each other, again he 
encourages and urges then to do so, ‘more and more.’ What he is telling us in an 
oblique way is that when it comes to living to please God and when it comes to loving 
His people, there is no limit, but that we can grow and grow and do this more and more. 
 
In 2 Peter chapter 1, Peter tells his readers to, (verse 5) to ‘make every effort’ to add 
strong characteristics, virtues, to their faith. This I have previously called robust faith, 
virile, strong, active faith. There are superb blessings promised to those who will follow 
his advice, a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom, a ticker-tape celebration for heroes 
of the faith!  
 
I want to encourage as many people as I can to develop the practice of devoting time to 
God, to seek God for Himself to learn of Him and His ways. So often over the years of 
being involved in Churches, there seems to have been lots of prayers of wanting to 
receive things from God, jobs or a spouse, or good results for the kids and for nice 



homes, health, blessings and so on. Sadly over the years I have not known as many 
people who were concerned about the things that God wants His people to be 
concerned about. These are His holiness, His Kingdom, His will on earth as it is in 
heaven. Therefore, let me encourage us all to take ourselves in hand and if we have or 
have not done so before, start and continue to grow a devotional life, to pursue piety, to 
care for our souls, to grow in faith and love of God. A preacher from the past had a quip 
about this. He used to say that 7 days without prayer made one weak/week! 
 
No matter what way we seek to build a devotional life, and there are an almost limitless 
range of options to be meaningful to every age group and personality type, the goal of it 
is the same. The goal is proximity to God. Think of it this way, it is only by getting close 
to the fire that we benefit from the heat. A little bit further away, we get the light but not 
the heat and we remain cold. Without proximity to God, we will be enlightened to some 
degree, but the truth of God will not warm our hearts. This is the condition of many 
Christians especially as they get older. They feel that they have done their bit, or have 
seen it all, or see the frenzy of some fresh into charismatic or doctrinal things, and are 
wearied by it all. I agree, these are wearing, but God is not so! If we remain at a 
distance from God, it does not mean that there are no benefits. A room with a small 
heater in it may not warm us, but it will keep us frost free and prevent us from freezing. 
However, how much better is it to be close to the fire and get warmed? 
 
This is a metaphor, I am not suggesting that someone with a devotional life will be in 
raptures all the time, they won’t! We need the day and the night, we need times where 
we feel closer to God than we ever imagined possible. We need times where we are 
aware that God is with us even if we don’t feel Him. We know He is there by faith. There 
are other times where we think that heaven is closed up and we have no sense of 
presence or blessedness or anything. If you have read the Psalms, you will have seen 
that in many Psalms David expresses a severe sense that he has been abandoned. In 
other Psalms David appeals to this thought that God has had mercy on him in the past 
and so he believes that he will yet see the goodness of God in the land of the living. 
There are yet other Psalms where David’s sense of God’s presence and smile is 
intoxicating. The same person lived through all of these varied states and so will we. 
The important thing is to keep going even in the dark times and to enjoy the blessed 
times to the full. 
 
The goal of giving a little or a lot of time each day for the sole purpose of having 
dealings with God, is to be in His presence by faith, trust and with an open heart to learn 
and hear from Him. Have you ever phoned a friend and heard the greeting, how nice to 
hear you, long time no see! This is not a good thing to do to God. In my past I was guilty 
of this often because I wanted an encounter every time that gave me goose bumps and 
so became despondent when heaven seemed closed up and my prayers seemed to 
creep out of my mouth and run down my beard and form a pool at my feet. I am still 
learning that even when I do not feel God near that the One who fills eternity is close 
because ‘in Him we live and move and have our being.’  
 



There are some simple and necessary ingredients to the development and practice of a 
devotional life. We engage with the Scriptures. I have said it often before, and say 
again, if you have a Bible with microscopic print, put it on a shelf as an ornament and 
get yourself a good up to date version with readable print. The NIV or the RSV varieties 
fit the bill. Later it is nice to return to the old fashioned ‘thee and thou’ of the King James 
Version. However the important thing is to have a Bible in your hand that can be read 
without eye strain and without having to concentrate so hard on the reading that we 
read but do not take note of what we read.  
 
The second thing is to mark a time down to do this. Set an appointment with God in the 
morning or lunch time or evening. Chose according to when we are at our best. I vary 
from being a night person to a morning person, sometimes very early in the morning or 
very late at night. It doesn’t matter as long as we plan it into our day. There are more 
verses left unread and prayers left unsaid because of the failure to plan than any other 
reason. 
 
We read, both to draw our minds away from the things of the day and also to bring 
God’s truth into view. For example, we may be facing some uncertainties or pressures. 
We may be losing sleep over these matters and be utterly uncertain what we should do 
or even if there is anything we can do. We may have thought through different 
possibilities of how things will turn out, usually in our beds at night and unable to sleep, 
our minds hammering along like a goods train! This will not help us, but will most likely 
add to our sense of confusion and alarm. We then turn to Scripture and read in 
Philippians that we are not to be anxious, but pray. This may well show us that we have 
been so taken up with the issue that we have excluded the X factor. The X factor is the 
goodness and mercy of the Infinite, Eternal, Boundless God, and the blood of Christ 
shed on the Cross for His own. If such a God as this is involved in our lives, it must 
have an effect on how we regard our circumstances. Such a God ‘will not leave us in 
trouble to sink.’ We may need to confess unbelief and a reliance on our own 
understanding. Think of people like Joseph whose life did not turn out as he expected, 
but in the end it turned out better! God has His ways of doing this sort of thing, even for 
us. 
 
