Sunday 17th Jan - 2 Samuel
Good morning!  How are you all today?  How has your week been?  Perhaps as we begin our time together today you could take a moment to type in the chat box, if you are on church online, one thing you would like us to know about your week. It’s nice and easy at the moment, isn’t it – we can all type at the same time and no one gets interrupted!  We can continue in conversation about it on zoom later, or bring it up in our prayer time if it is a matter for prayer.  But right here and now, we celebrate the fact that although we are far apart, we are gathered together in spirit, and we can enjoy that togetherness by sharing with one another.  Later on we will celebrate again by joining in communion together.
But we aren’t just gathered together for fun.  We are gathered to worship; to centre ourselves once again in God, to join together in worship of him who holds each of us in his hands.  So as we come to worship, we pray:  Lord, thank you for gathering us together as your people.  Thank you that whatever is going on in our lives and in the world around us, we can know that you are there; you are our King, the Lord of life, the lord of love, the Lord of peace, the Lord of eternity.  As we gather to worship, open our hearts to listen to your word; may we worship you in spirit and in truth, and grow to know you better.  Bless each one joining here online, today and later on, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Let us sing our first song this morning: crown him with many crowns.

The ‘crown’ motif is particularly appropriate today as we come to the story of the reign of King David in 2 Samuel.  But let us start with his own assessment of his life, by reading from 2 Samuel 22.

We will continue the theme of singing God’s praises with (2?) song(s):
Praise my soul the king of heaven; and I lift my hands

David was a king who fully understood what it meant to be a king under God.  In fact, Acts 13:22 says this: After removing Saul, he made David their king. God testified concerning him: “I have found David son of Jesse, a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want him to do.”
So David was given this job because he would be obedient to God.  Let’s look for a moment then, at what that looked like for him.

[ppt]

A man after God’s heart.  Wouldn’t you love that to be the enduring memory of your life?  But when we break it down, what does the story of David tell us about the heart of God?
Well, looking at David’s heart seems fairly simple.  He is a man who wore his heart on his sleeve – there was no hiding or pretence about his emotions!  Perhaps his reign would not have been quite such a rollercoaster if there was.  He has moments of great triumph, of dancing in the streets and losing all dignity in worship.  He has moments of despair and anguish, of mourning and wailing and tears.  That impulsiveness also gets him into trouble, as we see with Bathsheba.

But through all this, David fears God.  ‘Fear’ in terms of respect and reverence, not like dread or cowering away from him.  He always, eventually, acknowledges that God is the one in charge – even if he occasionally falls into temptation and acts the opposite.  His Psalms express his worship; he attributes to God his victories; he gives God what God is due.  When he sins, he repents.  This is, of course, the way we should all be in our relationship with God.  He is an example to us of a man who is not perfect, and yet at the end of his life can still say he walked with God.  In part, that is because God is concerned less with our actions than with our character.  Ever heard the expression “His heart was in the right place”?  When David sins, it is not in rebellion against God but in human frailty.  And God understands, and forgives, even though David must bear the consequences of his actions.

So apart from giving God his due, what is it about this heart of David that makes it so close to God’s heart?  Surely David’s heart was violent, aggressive, adulterous?
Well, not necessarily.  Yes, David was a fighter.  In a country under constant attack from its neighbours, military leadership was part of the job description.  But when we look at most of the specific deaths mentioned – Saul, Abner, Ish-Bosheth, Absalom – these were all personal enemies, people one would expect David to be happy to see dead.  Yet when the men came and reported what they had done, they discovered a king who was more concerned about justice than personal gain, who saw the killing even of his enemies in cold blood as murder and against the will of God.  Perhaps David might stand up and shout “Not in my name!”
This desire for justice, for the right thing to be done even when it goes against personal profit, is a hallmark of the heart of God.  God who is “Not willing that any should perish”; God who in Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”; God who came into the world and “Suffered once for [our] sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring [us] to God.”(1 Peter 3:18).  And over the centuries I wonder how many times, as men have killed each other thinking he would be pleased, God has wanted to shout “Not in my name!”  
And David knew how to show love.  Love to Mephibosheth, the grandson of his enemy, because of the promises he had made to his friend.  Friendship to those who helped him, a repayment of a debt of gratitude perhaps but nobody would have blamed him if he had ignored it.  Forgiveness to the one who cursed him.  It is as though he goes out of his way sometimes to show kindness and forgiveness to those who have no right to ask it of him.  That, too, is a hallmark of the heart of God.  

So yes, David was human.  Yes, David sinned; he broke at least 3 of the ten commandments in one episode!  But he genuinely repented, he recognised what he had done wrong and asked and received God’s forgiveness.  And that episode of sin did not define his life.  His life was defined by his justice, his mercy, his kindness towards both his enemies and those who were in his power.  And so he can be described as a ‘man after [God’s] own heart’ and the greatest king in Israel’s history – until the birth of the one who was his descendant and the King of Kings.
What does all this mean for us?  Well, it is a reminder to us of the heart of God.  The heart that calls us to justice and righteousness even when it doesn’t suit us, that calls us even before the time of Jesus to love our enemies, that calls us to reach out to one another in kindness and forgiveness.  And the heart that offers these things to us, too.  That gave itself for us to save us, even while we were far from God, enemies of God even.  The heart that showers us with love, blessing and forgiveness – forgiveness that means that our past mistakes do not need to define our lives, now or in eternity.  And the heart that has the power to make us new, to make us in its own likeness.

