Sunday 4 October 2009 : Harvest Thanksgiving
Lessons : 
2 Corinthians 9 : 6-15  & Luke 6 : 37-38
This is a different sort of Harvest service this year, in that instead of bringing tins of beans and turnips and things for the people round about us, we’ve brought gifts of cash to help some of the very poorest people in our nation through the good work of our colleagues and friends in the Salvation Army. And today I propose to deal with that most controversial of subjects – money. You may recall that, a couple of weeks ago, I made a statement that raised a few eyebrows, that prosperity was a blessing, and I promised to return to that point in the near future. Well, here I am! 

Let me admit that the message I’ll try to communicate to you today is one that I found very hard to get my head around. Instinctively, my mind associated prosperity teaching with crass caricatures of corrupt televangelists and the worst excesses of conspicuous consumption. The trouble is that I must take seriously my ordination vows, namely that scripture, and not my gut reaction, must be the supreme rule of faith and life.

And scripture teaches that God’s intention from the very beginning was to provide all good things for his children to enjoy. The Garden of Eden was a lush, fertile, place, which God saw was very good. Scripture teaches that the Lord our God gives us the ability to get wealth and so to confirm his covenant with his people [Deut 8.18]. It says God will send the rain in its season and bless the work of our hands [Deut 28.12], and that the blessing of the Lord brings wealth and he adds no trouble to it [Proverbs 10.22] 
In the New Testament, John the beloved apostle, who knew the mind of Jesus as well as anyone, prays that his church may prosper and enjoy good health even as their souls prosper [3 John 2]. I could go on, and on … but the simplest way of making the point is this : the opposite of prosperity is poverty, and I don’t think anyone here is in any doubt that poverty is a curse, a bad thing. If anyone genuinely believes poverty is a good and noble thing, sent by God to teach a valuable life-lesson, why haven’t you sold up and moved into cardboard city or out to a disease-ridden third-world slum?
Suddenly, it doesn’t seem such a good idea, does it? And neither it should, because the undeniable fact that wealth is widely abused doesn’t make it a bad thing, to be shunned, condemned, rejected, and a life of pious poverty embraced in its place. As if we would! That oft-misquoted text in 1 Timothy 6.10 reads that the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Please note – not money itself, but the love of it, an important distinction, and that meshes perfectly with many other scriptures that warn against greed, envy, covetousness – ie having your eye on what someone else has.
But Frank, didn’t Jesus say that it’s easier for a camel to get through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven? And didn’t Jesus tell the rich young ruler to sell all he had and give to the poor? Yes, on both counts – but think very seriously how you handle those texts, because if you quote them out of context, you’d better be willing to live them out of context too. 
The comment about camels was made about those who loved money, who used people to get money, who made money their God, who rated this world’s things above a relationship with God. 

Actually, the comment about the camel was made by Jesus as he stood, shaking his head, watching that rich young man trudged away with a long face and his tail between his legs, having blown the chance to throw his lot in with Jesus. You’ll find the story in Matthew 19, Mark 10 and Luke 18. Jesus loved that young man. He saw tremendous potential in him … but there was a stumbling-block, and Jesus, who never missed and hit the wall when the occasion demanded, laid it on the table for him.
Would you be willing, young fella, to lay aside all your wealth, all your belongings, all the things that you consider as your own and have put your trust in? Are you willing to put all that down and trust me for everything, having faith in my promise that if you make it your first priority to seek the kingdom of God, of right standing with God, and right living in honour of God, everything else good and true I will be only too happy to pour out upon you and you will be richer in every way than you ever dreamed. 
That was the question Jesus put to the rich young man. Jesus didn’t have a problem with him being wealthy. Not at all. Wealth in the right hands, used in the right way, is a blessing. But wealth in the wrong hands, used in the wrong way, is a millstone round the neck and it will eventually pull you under. That was what the young man couldn’t, or perhaps wouldn’t, take to heart. He wanted to hang on to his stuff, at all costs.

And that’s still the problem with the world today. It is run according to the principles of Babylon rather than the principles of God. God’s will is that every human being should be in fellowship with Him as their heavenly Father and enjoy the Father’s bounty in every way. The sacrifice of Jesus, becoming a curse for us to remove the curse of the law and make available by faith the promises of Abraham, makes that possible.

