“While you were sleeping”

(What to do when “work a little harder” doesn’t work)
Psalm 127:1-5. 

There is a saying that says, “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again”. We encourage people, that when things get difficult, to work a little harder.  
But have you ever been in a situation when working a little harder doesn’t work?  Have you ever been in a situation where a little more effort doesn’t do anything?  Maybe you’re in a situation like that now.  Psalm 127 addresses this very issue. It talks about those who work hard but their efforts are in vain. As we look at this psalm we’re going to find 3 kinds of people: those who work in vain, those that watch in vain and those that worry in vain.
I. Work in Vain

In verse 1 of Psalm 127 it says that “unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it”.  Ps. 127:1
This psalm is attributed to King Solomon. And if any one knew about building it was King Solomon. For Solomon had built the first temple. Solomon had built great cities. He built a fabulous palace and homes.  Solomon had quarried thousands of tons of stones and brought them to Jerusalem. It was Solomon who commissioned 30,000 men (3 groups of 10,000 men) craftsmen to go to Lebanon and bring back the large timbers that would be needed for construction. 

But Solomon knew as great as these buildings were that he built, he knew that they could be destroyed. All of these great buildings with thousands of tons of stones and timber and 30,000 laborers, 7 years of work all went up in flames when the Babylonians, under King Nebuchadnezzar, entered and destroyed Jerusalem in 587 BC. 
It is Solomon who writes these words “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it”. For it was God who spoke to Solomon and made a covenant with Solomon after Solomon finished building the Temple of God. 

In 1 Kings 9 verse 3-9  “And the Lord said to Solomon, I have heard your prayer and your supplication…; I have consecrated this house which you have built by putting my name there forever and My eyes and My heart will be there perpetually.   And as for you Solomon if you walk before me as your father David walked, in integrity of heart and in uprightness, doing according to all that I have commanded you and will keep my statutes and my ordnances then I will establish the throne of your kingdom over Israel forever, just as I promised to your father David… I Kings 9:3-5.
v. 6   But if you or your sons shall indeed turn away from following me, and shall not keep my commandments and my statues…, and shall go and serve other gods and worship them then I will cut off Israel from the land which I have given them and the house which I have consecrated for my name, I will cast out of my sight. And this house will become a heap of ruins. Everyone who passes by will be astonished… and say “why has the Lord done this to the land and to this house. And they will say because they forsook the Lord, their God who brought their fathers out of the Land of Egypt. They adopted other gods and served them and worshiped them, therefore the Lord has brought all this adversity on them.  I Kings 9:6-9
And that is exactly what happened to Israel.  Israel forsook God and worshiped idols.  And they were conquered and Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed.

Solomon knew that as great as his walls and buildings were that unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.
Labor, Hebrew is “Amal” is to labor extensively or to exhaustion.  It is to leave it all out there.
 Now the word “house” in this passage can refer to a dwelling place but it also can relate to people or families. The question we need to ask ourselves is what do we build in vain? What do we strive for in vain? 

A. Business 

You can build up great riches but it is in vain unless the Lords hand is in it. I know a businessman who has acquired a great wealth and property. This one individual probably has a net worth of maybe half billion dollars. This man was ruthless in his business dealings.  He negotiated through litigation.  But even though this man is financially successful, his family is in shambles. There is discord, and there are broken relationships and there is deep tension.  One son won’t talk with his mother and the other calls him mother by her first name. You see, if the basis of your building up is not based on serving God then to achieve great financial rewards is as Solomon says in vain. 
On the other hand, I know of another man who is in the same industry who prays every day that God will lead him.  He prays for his employees.  He prays for the families who will be living in the houses he builds.  

Two wealthy men two very different approaches to business.  They both look at the bottom line but one humbly looks to the Lord.
B. Church

I believe this passage can not only speak to a business but also to a building of a church. Over the years we have seen TV empires come and go, TV preachers who have vast enterprises and yet somehow they forsake the Lord and it all crumbles or unravels because if it is not built by the Lord, they who labor, labor in vain.
 And we need to be mindful of this passage for our own church situation. We can come up with some great programs, some great ads, and some slick promotions, but if it is not based on faithfulness and seeking the face of the Lord and His leading it will be in vain.
We will be looking for a permanent pastor.  It can be great when a new pastor comes and he has a lot of energy and enthusiasm, creative plans and good ideas.  But what is more important is when we search for a new pastor is we find someone who seeks after God.  Someone who thirsts after righteousness.  We want someone who rightly handles the Word of God.  In our search.  These will be non-negotiables. 
C. Marriage

