Sunday 30th May – 1 Chronicles

Welcome,
Lord, as we come this morning I want to thank you for this time; for the opportunity to worship together, even in this strange way; for the gift of your Word.  May we know your presence with us, may we hear your voice speaking, and may we respond to you in worship.  Bless this time to us I pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.
Praise – not about our feelings but God’s history with us - 1 Chron 16:23-35 David’s psalm of praise when he brought the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem 
1241 Give thanks to the Lord (forever)

1003 Sing to the Lord with all of your heart

Today we are returning to our series walking through the books of the Bible, with the first book of Chronicles.  I’m going to do this in two parts – the first will be a quick overview of the book itself, then I’m going to look at one particular story.
So, 1 Chronicles.  If you read it, it will seem very familiar.  That’s because large chunks of it are very similar to 2 Samuel.  When we (eventually) get to the Gospels in our series, we will find as I am sure you know, that Matthew, Mark and Luke are also very similar.  And it’s a common exercise to compare them, to note what is left in or taken out, what is added, what is written slightly differently.  When we do that, we find that things are often written in a specific way to speak to a specific audience.  For example, Matthew uses lots of ‘to fulfil what was said by the prophets’, because he was speaking to Jews and wanted to show how Jesus related to the OT – Mark and Luke, writing to the gentiles, don’t use that because it wouldn’t mean anything to their readers.
But we don’t do that very often with the Old Testament, and maybe we should, especially here.  Because there are some significant differences between the 2 books of Chronicles and 2 Samuel and Kings. 
The part of the series we have already covered, from Genesis to 2 Kings, is sometimes known as the ‘first historical account’.  It was probably brought together over a number of years, but was basically completed in this final form during the exile.  So 2 Samuel and Kings are written to a people in exile, to explain how they got there.  They go into a lot of detail about how God’s people have been getting it wrong, and various ways in which they have turned away from God.
Chronicles, however, is the start of the ‘second historical account’.  It was written a couple of hundred years later, when the Jews had returned from exile.  So it was written to a group of people whose families had been kicked out of their homeland, who had grown up in another time and another place – did they still fit into God’s plan?  

The first 8 chapters of 1 Chronicles are all about genealogies.  Family trees, who belonged where, where your family ‘fit’ in the family of God.  The section draws to an end in chapter 9, with the introduction, “The people of Judah were taken captive to Babylon because of their unfaithfulness.  Now the first to resettle on their own property in their own towns were some Israelites, priests, Levites and temple servants.”  It goes on to give names, and allocate to the temple workers especially their various jobs.  The Temple and its worship will come to be a major theme of 2 Chronicles.
But having given that long introduction, the Chronicler takes us back in chapter 10 to the end of Saul’s life and the beginning of David’s reign – in almost identical words to the last chapter of 1 Samuel, but with an added commentary – “Saul died because he was unfaithful to the Lord; he did not keep the word of the Lord, and even consulted a medium for guidance, and did not enquire of the Lord.  So the Lord put him to death and turned the kingdom over to David son of Jesse.”

We will see in a few weeks time that those who returned from exile were the Southern Kingdom of Judah.  They came back and rebuilt Jerusalem and the Temple and all that stuff.  And in Chronicles, being written by this Southern Kingdom, history is given a bit of a ‘spin’.  Because they are in David’s city, they have always been led by David’s descendants, and they are trying to find out now how their history plays out.  So for the first time, really, David is built up as this ideal leader.  Forget the conflict with Saul, ignore his dubious moral practices, blank out the dodgy stuff his children got up to and any sense of rebellion or conflict.  David’s reign is presented in a very positive way.  

If you read the book of 1 Chronicles, the thing that I find very striking in it is the number of names involved.  Not just in the genealogies, but throughout the narrative.  We hear who did what, when and where; in the army, in the King’s court, in worship.  I wonder how many Jews, coming ‘home’ from the exile, would look back on these stories and think, “That was my great-great grandfather,” and be encouraged?  Would they look at their employment and think, “These people did my job before me,” and be validated?
What about us?  How do we know where we ‘fit’ in the story of God?  One reason I find church history so fascinating is to trace, in a sense, my own spiritual descent.  How my status as God’s child has been handed down to me through the ages; from Jesus to the apostles to the early church fathers and so on.  To see where things have gone wrong and where God has called his people back to himself at various times and in various ways.  To look back on spiritual leaders of the past, acknowledging that they might not have been perfect but they were faithful in God’s service.  And to rejoice along the way at names that I recognise, perhaps in very random ways like a road name or a college in Oxford, perhaps in more personal ways like a hymn writer or a preacher who has meant something to me.  All these things link us with our heritage, but above all they refer us back to Christ, in whom we live and move and have our being.
And as God’s children, we each have our place, not only in his story but in his work.  Musicians, you are descended in spirit from Asaph, Heman and Jeduthun at the time of David, through Paul and Silas, singing hymns in prison, Isaac Watts, Charles Wesley, down to Graham Kendrick, Matt Redman and our other favourites.  Speakers and teachers of God’s word, descended from Samuel, Nathan, Gad in David’s story through the Old Testament prophets to Jesus himself, and on into the apostles, the teachers and preachers of the early church, Luther, Spurgeon, and Billy Graham.  Some other less obvious jobs of service:  Mattithiah was responsible for baking the offering bread; there were 212 gatekeepers on a rota with caretaking duties, including Phinehas, Shallum and Zecariah; Jehiel was treasurer; Jonathan in charge of storehouses; and I like Hushai the Arkite who was just ‘the king’s friend’.  
The speakers of truth; the praisers of God; the carers of flocks and families; the stewards of creation; caretakers, servants, helpers.  Named and valued.  What about you?  Where do you fit in this story?  Who are your spiritual ancestors?
We are going to sing again, a hymn that reminds us that we stand in a heritage of history, and we still have our part to play.

