“An Invitation To Give – Part 2”

2 Samuel 24:18-25

November 8, 2009

Read 2 Samuel 24:18-25

For those of you who have been following along in our current sermon series – “Why do we do this?”; a look at the elements of worship and why they are included – you may be thinking to yourself, “Didn’t we already talk about the offering?”

Yes, we did.

However.

One of the roles of a preacher is to address the issues of the day as they relate to the spiritual health of the flock. What we have experienced here at Chula Vista Presbyterian Church over these last few weeks – specifically, the issues involving the Preschool – brought home to me how important is personal investment in mission and ministry. And though the illustration is going to describe what happened with the Preschool, the same truths apply to you and me and this congregation.

Just to bring everyone up to date: just short of two weeks ago, the session voted with heavy hearts to close the Preschool at the end of the December. The Preschool has been here for almost 35 years. However, beginning prior to my arrival three and a half years ago, the Preschool began running expenses greater than their income. The losses fluctuated and there were period in which the Preschool had significant income above expenses. Even so, it was averaging almost $15,000 a year expenses more than its income. The church was absorbing those losses and was keeping the Preschool afloat.

Predictably, after the letters were delivered to the Preschool families, there was shock and dismay. “How could this happen?” “We had no idea!” “What can be done?” The questions came. We discovered that the financial condition of the Preschool had not been communicated to the Preschool community. Its ongoing ministry was assumed, taken for granted. The signs were there; though: financial deficits covered by the church; difficulty getting people to serve on the Preschool board, both from the church and the Preschool families; and, the lack of Preschool community involvement in mission and ministry of the church. 

In short, what had happened was that the relationship between the church and the Preschool had flipped to the exact opposite of what it was supposed to be. The church and Preschool were financially integrated, but spiritually segregated.

Since the time of the session’s decision and notice being sent out, there have been substantial efforts to find a way to keep the Preschool open. I would ask for you to be in prayer as the Preschool board meets tomorrow night to approve a plan, and the session will consider whether to concur on Tuesday.

The gist of the plan will address three major areas of concern: 

1. The investment of the Preschool community in the mission and ministry of Chula Vista Presbyterian Church, and vice-versa. If approved, the Preschool will no longer “be” a mission of the church, it will participate in the larger mission and fellowship of this congregation.

2. The Preschool’s finances will be segregated from the church’s and the church will no longer serve as a guarantor for expenses incurred by the Preschool. 

3. Making the church whole for the amounts lost. To-date, after the integration of the finances of the church and the Preschool, there is a net loss to the church of about $33,000. 

This proposal is not a done deal; and even if it is passed, it is the beginning of a long road of steps that need to be taken to grow back to a right relationship. This process has served as a stark wake-up call for both the church and the Preschool community.

The point of going through this is the same as the point of the Scripture passage today: great blessings are given, but not a given. Great blessings cannot be taken for granted. God is good, but it would be a mistake to expect God’s blessing as if God were somehow obligated to us. God desires a relationship with us – and relationships require attention, effort, and sacrifice. It is true for individuals, it is true for churches, it is true for Preschools, and it is true for countries. 

For example, our freedom in this country is a great blessing. We cannot take that for granted. Freedom comes at a cost. We learned that again dramatically and tragically again this week. The massacre at Ft. Hood is a vivid reminder of the effort and sacrifices our men and women in the armed forces make for us. Their lives and their blood were given so that the ideals this country reveres would persist. We grieve with their families. We are grateful for their sacrifice. We worship today as a manifestation of the freedom their sacrifice provides. 

Our freedom in Christ came at a cost. We cannot take that for granted. In Romans 15, Paul was writing to a community he had not yet visited. He gave them an unapologetic heads up that he expected them to be raising money to give as an offering to support his apostolic ministry and mission. 

For I do hope to see you on my journey and to be sent on by you, once I have enjoyed your company for a little while. At present, however, I am going to Jerusalem in a ministry to the saints; for Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to share their resources with the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. They were pleased to do this, and indeed they owe it to them; for if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material things. So, when I have completed this, and have delivered to them what has been collected, I will set out by way of you to Spain; and I know that when I come to you, I will come in the fullness of the blessing of Christ.
As Paul wrote, we cannot take the spiritual blessings for granted; we need to be in service of one another in material things. We cannot say, “Someone else will take care of it,” because we have received the spiritual blessing. We cannot say, “I have done enough, someone else can pick up my share,” because the spiritual blessing you have received has been beyond measure and continues even now. We cannot say, “I do not have enough,” because that is the confession of a hard heart that is not grateful for what God has provided. Giving money – in addition to your time and talents – but specifically, giving money is a reflection of your heart. God does not need your cash; but God does want your heart. Are you willing to give sacrificially?

2 Samuel

This brings us back to our sermon text for today. This passage comes from the end of 2 Samuel, which is the story of David’s kingship. It begins with his ascension to throne after the deaths of Saul and Jonathan. It concludes with his being an old man, nearing death, and his family in disarray. 

I am going to spend some time here today because David is both an heroic example and cautionary tale within Scripture. By the time we get to 2 Samuel, David has already been pulled from the fields and anointed by Samuel, he has already fought Goliath, he has already served in Saul’s court and been exiled from it. His reputation and fame as a warrior was widespread. 

Then, as described in 2 Samuel, David first became king of Judah and,

 after battles with forces loyal to Saul, David unified the northern kingdom under his rule as well. “David then perceived that the LORD had established him king over Israel, and that he had exalted his kingdom for the sake of his people Israel. David established Jerusalem as the capital.  