You see we can build a marriage and we can build a family but if we do it without the Lord it is in vain. You know the current marriage and divorce statistics are 50% of all marriages end in divorce. And as we know, the sad statistics are that the divorce rate in the church is the same as the general population.  
I know that sometimes divorce is unavoidable.  A spouse just checks out and leaves and so forth.  And we keep in mind that where maybe we had a major role in the divorce there is grace and forgiveness.

The statistics of divorce in the church and our culture are 50 out of 100 marriages end up in divorce. But did you know that the statistics change to only one divorce in over 100 marriages when 1 key element changes. When a couple prays together, study together, and grow in the Lord the divorce rate changes from 50/50 to 1 in approximately 130.  Amazing really.  (Beads in a bowl illustration) close your eyes and pick from a bowl.  The men ask about the beds but the women pick the beads.
Unless the Lord builds the house…
This morning I want to ask you the question what are you building? What is your special plan or enterprise? What are you working on or working towards? We need to be mindful that we need to seek God we need to seek his face, His word, and his direction because unless the Lord builds the house or enterprise we labor in vain who build it.
Not only do some people work in vain, some people watch in vain.
II.  Watch in Vain
 In the second half of verse 1 it says that “unless the Lord guards the city the watchman keeps awake in vain”.  Ps  127 1b. 

 Now the reference was that Jerusalem felt very secure in her mighty walls, and there would be a watchman who would keep awake but they knew that the walls were so tall and they were so strong that surely no one could conquer these walls. 
At times Israel felt that Jerusalem was a magical place of protection.  For after all it was the city of God.

And this to a certain extent would be true for years. But the walls of Jerusalem had not seen Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar’s artillery. For they had artillery, instruments of warfare that could penetrate the walls. 
You see the walls were good and important to the city but in the end it wasn’t the walls or the watchmen that protected the city it was God who protected the people.  Remember I Kings 9 If you forsake me, it will lead to ruin.

This morning we need to ask the question, where is your security placed? What is the security of your life? Is it the size of your bank account, or some money under the mattress for that rainy day? Is it the fact that you have enough insurance to handle any event? Is it having a good umbrella insurance policy that will take care of you? Is your security based on social security?

The truth is that any one of us could be wiped out rather quickly by a sudden turn of events. Any one of us could be on the difficult end of a law suit, proceeding from an automobile accident. Any one of us could have a financial set back. Any one of us could be laid off or fired. Any one of us could see our health turn dramatically.

You know our country prides itself on our sophistication of military strength. Thank our vets.  And we have exotic and laser guided missiles and stealth bombers and stuff we don’t even know about.  And all of that is good and important for the defense of our country. And yet we weaken our country at its very core by taking God out of the classrooms and taking God out of our country. Our strength as individuals, our strength as families and our strength as a country is dependent on the Lord.

II Chronicles 7:14 (similar to I kings) says, If my people who are called by my name will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from Heaven, I will forgive their sin and I will heal their land”.   II Chronicles 7:14
I encourage you to pray for our leaders and for this election.
This morning we need to ask the question “what is your security”? What keeps you safe at night? Who is your watchman? 
Unless the Lord guards the city, unless the Lord guards he country, unless the Lords guards the house or the business or the marriage or the children, then the watchman, the bank account, the insurance policy, or any other form of security is in vain. 
III.  Worry in Vain

Not only do we have a tendency to work in vain, not only do we watch in vain but we also have a tendency to worry in vain. And we see that in verse 2, the passage says, “it is vain for you to rise up early, to retire late, to eat the bread of painful labors” Ps. 127:2 

This passage says, “early to bed, early to rise, does not necessarily make a man healthy, wealthy, and wise”.   Sorry Ben.

Solomon tells us that extra hard work won’t keep you from worry. Our extra efforts, our burst of enthusiasm, our early to bed early to rise work ethic, while good, does not keep us from worry. 