The fact that this is not happening is not God’s fault, nor God’s will, but man’s greed, man’s stubborn self-reliance, man’s arrogance at thinking he can airbrush God out of the picture and make a success of himself. The sad fact is that one person’s greed is another 1000 people’s poverty. The resources God so freely gave to humanity are in the wrong hands, the hands of the narrow-minded, the short-sighted and the self-centred.
That will change. God wants his resources in the hands of those he can trust to use them properly. There’s an interesting, enigmatic, little verse at Romans 8.19 – the creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed, and if you read the verses following that, which – even by the standards of the apostle Paul – aren’t the easiest to get our brain cells wrapped around, what it actually means is this.

God is raising up a generation of believers who will become the movers and shakers in this world, who will stand up and take control of the levers of power and influence, who will bring the standards and values of kingdom of God to bear upon the kingdoms of this world. 
Pastor Bill Winston of Chicago, with the usual twinkle in his eye, says this is a text about world domination – and it is! Think about it. If you were God – easy now, I’m not saying there’s a job vacancy – who would you want filling all the key economic and political posts? Born-again Spirit-filled Bible-believing Christians, or politically-correct, pro-choice, tree-hugging, anything-goes atheists? Tough call, eh?

Way back in the early days of the church, some monks were so appalled by the rampant immorality in their society that they vanished into the desert and sat up on top of rocks for goodness-knows how many years to avoid being corrupted by it. In a similar way, much of the modern church has retreated into assemblies and committees of the earnest and the well-meaning, huffing and puffing on the ills of the world system, but without actually putting themselves forward as candidates to change it.
That needs to change, and God has promised in His Word that if we are willing to put our heads above the parapet and honour Him, he will honour us. Here’s the question each of us must answer today. Are we content to sit on the sidelines, drink tea, shake our heads and carp about how bad things are? Or are we prepared to step up to the plate and be what God in His grace has called us to be, sons and heirs of the Kingdom about to be revealed, bearers of good news to the poor and freedom for the captives?

If our heart is there, then God will work with us – and you’re never too old for this – at the pace He knows we can cope with, which is much faster than we think! First thing, are we being faithful with the resources already at our disposal? Remember the parable of the talents, where the three servants were all entrusted with an amount of money the boss thought he could trust them with – which, by the way, wasn’t the same amount for each one – and they performed pretty much according to expectations.

And at the end of it, the man who had done nothing with the little he had lost even that, and it was given to the one who had been given more and done more with it. Think – are you and I using what has been entrusted to us, financially and otherwise, in a way that is honouring to God and faithful to his teaching? Is what we give to the kingdom a tithe to the King of glory, or a tip like we give the dustman at Christmas?

That’s a serious question, because Jesus said it’s as we prove ourselves worthy in small things that we prove ourselves worthy for promotion to greater things. God is an equal opportunity employer, and when we seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, other things will be added. God is looking for safe pairs of hands into which he can entrust the resources of this world, believers for Him to bless in order that we can be a blessing

Look at your hands. Look at them. Do you see those hands doing nothing more than lifting a knife and fork or operating a TV remote control till Jesus comes back for you? Or do you see them as the hands of Jesus, carrying on His ministry to His world, taking the good news out to people who desperately need it, good news in real tangible deeds as well as words. 
Do you see those hands holding the riches of God, as promised in His word, not just so we can get a holiday home in the Caribbean, but to pass those riches on to lift starving children out of the curse of poverty, and break its malign grip for generations to come? Start small, but believe big. Obey faithfully, give generously.

I haven’t fully worked out my thinking on this yet, but with reference to this week’s horror headlines about the devastation caused by extreme weather in the Pacific Rim, I believe part of Romans 8.19 is that God is looking for people he can trust with the know-how to stop hurricanes and tsunamis even before they happen – climate change in the fast lane, to the glory of God – but he hasn’t found those people yet …

Let’s dedicate all that we are and all that we have to Him, holding nothing back, just as He didn’t hold back even His flesh and blood from us. Then God will fulfil His purpose for which He made you, the purpose that completes Christ’s saving work in you, as you are revealed as a [wo]man with a mission – and creation cheers as the devil trembles. 
