Idolatry and Obedience
Punchline: We often make plans and then hope God will make them successful.  Instead we should ask what plans God has.

1) Ya’ll remember a few years ago while I was still youth director here and I was seeking a call to be a pastor.  And I spent about a year and a half looking for youth pastor positions and interviewing and calling, stressing and worrying, praying and even sometimes trying to bargain with God.  And what happened?  Nothing.  Plenty of positions that I was well qualified for and that I was really excited about, but I never got that final phone call offering me the call.
2) Have you ever been in a situation like that?  Where you worked and prayed and prayed and worked, worked and prayed, prayed and worked years for something  – for weeks, months, or even years…and then it seemed like God left you high and dry?
Joseph’s brothers know exactly how you feel.  Let’s be honest about Joseph – he was a brat.  <slide> He was God’s chosen instrument and he knew it.  And he didn’t hesitate to remind his brothers and even his father about it.  And his brothers – rightfully- hated him.  And so when he received this dream that they would all bow down to him – the second youngest son, they were rightfully angry.  I can imagine all 11 of them on their knees every night praying, “Lord, say it isn’t so.  This isn’t fair.  We’ve been working hard all these years and what has Joseph done?  And yet he gets to be our master?”  I can imagine them working and praying, praying and working so that this vision doesn’t come true.  And eventually they come up with a plan – We’re going to kill Joseph so that this vision fails.

Now Reuben, the oldest brother realized that he was going to get in trouble for this, since he was responsible.  So he came up with another plan!  He worked it so that they would just throw Joseph into a cistern – a big well – and he could later come back and rescue Joseph.  But of course, Reuben’s plan fails as well since they decide to sell him into slavery so they can profit.

We also know later that Joseph becomes an official in Pharaoh’s court <slide> and he is the only one in the whole area who has food when a famine strikes and so the 11 brothers and eventually Jacob, his father, do go and bow down before him.  In fact, at the conclusion of the story, Joseph reflects that it was only because the brothers tried to stop the vision that it came to pass.


This story teaches us an important truth about the way God works in the world:  God’s plan never fails.  Whether we embrace it or resist it, whether we agree with it or disagree with it, whether we participate in it or fight it, God’s plan will come to pass.  The brothers tried to stop it, Reuben unknowingly tried to stop it, some people think that Jacob may have tried to stop it when he sent his son alone out to his other 11 brothers.  Maybe Jacob knew something bad would happen to Joseph and he sent him on purpose because of the vision.  Regardless, God’s plan came to pass.

Some theologian who is much smarter than I am said, “Every idolatry is some form of wanting God to obey us instead of us wanting to obey God.”  <Slide> We know why Reuben couldn’t rescue Joseph – God needed to use him.  We know why Joseph’s brothers couldn’t stop Joseph from becoming their master – God had a plan for them to get food during a famine.  We all know why those other churches didn’t call me to be their youth pastors – God wanted me here at Oakhurst.  We know why many of the things we’ve worked and prayed for in our lives don’t work out – because God had another plan.  Think of all the time, energy, and money that is wasted – in the bible and in our daily lives – trying to make God do what we want instead of trying to do what God wants.  From the very first sin in the garden of Eden in which Adam and Eve wanted to be like God and didn’t want to follow God’s rules.  To the golden calf in which the Israelites worked to make God something they could see and touch and handle and manipulate, not something big and mysterious.  To the betrayal and crucifixion of Christ – the Jewish leaders praying and working to maintain their power and position – not considering that this young teacher from Nazareth could be the Son of God.  To the sins of the early church – praying and working that people who disagreed with them or followed different customs might be thrown out of the church instead of letting God be their judge.  To today…What are the things that we as individuals work and pray and pray and work for without stopping to ask whether it’s God’s plan for us?

Maybe that promotion at work that you’re working and praying and praying and working for, but you keep getting passed up…


Maybe that romantic relationship that you long for and that you work and pray and pray and work for, but never seem to meet the right person …


Maybe the growth of this church that we hope for and work and pray and pray and work for, but still haven’t figured out how to make it happen…


For some it might be having children, for others it might be a miraculous healing, for others it might be the reconciliation of a relationship….

Don’t get me wrong, none of these are bad things.  All of them are good and wonderful things, but as we look at our prayers and as we look at our work, are we asking God to obey us or are we willing to obey God?  Do we decide what we want and then ask God to bless it or do we seek what God has blessed and get on board with it?  Are we like Joseph’s brothers where we decide what we want and will go to all kinds of crazy lengths to attain it, even though we have received a clear sign that it is not God’s plan for us?  “All idolatry takes the form of wanting God to obey us instead of us wanting to obey God.”

Brothers and sisters, we have many decisions to face each day – as individuals, as a church, as a country, and as a world and we do waste a lot of energy, a lot of money, and a lot of time asking God to follow our plans instead of getting on board with God’s plan.  But the good news is that God’s plan prevails in the end.  Whether we’re kicking and screaming or whether we apathetic or whether we’re completely on board, God’s plan wins.  And the good news of the gospel is that nothing in the world is more satisfying, more fulfilling, more exciting, or more enjoyable than being a part of the God’s plan coming to fruition.  When we participate in God’s plan, when we take the time to discern what God is doing and we have the courage to be a part of it – we find direction, hope, peace, love, community, joy, power, and grace.  I encourage you and challenge you in your prayer life – don’t ask God to bless your plan.  Get on board with God’s plan because it’s already blessed.
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