Quitting Sounds like a Bad Option
Text: John 17:13-16
Readings: 
	Numbers 11:1-15 

John 17:13-16 
Have you ever wondered why it is that Jesus Christ turned so many people away during the course of his public ministry? It's a fact that he did. "The foxes have holes and the birds of the air have their nests but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head." Jesus said that and people turned away. Go and sell all your possessions and give the proceeds to the poor. Jesus said that too and some turned away. It was almost like Jesus was quite deliberately trying to whittle down the number of his followers. On another occasion: "You will be hated by all for my name's sake, but he who endures to the end will be saved." It's not exactly the best recruitment technique, is it? 
On the other hand, when enlisting soldiers for the army, it's it better to tell them exactly what they can expect when they sign up. At least then they walk in open eyed and will not resent it when they find themselves in the heat of battle. One thing about Jesus as the commander in chief: The disciples were in for tough times and Jesus knew it. We can see this further from the section of his prayer that we are considering this morning. Repeatedly Jesus refers to the fact that the disciples will remain in the world and the world, he affirms, is a hostile place for the Christian. Verse 14 [read]. And again in verse 16 [read]. To stand for Jesus and to accept God's word as the truth does lead to persecution in some degree sooner or later. The gospel carries an offence with it. It tells people that they are wrong in their thinking, that they are sinful and worthy of God's judgement. The gospel puts absolute, divine, laws in front of people and tells them that in spite of what they think about themselves as good citizens, they do not conform to God's requirements. It tells people about heaven and hell and the fact that Jesus is the only way to avoid death and judgement. It tells people that other religions are wrong and that their founders are misguided and leading their followers in deception. And all this is mighty negative stuff in today's world as it was in the world of Jesus' day. Of course, if we want to hide and live out our Christianity in private, happily attending church services, keeping our noses out of trouble and never treading on any non-Christian's toes, then we have nothing to worry about. But the monastery mentality won't work for as we observed last week, this hostile world has to come to know that God has sent Jesus as the Saviour - verses 21 and 23. So we don't have an option about whether or not we will offend people. We have to offend people by telling them the truth that they don't want to hear. 
But then, if the world is hostile, and we don't really belong to it. Why can't we just get out of here? If our real citizenship is in heaven, as the Bible affirms, if we are only on a pilgrimage in this world, why not opt out and ask God to take us out of this world? Well, that won't work either, for Jesus tells us in this prayer that he wants us to stay put in this world. Verse 15: I do not ask thee to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one. And let's remember, that's a prayer of our Saviour and Master that must be answered. If Jesus does not ask for us that we be taken out of this world, then it is not God's will that we leave and that means, putting it in the positive, that it is the will of Almighty God that we remain right where we are no matter how hard it gets in this life. 
Let's explore this theme a little more this morning. As Christians, we do not belong to this world but it is the will of God that we remain here. All of us go through periods when we feel like quitting. I suppose all of us have our favourite ways of thinking of it or expressing it. One of mine is: Retirement sounds like a good option. Wouldn't it be great to quit this here miserable world? Heaven sounds so wonderful - isn't there just the slightest bit of envy when we think of the saints there, in glory, no more worries or tears. Jesus wipes away every tear from their eyes. That's what the Bible says. But here we are in the daily grind - having to get up and face another day tomorrow - with all of its hardship and challenge. And I suppose if I am looking for reasons as to why we sometimes want to quit, I'd have to day that I sometimes find myself thinking: 
"I wish I had an easier, happier life." If only I did not have to go through what I am going through right now! If only I did not have this burden to bear. But there is Jesus praying: I do not ask that they be taken out of the world. I want them to stay put. 
But why? Well, brothers and sisters, at least part of the answer to this question lies in the good that it does us to remain. There is this little quality beginning with the letter P. that is very important. Perseverance or stickability, if you prefer, or loyalty and commitment. This is what James says that trials do for us. They produce perseverance or endurance and when we let this quality have its full effect in our lives, we become perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. So the trouble with all of us is that we are basically lazy at heart. We are lazy Christians. We want things to come easily. We don't like hardship and pain; we don't like work. That's why we love the thought of heaven. It will be a case of down tools. A stop work meeting to end all stop work meetings. Well, I'm not so sure about that. The Bible does not tell us a great deal about heaven for it is God's revelation to us here in this life in this world. But when Jesus speaks about a heavenly reward being responsibility over 10 cities, somehow that speaks to me of effort. I won't have to fight against sin, for there will not be any. And surely we will rest in that sense, but we will have our resurrected bodies and a world in which to live - this world re-created without the effects of the fall. So when I find that I'm fed up with life because it's too stressful or too demanding and I want things to be a little easier, am I not giving in to my basically lazy spirit? And if God gave me my desire, how would that help me develop in this wonderful quality of endurance or perseverance? 
The fact is that Jesus never promised that following him would be easy. He said it is hard work. It is hard work to live as a Christian. But if you want to wear the crown you have to bear the cross. 
Brothers and sisters, I know that sometimes you feel like you have had enough and you want to quit. I know that sometimes you are just bone tired - fed up with battling and you would love to relax. At other times, you just don't know how you are going to cope with what has come into your life. You are frightened about the pain that you know is ahead - perhaps your own physical pain or the loss of a loved one who has a terminal disease. How is life going to continue for you when so much of what has been life for you has now gone? 
