
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

The helpless commit themselves to you: you who have been the helper of the 

orphan... O Lord, you will hear the desire of the meek; you will strengthen their 

heart, you will incline your ear to do justice for the orphan and the oppressed. 

(Psalm 10, selections) 

  

In my distress I called upon the Lord, to my God I cried for help. From his temple 

he heard my voice, and my cry to him reached his ears... He reached down from 

on high, he took me; he drew me out of mighty waters. (Psalm 18:6, 16) 

  

I lift up my eyes to the hills – from where will my help come? My help comes from 

the Lord, who made heaven and earth. (Psalm 121:1-2) 

 

  

I don’t know if you’ve followed the work of John and Nancy Smith since the terrible hurricane, 

Hurricane Matthew, that hit Haiti in October of 2016. In Sud Province, over 30,000 homes were 

destroyed. In Jeremie, where our Volunteers in Mission team works, 80% of the buildings were 

destroyed. Hundreds of people died. Every month or so I’ll get a brief update from John and a 

photo showing the progress that’s being made in rebuilding. Two days ago I received a photo of 

the great work being done rebuilding the church at Jeremie. We’re fortunate to have dedicated 

people like John and Nancy who are willing to travel to such a devastated area and sacrifice their 

time and labor to those in need. We’re so fortunate to have so many people at Birmingham First 

who give themselves in loving service here in Detroit, and many other places in mission around 

the world.  

  

It was exactly ten years ago last month that Laurie and I traveled to Haiti as part of a Volunteers 

in Mission team. Our team of ten stayed at a church guest house in Cap Haitian where we 

worked at a church-sponsored agricultural station. Some of the team had special skills and 

worked on the electrical systems so that everything that needed electricity, particularly the well, 

could work. Others assisted the local farmers in how to get the most out of the crops they had 

planted. The rest of us painted. We painted the inside of the school that served scores of children 

smartly dressed in matching uniforms. All of the Haitians we came into contact with were hard 

workers. Hard workers. They had glad spirits and we were able to sing songs we knew together. 

They were so glad for us to be there and for the work they were able to do.  
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I remember one young Haitian man in particular. He was so eager to help and so hopeful of 

getting ahead in some way. He rode a bicycle and would always be around to help us with one 

thing or another. He was enterprising and intelligent. He was full of eagerness. And you could 

sense his frustration, because as hard working and intelligent as he was, there simply was no 

work he could do in which he could advance, make a good living, and have some security for his 

family. It broke our hearts. He would help in any way he could, but Haiti is so poor, has so few 

industries, has so few natural resources that there simply was nothing he could do.  

  

We were there in Haiti to help people who did not have the materials, the finances, or the skills 

to help themselves. But what really stayed with me was the image of this young, talented, eager-

to-work young man. He was doing absolutely everything he could to help himself and his family, 

but there was nothing, no work in that country for him to do. God certainly wasn’t able to help 

this young man, it seemed, no matter how much he tried to help himself.  

  

I’m sure many of us, at one time or another, have casually tossed around the phrase “God helps 

those who help themselves!” We’ve probably said it when we’re frustrated by an adult child or 

someone we know who just doesn’t seem sufficiently self-motivated. And sometimes we mean it 

most harshly, as a rebuke to someone we think isn’t working hard. And if we haven’t said it, 

perhaps we’ve thought it. And there is some truth to it. We know the value of hard work, of 

sacrifice, of persisting when things are tough. We know that hard work has a better chance of 

succeeding than no work.  

  

We all know, as well, that God expects some initiative from us. Naturally, you’ve heard that old 

preacher’s story about the man stranded on top of the roof of his house in the midst of a 500-year 

flood. This man remembered the passage from Psalms that began the sermon: “I cried for help... 

He reached down from on high, he took me; he drew me out of mighty waters.” Being a religious 

man, he prayed to God to come help him, and he believed God would. A neighbor paddled up in 

the canoe he kept stored in his garage. How fortunate! And he offered to take his stranded 

neighbor to safety. But he declined. “Thank you, neighbor, but I’m fine. God will provide!” And 

then the local fire department volunteers motored up in their rescue raft and tried everything they 

could to get him to jump in. “Thank you, no,” he said, “I have rescue on the way!” And as the 

flood waters rose, a National Guard helicopter hovered overhead, lowering a basket, but the man 

just kicked it away. They couldn’t hear what he said over the rotors. And finally, the swiftly 

moving waters tore his house from its foundation and, amazed, the man drowned. When he got 

to heaven, he confronted God, saying, “I prayed to you! I trusted you! Why didn’t you save me?” 

