12 February 2012 : Matthew 17 : 22-27  
After the heavy-duty industrial teaching of the past 2 weeks about moving mountains and words of faith, you might be forgiven for thinking this week’s text is relatively lightweight, a passage to pass by. What is there to learn from small change turning up in the mouth of a fish? Answer? Rather more than you might think.
Let’s take a closer look. Vs 22-23 : When they came together in Galilee, Jesus said to the disciples, The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life. And the disciples were filled with grief. So here, Jesus is once again telling the disciples what will happen to Him.

His time on this earth is almost up, and He’s not going to go peacefully in his bed at a ripe old age, nor is He going to have an accident, fall under the wheels of a passing No.23 chariot. He is going to be executed. He has upset powerful people to such an extent that they are going to use that power to remove Him from the scene. Violently.

What powerful people? Mainly, the temple authorities, the chief priests and teachers of the law, the religious establishment, who feel their vested interests threatened by the ministry of Jesus, a ministry of freedom, a ministry of personal relationship with God, not dependent upon the rituals and traditions and structures of the day which the temple authorities controlled – or, perhaps more insightfully, were controlled by. 
Bearing in mind that Jesus knew all this, His attitude toward those very people who were out to get Him might surprise you. He honoured them. He had no desire to pick fights with them – though they had no such qualms picking fights with Him. He was still faithful in paying His tithes and offerings, as vs. 24-27 illustrate. 
We need to take note of that culture of honour and learn from it. I will put my hands up and admit that I have had times over the past couple of years when I have seriously questioned whether I can continue my financial support for the Church of Scotland in the light of some of its decisions and actions. And these verses teach me that those are unworthy thoughts to be harbouring. No matter what I think of some of the things the General Assembly has come up with, it’s nothing compared to what Jesus had to face.
Last time I looked, I wasn’t on a hit list posted on a dartboard at 121 for elimination. Yet. But Jesus was. His equivalent of the General Assembly, the Sanhedrin, hated Him and they were out to kill Him! Yet still He was faithful in His attendance at weekly worship, and in His giving to God’s work. Whatever the individual weaknesses and failings of the people in leadership at the Temple, Jesus honoured the office they held, offices that – in the beginning – been set in place by God the Father.
Lesson for us today? Whether or not we think our church leaders are doing a good job, we ought to support them in prayer, that they will receive God’s gracious guidance, and His abundant anointing of wisdom, vision and integrity. 

Not only that – remember what we said last week about words of faith? I think that means we need to stop having a critical and complaining attitude toward them – and I am only too well aware that I have said my share of negative words about the General Assembly, its councils and committees, 121 and so on. And I need to stop doing that!

I believe also that at a time like this, when the church is in stormy waters, spiritually and financially, it is very important to continue giving, generously. This is a good time to start tithing, not to stop it. In Genesis 26 we read of Isaac, who sowed seed in a time of famine. Most people round about Isaac at that time thought he’d lost his marbles, but the Bible says that Isaac reaped 100-fold return on his investment.

Right now, whether or not we are comfortable with the way the Church of Scotland, as an organisation, is conducting its affairs, we need to take a leaf out of the Lord’s book and honour the Kirk. A few years back I was delivering the Good News magazines out in a rural part of the parish, where a member of the leadership team of an independent  charismatic church then lived. That person said something very important – if there is to be a spiritual awakening in Scotland, it will come through the Church of Scotland.

Why? Because only the Church of Scotland has a presence in every community in the land, from the Mull of Galloway to the Fair Isle in Shetland. That affords the Kirk a tremendous privilege, a marvellous missionary opportunity, an awesome responsibility – and all of it a gift from God. If we say, as I’m sure we’ve all said, that we long to see Scotland come to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, and discover in Him, by grace, God’s precious gift of new life, in abundance, for eternity – we have a part to play in that.

It’s important to realise we’re not helpless bystanders as far as the spiritual health of this nation is concerned. One way or another, we have an effect on that, good or bad, each and every day. Go around with a face like a dustbin lid, continually grouching about what’s wrong with other people, or even – as we said last week – what’s wrong with us ; and mouthing off about the failings of the church – local or national – it’s unlikely we’re going to encourage many people to explore the faith we say we have.

