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liniess the Lord Buiids the House

& sermnon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Owford Prestyterian Church, Osxford, P& on the 22nd
Sunday after Pentesost, Movemnber 4, 1330, Seripture Lessons: Ruth 47717 ,Pscslm 127; 1
Thessalonians 2:9-12, 17-20; Matthew 23:1-12.
i THE NAME OF THE FATHER AMD OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.
Do you remermnber what Barbarg read Trom the Book of Pzalms? “Unless
the LORD builds the house, those who tuild it Tabar in wain” The Bible has 4
1ot to ssy about tuilding, Remember how once ages 590 sdiie peaple zaid,

"Came, let us build ourselves & tower with its top in the heavens, and 1et us

make & name for ourselyes.” The Lord came doven and destroyed the tower of

Bahel, scattered the people and © onfused their language.

Or remernber how King David wanted to build @ temple far the Lord but
the word of the Lord came to him saying, "You shall not build a house Lo my
narne, because you have shed so rouch blood inray sight on the earth.” 1L was

left to Soloron, David's son, to build the temple. .

Parmernber alsn what Jesus said about tuilding. "For which of you,
intending to build & tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost, to
=ge whether he has enough to complete it7 Otherwise, whern he haz laid a
foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicuie
fritry, saiging, This fellow began to build and was not able to finisk”

Or again Jesus told a story about Two puilders. Qne built @ house of -:xﬁtlij
and the other build & house an g rock. The raing came down and the floods
carme up. The house on Lthe rock stood firrn but the house built on sand
collapsed.

Remeraber also how Jesus said to Peter, "1 will build ry o church and the
nates of hell shall not preveil against it

AN this helps to explain what the Paalmist meant when he said, "Unless

the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.” The Christian
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faith involves this realisation - The futility of human effort that doesn't
rely on the will, the power, and the love of God. True religion, one famous
thealagian wrote, is the feeling of absolute dependence.

This is true of a nation as well as of @ house. The year is 1787 - over
ten years after the Revolutionary wWar. wWe're in Philadelphia at the
Constitutional Convention. The Moderator of the Congtitutional Convention
gives the floor to Benjamin Franklin who rises to speak.

“In the beginning of the contest with Britain”, he begins, "when we ¥ere
sensible of danger, we had daily prayers in this room for Divine protection.
Our prayers, sir, were heard, and they were graciously answered... And have
we now forgotten this powerful Friend? or do we irnagine we no longer need
his assistance?... We have been assured, sir, in the Sacred writings, that
‘Except the Lord build the house, they labour in vain that build it.” | firmiy
helieve this: and | slen believe that without his concurrifg aid we shigll ™™ -
proceed in this political building na better than the builders of Babel: we
shall be divided by our little partial, local interests: our prospects will be
confounded; and we ourselves shall become & reproach and & by-ward down
to future ages. And what is worse, mankind may hereafter, from this
unfortunate instance, despair of establishing governroent by hurnan wisdormn,
and leave it Lo chance, war, or conguest. | therefore beq ieave to move that
henceforth prayers, imploring the assistance of heaven and its blessing on
our deliberations, be held in this assembly every marning befare ye proceed
to business....”

ot bad for a Deist who was not an orthodox Christian by any means. And
if he sensed the futility of human effort apart from God's blessing, how
much rnore should we who call ourselves Christians? Taoday, when we're

hearing so many discouraging predictions of a recession, and just two days
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before an election, and divided by our 1ittle, partial and local interests, and
with thousands of troaps in Saudi Arabia, and at the paint of despair of
sstablishing government ty human wisdorn and in danger of 1leaving it o
war, the message of the Psalmist takes on new urgency. Asa nation, do we
reslize, as Benjamin Franklin did, the futility of any hurnan undertaking that
doesn't rely on the will, power and love of the God we know in Jesus Christ?

And if this i= true of a nation, it's just as true in our every-day lives, in
aur work, and in our families. How can we enjoy security in our town,
happiness in our families, satisfaction in our wark apart from the blessing
of the God we know in Jesus?

when | was a bay | enjoyed building model aif‘plane&a {'d buy & balsa wood
kit and glue and paint. 1'd painstakingly follow the directions, carefully use

ry exacto knife to cut aut the parts then glue and pin the pieces in place.
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How 1 & man with a Termily but what | learned Trom tuitding model
airplanes still has value. To build a maodel airplane, carefully follow the
directions. To build & family, | need to read and Tollow the directions in the
Bible, the word of God. | neéd to seek God's blessing and quidance and rely
on God's will and power and love that 've come to trust because of Jesus.
Mowe | find myself leading & congregation through the process of
physically building a new church. | Teel the excitement that [ felt as a boy
whenever | started building a new model. And | Teel all the more that we
need to reéllg study and know the master plan found in the Bible, We need to
give expression to our dependence on Sod through our pragers. e really
need to know what the church is for.. that we exist ta carry out a mission in
Do you feel inadequate Lo da this? Do you worry, as | do, about how this

church is going to be builty VDG you feel, as | do, an increasing sense of the
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futility of undertaking this task apart from the blessing of the God whaotmn
yre know in JesusY

cennan L. Callahan writes in his excellent little book, Twelve Keys 1o an

Effactive Church, "Effective long-range planning builds on & Ged-given hope
that is prayerful and powerful. In prayerful ways- open to God's power- the
long-range planning committee genuinely prays, "what is God calling us to
do- as His peonle?”

