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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Our Part of the Equation – See It!” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

Matthew 14: 22-33; John 13: 1-11 

February 10, 2019 
 

In light of the Poems of the Heart gathering that the Book Group is hosting on Tuesday, I 

thought it might be fitting to start with a poem this morning.  William Cowper was an 18th 

century English poet and hymnist whose final writing was a poem entitled, “Light Shining Out of 

Darkness.”  Shortly after writing this poem, Cowper fell into deep depression and even attempted 

suicide, but his friend, John Newton, published the poem in the form of a hymn the next year, in 

1774.  These are the words that Cowper penned… 

 

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 sov'reign 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 ev'ry hour; 

The bud may have a bitter taste, 

But sweet will be the flow'r. 
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Blind unbelief is sure to err, 

And scan his work in vain; 

God is his own interpreter, 

And he will make it plain. 

 

Last week, we began a three-week series exploring our part in embracing, welcoming and 

engaging the help that God longs to bring into our lives.  I named, in that opening message, that 

the story of Jesus and Peter walking on the sea reveals three things about our role in embracing 

God’s help in our lives – our part of the equation if you will – as I suggested that we need to seek 

it, to see it, and to trust it.  We started, of course, with that first step – that invitation and 

welcome of God’s help in our lives – as the very first thing we have to do to receive it.  God is 

there…Jesus is knocking on our door…but just like Peter calling out to Jesus from the battered 

boat and crying out for help when he began to sink – we have to reach out and seek that help in 

our lives.  But once we’ve opened that door – once we’ve invited that help into our crises – we 

have to then see the help that is being offered! 

 

I was drawn to that story of Jesus washing the feet of the Disciples, from John 13, for a couple of 

reasons this week.  One of the foremost, however, was that it is another story of Peter telling 

Jesus what to do.  Peter seemed to have an affinity for being in control, and he didn’t shy away 

from trying to do the same with Jesus.  

• In the story of Jesus and Peter walking on the water, it begins with Peter telling Jesus 

what to do.  “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” 

• In that passage from John 13, Peter refuses to let Jesus wash his feet.  “You will never 

wash my feet.”  He declares.  And, even when Jesus pushes, Peter continues to try to 

frame the manner in which it will happen.  “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and 

my head!” 

• Later in Matthew, Jesus has to rebuke Peter as he proclaims, “Get behind me, Satan!” 

because Peter wants to stand in the way of the suffering that Jesus knows lies before him. 

• And, even at the garden on that night he was betrayed, it was Peter who drew his sword 

to try to put a stop to it all. 

 

Peter seemed to have an affinity for being in control, and he didn’t shy away from trying to do 

the same with Jesus.  The problem for Peter and for us, of course, is that the more energy, mind 

and heart we put into telling God what to do, the less we will be able to see what God is actually 

doing! 

 

I think many of you probably know the story of the man who lived by the river.  But, it’s fitting 

for what we are talking about here so, if you know it, just bear with me.  As the story goes, 

there’s a man who lived in a house by the river and word of a flood began to spread.  As people 

in town began to pack up and get away, he rose in faithful confidence as he proclaimed, “I 

prayed.  God loves me.  God will save me.”  As the alarms began to sound and the evacuation 

orders were sent forth, he stood strong.  “I prayed.  God loves me.  God will save me.”  The rains 

came and the water rose and the police came knocking at his door pleading for him to leave.  “I 

prayed.  God loves me.  God will save me.”  The storms continued and the flood began to rage.  

The water made its way into his home and he climbed to the second floor as a man with a boat 
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came by, “Get in, I can take you to safety.”  But, he refused.  “I prayed.  God loves me.  God will 

save me.”  Even as the floods pushed him to the roof of his home and a helicopter hovered 

overhead with a ladder to carry him to dry ground, he cried out, “No, I won’t go!  I prayed.  God 

loves me.  God will save me.” 

