TEXT: Romans 8:28

SUBJECT: Divine Cordial #9


Tonight, Lord willing, we’ll proceed in our study of Thomas Watson’s great book, A Divine Cordial.  Watson was a Puritan pastor who wrote his book to encourage us to trust God even-- when things aren’t going our way.  When he says, “all things work together for good”—he means it.  Nothing comes into our lives without God’s permission, and His power, wisdom, and love are so great that He makes even the worst things good for us.  


Thus far, we’ve looked at two very bad things that do us good.  Watson calls them “the evil of affliction” and “the evil of temptation”.   The problems are real, serious, and universal.  But that’s not all they are: They’re also beneficial.  Not because I say so or Watson, either.  It’s because God says so!


We can trust our heavenly Father,

“In every condition, in sickness and health,

in poverty’s vale or abounding in wealth”.


That’s the aim—and challenge--of the verse and our study. 

“Lord, I believe,

Help Thou my unbelief!”

THE TOPIC


Tonight’s topic is 
“The evil of desertion works for the good of the godly”.


If you’ve spent much time with the Puritans, you’ve seen that word before—desertion.  It was an important part of their Christian psychology.  Watson believed that God sometimes left His people.  Now, he doesn’t mean that in an absolute way.  He knew the promises as well as we do—Matthew 28:20, Hebrews 13:5. 


What he means, then, is that we often lose the feeling of God’s Presence.  And, of course, he’s right.   We can lose touch with the Lord for two reasons.

· Our sin,

“Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened

that it cannot save; nor is His ear heavy.

That it cannot hear.

But your iniquities have separated you from

Your God;

And your sins have hidden His face from you”.
· His sovereignty.

On the first point, we all agree.  We’ve grieved the Lord and don’t feel as close to Him as we used to.  But what about the second?  Is it possible that God would leave us simply because He wants to?   It is.  See the Book of Job for proof.  Job was the holiest man in the world.  When the Lord struck him with poverty, sickness, and all the rest, his friends were quick to blame the man.  Obviously—they thought—he was cherishing some secret sin.  But he wasn’t.  Yet, the Lord did not answer his prayers or give him any peace.  He was deserted through no fault of his own.  It was an act of God’s sovereignty!    

THE HARDNESS


These were hard times for Job.  And for every believer who has felt forsaken by God.  A man told me he never felt closer to God than when the doctors informed him he had cancer.  The cancer—and its treatment—were awful, but the closeness of God made up for it.  


But what about when God is not close?  What if you were sick and prayed with all your heart--and felt nothing?  What if you had a key decision to make and you asked the Lord to lead you in it—but He wouldn’t?  No matter how hard you prayed or studied the Bible—nothing?  


To feel deserted by God is a very great evil.  It hurts you and scares you and confuses you like nothing else can.  But let’s face it: it happens.  


Can even this do you good?  


Thomas Watson says it can.  And does.  He has several things to say on this one.  Here’s some of it:

DESERTION REMINDS YOU THAT YOU’RE A CHRISTIAN.


This—I think—is the most encouraging thing he says in the chapter.  Unbelievers are not deserted by God!  They don’t miss Him; they don’t want His Presence.  In their ideal world, they’d have all the blessings of God without God.  But is that how the believer feels?  We appreciate His blessings, too, of course, but we want something more than His blessings.  We want Him.  


The loving wife wants more than her husband to pay the bills or keep to the lawn mowed.  She wants her husband.  We Christians want our Savior…  

When He seems to leave us, we miss Him.  Desertion, therefore, reminds us that we are Christians!  Here’s the quote in full,

“None but the godly are capable of desertion.

Wicked men know not what God’s love means,

Nor what it is to lack it.  They know what it

Is to lack health, friends, trade, but not what

It is to lack God’s favor.  You fear you are not

God’s child because you are deserted.  The Lord

Cannot be said to withdraw His love from the

Wicked, because they never had it.  Being deserted

Proves you to be a child of God.  How can you 

Complain that God has left you if you have not

Often received smiles and tokens of His love?”


By nature, “No man seeks after God”.  This means if you miss Him, you belong to Him.  The evil of desertion is good for us because it reminds us that we’re Christians.  That’s Number One.  

DESERTION CURES LAZINESS.


Nothing will make a man go to work like hunger.  Proverbs 16:26 says,

“The person who labors, labors for himself,

for his hungry mouth drives him on”.

In the 1920’s Ernest Hemingway was a young man living in  Paris—and in poverty.  In his book, A Moveable Feast, he has a chapter called, Hunger is Good Discipline.  He’s right, of course.  Knowing you’ll starve if you don’t get up has a way of getting you up in the morning.  