Things were going well for David. They were going very well. David was thrilled. After another battle with the Philistines, David worked to bring the Ark of the Covenant (remember, the Ark which God commanded Moses to make, in which were the manna, the tablets with the Ten Commandments and a few other reminders of God’s covenant with the people) into Jerusalem. The arrival of the Ark in Jerusalem was a time of great rejoicing. David was so moved that he wanted to build God a house in which the Ark could dwell. Through the prophet Nathan, God revealed to David that, “when your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.” Further, “Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.” Those are some pretty heady words. You cannot get much more of a blessing than what God declared to David. 

Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and said, “Who am I, O Lord God, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far? And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord God; you have spoken also of your servant’s house for a great while to come. May this be instruction for the people, O Lord God! 

And what more can David say to you? For you know your servant, O Lord God! Because of your promise, and according to your own heart, you have wrought all this greatness, so that your servant may know it. Therefore you are great, O Lord God; for there is no one like you, and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears. Who is like your people, like Israel? Is there another nation on earth whose God went to redeem it as a people, and to make a name for himself, doing great and awesome things for them, by driving out before his people nations and their gods? 

And you established your people Israel for yourself to be your people forever; and you, O Lord, became their God. And now, O Lord God, as for the word that you have spoken concerning your servant and concerning his house, confirm it forever; do as you have promised. Thus your name will be magnified forever in the saying, ‘The Lord of hosts is God over Israel’; and the house of your servant David will be established before you. 

For you, O Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, have made this revelation to your servant, saying, ‘I will build you a house’; therefore your servant has found courage to pray this prayer to you. And now, O Lord God, you are God, and your words are true, and you have promised this good thing to your servant; now therefore may it please you to bless the house of your servant, so that it may continue forever before you; for you O Lord GOD, have spoken, and with your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever.

God blessed David and David blessed God. All is good; right?

Do you remember what happened next? David was established. Things were going well. He was successful, powerful and loved. Feeling comfortable and secure, he let his mind (and his eyes) wander. It was at this point that he saw Bathsheba, Uriah the Hittite’s wife. He had an affair, tried to keep it secret, but she was pregnant. He tried to hide it by having Uriah come home from the battlefield – but Uriah had too much integrity to his fellow soldiers and refused to go inside to his wife. David panicked when Uriah went back to the war, so he ordered that Uriah be put in such a dangerous position that he was virtually guaranteed to be killed. Sure enough, Uriah was killed. 


And Scripture says this, “But the thing that David had done displeased the LORD.” It was just moments ago that we were talking about how good things were between the LORD and David. It was just moments ago that we were talking about how God was blessing David. You can almost hear David’s questions, “How did this happen?” “Why didn’t I know?” “What can be done?”

God’s blessings are given; they are not “a given” to be presumed. God does not bless regardless of the heart of the people. When we take God for granted, it is only a step or two before we find ourselves involved in wrongheaded things – or we simply do not see what is right any more. The fruit of David’s wrongdoing played out during the remainder of his life. The child he had fathered with Bathsheba died. His other children began in-fighting (including an incestuous rape). Absalom, whom David loved, sought to overthrow him. As the story continued, there was some really gruesome stuff that happened. 

Finally, as we get to the end of David’s life, there is this episode in which David is appealing to the LORD for relief from the pestilence that had killed seventy thousand people. Think of pestilence as a particularly lethal virus. As it approached Jerusalem, the LORD stopped it. David saw the angel, confessed and interceded on behalf of the people. Through the prophet, the LORD instructed David to build an altar (a place of worship, a place of sacrifice, a material reminder of the significance of the covenant relationship between God and the people). The owner of the threshing floor had animals he offered to give David, but David insisted on buying them. We have come a long way, but this is where David says the line that draws us back to the application to our own lives, “I will not offer burnt offerings to the LORD, my God that cost me nothing.” 

David recognized the importance of his own personal investment in his relationship with God. God was not seeking ceremony, God wanted David’s heart. God did not want a show, he wanted a relationship. 

So, what does all of this have to do with the Preschool and what does it have to do with stewardship and what does it have to do with the offering as a part of worship? Where is the gospel in it? In other words, what ties all this together?

Simply this: God has been gracious to you. God has granted you salvation – forgiveness of your sins through the sacrifice and blood of his only Son, Jesus Christ. He has called you as His own, adopted you into His family. Although your role in salvation is passive (the recipient of a gift), your role in the kingdom is active and eternal. It takes an ongoing and intentional investment of time, talent, and money to support and grow. 

I want to be careful here: I am not saying that giving money in the offering plates guarantees you material success, peace, and health here on earth. I am not saying that giving money in the offering plates guarantees you God’s favor and you need not worry about anything else. What I am saying is that your offering is a reflection of your heart. You can look at your own stewardship to see what are the priorities in your life. Where does God fit into your life? How is your relationship?

I do not want this congregation to get to the point of getting a letter like the one session sent to the Preschool community. “We didn’t know.” “Why didn’t anyone tell us?” “What can we do?” Friends, know it now. Hear it now. Pray about it now. Do it now.

What you give to the LORD matters. No one can give for you, no one can do your part but you.

Now is the time to prayerfully consider your relationship with the living God. Now is the time to prayerfully consider how God is calling you to worship him through making a sacrificial investment in the mission and ministry of this church. What you have done in the past is in the past. It is not safe to assume that God is not calling you to do anything any more, as if you have already done enough. God is growing you for eternity, for life in His kingdom. Think about it: has God stopped loving you? Has God stopped blessing you? Now, think about your part: has your love for God stopped growing? If so, let this be a wake-up call for you. 

Conclusion

Friends, this is a hard message and a hard sermon. But the Preschool crisis has to serve as a wake up call for all of us. We have to ask the hard question, “How am I investing in my relationship with the living God?” May this sermon be a word of grace and the inspiration to a new commitment to “know Christ and make Him known.”

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:30 Prayer and invitation

10:00 Invitation
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