“Storyline: Priorities”
A Sermon Based on Haggai 1 and 2
First Presbyterian Church, Kingwood

September 27, 2009 

Dr. Jim Davis
It came out 2 years ago in 2007.  It was a movie called, “The Bucket List.”  It starred Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman so it was bound to be a movie people wanted to see.  But the truth is “The Bucket List” exceeded everyone’s expectations.  It became an instant hit, stayed in theatres for over a month and ended up becoming one of the most profitable movies of the year.  
The story just seemed to speak to people.  And if you didn’t see the movie, let me summarize the story for you.  A blue-collar mechanic named Carter Chambers and a millionaire hospital magnate named Edward Cole meet for the first time in a hospital after both have been diagnosed with terminal cancer.  
One evening Carter, who always wanted to be a history professor but never got the chance writes a list of things he still wants to do before he “kicks the bucket.”  But when he hears he’s got less than a year to live, he crumples up the list and tosses it on the floor.  The next morning Edward finds it.  Inspired he tells Carter the list is worth doing and adds some things to it like sky-diving.  Then he offers to finance the whole idea.  
So what would you do if to that chance, to complete your own “bucket list?”  Would you do it?  Actually two men did, because the part most people don’t know about the movie is that it’s based on a book written in almost a decade before the movie came out called 100 Things to Do before you Die.  
The book was written by the two men, David Freeman and Neil Teplica.  They’d worked together for a while as advertising executives, had quite a bit of success and planned the book then went to work on their lists.  "Life’s a short journey," they wrote. "How can you make sure you fill it with the most fun and all the coolest places on earth before you pack your bags for the very last time?"

Tragically, those bags got packed for David Freeman sooner than he planned because on August 26, 2008, the LA Times ran a story.  It started out like this, “David Freeman, an advertising agency executive who co-wrote 100 Things to Do before you Die, an adventure-seeking and often unconventional travel guide that personified the way he lived died recently after falling and hitting his head at his home in Venice, California.  He was 47.”
The story went on to say that Freeman had only been able to accomplish roughly half of the things on his list before the accident.  It went on to list some of them.  He’d attended the Academy Awards, run with the bulls in Pamplona, taken a voodoo pilgrimage to Haiti.  But one thing was missing from the list ... learning to really worship.  

And that’s unfortunate, because learning to really worship is on God’s list.  In fact, it’s near the top of the list because the word’s mentioned nearly 200 times in the Bible and described at least twice that much.  So maybe you won’t be surprised to hear me say that although you didn’t hear the word in our Scripture lessons this morning worship’s really at the heart of Haggai’s prophecy.    
Actually, if you take the time to look it up you’ll find the word worship came into being at the beginning of the 11th century when two words came together.  One was an Old English word for worth or value.  The other was a word for activity or action.  So the word worship originally meant an action or activity that showed the value of something.      
That’s why in the Bible you’ll find this principle.  In worship God doesn’t want our leftovers.  He wants our real love.  In the book of Genesis, for example, in one of the first episodes of the biblical storyline, we read how Cain and Abel, the two sons of Adam came one day to present an offering to God.  Cain brought some fruit, Abel a lamb.  

And the Scripture says God accepted Abel’s offering but rejected Cain’s.  You may have wondered when you read that story in the Daily Walk Bible, “Why did God do that?”  And if you did I can certainly understand for the reason behind God’s action isn’t lying on the surface of the story.  But it’s lying just beneath it and it’s all about worship.  
You see the story implies that on his way to worship that morning Cain simply reached up his hand, took some fruit from a tree where it was growing and presented it to the Lord.  His action, the thought he put into it, the time he spent on it, the cost to him associated with it; it all revealed the value he placed on his relationship with God and the value wasn’t high.

On the other hand, Abel’s action reveals something different. The story says for a start that the lamb Abel brought was one he had chosen from his own flock.  It was one whose value he knew and it cost him something to give it.  But he gave it anyway.  He gave it to God to show God how much He was worth in Abel’s eyes.  
See the principle.  God wants our real love not our leftovers.  The other day I was talking to a guy from this church.  He travels a lot on business, so I asked him casually if he was going out of town next week.  He looked at me, smiled and said no.  He said he was originally scheduled to travel but he had looked at his calendar, saw it was his daughter’s birthday and decided to stay home.  

He hadn’t told his daughter though.  He was going to surprise her.  She thought he was going away again on a business trip just like always, but he was secretly planning to pick her up from school and drive her to a special birthday party.  Now what do you think the action of that father will demonstrate to his daughter about her worth in his eyes?
You see we reveal what’s really worth it to us by our actions.  That’s what worship is all about.  And God wants our worship.  He says so often.  And some people really struggle with God’s request for this.  They can’t figure it out.  If there is a God they say, why would He want or need our worship?  Is He insecure?  Or maybe He’s on an ego trip.  Either way, it doesn’t make God look good, does it?  