88 Facing a task unfinished

I want to go on to look at the end of David’s reign, as he hands over to Solomon.

Reading: 1 Chr 28:1-10

It is clear from 1 Chronicles that the notion of the Temple was a massive thing in David’s mind.  Although he wasn’t going to be allowed to build it, that didn’t stop him doing all the designing and getting everything ready for Solomon.  But he realised that the building of the Temple was a privilege – that God was going to allow Solomon to build it, rather than asking him to.  And that required devotion and willingness in Solomon’s relationship with God.
It also required the willing help of others.  In v 21 we read, “The divisions of the priests and Levites are ready for all the work on the temple of God, and every willing man skilled in any craft will help you in all the work.  The officials and all the people will obey your every command.”

David goes on to offer tremendous wealth and resources to the building project.  And he asks those assembled leaders, “Who is willing to consecrate himself today to the Lord?” – Hear the response.

Reading: 1 Chr 29:6-9

I wonder how you feel about that?  It strikes me that we do not get excited enough about serving and giving!  When was the last time you prayed, “God, will you allow me to serve you?”  We tend to think of service as something that we have to do, or we should do.  We see a need and feel an obligation to fill it.  And after we’ve filled it, we wish we hadn’t!  “Why on earth did I agree to that?”  We end up exhausted, unhappy and resentful.  Because we didn’t serve with joy and willingness, but from duty and obligation.
It has often been noted that if you want a job done, give it to the person who is already busy.  That’s because the person who is busy tends to be the one that takes their duties seriously!  They try their best to serve.  Perhaps it is time we stopped doing that.  

Imagine, just for a moment, that there was no requirement for you to do anything.  Imagine a church where it was not the end of the world if you didn’t volunteer.  Where there was no one begging for help.  How would you feel in that situation?

Perhaps you would feel relieved.  The thought that you could just turn up, join in some singing (we wish!), listen to a sermon, have a cup of tea and then go away again, with no one expecting anything of you.  No pressure.  No roles to fulfil.  No jobs to do.

Do you think there might come a time when you realised – you had no role?  You had no job?  What were you even here for?  What was your place?  

Do you think there might come a time when you said, “What can I do?”

And sometimes we say that to God.  My guess is that the reply would be the same as you would get if you asked it of me – “What do you want to do?”

So do you think there might come a time when you might say, “Can I help with that?”
Or even, “Please let me help with that.”

This is where David and Solomon are.  They are not saying “Oh no, God wants me to build a temple, that’s the last thing I need right now.”  They are saying, “Please, God, can I do this for you?”

Can you see the difference in these attitudes?  For me, that is how I feel about ministry.  I am so privileged to be allowed to be here, to be part of God’s work in this place, to be trusted with this responsibility.  But ask me to lead Sunday School, and I completely close up – if I do it, because it needs doing, as I have done in the past, it brings me no sense of joy, or honour, or satisfaction.  I might feel good about myself for ‘doing my duty’ but I can’t honestly say I did that for God – because actually, God didn’t ask me to!  
Now, I could shoot myself in the foot here.  But I’m going to make a suggestion.
As we prepare to go back to church, let’s try to rid ourselves of the feeling of “what needs to be done”.  Look at it as a new beginning.  Don’t feel tied to doing what you used to do, but resented.  Don’t feel restricted from doing something because it used to be someone else’s job.  I love to preach; Mike loves to play; Debbie and Jon love to sing.  Is it the end of the world if no one makes teas and coffees?  I suggest that is preferable to someone doing so reluctantly.  Is it the end of the world if there is no Sunday School?  It is better than the children being taught by someone who doesn’t want to be there (and I’m just talking about myself, here).  Is it the end of the world if we have to use hymn books rather than the projector, because no one wants to do the computer?  What if we wipe the slate clean at this point.  No one has responsibility for anything.  No one is expected, or pressured, to do anything.