It is God who provides.  V2b.  “God gives to his beloved even in his sleep”.  Ps. 127 2b.   Why does it say He gives in their sleep?  So that we will know is wasn’t from our hard work.  And that it was given by a loving God to those who seek his face.  Do you see the Grace here?
I recall when Penny and I were moving up from San Diego to Torrance in 1981.  I was in Chicago, North Park Seminary.  Getting my pedigree.  Swedish blood transfusion. I wasn’t working.  Penny was the school switch board operator with those pull cords.  She was the Lily Tomlin of North Park.  One ring a dingy.  Two ring a dingy.  Mr. Beatle.
We were unable to sell our house in San Diego and were committing to buy a house in Torrance and it was a terrible real estate market, interest rates were 18% and we didn’t have enough money to close on the new house and still had the other house.  We got a first right of refusal.   I was real nervous.  Still a newlywed could hardly afford the new house and definitely couldn’t afford both.  Stayed up at night trying to be creative.    Assumed the 1st loan, assumed the 2nd.  And got the seller to carry a big 3rd.   Even with all of that 50% of my income went to the mortgage scheduled to start when I got back from Chicago.  stretched thin and worried.  With Fear and Trembling we drove home from Chicago.    And five men from the church stepped up and said “let us help you”.  God answered my need in my sleep.  My slick efforts meant nothing.
Why do these things happen? Why do we hear these stories of people needs just somehow miraculously being met?
Our effort and work are important. And this passage in no way encourages us to be neglectful or apathetic, slothful, uninsured or under insured or to lose our sense of responsibility. The point is not to discount human endeavor but to show us the importance of seeking God and trusting him completely.  
 Solomon tells us that the divine sovereignty of God over shadows any human plans or circumstances. The Psalmist points out the relative value of human achievements and the ultimate value of God’s intervention. The psalmist tells us that we must not lose sight of the divine basis of life, God’s blessing and His gift of grace. 



Zechariah 4:6 talks about this same truth. He says “it is not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit” says the Lord. Zech. 4:6
Two things jump out at me from this passage

1.  The sovereignty of God   Unless the Lord Builds the house, Unless the Lord Guards the City and it is in vain to think that by working extra hard it will all come together.  We need to remind ourselves that it is God who is at work in us, through us and even before us.
But notice that there are a lot of “if then” statements in these passages.  I Kings 9: 3 And the Lord said to him, “I have heard your prayer...And as for you, IF you will walk before Me as your father according to all that I have commanded you and will keep My statuses and My ordinances, THEN  I will establish the throne of your kingdom over Israel forever…But IF you or your sons shall indeed turn away from following Me, and shall not keep my commandments and shall go and serve other gods and worship them, THEN I will cut off Israel from the land which I have given them… and this house will become a heap of ruins.  I Kings 9:3-9
II Chron. IF my people… will humble themselves, pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, …THEN I will forgive their sin and heal their land.  II Chron. 7:14
There are a lot of “if thens”.  And so I encourage you to seek Gods face in All of our enterprises of work, family, school relationships.      
And as we seek God, God will in His sovereignty honor and bless us.  But just to clarify.  A lot of TV preachers will say trust in God and nothing bad from a human perspective will happen to you.  You won’t have any problems in life if you have enough faith.  I cringe.  And so does the apostle Paul who was beaten for his faith, ship wrecked three times, 39 lashes 5 times, imprisoned and died for his faith along with all the other disciples except for John.

This morning/evening it’s not by our might nor power but it is Lord and His Spirit that is at work in us.  To Bless, guide, protect as God deems best.  Not necessarily how we deem best.

What are you building?  What is your enterprise.  Is it your business, your career, your education, or your marriage and family?
Are we doing all of these things on our own.  Are they run on our own natural abilities, or our own charisma? And then maybe once in a while when we run into a big problem we reach out to God and say help?

As individuals and as a church body I want to encourage us from the beginning in all that we do to continuously and throughout the process to humbly come before the Lord and say, all that I have and all that I am is yours.  Please work in my life according to your sovereign will.

As the hymn says, “take my life and let it be consecrated Lord to thee”

Mary, may it be done to me according to your will.
Jesus, let this cup pass but not my will by thy will be done.

And we do all of this because unless the lord builds, unless the Lord protects it is all in vain.
2.  We want to be a Gospel centered church.  And have a gospel centered hermeneutic.  I think that when Gregg says that is the lens which we look through that helps us understand it.

