Sunday 28 September 2008 : Lilliesleaf Kirk : 11.am

Lessons : 
2 Corinthians 9 : 6-15  and Luke 6 : 37-38  
THANKSGIVING
I said at our last Harvest Service that 2007 hadn’t been a classic year for the farming industry, and our dull wet summer, plus the present financial uncertainty, has ensured that 2008 hasn’t exactly been a bed of roses either. Our nation has virtually abandoned its manufacturing heritage in favour of a service-based economy, but recent events may serve as a timely reminder that we cannot do without agriculture. 

There are various ways we might be able to tighten the purse strings, but doing without food isn’t one of them, and as oil prices remain high, it makes economic as well as ecological sense to appreciate and support our local farming industry. Today, let’s stop for a moment to give a round of applause to the agricultural community ; to the people without whom the rest of us simply would not be able to survive. We, the people whose mouths are fed by your labour, salute you and thank you today.

But we remember also that the labours of those who grow and harvest and prepare and package and market our food would be sunk without trace, along with the rest of us, were it not for the God who made heaven and earth, who upholds and sustains the whole of creation – often in spite of the follies of a human race who blithely carry on polluting the atmosphere with reckless disregard for the consequences for generations yet to come. God promised in Genesis 8.22 : As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, will never cease.

And so let’s give thanks to God in prayer …

TALK

Today’s astonishing revelation is that if you sow apple seed, you will reap … apples! You and I cannot harvest, in this life or the life to come, a crop different from the seed we have sown. That’s what the Bible teaches, and I’m going to share two thoughts on this. First, how we treat people. In Luke 6, Jesus spells it out. If you don’t want to come under God’s judgement, don’t take it on yourself to judge or condemn anybody else. 
God hasn’t retired to a nursing home in Eyemouth and left us the job of deciding the eternal destiny of those around us! I’m so glad of that! If I was God, I don’t think I’d make a very good job of the grace and mercy bit!  I heard what you said about me – I’ll get you for that! You pinched my parking space – you’ll pay for that! You’re wearing a Newcastle strip – straight to hell for you! Don’t pass go, don’t collect £200! 

But the good news, as 1 John 2.2 states, is that Jesus went to the cross, not just for us in church but for the whole world. If anyone ever misses God’s best for their life, it’s not because they’ve not been forgiven, but because no-one has ever effectively shared the good news of that forgiveness with them. We read here in Luke 6 that the Lord takes a very dim view of people who claim to have received forgiveness but then judge, and withhold that forgiveness from others. The only way I can see in the Bible that we could ever lose our salvation is to be unforgiving and judgemental to someone else.

If you’ve got a wee black book with the names of those you’re going to get back for something they’ve done to you at some time in the past, do yourself a favour, and bin it. Whatever it is, it’s not worth missing heaven over. What you sow, you will reap – be it judgement, be it mercy. Forget how you might feel, do what Jesus did, and be merciful. Treat others the way you want to be treated – Jesus’ words, Matthew 7.12.
I don’t know how much you enjoyed that wee lesson, but I bet you’ll enjoy this one even less, because now I’m going to talk about giving. Lock the doors! You may have noticed we’re not serving lunch today, but light refreshments. Food safety regulations have finally caught up with us and, irrespective of our personal opinions, it is our Christian duty to obey the law of the land, unless it directly contradicts scripture.

Fund-raising will be affected, no doubt about it, so we need to look afresh at our regular giving. When we joined the church, we made a pledge to give a fitting proportion of our time, our abilities, and our resources. I am truly grateful to that little core of unsung heroes in this church who keep that promise faithfully ; who are always first in line to offer their help ; who don’t look for any thanks, any fanfare of trumpets ; in short, who can be trusted to do the right thing, for the right reasons, with the right attitude.

That’s brilliant. I would thank those individuals by name, but they would be horrified, because they don’t want the limelight. What about the rest of us? I think today is a good day for each of us to think afresh about our commitment to our Lord, remembering not only those promises we made once upon a time, but also, and far more importantly, the promises God has made, and kept. In the Bible, commands come with promises.

Malachi 3 challenges us to bring our whole tithe, but with that command comes a marvellous promise. Test me in this, says the Lord, and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have enough room for it. Do you want the floodgates of heaven to open, and abundant, overflowing blessing to pour out on you? But do you want it enough to trust and obey his word? That’s the God-ordained harvest we reap whenever we sow the God-ordained seed. 
Hang on, Frank, tithing is Old Testament. Yes, but think of it like this. If it’s 10% under the old covenant of the Law, should it be less under the new covenant of grace? By grace, Jesus gave 100%. Suddenly 10% sounds not too bad, eh? Now obviously if someone’s giving a lot of their time to the church and the Kingdom, that’s part of the equation too. It’s not just money. However, what we do with our money is often a pretty fair indicator of what’s going on in our heart. Do the sums. 
If your income each year is £10,000, and you give at present £1 a week to God’s work, that means you’re giving ½ of 1%. You’re not accountable to me, I’m not the one who died for you on a cross, but you may wish to ask yourself if that’s really the extent of your love, gratitude, and devotion to Jesus who died for you. Just ask the Lord in prayer what he wants from you, and be courageous enough to accept his answer. It took Alexis and me a number of years to build up to tithing, and it may be that God will deal equally graciously with you, as you step up the proportion year by year, as God leads. 
What’s the big deal? The church has got plenty of money. One, that’s not true. Two, it’s not the point. The Church of Scotland has had to cut back on overseas mission and on provision of social care at home because of lack of funding. In some urban priority areas, we have one minister with pastoral responsibility for 20,000 people, in a community with social problems, a decaying suite of buildings, and no money. If the church is to fulfil the Great Commission to take out the Good News with power, in word and deed, it needs resourced. The buck stops with us. If we want to reap the harvest of spiritual renewal in our nation, it’s our privilege as believers to sow the seed. 
And don’t forget that giving blesses the giver. In 1 Corinthians 3, Paul says that the person who goes out and plants the seed of the Word, and the person who waters that seed by providing the resources to enable that to happen, share in the ministry and share in the reward. You and I, living in comfort here in the UK, treat missionaries in hard places as heroes. I believe they are. But they look upon their partners, the people who support them financially, as heroes. You may not see yourself as having an anointing to go to the ends of the earth and preach, but partnering with those who do, that’s as good.

In Luke 6.38 we read these words of Jesus : Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Our willingness to give generously, which is always a crucifixion of the flesh, is a sign to God that he can trust us with greater blessing. Well, when I’m out of debt, and the kids have grown up and got married, and the house is paid up, I’ll give then, when I can afford it.

I doubt it. It’s a heart thing. If our heart’s not set to give out of what we have now, we wouldn’t be more generous if we were millionaires. If we want to enjoy the blessings God promises to his faithful people, we can’t afford to be stingy, because if there’s one sure blessing-blocker, it’s an attitude of selfishness. 2 Corinthians 9 : The Lord loves a cheerful giver. Let that be true of each one of us, and watch the Lord be true to his promise to open the floodgates of heaven, and pour out blessing after blessing.