We’re not going to be much of a witness for Jesus if what people see of us as Christ-followers is something just as crabbit, miserable and judgemental as anyone else. But when we recognise that we are the church, that the church – according to Scripture – is the temple of the Holy Spirit, just as we are individually ; and act and speak in line with that truth, we will have a positive witness. Consider, for example, what you will say, over lunch today or in the supermarket checkout tomorrow, about your experience in church this morning. Especially if you’re speaking to someone who doesn’t come.
Will you speak positively of the welcome and the fellowship, or bewail that no-one talked to you? Will you speak positively about the life lessons you picked up from this morning’s Bible reading, or grumble that you didn’t know the hymns? You can speak words of blessing over the church, or you can speak words of curse over it. Remember that your words have tremendous power. Remember that you will have what you say. 
The church will be as good and effective in its witness as our words allow it to be. Remember – when we bless the church, by speaking well of our leaders, our fellow members, our life and work and witness, we honour the body of Christ. But when we speak badly of the church, we are in effect pronouncing a curse over it. 
We spoke last week of the mustard seed faith – the heart conviction that Father God is consistently good and loving to His children. Let’s not overlook the tremendous value of consistency in our Christian life. Consistent in our trust in God’s overwhelming grace and goodness, never mind the circumstances. Consistent in the way that faith spills over into the way we speak to people and treat people. Consistent in how that faith translates into dedication of our time, abilities and resources for the Kingdom. 

Consistent in the way all those aspects of our life tie in together. The story is told of the man driving down the A68 toward one of the many sets of temporary traffic lights and, seeing the light change to red, stopping rather than taking a run at it. Suddenly he became aware of an orgy of flashing lights and tooting horns from the car behind him. He looked in his mirror and noticed a woman in the car behind. 
Her face was purple with rage as she rolled down the window and made gestures not contained in any reputable version of the Highway Code and mouthed some words not contained in any reputable version of the Bible. Suddenly this son et lumiere roadshow was brought to an abrupt end as two police officers marched over to the woman’s car, and arrested her. She was taken to Jedburgh Police station and thrown in the cells. 

Some hours later, the desk sergeant told her : Right. You’ve checked out. You can go. The woman was majorly unimpressed and demanded to know what this was all about. The sergeant shrugged his shoulders : My colleagues saw all the rude signs you were making and heard the obscenities you were shouting. But when they noticed the “don’t follow me, follow Jesus sticker” on your car, naturally, they assumed it was stolen. 
We can make jokes about that, but for me a lesson was this. We’ve given tithes, 10% of our income, for some years now, but if the comments I make, even in private, about the church are inconsistent with that financial discipline, it’s not a true tithe because what goes in the plate isn’t consistent with what comes out my mouth. God wants me to speak only positive and affirming things about the Kirk. That’s what I got from this.

Now I believe tithing is a good and Scriptural principle and, since it dates from before the Old Testament Law, it is therefore not superseded by the New Testament. 
It first appears in Genesis 14 : After Abram returned from defeating Kedorlaomer and the kings allied with him, the king of Sodom came out to meet him in the Valley of the Kings. Then Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine. He was priest of God Most High, and he blessed Abram, saying : Blessed be Abram by God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be God Most High, who delivered your enemies into your hand. Then Abram gave him a tenth of everything.
You will see from that verse that tithing and blessing are linked right from the start.   In Malachi 3 the |Lord promises : Bring your full tithe to the Temple treasury so there will be ample provisions in my Temple. Test me in this and see if I don't open up heaven itself to you and pour out blessings beyond your wildest dreams. For my part, I will defend you against marauders, protect your wheat fields and vegetable gardens against plunderers. Tithes and offerings connect us with God’s special favour.
I would commend that practice to you, but with a heart of consistency – consistent in love, faith and trust toward the Lord Jesus ; with love, honour and kindness toward His church, His people, His body in this world, the temple of His Holy Spirit, our brothers and sisters in Him. Our consistent generosity of trusting heart, of faith-filled speech, and of practical action is a seed sown to the Lord that He will honour so that it will flourish and bear a hundred-fold return, as the famous parable of the sower tells us.  
In addition, we know that wonderful text, Philippians 4.19 : our God shall supply all our need, according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus. It’s gloriously true, but it does come in the context of Paul thanking the church in Philippi for their generous partnership with him in his ministry. They sowed a seed, by faith, and then reaped the promised harvest, by faith. A similar principle is at work here.

As we see in v.25, Jesus, as the Son of God, did not have to pay the temple tax, but He chose to. This was a true freewill offering. However, right at that moment, there was a temporary cash-flow issue. Perhaps it was around this time that the sticky-fingered tendencies of Judas Iscariot were kicking in – and so this wonderful story about a fishing expedition with a difference. Next fish supper you have, look before you bite!

If our heart is right to honour God, He will provide the wherewithal for us to do it, and if that means supernatural provision, so be it. Let me close with a modern true story shared by George Pearsons of Eagle Mountain Church in Fort Worth. Inspired by the story in 1 Kings 17 of Elijah being miraculously fed by the ravens, a young lad with a heart for mission went out into the garden and commanded the birds – words of faith based on scripture – to bring money, $10, for him to give for this purpose.

He commanded the birds to bring the money and put in a tree in the garden. The first day he found 65 cents. The next day, $2.35. The next day, $7.  That was the $10 sorted – but it didn’t stop there. Over the next couple of months, he found $440 in the tree and sowed it into the work of the Kingdom. A-MA-ZING!

Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.