Do you see the Gospel in this passage?  V2B.    They work hard so they think that they don’t have to worry but at the end of that verse it says.  “For He (the Lord) gives to His beloved in their sleep.”  Ps.  127:2b
Solomon says you work hard but just to show you that this blessing is from God’s grace it will be given to you while you sleep so you will know that it is not from the result of hard work but rather it is a gracious gift from God.

It is all from God and by his grace.  Here is What God did for me while I was sleeping.  Remember I mentioned God works in us, through us and even before us.
But when I was sleeping God also provided that I could be born in the United States of America.  I would someday like to share the story of my family that starts with Rape and confiscation of property, then moves to murder and genocide because my family were Christians living in a country that no longer accepted Christians.  And my family was ethnically different from the people of the land.
While I was sleeping God was providing for me even though this was very painful for my family.

And my grandfather who came to America. Much like the sound of music escaping up over the mountains on foot.  My Grandfather’s brother arrived in America with $2 in his pocket.  And how when he needed to show that he had the means to support himself that the man in front of him in line took several steps back and reached into his pocket and pulled out some money and stuffed it in my grandfather’s pocket.  And the officer who was in charge noticed what happened but he didn’t say anything.  While I was sleeping God was doing this for me. Mardiros became a Methodist Minister.
And then my grandfather had a chance to write a brief statement in the welcome book at Ellis Island.  And my niece went back there and found my grandfather’s brief but poignant statement.  I thank my God and Father that I can live in America, a land of freedom and opportunity.  That meant something more to him than most of us.   God did this while I was sleeping.
Fast Forward,  God provided for education for me.  And opportunity, for work and ministry and a place to live and transportation.  None of which I deserved.  And it’s all from God.  And this was all by His sovereign grace.
V. 3-5 of Ps 127 talks about the blessings of children and family.

God gave me a wonderful wife whom I don’t deserve

God gave me 2 wonderful daughters whom I don’t deserve.

God gave me 3 wonderful Grandkids who just may be cuter than yours.
I am thankful for God’s provision and I encourage you to also thank him for what he has done for you will you were sleeping going back for some many generations on your behalf.

But while I was sleeping God did so much more than provide for my physical needs.

While I was sleeping God chose me before the foundation of the world.  God chose this messed up little kid with a rough start in live.  And not only did he choose me but he declared that I would be holy and blameless because of His forgiveness. 
He predestined me to be adopted into him family.  I shared some of my history the last time I preached but I was one of the kids in an intact family that wanted to be adopted by someone who would love me.  And God did that for me before the foundation of the world.

And while I was sleeping he gave me an eternal inheritance, He sealed that inheritance with the promise and pledge of the Holy Spirit.  

And He did all of this while I was sleeping.  But then I woke up and I did what know how to do, I sinned.  I was sinning right in front of God’s face, 
And yet while a sinner God demonstrated again his grace and love toward me and He died for me so that I could be forgiven and declared righteous.  
I had a date at Calvary.  I deserved to be there but God said let me stand in your place.  And that is what He did for me while I was sleeping while sinning.  And here is the Good News that gets better, that is what He also did for you as well.
This morning. If you don’t know that God whom I am talking about, I would love to tell you about Him.  Others will be up front and on the side isles.
If anyone know about the enterprise of construction and building it was Solomon.  But Solomon also knew that our strength and redemption comes from God.  And oh, as a result of looking a few verses today we are reminded of what God has done for us.
How can I say thanks for the things that you have done for me? 

Small Group Question

1.        In PS 127:2 where it states we “eat the bread of painful labors” and then “God gives to His beloved in their sleep”, discuss the differences and what do they mean?  Do you see the Gospel or Grace in this passage?  If so, why?
2.       Describe an area of your life where God met your needs quite apart from your own efforts? What are some areas of our lives where we can look back and see the hand of God?
3.       What have been some areas in your life where it was hard to trust God?   
4.       What are some areas where we “worry” the most?
5.       Do you find that you reach out to God mostly when we run into the big problems vs 1. Asking God if this is what He wants us to do in the first place, 2. Ask him to guide us from the start and throughout the process.  3. And seek Him during the easy and hard times.   
6.       How does Ps 127: 1-2 help us to trust God more
7.       What does the sovereignty of God mean to you in light of these texts?
8.       How can we pray for each other?
