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Introduction 

 As you may know, for this year’s mid-week Lenten services a number of us are giving 

reflections based on Jerry Sittser’s book The Will of God as a Way of Life.  My reflection this 

evening will draw primarily from chapter 10, “Grasping Time: Preparing for the Future.” 

 The future is a playground for our imaginations.  How will our lives and the world 

around us be different a year, two years, a decade from now?  The future holds both good and 

bad developments for us and we will only learn what they are in due time. 

 A little day dreaming about the future is healthy, of course, but we should avoid 

obsessing over wanting to know what the future holds.  The future is ultimately unknowable and 

out of our control.  We occupy the infinitely small moment of the present and only God occupies 

and controls the whole expanse of past, present, and future. 

 

Fear 

 Jerry Sittser outlines two unhealthy responses to the uncertainty of the future: Fear and 

Worry.  He distinguishes the two reactions as fear being rooted in reality and worry being rooted 

in unreality.  We fear a specific object or situation, something we know; and our fears feel 

rational (at least to ourselves).  Worry, meanwhile, is cooler and more insidious than fear.  But 

for now let’s address fear. 

 We fear many things – it’s instinctual and at times can be useful in channeling our focus 

and energies – but we cannot be controlled by fear.  Fearing nothing but fear itself is a bad idea 

as is the perennial fear of death or the current fear of the Coronavirus.  These things may threaten 

us, they may hold some manner of power over us, but they pale in comparison to the power of 

God.  Diseases, tyrants, disasters, even death itself hold sway over us only in this life, but God 

holds power over our souls in this and the next life! 

 But why should we fear God?  Because God gave us a set of commandments and laws to 

keep and each and every one of us has failed to keep them.  Remember what St. Paul tells us in 

Romans: 

“There is no one who is righteous, not even one; 

there is no one who has understanding, 

there is no one who seeks God. 

All have turned aside, together they have become worthless; 

there is no one who shows kindness, 

there is not even one.”1 

 

 We sin constantly and for our sins we deserve God’s wrath.  In tonight’s Psalm, Moses 

states, 

“For we are consumed by your anger; 

by your wrath we are overwhelmed. 

You have set our iniquities before you, 

our secret sins in the light of your countenance.” 

 
1 Romans 3:11-12 



 In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul warns against breaking God’s commandments 

“for God did not call us to impurity but in holiness.  Therefore whoever rejects this rejects not 

human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit to you.”2 

 But we should not despair; there is good news!  The same God whose laws we break and 

creation we defile with our impurity has forgiven our sins and made us pure enough to dwell 

with him for eternity!3  God sent his only Son down here to Earth to lead a sinless life, to 

perfectly keep the Law only to be wrongly accused, tried, convicted, and executed at the hands 

of sinners.  Recall Christ’s pleas in the Garden of Gethsemane – “My Father, if it is possible, 

may this cup be taken from me.  Yet not as I will, but as you will.”4  The Lord loves us so much 

that Christ drank the cup of God’s wrath that was meant for us.  Again in Romans, Paul tells us 

that “the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”5 

 What does this mean for our discussion of fear?  We know that Christ died to take away 

our sins and to save us from God’s wrath.  It also means that rather than live in dread of God’s 

wrath, we should have a healthy fear of God – an awe or a reverence for God – that gives us the 

strength and courage to face our trials and tribulations.  Psalm 112 and the first chapter of 

Proverbs both tell us that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of all wisdom – if we revere God 

and his power and mercy, we will see how powerless the troubles of this world really are in 

comparison.6  As one clever church sign recently put it, “Fear is the foe of faith.” 

 

Worry 

 So we shouldn’t fear what we know, but should we worry about what we don’t know?  

Remember how Sittser drew the distinction between fear and worry?  Fear is the feverous 

manifestation of our concerns about reality.  Worry is a low-grade temperature that gnaws at the 

back of our minds.  Sittser says, “we may fear certain realities, like death; we worry about vague 

possibilities.  Worry distracts us more than paralyzes us.”  C. S. Mumaw described the difference 

as we fear what we can see in the light; we worry about what is in the dark. 

 Sittser continues, “Not all worry is bad. Worry can make us wise, cautious, and 

conservative about serious matters.” Our present worry about the spread and effects of the 

Coronavirus have led to massive changes in daily life from office and school closures to the 

cancellation of entire sporting seasons to the suspensions of religious services.  In the future 

some may look at these measures as overly drastic and irrational, but from our perspective in the 

current moment, this caution and prudence is warranted and appropriate.  But worry is based on 

what we don’t know – too much of it and we become paralyzed with indecision and distracted 

from the present.  So how do we overcome worry?  Sittser suggests three things: Prayer, 

Preparation, and Hope. 