But what if, what if God asks us to worship Him not for His sake, but for ours?  What if worship is really more about helping us recognize and prioritize something that’s of ultimate worth in our lives?   You see I think that’s why the Temple meant so much to the people of the Old Testament.  The Temple wasn’t built because God needed it.  The Temple was built because Israel needed it.  They needed a building that demonstrated to everyone who entered it what God was really worth.  
And even in the New Testament after the worship at the Temple is no longer central to Christianity, Paul uses the concept.  “Don’t you know,” he tells the Christians at Corinth, “don’t you know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who lives inside you … so glorify God with your body.”  In other words what you do with your body matters to God.  It shows God how much you really value Him, what his presence with you and in you is worth to you.  
On the front of the Weekly today you’ll find a quote.  It comes from Dr. Robert Munger who for years was the Pastor of Hollywood Presbyterian Church and Professor of Preaching at Fuller Theological Seminary.  But of all the sermons he preached one is remembered the most.  It was a sermon he preached based on Jesus’ words in John 14:34.  "If any man loves me,” Jesus says, “he will obey my teaching.  And my Father will love him, and together we’ll come to him and make our home with him."  

In the sermon Dr. Munger worked out that metaphor like a master.  He helped his congregation imagine what it would be like if their life was really a house and Christ really wanted to walk into every room with them.  What kind of house would they want to have if that were the case?  You see the way we live our lives matters. It matters because it shows what value we place on our relationship with God.

That’s why in Haggai the way that God’s people are living their lives matters too.  It matters because it shows God they aren’t really giving Him their love.  They’re giving Him their leftovers.  “This is what the Lord says: The people are saying, ‘The time has not come yet to rebuild the house of the Lord.’ Then the Lord sent this message through the prophet Haggai, ‘Why are you living in luxurious houses while my house lies in ruins?’”  
You see actions really do speak louder than words when it comes to worship.  For if you had asked the residents of Jerusalem I’m sure they would have told you that they enjoyed going to worship when they were able to attend.  I’m sure they would have told you that they liked singing the Psalms and praying the prayers.   I’m sure they would have told you that they didn’t even mind bringing offerings they thought they could afford.  

But their actions spoke louder than the words they prayed or the psalms sung.  Their offerings spoke volumes about their worship.  And God knew it.  They were bringing him the leftovers.  They weren’t really bringing him their real love.  What they valued were their own houses more than his.  It was all a matter of priorities.  

So how much do we value God’s house?  This is a wonderful sanctuary, isn’t it?  Yes it is, there’s no doubt about it.  Whenever I do a wedding here or a memorial service people from the community and from out of town, people who’ve never been in our church; they always tell me how beautiful our sanctuary is.  
But you probably don’t know, there’s a little leak in the roof somewhere just up there and whenever there’s a hard rain like last Monday we put a wastebasket in the middle of the Chancel to catch the drips?  I asked about it once and someone told me we could fix it, if we had the money.  

And I suspect you know, but sometimes when we worship in this sanctuary the light in the chandeliers flickers.  I asked about it once and someone told me it’s not the power that’s the problem or the chandeliers.  It’s the controls.  They need to be updated.  We could fix them, this person said, if we had the money.
And you’ve probably noticed that the sound in the sanctuary isn’t always what it should be.  It “pops” sometimes and others times it’s too soft or too loud.  I’ve asked about that too, more than once.  And I can tell you that good honest efforts have been made and a fair amount of money’s been spent from our budget to try and fix our sound problems.   
But the real fix would be to hire someone to maintain our system and run it for us each Sunday.  That person would sit in the sound booth (it’s right up there in the back of the balcony).  They would adjust the sound for us we move through worship.  And our sound problems would stop.  We could do it, if we had the money.
Now please don’t misunderstand me.  I’m not trying to say that we can’t make worship happen well in this sanctuary the way it is.  We can.  And I’m not trying to say that it hasn’t been a challenging year financially for many of us.  It has.  But as our Pony Express Stewardship Campaign gets ready to start next Sunday, as you and I begin to think about what we’ll do when the saddlebag arrives at our door, what I’m trying to say to all of us is this.  
There are places in this sanctuary and all around this church building that need our attention this year.  There are things that need to be fixed.  And even in uncertain economic times, in fact maybe especially in those times, the pledge we make shows whether we’re giving God’s house our leftovers or our love.  So let me encourage you as I finish this sermon this morning, listen to what God says to us through the prophet Haggai, “The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the Lord, and the future glory of this Temple will be greater than its past glory!”   
May it be so here in this sanctuary.  And may our lives and our gifts in this next stewardship season demonstrate the worth we give to the worship of God.  

Let’s pray  …
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