
FIRST RESPONDERS: Regret

I want to talk about regret today. Not regret in general, but regret as a reaction to God. Regret as in, my faith in
God hasn’t done much for me. Going to church hasn’t done much for me. Reading the Bible hasn’t done much
for me. My life is still the hot mess it’s always been. Regret as in, I don’t know why I gave so much time and
money to my involvement in church. What good did it do me? Regret as in, God, I wish I hadn’t believed you
when you said you would provide me, when you said you’d never leave me. ‘Cause I’ve sure felt alone a lot.

We’re in a sermon series called “First Responders” in which our focus is some of the ways we respond to God’s
call and provision in our lives. So far in the series we’ve talked about responding to God with rejection - walking
away from God - with doubt, with complaints, and today with regret.

The dictionary says regret is disappointment, a feeling of sadness or displeasure caused by the nonfulfillment of
one's hopes or expectations. I like to think I don’t have regrets, but defined that way, I do. I bet you do, too.
Ever have regrets about God? I do. Not always. Not all that often. But I do. 

I’ve had seasons of regret about answering God’s call to ministry 35 years ago. Most of you know me well
enough not to be shocked by that confession. Ministry is not the easiest profession. Not saying it’s the hardest!
But it’s not easy. And in the arid times of attendance decline or financial challenge, in those seasons when the
hardships and heartaches of church life seem greater than its upsides, it’s really easy to ask, wasn’t there anything
else I could have done? Wasn’t there another career path I could have taken? Why did I respond the way I did to
that video on anxiety back in an adult Sunday school class in 1982 that was my call moment? If I had only reacted
differently, I wouldn’t have gone to seminary and I wouldn’t have been ordained, and I wouldn’t have had to deal
with....  

All that’s to tell you that I know about God-related regret. I have a feeling you do, too. It sounds like this: God, I
thought the arrangement was I believe and you bless; I serve and you provide. I thought the agreement we had
was that if I went to church and did the other things Christians do, then you would be with me in a way that set
my life apart, that I would at least feel the difference. But that’s not the way it’s been lately. My life’s a mess.
My family’s a shipwreck.  My self-confidence is shot. My bank account’s on life support. My health is in
disrepair. My hope is fleeting away. I wonder what my life would have been like if I hadn’t committed it to you.

When it comes to regrets related to God that’s the question, isn’t it? Did aligning myself with you, God, make my
life ANY better? Have there been any real benefits to my believing in you? Perhaps all those things I thought
were blessings weren’t from you. Perhaps they were just happenstance, fate, karma! Perhaps my life would have
been just as good, if not better, had I not gone to church and said I believed.

Lots of people have dropped out of churches during the last 25-30 years. Perhaps regret has been one of the
reasons why. The folks who dropped out had such great expectations about what Jesus would do for them, what
believing would do for them. And when it didn’t turn out that way, they left.

In the Old Testament of the Bible, the story of Moses leading the slaves to freedom and toward the Promised
Land is filled with lessons. I think I’ve referred to it in every sermon in this series so far!  Last week we heard a
story from Exodus in which the people complain: Why didn’t we stay in Egypt? There, at least we had bread and
meat. At least would could make philly sandwiches! Why did we leave?

The exodus story is filled with people’s expressions of regret. The people say to Moses, we wish we hadn’t left!
Moses says to God, I wish you would have told me it was going to be like this! And after Moses died, a man
named Joshua took over the leadership of the journey to the promised land. Look at what he says to God after
Israel loses badly in a battle (Joshua 7.6-7)....



If only we had stayed on the other side. That’s regret. If only I hadn’t made the choices I made to believe, to
give, to support, to attend, to surrender my life to you, God. Oh, how much different and how much better my
life would have been!

Also in the Old Testament, Job, when in the throes of pain and suffering, regrets his own birth. He says... (Job
3.11-13).... Hear it? Regret. 

If only! That’s another way to talk about regret, isn’t it? If only I had made other choices. If only other people
had made other choices. If only this, that, and the other thing would have turned out differently. My goodness,
how my life would be better today! If only I had responded to that anxiety video differently in 1982. If only.

I think regret is a powerful force, a very real force. Not for an instant today do I want to shame any of us for
feeling it. But I do have three observations to make about the subject, which I hope will help.

First observation is following Jesus is not about you and me; it’s about him. He said as much when he said, (MT
16.24).... When we regret that our lives aren’t all WE thought they’d be, we might be forgetting that as
Christians, they’re not OUR lives anymore. And the issue isn’t whether we’re satisfied with the way things are
going; it’s whether he’s satisfied. As a follower of Jesus, the regret should be more like that of Nathan Hale, who
before his execution as an American spy against the British in 1776 said, “I regret that I have but one life to give
for my country.” As followers, may our regret be that we regret we have but one life to give for our savior.

The second observation I have for you today comes from the scene in John 6 to which I have referred on many
occasions, so I won’t read it. Jesus gives a lengthy and complicated dissertation on his being the bread of life,
after which some of his followers walk away, perhaps regretting they ever followed Jesus in the first place. Then
Jesus turns to Peter and the other disciples to ask, are you going to walk away, too? Peter says (Jn 6.68)....
Regrets and all, Jesus, I’m sticking with you. You’re the only way.

Following Jesus can be hard. Going to church, surrendering your money to the offering trays, reading the Bible,
participating in ministry - all that can hard, sometimes thankless. But where else are you going to go? Who else
offers you the life God offers you through Jesus?

The final observation I have for you comes a story in the Gospel of John. It’s another familiar story, so I only
have to recount a bit of it. Mary and Martha are grieving the death of their brother Lazarus. Jesus finally arrives,
having been asked to help Lazarus recover. Martha runs to welcome him with this... (John 11.20-21) Hear the
regret? If only you had been here earlier! I regret you didn’t get here yesterday. But Martha’s not done talking.
After expressing her regret, she says to Jesus (v.22).... Translation? I know you’re not done yet. I know you’re
still on my side. I know you can turn my regret into blessing. I know you can do something about my broken up
life. So I am not going to stop believing. I’m not going to stop calling on you. I might regret what got me where I
am, but I am not going to stop believing you can take me to a better place. Because you’re not going to give up,
I’m not going to give up. I may regret the moment, but I will not regret the life, because I am caught up in
moment, but you are lord of my life. You know what happened, right? Jesus raised Martha’s brother to new life.

God’s not done with you. What you regret, God can turn to rejoicing. Look how long it took us to find Helmets
of Hope. Just during my time here, for 30+ long years we looked for a signature ministry, something to identify
us as a congregation. But we never stopped looking. We never walked away. We never stopped believing. And
today Helmets of Hope shines like the sun, and we don’t regret the 30 years it took us to find it. God isn’t
finished with you or your regrets. Hang on. Stay faithful. Remember it’s about him, not you. Don’t stop
believing. And keep crying out to Jesus. 