And God said, “You’ve got no complaint! I sent you a canoe, a rescue boat and a helicopter, but 

would you budge off that blessed roof of yours? NOOOOO!” God expects us to have initiative 

and be responsive.  

  

As Adam Hamilton stresses, “God is not going to drop food on your table, force someone to hire 

you for a job when someone more qualified is available, or make people spend more for your 

home than it is worth. We can pray and pray, but we also have to do some work in the process. 

God blesses us with brains, strength and wisdom. God provides other people to advise us. All 

these are God’s gifts to us, but it is up to us to use them. So we pray—and we work.”  
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But does “God help only those who help themselves?” I think everyone here today know that this 

saying does not come from our Bible. Hamilton, in our Lenten study book, starts off Chapter 

Two by calling to mind an episode of The Tonight Show when Jay Leno was host. In his 

“Jaywalking” segment, he asked people to name one of the Ten Commandments. Name just one. 

How sad that so few could name even one. But what startled Jay and many of us was how many 

people answered by saying, “God helps those who help themselves!” That’s not there in the Ten 

Commandments. It’s not found anywhere in the Bible.  

  

I think the whole truth is that God cannot help us unless we earnestly wish to be helped. But 

that’s very different from the notion that God only helps those who help themselves, and that 

God will not help those who don’t do much. “Helping yourself” is no magic key. We all know 

people who have tried and tried to change their circumstance and no matter what they do, 

nothing goes well. Such as the young man I met in Haiti, such as many people you know in your 

own life.  

  

And there’s another truth here. Many, many times God helps us when we’ve done everything we 

can, and then we turn to God. We hear this echoed repeatedly in the Psalms. In Psalms 121: “I 

lift up my eyes to the hills – from whence cometh my help? My helps from the Lord, who made 

heaven and earth.” Psalms 18: “In my distress I called upon the Lord, to my God I cried for help. 

From his temple he heard my voice, and my cry to him reached his ears... He reached down from 

on high, he took me; he drew me out of mighty waters.” Sometimes it’s precisely when we’ve 

moved beyond being able to help ourselves that God can act.  

  

The movie The Shack has garnered tremendous attention of late as it brings the novel of that 

name to the big screen. The story centers around Mack Phillips, who is just a normal guy. He’s 

married, has three children and lives in a middle-class house in the suburbs. He’s a devoted 

husband and a caring dad. He’s not particularly spiritual, but he’s a churchgoing man. As the 

story begins, Mack and his kids are going camping. Nothing unusual about that, just s’mores, 

campfire songs and a little canoeing. Until, that is, the two oldest Phillips children, Kate and 

Josh, have a life-threatening boating accident. And in those few precious minutes of rescue and 

resuscitation, the unthinkable happens: Mack and his wife Nan’s youngest daughter, Missy, is 

abducted. Frantically, they search everywhere and, eventually, authorities find Missy’s blood-

stained dress at a shack in the vicinity. But they never find their littlest girl.  

 

And so the four remaining members of the Phillips family begin their grieving. And Mack begins 

his spiritual struggle. He is full of self-recriminations: How could he have saved his daughter? 

Why couldn’t he have protected her? He ties himself in knots wondering how God could have 

allowed this to happen. Tension builds. Nothing he can do can un-do the situation, and he can’t 

think his way through it, either. He’s at the end of his rope, and it’s clear that as hard as he tries, 

there’s nothing he can do. “In my distress I called upon the Lord, to my God I cried for help. 

From his temple God heard my voice, and my cry to reached his ears...” 

  

It’s at this point that Mack receives a mysterious note signed by “Papa” inviting him to come to 

“the shack.” “Papa” is the name Mack’s wife affectionately uses for God, and “the shack” is a 

deserted cabin located deep in the wilderness. This run-down shack is the site where Missy was 

killed. The note is particularly mysterious because it’s found in Mack’s mailbox which is 
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surrounded by perfectly undisturbed snow. Mack doesn’t know if the note is a hoax by his good 

friend, Willie, whether it’s from the killer who is taunting him, or if it could perhaps be a note 

from God. He goes to the shack to investigate, and this is where most of the story takes place.  

