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Preaching - Annual Review - Faithfulness

ANNUAL REVIEW SERMON

FAITHFULNESS
Old Testament reading Psalm 89 1-11

I will sing of the Lord’s great love forever; with my mouth I will make your faithfulness known through all generations. 

I will declare that your love stands firm forever, that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself. 

You said, "I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my servant, 

I will establish your line forever and make your throne firm through all generations.' " 

The heavens praise your wonders, O Lord, your faithfulness too, in the assembly of the holy ones. 

For who in the skies above can compare with the Lord? Who is like the Lord among the heavenly beings? 

In the council of the holy ones God is greatly feared; he is more awesome than all who surround him. 

O Lord God Almighty, who is like you? You are mighty, O Lord, and your faithfulness surrounds you. You rule over the surging sea; when its waves mount up, you still them. You crushed Rahab like one of the slain; with your strong arm you scattered your enemies. 

The heavens are yours, and yours also the earth; you founded the world and all that is in it. 

New Testament reading Galatians 5, 22-25

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 

Gospel  Matthew 5. 13-16

You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. 

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. 15Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven

Sermon

Faithfulness is a much under rated virtue and yet there are 60 mentions of it in the bible - more than loyalty, trustworthy or honesty. Faithfulness is used as a description of God over 30 times in the Psalms and there is that wonderful hymn - “Great is thy faithfulness” which expresses so well our God’s faithfulness to us.

But what is faithfulness?  The dictionary describes it as “consistently loyal” conscientious, having a sense of responsibility, not being unfaithful to one you love, being accurate and true as a faithful account and “someone or some body who can be trusted and depended upon”  

They can all be used to describe our God can’t they? 

God is consistently loyal, there is nothing we can do that will turn God’s love away from us, God can always be trusted and depended upon, the world and all that is in it, given to us for us in God’s grace and providential care for us.  As the Psalmist’s song proclaims “I will declare that your love stands firm forever, that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself.” God’s love transcends death, nothing in life or death will prevent God loving us!

And the psalmist was singing of God’s faithfulness before the ultimate test and sign of God’s love; that of the sending of God’s son Jesus Christ our Lord, for us. 

Great is thy faithfulness indeed Lord! 

But what about our response?

Our epistle states that one of the fruits of the spirit is faithfulness together with the other fruit of the spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Our Gospel reading states that we should be as light or as salt showing God’s love in the world and fit for purpose.

Today at our annual review celebration I want to explore what faithfulness means in the context of our annual re-commitment to God

1. Consistent loyalty 

Last year we were all called to think about what God has done in Jesus, is doing in providing our daily bread, and will do, in the promise of eternal life through his son Jesus Christ. We thought about our giving to the church and most of us increased our giving, or changed the way we give through envelopes and standing orders, and those of us fortunate enough to pay tax, agreed to let the government give this church the tax back on our giving through gift aid - since we are a charity. People have been extremely faithful in giving each week or month since the Giving in Grace Programme and the church and community here have been blessed by that giving

In 2 Corinthians 8 v 10 &11 Paul states ”And here is my advice about what is best for you in this matter: Last year you were the first not only to give but also to have the desire to do so. Now finish the work, so that your eager willingness to do it may be matched by your completion of it, according to your means.”  We will all have examples of people who make what Mary Poppins called “pie crust promises” easily made and even more easily broken. They promise the world and then forget it, hurting other people in the process and their own reputation and trustworthiness! 

If we are to show consistent loyalty and faithfulness then we need to both continue last year’s promises in our giving; a faithful act of witness, worship and ministry each week or month. But also review it so that we are not falling into unfaithfulness by failing to keep pace with inflation, or with promises made last year to try and share more of all God gives to us, or to try and be realistic in our giving towards the cost of this work here. This renewal is a time for us to think and pray about what we promised last year, how that needs to change this year, and what we will do each week or month through to next year.

For some it may be that our review means a reduction in our giving, you may have lost your job or retired. Be assured that it won’t be a reduction in your faithfulness if it is still thoughtful, prayerful and proportionate giving - God is no person’s debtor. For others last year may have been the first time you gave using envelopes, and perhaps you can give more realistically this year when you read the brochure and look at what the church costs, and think about how much the church means to you. For some, it may mean taking another step on the way to proportionate giving and giving a higher proportion of income this year than last, in reflecting both your love for God and desire to do God’s will with your money as well as your other ministry.

2. Faithful in love. 

We read a lot about unfaithfulness in the press. Promiscuity and gossip seems to sell newspapers. No one likes a cheat, who claims to love one person and obviously doesn’t love them enough to stay faithful to them.   One of the hardest statements in the bible is the statement attributed to Jesus Matthew 6.24 No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. Well how do we show faithfulness to God in our relationship with money? Money isn’t like being unfaithful. Is it?

Well it’s easily done - if you think how much time we spend earning money, spending money, and thinking and worrying about money, it would be very easy to let it control us, and thus be our master rather than God being our Lord and master with money being both our servant and God’s.

Part of the way we ensure that money is a servant rather than our master, is to ask God to bless all our money and handling of it through our dedication of the offertory at this our Sunday worship.  If we give the best, and ask God to bless the rest then we are starting to give control of our money to God. What do we think money is for? What does the world - especially the marketing and advertising world think money is for! What does God think money is for?

Let’s start with them first! What do we think money is for? For ensuring we have sufficient to eat and drink (water not whiskey), a home, heat and light, clothes, transport – when you get down to the basics of what money is for, it is to enable life - and God wants us to have life - life in all its fullness! 

The problem is that word - sufficient isn’t it! How much is sufficient food? How big is sufficient a home? How big is sufficient a car for transport?  Do we think and even pray about our spending- because if we do, then we may get a different perspective on it! 

What does the world think money is for? Keith Tonduer of the national charity Credit Action which helps people in debt, has a great quote, “ to buy things we don’t need, with money we haven’t got, to impress people we often don’t even like!” When we consider that UK personal debt has topped the trillion £ mark then perhaps that is not such a cynical remark after all - how much is sufficient?

But what does God believe money is for? Well it’s a means of exchange - at the time of Jesus’ incarnation there was very little money in circulation - most people, traded - shepherds traded meat for corn, most people had a plot of land to grow a few vines, food, perhaps a goat for milk. So it is surprising that Jesus talks about money and wealth quite a lot, and many of his parables and stories are about the lure that money can have. I think the clue as to God’s approach to money is to be found in the two greatest commandments.  Money is to be used to show our love for God, our neighbour and ourselves. To worship, to share and to care! These three things encompass all we need for family life, to share for our neighbours in need, and to worship God through our giving here. The clues as to thinking about money in God’s way so that money is a good servant (rather than a terrible master) is in the order of the three functions, God first, then our neighbour then ourselves. If we can have the trust and faith and faithfulness to put God first, then our neighbour before ourselves then we will always have sufficient Malachi 3.10-12 is the only time in the bible when God is quoted as asking people to test him

“Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this," says the Lord Almighty, "and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it. I will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your fields will not cast their fruit," says the Lord Almighty. “Then all the nations will call you blessed, for yours will be a delightful land," says the Lord Almighty.”

The book of Timothy is often misquoted it is not money that is the root of all evil but the love of money - when money displaced God as our master. It can be a great blessing, it is definitely not easy and a true test of our faithfulness, loyalty, and love. 

Last year was an amazing year for the church when money became a great blessing. Thank you so much for that. 

Can this year’s review and renewal of commitment also be amazing- and a great blessing both for the church, the community, our neighbours, and us? Amen.
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