 

 
2 1 Thessalonians 4:7-8 
3 John 3:16-18 – “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may 

not perish but may have eternal life. Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 

order that the world might be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do 

not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” 
4 Matthew 26:39 
5 Romans 6:23 
6 Luke 12:4-7 – ‘“I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that can do nothing more. But 

I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear 

him! Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten in God’s sight. But even the hairs 

of your head are all counted. Do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.”’ 



Prayer 

 Yesterday was St. Patrick’s Day, the feast day to commemorate the man who brought 

Christianity to the Irish pagans.  Patrick lived and worked in the early 5th century and was 

originally from Roman Britain.  When he was 16, he and several thousand people were captured 

by Irish raiders and taken back to Ireland as slaves.  Patrick wrote that he and these people 

“deserved this fate because we had turned away from God; we neither kept his commandments 

nor obeyed our pastors who used to warn us about our salvation.”  While in Ireland, Patrick 

worked as a herdsman and rather than worry and despair about his future, began to pray to God. 

 

“More and more my love of God and reverence for him began to increase.  My 

faith grew stronger and my zeal so intense that in the course of a single day I 

would say as many as a hundred prayers, and almost as many in the night.  This I 

did even when I was in the woods and on the mountains.  Even in times of snow 

or frost or rain I would rise before dawn to pray.” 

 

 Eventually, God showed mercy to Patrick and helped him to escape slavery and Ireland.  

Patrick’s trip home to Britain was filled with dangers from hostile pagan sailors to near 

starvation and temptations from the devil.  In each situation, Patrick prayed to God and God 

delivered him from his troubles.  Prayer helps us through worry in two ways – first, pray changes 

us.  It mitigates our worry by giving us peace and a greater confidence in God.  Follow Martin 

Luther’s advice to “Pray and let God worry.” 

 Second, prayer changes God.  He hears our prayers and alters the course of history in 

response.  God helped Patrick to escape slavery twice because of his prayers.  Now, this is not to 

say that God is a gumball machine – in prayer we must exercise humility, persistence, and 

patience and always understand that God may change the future in ways that we do not 

anticipate.  Upon returning to Britain, God called Patrick to enter the ministry and return to 

Ireland as a missionary.  Patrick was surprised that God wanted him to go back to the very 

people who had enslaved him, but he served God’s will faithfully and God protected him through 

30 dangerous years of work. 

 

Preparation 

 The second way to mitigate our worry about the future is to prepare for it now in the 

present.  Sittser notes that by practicing spiritual discipline, developing character, forming lasting 

friendships, and becoming a person of faith we better equip ourselves for whatever we encounter 

in the future.  In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul urges them to live lives pleasing to 

God. 7  In tonight’s reading, Paul urges the Thessalonians to not worry about when Jesus would 

return, but to be prepared for the day of the Lord.  He reminds them that though “the day of the 

Lord will come like a thief in the night” and though unbelievers will not be able to escape the 

sudden destruction that accompanies that day, the believers in the church should not fear.  The 

believers do not dwell in spiritual darkness and drunkenness like the pagans, but “are all children 

of light and children of the day.” 

 

Hope 

 This brings us to the final way to mitigate worry about the future – hope.  In addition to 

an everyday, earthly hope (such as the idea that the sun will come up tomorrow and there is 

 
7 1 Thessalonians 4 & 5 



much in life worth living for), Sittser describes a ‘heavenly hope:’ hope that Christ will come 

again and establish his kingdom, hope that the dead will be raised and the world finally will be 

redeemed.  In concluding his letter to the Thessalonians, Paul instructs the church to “put on the 

breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation.  For God has destined us not 

for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 In the reading from Romans on Sunday, Paul states, “We also boast in our sufferings, 

knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character 

produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our 

hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.”8  In suffering from our fears and 

worries, we are lead to hope through our prayers and preparedness.   

 

Conclusion 

 We will never know what the future holds for us.  But this does not mean that we should 

allow fear and worry to control us and prevent us from following the will of God in the present.  

Wariness about dangerous situations helps keep us safe, but we should avoid obsessing over 

what might happen.  What do we have to fear on this Earth if the most powerful force in the 

universe loves us so much that He was willing to exact His wrath on His own Son to pay for our 

sins so that we might live?  And rather than succumb to paralyzing worry over the unknown, 

prayer, preparation, and hope will give us the fortitude to face whatever the future may hold 

strong in the knowledge that God, who has been our dwelling place in all generations will be 

with us until the end of the ages.9  As the hymn says,  

 

“God’s Word forever shall abide, 

No thanks to foes, who fear it; 

For God himself fights by our side 

With weapons of the Spirit. 

Were they to take our house, 

Goods, honor, child, or spouse, 

Though life be wrenched away, 

They cannot win the day. 

The Kingdom’s ours forever!”10 

 
8 Romans 5:3-5 
9 Psalm 90:1; Matthew 28:20 
10 No citation needed – You know what hymn that’s from… 