  

It turns out the note is from God, and Mack soon comes face to face with the Trinity, depicted in 

unusual ways. He spends a weekend with these three aspects of God, trying to make sense of all 

the painful events of his life. Papa tells Mack, “It’s here you got stuck”—referring to his 

daughter’s death. And God is intent on getting Mack unstuck. And this may be the deeper truth 

that we, each of us, should hear: God is intent on getting all of us “unstuck.” The truth is not that 

God helps those who help themselves. What we see in the Bible is that God most often helps 

those who realize they can’t make it by themselves. There are those who can only be helped 

when they reach a point of utter despair, when they’ve exhausted themselves and their efforts. 

That’s when God can move.  

  

There is yet one more facet to this half-truth that I think is important for us all to see. Sometimes 

people are so capable, so able, so talented that they think they have no need of God. “God helps 

those who help themselves?” “Sure. But I think I’m doing just fine on my own!”  

  

Millard Fuller was the founder of Habitat for Humanity, a Christian organization which builds 

houses for low income people and one of the fastest-growing volunteer movements in the 

country. Imagine that before you reach the age of 30, you have a vacation home on a lake, two 

speedboats, two Lincoln Continentals, a 2,000 acre horse and cattle ranch, and an annual income 

of nearly $1 million. Now imagine giving it all up. Everything. Zip. 

  

That’s exactly what Millard Fuller did. His entrepreneurial talent for selling everything from 

toothbrushes to tractor seats to cookbooks made him a millionaire by the age of 29. He said, 

recalling his money-making days in the ’60s, “I had all the stuff money gets for you, so we were 

living the good life.” His next goal was to make $10 million. 

  

“But,” he said, “there is a price one pays for everything. And the price I paid for my headlong 

rush to get rich was that I damaged my relationship with my wife. My children were like 

strangers to me. There were many nights I never came home. I’d fall asleep on the couch at the 

office.” 

  

Finally, his wife left him, traveling to New York City to consult a lawyer about divorce. The kids 

stayed with Millard, who had to be home for them each night at 5:00 p.m. When one of the kids 

told him how glad he was that dad was finally home, he realized that he was on the wrong path. 

He followed his wife to New York, where they decided to stay together and resolved to change 

their lives. Fuller was a church member and said he felt uneasy about his money. The money 

created a certain amount of pleasure for them, but because of the temptations of wealth, Fuller 

said, “We were about to lose our faith, each other and our family.” 

  

So the young couple decided to sell their boats, their houses, and their shares in their company, 

and they gave everything to charities. Then together they sought new direction for their lives. 

They met Clarence Jordan of Koinonia Farms in Georgia, who gave them the initial idea for 

Habitat for Humanity. Now Habitat volunteers build one house each hour of the day around the 
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world. They’ve built 200,000 houses in over 100 countries, thus fulfilling the gospel of helping 

people in need who cannot help themselves. Millard Fuller died at the age of 74, but he’d long 

before realized that, on his own, he’d lost his way. Millard realized not that God helps those who 

help themselves; rather, God helps those who see their need for God.  

  

And that’s called grace. Grace is that love and strength which God provides which is unearned, 

undeserved, unwarranted, unexpected. Grace is the undeserved work of God in our lives, the 

unmerited favor of God. We cannot earn it, buy it, or work for it. And grace is central to our 

understanding of God. As a member of Hamilton’s church wrote to him, “I tried ‘helping’ myself 

for most of forty-five years. It wasn’t until I surrendered to the fact that I am powerless that God 

gave me strength to overcome.”  

  

Does God help those who help themselves? Absolutely, but not just those. God helps those who 

take initiative, especially when they’re relying on God’s help above all. And God also helps 

those who are at the end of their rope. God helps those who realize they’ve lost their way. God 

helps those who realize they need more than their own personal resources and need a life more 

fulfilling than they can give themselves.  

  

So what about you? Are you one so capable that you think you really have no need for God’s 

help? Are you one who thinks God is helping you because you try so hard? Or are you one who’s 

at the end of your rope and sees your true need of God?  

  

Once again, I give you the words of the psalmist: “I lift up my eyes to the hills – from where 

does my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth!” Thanks be to 

God for God’s love, God’s strength, God’s help, God’s grace and God’s mercy, when we realize 

how much we need God. 

  

May we pray? We thank you, God, for your gift of grace, for your love when we have not 

deserved it, for the many times you have helped us when we could not help ourselves. Thank you 

for the deeper meaning you bring to our lives. And thank you, Lord, for rescuing us when surely, 

otherwise we would have drowned. Use us, O God, as your instrument to help others who are in 

need. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

  