But take heart from this: Jesus knows how hard it is for you and he is praying for you. But if his prayer is that you might remain in this world and while you are here, that is precisely what he is praying for you, then this is because he still has his purposes in mind for and with you and there is more work for you to do. This is true whether you are a teenager with boundless energy and an enormous appetite, or a middle aged person who is wondering what he has achieved and feeling that it's not very much and his life is almost gone, to an elderly person who is waiting for God, as they say. Even to wait for God's time, with patience and grace, is a living testimony and a worthwhile ministry to others. If God wants us to serve him, when he has given so much to us, who are we to say no, I want out. 
But it's not just the pressure of life that discourages us at times. It is also the discouragement that comes because we are sinners and our fellow Christians are sinners. The church is not a perfect place this side of heaven. We are saved by grace and we are pronounced righteous through the sacrifice of Christ, we know that it is true, but that does not make us righteous and how easily we can become discouraged about the church. We know too that there are those who leave the church because they say this is not right or that is not right and we know that when they quit and throw in the towel, it is not the right thing to do. But is there not, in our hearts, some sympathy and maybe even envy? We'll I'd like to quit just like they are doing but I'm stuck here and am feeling mighty miserable. 
Well, brothers and sisters, this is the way it was for Moses, one of the greatest leaders of the church. In the passage we read from Numbers 11, Moses had had enough. He wanted out. He was sick and tired of dealing with people who were stubborn and complaining. They wanted meat and he said to God: Well, this is a fine mess. How am I going to give them meat? I have had enough, Lord. Please let me die. Things must have been bad. He was not asking to be shifted sideways. He wanted out of the firm entirely. Lord, let me go once and for all and I don't want to come back. But it is interesting that this was one prayer prayed by Moses that God did not answer. Moses was a man who could communicate to God face to face, as it were. But when Moses, in his discouragement over the sin of his people, asked for his ticket out of this world, God shook his head and said No. No Moses, you will not die. You will stay in this world and continue to serve for I have more work for you to do. 
Jonah is another example. He too wanted to die and he begged to be released from this life. What was his problem? Well, he was very put out that God had gone and spared the Ninevites from judgement when he had announced in that city that God's wrath would certainly fall unless they repent. Jonah thought he knew better than God. It is not a time for mercy and patience. No. It's a time for wrapping things up with these lousy Ninevites once and for all. And God, I'm annoyed. I'm frustrated that you should be patience and merciful to a people who in my judgement do not deserve it at all. But God shook his head. Jonah, you want to quit. You want out of this world. But my answer is No. You have more things you need to learn about me. I haven't finished dealing with you, let alone the Ninevites. 
Yes, brothers and sisters, and particularly you spiritual leaders of the congregation, when we want to quit because of problems with the church, we are really saying to God: I know better than you. You should not be showing patience. You should wipe the floor with these miserable people. But God says No. You will stay right there and see it through, for I haven't finished dealing with you, let alone these others, whom you would like to right off. If you want to wear the crown, you must also bear the cross - even in church life. 
And let me say also in this connection that the work we have embarked on here to begin a new congregation will not be easy. There are some of you who will have second thoughts and you will want to return to the congregation in Bishopdale. If that happens, although that will be a disappointment, you will go with our blessing for we want to allow you that opportunity and freedom. There will be others who come into this new church work - people whom we have yet to meet. They will initially seem very keen and we will give them lots of attention and encouragement. But they will drift away because they don't want to pay the price of shouldering the burden of a new church work. They won't like this or that and will find it more comfortable to worship in an established facility with all the structures in place. There will be disappointments and setbacks, brothers and sisters. Depend upon it. But if you want to wear the crown, you must also bear the cross - even in church life. 
But what about the future of the church in this world? What if I've lost hope for the future? The opposition is too great, we say. The world is too strong an opponent. The devil is in control. Well, again, brothers and sisters, I am reminded of another saint who wanted out for precisely this reason. His name is Elijah, one of the greatest of the Old Testament prophets. He stood up to King Ahab and took it to those false prophets of Baal on mount Carmel. Won a great victory did Elijah. But when a nasty queen called Queen Jezebel takes out a contract on the prophet, he runs off into the wilderness like a scared rabbit and, yes, he wants the colese virus, thank you. Lord, he says: Let me die. I have had enough of this fighting. I cannot go on. The opposition is too great. This business of fighting for you and advancing your kingdom is too heavy a task for me. 
But again, God shakes his head and says: No. I have more work for you to do, Elijah. You cannot quit. 
Interesting, isn't it - Moses, Elijah, Jonah and even David - for various reasons they all wanted out at certain times in their lives. It is a very human thing. But these prayers of some of the greatest saints in the Bible were not answered. And brothers and sisters, if we want out of this world and we ask God for release, but he shakes his head and says No, it is because he has more work for us to do. 
And in that perseverance, there is a joy that is deeper than the hardship - a joy that triumphs over the opposition. Back in John 17, Jesus says this in verse 13 [read]. There is a joy - the joy of Christ - in faithfulness and loyalty - this is his gift to us. And he wants that joy to be fully expressed. If we quit because we want out, this joy we cannot know. 
Brothers and sisters, whatever your own particular trial, whatever the hardship, if God says to you: I want you to hang in there, it is because he wants you to do more work for him. But it is also because he wants the joy of Christ to be made perfect in you. Be encouraged. Be strengthened by the Word of God. Amen.