But, Callahan, goes on, "It is strange to me that so many committees do
not pray. They study statistics and charts. They draw up tong 1ists of
problems and needs. They fail to see the strengths that God has provided
thern. They discuss their options for the future more like amateur
sociologists than ‘called-of-God Christians.” And they wonder why they

fail” It seems like Callahan is saying exactly what the Pealmist said,
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“Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it Tabor in vair””

“why is it", | ask myself, "that | find it easier to work than to pray,
especially with other peaple?” Why is it that we Presbyterians, especiatly
those who are most active and hard workers seem to eat the bread of
anyious toil when the Lord wants to give us sieep.

| was reading about the Korean church in the latest issue of Presbyterian
Survey. Last year 30,000 Koreans were canverted to Christ and became
Presbyterians. what are the reasons for the amazing grawth of Protestant
churches in Karea? And then | read, "All across Korea thousands, perhaps
hundreds of thousands, of Presbyterians and Methodists and other Christians
get up at 4 a.m. and come to church daily for the dawn prayer meeting. The
general secretary of the Presbyterisn Church in Korea says, "what iz the
thing that makes the difference? It's the dawn prayer meeting.” In Korea

there's a powerful sense of the reality of God among Christians and a sense
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of the futility of undertaking the task of building the church apart from
reliance on the will and power and love of the God they know in Jesus.
The house | grew up in was built almost entirely by roy father. He

started building it during the depression years in the thirties. He worked

40— S0 hours a week on the railroad and carme home to work on the house. He
got started on the house when he received a long delayed benefit given to
Wil veterans. He used that money to buy some land, dig @ celler and 18y 8
foundatian. Thern the money ran out and the house-building was put aon hold.

But my father had a very good friend who'd served with him in France. He
was a Jew and he owned 8 liguor store in Wilmington. We callied him izzy.
My family desrly loved lzzy and when he died we mourned as if he had been a
father or an uncle.

My father wasn't & drinker, except Tor a heer every once in @ while, but
e often stop by the ligquor store to visit (zzy. |zzy would slweijs &sk, R
"How's the house coming, Acky.” And my dad would proudly inform him of
the progress. But one day my dad had to tell him that the building was on
hold until he got more money. To rmy dad’s surprise, lzzy took out a check
ook, tare out a blank check, signed his name at the bottom and gave it tomy
father. My father asked, "what's this?" "Take it and fill in whatever amount
you need to build the house. Fay me hack, without interest, when you have
the money.” My dad wanted to give him & promissory note but (zzy Matly
refused. "Do you think if anything happened to you, Acky, 1'd take your house
and put your wife and kids out?”

&nd so our house got builtt- @ beautiful, two-story, white frame home
that | grew up in. | remember sitting in the living room and hearing my dad

tell the story over and over again about how aur houge got built through the



genercsity of a Jewish liquor store proprieter and how he couldn't have dane
it without {zzy.

That makes me think how dependent you and | are on another Jew who
once turned water into wine. How dependent we are for the physical
building we hope to build... how dependent we are as a nation on the
undeserved blessings that God has poured out on us despite our decadence
and materialism... how dependent we are on this Jew for the blessings of &
happy family liTe.. and meaningful waork. How dependent we are upon this
Jewish carpenter to build us up spiritually as the Gody of Christ.

One final word. This past Wednesday was not only Halloween, it was also
Reformation Day. | believe that the Reformation was the historical working
qut of the truth of what the Pzalimist wrote, "Unless the Lord builds the
house, those who build it labor in vain.” Reformation Day celebrates the
brotestant Reformation of the 16th century. This wass greal histaricel 7~
m.twizfﬁént a‘ssc.;uiated -_mth Hjar U-r? ‘Lqu‘t_her m:?ftiﬂir%%@J?ESLISL??%;Q%E%&&@%T&A
é‘féé‘% i{iﬁ&z f}ﬁi‘ﬂd‘ﬂ%ﬂﬁg{gﬂ? @f g Jff;“_f“fyf{]& el E weksage a@fﬂ-‘v Gode wwlenbens pav s
weﬁ’le& ke 13;‘??1\;?3&;1‘?%6\%7‘4'9‘%%% faen gﬁff a?-;u?',rfehrffv"-x?ff{n\?ﬁ? SFS B Sx%gﬁéﬂ, like the
people in the days of Jesus, yith religious rules and regulations and
obligations laid upan thern by religious leaders. At the heart of the

TIE Cod fol Como dowanrimdesus o gD Thag Moo barda,
Reformers message was thaf God's Tavor and Tove can't be earned but is
given freely and that the Christain life flows out of forgiveness. Like Psul,
the Reformers worked night and day proclaiming the Gospel and urging,
encouraging and pleading that people might lead a life worthy of God, whao
had called thern into his own kingdor and glory.

&nd yet, despite all their work, they preached that all our religious

afforts don't earn God's favar, God's favar is a gift freely qiven and made

possible through the work of Christ who died for us and who took upon



himself aur sins. Good works, therefore, are a grateful response to God's
lave shown to us in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, Mot even faith
is a good work that earms us sglvation. Rather faith is & gift that a gracious
God freely gives to those who don't have it and which he increases as we
became rmare and more awere of God's free and unmerited fargiveness and
goceptance. |

These Peformers proclaimed thet it's futile to build a church or o
atternpt to live the Christian life apart from the Word and Spirit of the
Living God. The churchis huilt up, and the Christian life is lived, by the
word and Spirit of the Living God living in and working through God's people.
May God's Spirit work through us to build up our families, our work, our
nation and our church as we recognize the futility of all hurman endeavor

that doesn't depend upon the Word and Spirit of the God and Father of our
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Lard Jdesus Christ. Amen.




