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RESTORING A FALLEN CHURCH
(2 Samuel 1:1-16)
SUBJECT: The Church: reformation 
F.C.F.: Where do we begin when it comes to reforming Christ’s church? 
PROPOSITION: Since Christ’s only plan is the church, we must continually reform the church.
INTRODUCTION

A. The church of Jesus Christ is in continual need of reformation. The church is formed by the Word of God. It becomes de-formed by the world. And then the church must be re-formed by the Word of God. This striking truth was recognized and acknowledged by the Protestant reformers who created the watchword: “Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda,” that is, “the church reformed, always reforming.” But what is often omitted when this is cited is the most necessary part of all: “The church reformed, always reforming…according to the Word of God!”

The Old Testament church had suffered many years under the increasingly unfaithful tyrant, Saul. Saul, as you recall, defied God’s commands, slaughtered God’s priests, promoted a mass murderer named Doeg, demoted his own godly, valiant son, Jonathan, and sought to destroy the Lord’s anointed, David. And now this wicked man, this brutal tyrant is dead. David, the Lord’s anointed, is now left to pick up the pieces and faced with the task of restoring a ruined church, the dearly-loved people of God’s own choosing. And he immediately plunged into the work of reformation and restoration.

B. Over the past several decades we have witnessed great upheaval and defection in Christ’s church in our land. This has largely involved how to respond to the world’s uncompromising demand for unlimited sexual freedom. This compromise and defection was inevitable, I think. 

For the past century, much of the church only sought to ape the world in a desperate attempt to remain “relevant.” In the 1960s the ultra-liberal World Council of Churches declared, “the world sets the agenda for the church.” Among evangelicals, the “seeker-sensitive” movement decided to excise from their “worship services” anything that worldly people might not like, and focused instead on meeting the “felt needs,” that is, the sinful desires, of the “seeker.” They expertly crafted worship experiences that people who by nature hated God would enjoy. 


Initially, many showed up. God, however, did not show up, since the main focus was not on honoring him, confessing sins, and recommitment to his will, but upon entertaining and offering psychotherapy to people who only worshiped and were committed to self. And the church today, as in David’s day, as in everyday is in dire need of reformation, to be reformed, according to the Word of God: Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda. How? First…
I. WE MUST MAKE AN HONEST ASSESSMENT.


A. David is intensely interested in the report of this young messenger who comes bearing disturbing news. “After the death of Saul, when David had returned from striking down the Amalekites, David remained two days in Ziklag. 2 And on the third day, behold, a man came from Saul’s camp, with his clothes torn and dirt on his head. And when he came to David, he fell to the ground and paid homage. 3 David said to him, “Where do you come from?” And he said to him, “I have escaped from the camp of Israel.” This is apparently the first David has heard regarding the battle that he and his men had been dismissed from. 

You can imagine his great interest. “4 And David said to him, “How did it go? Tell me.” And he answered, “The people fled from the battle, and also many of the people have fallen and are dead, and Saul and his son Jonathan are also dead.” 


This is stunning information, and so David seeks to verify it. 5 Then David said to the young man who told him, “How do you know that Saul and his son Jonathan are dead?” 6 And the young man who told him said, “By chance I happened to be on Mount Gilboa, and there was Saul leaning on his spear, and behold, the chariots and the horsemen were close upon him. 7 And when he looked behind him, he saw me, and called to me. And I answered, ‘Here I am.’ 8 And he said to me, ‘Who are you?’ I answered him, ‘I am an Amalekite.’ 9 And he said to me, ‘Stand beside me and kill me, for anguish has seized me, and yet my life still lingers.’ 10 So I stood beside him and killed him, because I was sure that he could not live after he had fallen. And I took the crown that was on his head and the armlet that was on his arm, and I have brought them here to my lord.” 


Well, the alert reader will recognize that this does not match the official story we just read from 1 Samuel. It’s clear that this man is lying. And it’s also clear that David does not know he’s lying. But David wanted to make a solid assessment of the situation. 

B. The church is formed by the Word, deformed by the world, and only reformed by the Word. So we must go back to the Word of God and line up our beliefs and practices next to sacred Scripture to make a full assessment. This is not a once for all practice. This is not an official program in the church that we, say, every few years or so, do an official examination of the church’s teaching and traditions according to the Bible. The point is that this is to be ongoing, continual, “always reforming.” 

Now, I think we do not need to rehash what has long been affirmed by the whole church, nor do we need to re-examine what is settled, what the church has always believed and is so plainly taught in Scripture: the existence of God, his triune nature, the Christ as the God-man, the Bible as the Word of God, the reality of original sin, the need for regeneration, salvation by grace alone, and the list of settled matters is really quite long. For the fifty-plus years of the PCA’s history, our doctrinal standards have not changed. The Westminster standards, with some modifications, have stood the test of time since the 1600s. We should not expect any major corrections or modifications in our life time, or ever, I think. 

C. What has changed and continues to change is our practice of the faith. Our customs and traditions that are not specifically defined by Scripture are left to our own, biblically-informed discretion. Some churches, for example, observe the Lord’s Supper every Sunday, while others monthly, or quarterly. Some churches pass the offering plate every service, while others never do, but have an offering box in the entryway. Some churches have choirs, others argue that the congregation is the only choir. I love it when visitors, regular attenders, or new members ask why we do this or that. It is a challenge to review and possibly reform our church according to biblical wisdom. It is wise and healthy to consider our practice, and, change, re-form, if we become convinced to do so according to Scripture.
II. WE MUST RESPOND WITH PRAYER. 