We will come in a moment to a time of communion, where we will remember the God who put himself aside to die on a cross because he loved us and wants us to be his own.  That ultimate showing of the heart of God, of which David was just a foreshadowing, is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  But as he calls us to the table, to share in fellowship with him and with one another, to remember again the covenant of his love, he first calls us as Nathan did to David, to repent and turn to him.  We might think we have no opportunity for sin these days, staying in our own homes with little contact with the outside world.  But God’s heart of justice and love can be hurt just as much by our attitudes; our complaining; our failure to trust; our neglect of him and of each other.  We should always take time to ask God, “Am I right with you?”  And we do that now, in a short time of silence.
Lord, am I right with you?  Show us our sin; show us those things that keep us from being a man or woman of your own heart.  And as you bring them to our minds, help us to turn from them in the power of your Spirit, to come ever closer to you…  Amen.

That’s all we need to do to come to God.  We don’t need to be perfect, David wasn’t perfect.  We don’t need to do good deeds, although when we are walking in God’s ways we will do those.  We don’t need to be rich, or talented, or clever.  We just need to ask, and receive, the forgiveness of God through Christ Jesus, and ask him to come into our lives as Lord.  If you have done that, then you are a child of God, and you are welcomed to his table to share in communion with us, with the church (worldwide and eternal), and not least, with God himself.

If you haven’t done so already, this is your opportunity to prepare your bread and wine (or fruit juice, or water, it doesn’t matter) as we sing – Just as I am, without one plea, but that thy blood was shed for me, and that thou biddst me come to thee, O lamb of God, I come.
The apostle Paul wrote a letter to the church in Corinth.  He writes this: 23 For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: the Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24 and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.’ 25 In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.’ 26 For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
Let us pray.  Lord God, we thank you for your justice, mercy, love and forgiveness shown to us in Jesus.  We thank you that we see the fulfilment of all this in your death on the cross, and that you gave us this way of remembering you and participating in your heavenly life.  We thank you that today, we are your body, and as we participate with you we also participate with each other, wherever we are.  You have invited us today to your table, and your feast, of which our tables and our bread and wine are such a small part; through this act together would you meet with each of us in a special way, and bind us together as your family.  Amen.

On the night he was betrayed, Jesus took the bread and broke it, saying ‘this is my body’.  I invite you to do the same, and break your bread in remembrance of the Lord whose body was broken for us.  As you eat it with thanksgiving, may it bring us true spiritual nourishment.

After supper, he took the cup, saying ‘this is the new covenant in my blood’.  Let us share in that covenant, drinking with thanksgiving, and may it bring us true spiritual refreshment.
An old hymn says this:

Be known to us in breaking bread, but do not then depart.  Saviour, abide with us, and spread thy table in our heart.  There sup with us in love divine; thy body and thy blood, that living bread, that heavenly wine, be our immortal food.  We would not live by bread alone, but by thy word of grace, in strength of which we travel on to our abiding place.  Amen.

The aim of communion is not just to remember, or to reenact, or even to make us feel closer to God.  It is one of the things he uses to change us, to renew us, to make us more like himself.  As we meet him in the power of the Holy Spirit he gives us his thirst for justice, righteousness, love and forgiveness, and binds us into a church that walks in his ways and loves in his name.  

So let us sing again: Lord I come to you.

Part of that change and that power given in God, is the ability to come together in prayer; for ourselves, for one another, for our nation, for our world.  And so we do that now, and as usual I will introduce a prayer topic and leave you time to pray through it in your hearts or in the chat box if you are joining us at church online.

Lord, thank you that you accept us just as we are; but now make us more like you.  Give us your heart, as individuals and as a church, that we might be a better reflection of you in the world.

…

Lord, we lift to you those among us and known to us who are in need right now.  Those who are grieving and need your comfort; those who are sick or hurting and need your healing; those who are in physical lack and need your provision.  Would you meet their needs in your grace and power.

…

Lord, we lift to you those in the communities around us.  May they see you in your people and want to know you.  May they know the healing that comes from you and the release from fear and anxiety that comes from trusting in you.
…

Lord, we lift to you our nation, and the nations of the world.  Send relief from the coronavirus and the economic difficulties caused by it.  We rejoice in the vaccines, and pray they may be effective.  Grant strength to our leaders and the services working to help us in these times.  And Lord, may the governments of the world turn to you, in the name of Jesus Christ; Lord of Lords, King of Kings.  Amen.

As you go today, cleansed, nourished, and renewed, go in the power of God to live and work for his praise and glory.  And may the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be with us all, evermore.  Amen.