In the same way, if you know that you’ll lose the nearness of God by not reading the Bible, not praying, not going to church, not keeping a good conscience, and so on, you’ll be a lot more careful about doing these things.  The fear of losing touch with God will keep you alive and active.  Here are some quotes,

“Desertion cures the soul of sloth.  We find the Spouse

fallen upon the bed of sloth: I sleep.  And presently

Christ was gone: My Beloved has withdrawn Himself.

Who wants to speak to one that is drowsy?

Desertion sets the soul weeping for the loss 

Of God…

Desertion sets the soul seeking after God.

The deserted soul sends up whole volleys

Of sighs and groans.  It knocks at heaven’s

Gate by prayer.  It can have no rest till

The golden beams of God’s face shine

Upon it…

Desertion puts the Christian on inquiry:

What has made God angry? 

Perhaps pride or overindulgence,

Perhaps worldliness, perhaps some

Secret sin…”


We ought to be longing for God and praying and practicing self-examination every day.  But do we?  Do I?  I don’t.  And I suspect I’m not alone.  Most of us are lazy; we do as little as we can get away with.  


But desertion says, You can’t get away with it!  God wants you to be alive and alert and zealous for Him and His service.  One way He snaps us out of our lazy ways is by leaving us.  And so, if the evil of desertion wakes us up, it must be good for us.  


It’s a pity that we require such wake up calls.  But let me tell you a story—it’s true and unembellished.  A friend of mine had a nephew spend the night with him.  When my friend shook the boy in the morning, he didn’t get up.  He did it several times, but to no effect.  Finally, he told him, “If you don’t get up, I’m going to get you up”.  The boy did nothing and the man got a pitcher of ice-water and poured it all over him.  The boy got up.  Desertion is to us what the ice water was to him.  Shocking, unpleasant—and good for us.  That’s Number Two.  

DESERTION REDUCES OUR LOVE FOR THE WORLD.


When things are going well, we’re prone to lose God in His blessings.  Instead of thanking and worshiping Him for His goodness, we idolize the products of His goodness.  We love our food or family or health or careers or money or books or Big Screen TV more than we love the Lord.  


But then He leaves us.  And our good things lose their goodness.  They become boring—or worse than that.  In time, it occurs to us that what we really love is not our things, but the One who gives them to us.  Watson says,

“We may hold the world as a posy in our hands,

but we must not plant it in our hearts.  We must 

use it an a traveler uses an inn, but we must not

make it into our home.  Secular things steal

the heart away from God, but when He hides

His face, it darkens all the glory of the world

And causes it to disappear”.


If desertion makes the blessings of God seem less to us than God Himself, then it surely does us good.  That’s Number Three.

DESERTION MAKES US PRIZE GOD MORE.  


I won’t labor this one; it speaks for itself.  I’m happy to see my wife every day, but especially when she’s been out of town for a while.  There’s some truth in the saying, Absence makes the heart grow fonder.  Here’s the quote from Thomas Watson,

“Desertion makes us prize God’s countenance

more than ever.  If the sun shone but once

a year, how would it be prized!  When the soul

has been long in the darkness of desertion, O

how welcome is the Sun of God’s favor!”

DESERTION MAKES US ADMIRE CHRIST MORE.  


This is one I wouldn’t have thought of.  But it’s true and deeply spiritual.  We ought to admire Christ more than we do; one way to do it is to enter into His sufferings to some degree.  The believer who is rejected by his family has an inkling of what our Lord felt when His own brothers scorned Him.  


In the same way, desertion is a hint of what our Lord suffered for our salvation.  The loneliness we feel is nothing compared to what He felt; our longings for God can’t compare to His—yet there He is, the Perfect Man, the Man whose only Happiness was fellowship with His Father—forsaken!

“My God, My God,

why have You forsaken Me?”


Watson says,

“Desertion gives us a sight of what Jesus Christ

suffered for us.  If the sipping of the cup is so

bitter, how bitter was that which Christ drank

upon the cross?  He drank a cup of deadly 

poison.  None can so appreciate His sufferings,

none can be so fired with love for Christ, as those

who have been humbled by desertion, and have 

been held over the flames of hell for a time”.


Thomas Watson has never been more right than he is here.  When we lose the sense of God and His favor, it makes us think of our Lord who utterly lost them.  For us—II Corinthians 8:9.  


Anything that increases our admiration for Christ is good for us.  Even desertion.  

CLOSE


Let me summarize tonight’s lesson: (1) the believer may feel forsaken by God, (2) the feeling is terrible, and (3) God will use the feeling to do us good, (4) we have to take His word for it.  