A. I know that there is no explicit mention of prayer in our text, but it is assumed by the conduct of David and his men, their response to this distressing news. “11 Then David took hold of his clothes and tore them, and so did all the men who were with him. 12 And they mourned and wept and fasted until evening for Saul and for Jonathan his son and for the people of the Lord and for the house of Israel, because they had fallen by the sword.” Fasting was an expression of biblical grief and was ordinarily an aid to concerted prayer, to crying out to God. We know from the Psalms that David was a man of prayer. Of course, David and his men were not praying for Saul and his sons, nor for the many soldiers who had been slaughtered. But they were crying to the Lord, pouring out their hearts to him. 

B. When we see the decline of the church our first impulse should be grief and falling to our knees in prayer. I’ve seen enough anger, and we should not rule out limited, well-controlled anger. What gets all the press today, even when it comes to the failings of the church, is the outrageous. It is often intended to stoke and fuel “outrage,” because outrage gets more “clicks.” Church leaders praying to the God of all pronouns, celebrating sexual immorality and the mutilation and sterilization of children’s bodies: okay, that’s pretty outrageous. 

On the way to visit our daughter and son-in-law in Minnesota, we drive past several churches. Some of them sport messaging to those who pass by. One large, liberal Presbyterian church has a rainbow flag flying all the time. Another liberal Lutheran church has an electronic message board that promises the church is “welcoming and affirming.”

“Welcoming,” I get. A church of ransomed sinners ought always to welcome all other ransomed and recovering sinners and offer their fellowship and support. But “affirming?” Well, you know, that means something quite different. “Affirming” means approving of and celebrating sinful practices which the Lord God calls an “abomination.” In the end, “welcoming and affirming” only means “defiant and unfaithful” to God. It really means “cowardly and capitulating” to the demands of the world. And it means “cruel and uncaring” toward lost sinners trapped in their enslavement to sin. It is an expression of vicious virtue signaling, refusing to warn the ungodly so that they themselves can feel smug, self-satisfied, and superior at the expense of the lost: “we are good people.” It really is quite mean and nasty, when you think about it. It is hateful and unloving.

C. But, Beloved, we need to push through the outrage all the way to grief and to prayer. Saul attempted to murder David on several occasions. Now that was outrageous! And yet, David wept and fasted and prayed pleading with God to begin to undo the devastation that Saul had caused and to restore, to reform his church. 

If we would reform the church, we must make an honest assessment, respond with prayer…
III. WE MUST EXERCISE CHURCH DISCIPLINE.


A. David immediately set out to rectify wrongs, and he started with this young Amalekite. “13 And David said to the young man who told him, “Where do you come from?” And he answered, “I am the son of a sojourner, an Amalekite.”

What this means is that the man grew up living in this territory. He should have been well-acquainted with its customs and laws, including the law that David himself scrupulously followed: “touch not the Lord’s anointed.” And David called him out on this. “14 David said to him, “How is it you were not afraid to put out your hand to destroy the Lord’s anointed?” 15 Then David called one of the young men and said, “Go, execute him.” And he struck him down so that he died. 16 And David said to him, “Your blood be on your head, for your own mouth has testified against you, saying, ‘I have killed the Lord’s anointed.’ ” 

B. I’m not sure why church discipline is controversial because it is so thoroughly biblical. Our Lord Jesus command church discipline. He gave a detailed process for it which begins informally by one Christian privately confronting another Christian who has sinned against him or her. If the challenge is rebuffed, the offended party brings a few others to establish the facts, and if still rebuffed, the offended is to tell the matter to the church, we believe, to the elders of the church. And if the offender still resists, Jesus commanded the church to remove them from membership, excommunication, to treat them as an unbeliever, which is to say, don’t pretend they are a Christian, but certainly pray for and urge them to repent. (All this is covered in Matthew 18.) Why this is controversial, I suppose, is because it is perceived as judgmental and unloving, or because the church might lose “giving units.”  

C. Reformation involves correcting errors, all errors. Again, there are many matters that are not specifically addressed in Scripture, which are left to biblical wisdom. The Westminster Confession I. 6. states: “there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of the church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, which are always to be observed.” 

But clear violations of God’s Word must be corrected. And those who continue to teach or to practice what is wrong must be corrected, and if they will not submit, must be disciplined. I know we live in a world characterized by relativism where all truth claims are suspect and where everyone’s views are officially declared valid and equal, even though biblical views are regularly excluded. But if the church is to be the church, we must insist upon the objective, absolute standard of God’s Word. Early on, the apostles got it right (they got it from Jesus): “We must obey God rather than men.” (Acts 5:29) 
CONCLUSION


So we must make an honest assessment of the church. This is not about personal preferences, nit picking, or fine tuning matters that do not matter. But if we find some biblical issue in which we are deficient or against which we are trespassing, we need to expose it and name it. If we cannot practice our faith or engage in our worship with a joyful spirit and a clear conscience, then that needs reformation. 

And that reformation begins with prayerful grief and repentance. Our Lord Jesus rightly displayed holy anger when he cleansed the temple of the profit-grabbing money-lovers, but before this, as he approached Jerusalem, he wept and prayed. 

“For her my tears shall fall;


For her my prayers ascend;


To her my cares and toils be given,


Till cares and toils shall end.” 


And reformation surely includes careful, compassionate church discipline, naming errors and calling those caught up in those errors to repentance through the application of necessary church censures. 

And then…

IV. WE MUST BEGIN REBUILDING.

And that rebuilding is what we will find David modeling in the chapters that follow. David will plunge in, by God’s help, and, honestly, with several fits and starts and some significant setbacks and failures, rebuilding the ruined people of God, purifying and unifying them. And it is to this rebuilding work that we now eagerly turn in the coming weeks, as we further explore the timely and important subject of restoring a fallen church. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