So we start with the Bible. I find that hymns, usually old hymns, are a help here. The old 
hymns are short commentaries on Bible passages as applied to life, and it helps to see 
how others have gone through similar things to us and how their experience mirrors 
ours. We are all in this together, and everything we face is common to all believers. 
Therefore learn from the great hymns. A wonderful prayer from a Wesley hymn is this, 
 

‘… and if I fall, soon may I hear, thy voice and know that love is near.’ 
 

What that encourages us to do is that when we fall and sin, not to wallow in the mire, 
get up and let the voice of God call us back to the cross and full pardon and 
forgiveness. Get back up again when we fall off the horse! This is to stand, and having 
done all, to stand. That is Ephesians 6. A one volume commentary of the Bible may well 
be a useful purchase as we go on. There are many of these available. A good old one is 



that of Mathew Henry which is a devotional commentary more than a technical one. 
This was much used by George Whitfield in days past. It is said that George Whitfield 
prayed through Scripture verse by verse in the company of this commentary. Another 
good buy would be the New Bible Commentary. This is a shorter volume and has more 
technical information which can help us sort out where we are with kings and nations so 
prominent in the Old Testament. It does the leg work for us so that we can focus on the 
meaning of the text and not get taken up with trying to work out the dates of the kings or 
the broad themes of the books. These are helps, condiments, not the meal. The Word is 
the meal. If time is short, stick to the food and not the salt and pepper.    
 
The object of reading the Scriptures is to chew and begin to digest it. To think about it 
and to let it speak to our hearts. Do you remember when the prophet Nathan confronted 
David about Bathsheba? He told a story about a rich man killing a poor man’s lamb. 
David was enraged by this story and stormed that the rich man who had done this 
deserved to die. It looked as if David was about to demand that Nathan tell him who this 
rich man was, and David would go out and deal with him. Before David got this far, 
Nathan looked David straight in the eye and said, ‘you are that man.’ David got the 
message right away, he had stolen another man’s wife and then had him killed. We 
want the Scripture to say to us that we are that man. We want the Scripture to say when 
it talks about the blood of Christ shed for forgiveness that we are that man or woman 
that Christ died for.  
 
We need to engage with the Scriptures so that we get now and them, or more often, the 
sense that what we are reading, that we are that man. The Scriptures are given in this 
way to correct us, rebuke us, equip us and direct us. This is done by meditating on the 
passage we are reading, thinking about it and turning it over in our minds and asking 
God to open it up to our spiritual understanding. You see, the Bible is a closed book 
until the Holy Spirit opens it up to our spiritual sight. This is why so many universities 
and colleges that train students for Church work are so dangerous. So many people are 
educated intellectually, but not spiritually in such places. In my student days, there were 
sadly quite a few students who entered on their studies as joyful and zealous believers, 
but by the time they left college, they were educated, cynical doubters whose heads 
were bigger, but whose hearts had shriveled. I say this with sadness, I often think of 
many friends and acquaintances who once walked, it seemed, with God, but now you 
would never know it. This is what can happen if we pursue knowledge without seeking 
the person of God, or if we let the 7 days of weakness turn into months or years. We 
need the Holy Spirit. Without His involvement in our reading and thinking, we will build 
an edifice, but it will be a dead structure. We are meant to be built into a living temple, of 
living stones and not into some mausoleum for the dead.  
 
The Word, the Spirit, Meditation, and then we turn to prayer. We pray through what we 
have seen and learned in our meditation. This begins to have the truth digested in us so 
that it becomes part of us. Psalm 119 is a handbook for how to read the Word. Take the 
first 8 verses. David proclaims the blessedness of walking in God’s ways. His language 
is that of one who has experiences such blessings and has walked in God’s ways. 



However this does not cause him to become complacent or self-assured because in the 
middle of his lofty words about God’s law, he blurts out this prayer and petition, Verse 5, 
 

‘Oh, that my ways were steadfast in obeying your decrees!’ 
 

This is both a cry of longing to do so, to do so more and more, but also the confession 
that apart from God’s grace and the aid of the Holy Spirit, he will falter and fail. We pray 
through what we have seen and if we have time, we move on to the next verse or 
passage. If we do this day by day, when it seems easy to do and when we think that 
nothing is happening, we will eventually find our desire and capacity for such work 
increases, and sometimes it will be an utter joy. It does not matter if we take ten minutes 
or ten hours, start somewhere, persist and it will grow. 
 
So let me encourage us to continue or to start to have a secret life with God, where it is 
God and ourselves who meet, where only He hears and sees, and where we can open 
our hearts and souls for Him to speak and mold us. 
 
If we do this, we may grow until God can give us His instructions as how to pray for the 
nations and our own community and be part of God’s purpose to tear down and to build 
up. 
  