But. We should absolutely be serving.  Just serving because we want to, not because no one else will do it!  So now think:  What do you want to do?  What would you say “God, please let me do xxx for you, because I want to serve.”?  Seriously, let me know.  Remember, as of this moment no one is doing anything, nothing is ‘someone else’s job’!  If God allows, then do it.  Then - commit to it, even if sometimes you might not feel like it, even if it might be costly.  Serve out of love for God.
And that is true of giving as well; like David’s, and the giving of all the elders and leaders.  Not “Oh, here comes the offering plate again, better put something in,” or “I really can’t afford this this month but I feel like I should,” but “God, I’d really like to give you something.”  “God, thank you that I get to give to you.”

When was the last time you looked at money coming out of your bank for God’s work and rejoiced that you were able to give?  How often have you given to the church out of a feeling of duty?  We read, God loves a joyful giver.  He doesn’t need your money – you get to use it for his service.
Read: 1 Chr 29:10-19

I said to the deacons the other day, do you realise that for 14 months we have not given thanks for the offering!  We have thanked God for many things in terms of his provision, but not dedicated our gifts back to him.  So let’s do that now.
Lord, we do want to thank you for all the gifts you give to us.  With David, we rejoice that you give us so much, that you entrust us with your finances and your creation.  Help us to be good stewards of those things, we pray.  As we offer to you all that we have given over the past fourteen months, money through the bank and in cash or cheque; and service in the work of our hands and feet, we offer it not reluctantly but with grateful and willing hearts, rejoicing that you allow us to partner with you in your work in this church and in the world.  And we ask that you would give wisdom in the use of these gifts that you give to us, that your work and your will might be done and your kingdom come here on earth, in our lives and the lives of our community.

Grant us, Lord, ears to hear your direction in our lives.  Give us a desire to serve, a desire to give, as we become more like Jesus who served and gave all he had.  And as we ask you, Lord; as we say, “Please may we do this for you,” would you grant us opportunities, and joy, as we find our true place among your people.  In Jesus’ name.
We are going to sing again, and this song reminds me of David’s celebration when he brought the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem, and the joy we should find in God’s will.  1013 Teach me to dance to the beat of your heart.

In our prayer time today I want to return to where we opened, Davids hymn of praise in 1 Chr 16 – but the first half of it this time, starting from verse 8.  I will give a prompt and leave a space for you to pray your own prayers.
‘O give thanks to the Lord, call on his name, make known his deeds among the peoples.  Sing to him, sing praises to him, tell of all his wonderful works.  Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice.’  Take a moment to express your praise and thanks to God; what has he done for you that makes you rejoice?

…

‘Seek the Lord and his strength, seek his presence continually.  Remember the wonderful works he has done, his miracles, and the judgements he uttered, O offspring of his servant Israel, children of Jacob, chosen ones.’  Let us seek the strength of the Lord for those we know who are in need of his presence; for the sick, the downhearted, the grieving.  And we remember as we pray to God for them, that the God who has worked in the past continues to act and bless his people, in his love and grace.
…

‘He is the Lord our God; his judgements are in all the earth.  Remember his covenant forever, the word that he commanded, for a thousand generations, the covenant that he made with Abraham, his sworn promise to Isaac, which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute, to Israel as an everlasting covenant, saying, “To you I will give the land of Canaan as your portion for an inheritance.”’  Perhaps this is the time to pray for the current situation in Israel and Palestine, give thanks for the ceasefire, but pray for the violence that has been committed both towards and by the nation of Israel.  It is hard from here to even get our heads around what is happening there, reports vary massively depending whose side you are listening to – but we pray for a positive outcome, for a lasting peace.
…

‘When they were few in number, of little account, and strangers in the land, wandering from nation to nation, from one kingdom to another people, he allowed no one to oppress them; he rebuked kings on their account, saying, “Do not touch my anointed ones; do my prophets no harm.”’ So we remember those who are strangers and oppressed, those experiencing exploitation and injustice.  We pray for the nation of India, whose pharmaceutical companies are more interested in selling vaccines on for profit than giving them to their own people, where governments have prohibited money from being sent in from outside, and where the poor are suffering disproportionately from sickness.  We pray for all the other countries who are suffering while the wealthy are protected.  We pray for those in our own country experiencing different forms of injustice – those who are unable to access the benefits or healthcare they need, those seeking asylum and those experiencing prejudice and discrimination.  Lord, we pray for a restoration of true justice and righteousness in your world, for good and godly leadership.  And we pray for those ‘anointed ones’ of yours who do experience harm, opposition, injustice, violence, persecution for speaking your word.
…

We close the service as we started: ‘Sing to the Lord, all the earth.  Tell of his salvation from day to day.’  We praise you, Lord, that you hear our prayers.  We trust them to you in the name of Jesus.  Amen.

892 Lord for the years

As we go, Lord God bless us; keep us mindful of what you have done for us in your love, that we may love and serve you in faithfulness and joy.  May the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be with us all, evermore.  Amen.