 

As the flood reached its peak and carried the man and his house, he found himself at the foot of 

God.  “How could you do this to me?”  The man pleaded.  “I prayed.  I trusted you.  I counted on 

your love.  How could you let this happen?”  With love, but also a bit of frustration, God looked 

back at the man…“I sent you warnings.  I sent you sirens.  I sent you police officers at your door, 

rescuers on a boat, and a helicopter to carry you to dry land.  What in the world are you doing 

here?” 

 

The more energy, mind and heart we put into telling God what to do, the less we will be able to 

see what God is actually doing! 

    

There was this humorous moment, during communion at our chapel service last week.  We were 

passing the bread trays to one another as I got to the back row and Mike Slagle took the plate and 

passed along to the two people beside him – knowing he would take the bread as it made its way 

back to me.  As Karen, at the inside, took her bread, Mike jokingly commented, “That’s the one I 

wanted!”  As he walked out of worship, that morning, I joked with him and said, “You just made 

my sermon for next week.”  Because, it is remarkable how often we want to choose the manner 

of God’s work in our lives. 

 

The truth is that Peter is not the only one who likes to tell God what to do.  But… 

• There is a difference between asking God for help and asking God for assistance. 

• There is difference between asking God to answer our prayers and asking God to follow 

our directions. 

• There is a difference between coming to God with faithful hearts, longing to invite God 

into our deepest need, and coming to God with a laundry list of pre-determined solutions 

to the needs we have. 

 

There’s this wonderful moment in that passage from John, when Peter first begins to rebuff 

Jesus’ offer to wash his feet.  “You do not know now what I am doing,” Jesus says to Peter, “but 

later you will understand.”  That’s the truth to which William Cowper was pointing in his poem.  

It’s become cliché to say that ‘God works in mysterious way.’  But, the truth is that the cliché is 

rooted in an 18th century poem that reflected a profound truth of the reality of God – a truth that 

William Cowper saw reflected in John 13.  “You do not know now what I am doing, but later 

you will understand.” 

 

There is a difference between asking God for help and asking God for assistance.  There is 

difference between asking God to answer our prayers and asking God to follow our directions.  

There is a difference between coming to God with faithful hearts, longing to invite God into our 

deepest need, and coming to God with a laundry list of pre-determined solutions to the needs we 

have.  But, the problem is that the more energy, mind and heart we put into telling God what to 

do, the less we will be able to see what God is actually doing! 
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The first step in welcoming the help of God into our lives is seeking it – asking for it – inviting it 

into our lives.  The second step, however, is seeing it.  And, to be able to see it, we have to 

consider that for which we are asking.   

• Are we asking God for the help that on God can envision and provide, or are we asking 

God to assist us in resolving the problem in that ideal manner we have outlined in our 

minds?  

• Are we asking God to work his divine grace in our needs, or are we asking God to fulfill 

our wishes? 

• Are we seeking God’s love to be made known in mysterious ways, or are we seeking to 

once again give God directions on how to work within our lives? 

 

The first step in welcoming the help of God into our lives is seeking it – asking for it – inviting 

it.  The second step, however, is seeing it.  And, the more energy, mind and heart we put into 

telling God what to do, the less we will be able to see what God is actually doing!  We have to 

open our hearts and minds to that mysterious, unexpected, surprising, not-always-what-we-were-

hoping-for, answer that God will bring to our prayers – and the more we tell God what to do, the 

less of God’s work we will see. 

 

So, take the first step and invite God into those places in which you need that help, and then open 

your hearts, your minds, and your spirits to the wonder of seeking what God is doing in your life 

instead of looking for God to do what you were seeking.  I think you’ll be surprised at what God 

will reveal in your life.  Because… 

 

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 sov'reign 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 ev'ry hour; 

The bud may have a bitter taste, 
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But sweet will be the flow'r. 

 

Blind unbelief is sure to err, 

And scan his work in vain; 

God is his own interpreter, 

And he will make it plain. 

 

 

 

 

 


