Pre:

Setting of the story:

People of God are on the brink of the Promised Land.  God has led them out of Egypt, and through 40 years in the wilderness, God has prepared them for the land which was to become home.  Now, there are some special instructions as to how to enter the land, what kind of attitude to adopt about the land, and how to show gratitude to God.

Within this brief passage there is a nutshell history of Israel to date.  Reference to a wandering Aramean:  that’s Abraham.  Then a reference to someone going into Egypt:  That’s Joseph.  I think the rest will be clear.  

Let God Lead:  First Fruits or Leftovers?

Romans 12:1-2, Deuteronomy 26:1-11

In the Evangelical Church in India they have a great tradition for when a new believer joins the congregation.  The new believer is given a coconut palm tree.  The person then takes it home, and within four years, the tree starts to bear fruit.  When the palm is young, it will provide about fifty dollars worth of coconuts a year, and when it matures, that income will double.  That is a significant income in India, even for people in the middle class.  


There are a couple of reasons why the church gives this gift.  One is that almost everyone in India is needy, and the income helps provide for their needs.  Secondly, it teaches the real meaning of Christian stewardship.  Each person is expected to give 10% of the income from the palm tree back to the church.  It’s a great illustration, isn’t it?  The tree is a gift, yet there is great responsibility attached.  The person can choose to take the tree home and ignore it, let it die.  Or it can be nurtured, cared for, and brought to harvest.  No one forces them to bring the tithe.  They are free to choose to give or not.  (Nuggets, 17)


As are we all.     


Life’s a gift.  Work is a gift.  Time is a gift.  Ability is a gift.  What we do with what we are given is up to us.  


It’s been said that a person’s checkbook is a theological document.  It shows what’s most important to us, what we pay first, and where God fits in our life.  It’s also been said that a person’s checkbook is their autobiography, which is being written every day.  It can also be seen as “reality Christianity.”  You might be able to fake other aspects of the Christian life:  for instance, you can show up freshly scrubbed and bright eyed on Sunday morning, hiding a heart full of sin and rebellion.  You can go to Bible study and learn facts without applying those facts to your life.  But you can’t fake what’s written in the checkbook.  A pastor once said that we ought to pray this prayer after taking the morning offering:  “No matter what we say or do, this is what we think of you.”


This is a sermon about giving our first fruits to God.  But we don’t give in a vacuum.   Our attitudes about giving come from somewhere.  So, we have to put this into context of our life with God.  And then let God lead.  


One of the most important themes in our relationship with God is this: God initiates.  We respond.  God gives.  We receive.  Jesus is the leader, we are the followers.  Do you see the trend in these statements?  There are times when we feel nudges to do something, to say something, to give something.  Yet we don’t feel like we have much to offer.  But I believe very strongly that God never asks us to do something without first giving us something.  God doesn’t give commandments in a vacuum.  God invites us to respond to what God has done for us.  That’s a basic principle in our relationship.  God gives, we receive and then respond.  Even at those times when we are asking God for things (and it feels like we are initiating), God has been there first, inviting us to pray, inviting us to come into God’s presence.   Even placing the desire in our heart.  


In our story from Deuteronomy, the people of God are on the brink of the Promised Land.  They have come out of slavery in Egypt.  They have been through the wilderness.  They have eaten manna until it was running out their ears.  They are footsore and tired of wandering; they want a home, and that is exactly what God has prepared for them.  The land of milk and honey is within a stone’s throw now.  And they are receiving final instructions from Moses before they cross over the Jordan.


Here’s how Moses begins:  When you have come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you. . .  God never asks the people of God to do something without first doing something for them.  And what has God done?  God has led them out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery, and brought them to a new place.  A place that will be home.  God has done this.  It’s a gift.  And Moses is clear that the land is God’s land; it will be peopled and managed by the Israelites, but it belongs to God.  It is in this context of God’s provision and God’s sovereignty that God challenges the people to give their first fruits back to God.  


The challenge is, first of all, to place their lives in the context of God’s provision and care.  They are where they are because of what God has done.  Now give back to God the first of the produce.  Before you eat any yourself, before you give any to your family.  I think it’s easy to see that this response would involve both gratitude and obedience.  Even more than that, it requires trust.  If I am going to give back to God the first of my garden, the first apples, the first tomatoes, the first of my paycheck, then I have to trust that there will be enough left over for me and my family.  


This story has a specific place in the history of God’s people.  But it is also a paradigm, a model of how it needs to be with God and God’s people.  So we can take this very personally.  This challenge of giving back to God first.  


I submit that this method of managing our material resources is the opposite of what our culture teaches us.  We are taught to take care of ourselves and our family first.  Then see what is leftover and use some of that for what we call “charitable giving.”  But here’s the problem with our culture’s way of doing things.  At the end of the day, or the month, or the paycheck, there’s nothing left over.  It’s all spent.  WE are spent.   

I recently read that the average family’s ambition is to make as much money as they’re spending!  (illustrations unlimited, 370)


It’s not a very productive way to live.  But it is a perspective that is reinforced all through the week.  “We live in a culture. . .that is preoccupied with money.  We respect people who have it and write whole television series about how they make and spend it.  While church members hear one sermon a week on average, they are exposed to about sixteen hundred commercials every day, on billboards and bus seats, in newspapers and magazines, on matchbooks and clothes with designer and product logos, on radio and television, each offering advice on how to spend their money.”  (Nuggets, 12)  And the key is “spend.”  

“Dr. Karl Menninger, dealing with a wealthy patient, asked, ‘What are you going to do with all your money?’ The patient answered, ‘Just worry about it, I suppose.’ Menninger pursued the matter, ‘Do you get pleasure out of worrying?’ ‘No,’ the man replied, ‘But it’s better than the terror I feel when I think of giving it away.’  Menninger’s conclusion was interesting.  ‘Difficulty in giving is a symptom of illness.  Generous people are rarely emotionally ill.’”  (Robert A. Wallace, quoted in Stewardship Nuggets, 41)


Moses challenged the people of God to give to God.  First.  

What’s interesting to me is what happens next, after the giving.  As I have observed people and listened to their stories, and also through my own experience, here’s what I have noticed.  When people give to God first, most people experience a change in their whole financial management system. I don’t believe that giving your first fruits will make you rich.  At least not in dollars and cents.   What it will do is help you to realign your priorities.  You will begin to see your life in a new way and you may find that your spending habits will change.  Things will work differently, better.  Sometimes there will even be money left at the end of the month.  The fear that there won’t be enough left for us and our family evaporates as the reality of God’s genuine care sets in.


Along with the offering of material goods, Moses challenged the people to bring another kind of offering.  This was a confession of faith.  And it is the confession of faith that puts the giving of material goods in perspective.  It begins like this: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor. . .”  It continues with the story of struggle, slavery, oppression, then, “The Lord brought us out. . . .and gave us this land. . . .”  And it concludes, “So now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O Lord, have given me.”  


This is a piece of the history of the people of Israel.  And it is the story of us all.  Each of us can tell a story of wandering, of struggle, perhaps even slavery and oppression.  And God has brought us out, God has led us to a new place, a place that feels a whole lot like home.  Their story focuses on the Exodus.  Ours focuses on a cross.  Because of what God has done, we bring to God, not the leftovers, but the first of the fruits of our labors.  We bring these first fruits as a statement of faith, a statement of trust, a statement of gratitude.
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