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Priorities

Subject:
Excellence in serving God

Complement:
must never replace obedience in serving God.

Purpose:
The listeners will commit to obeying God in a certain area where they have been overly perfectionistic.

Introduction

1. “Anything worth doing is worth doing poorly.”  That’s what a Christian administrator once told me.  I asked him to explain.  He said, “Often in my ministry I need to get 10 things done in a day—and it’s better to get all 10 done poorly than to get only one or two done well.”  I didn’t believe him, but it did raise this question for me…

2. How important should excellence be for me in my service for God?  How crucial is it that you give the Lord your best?  or is the run-of-the-mill, the status-quo, OK for us?

3. You would probably agree with me that God deserves our best, right?

a) Is He happy with us doing sloppy work here at SBC?  Of course not!

b) Does He want you to be the best teacher, pastor, missionary, or musician you can be?  Yes—no doubt about it.

4. So what’s the problem?  Well, excellence isn’t everything—but obedience is!  Today we will see from the Scripture that…

5. Excellence in serving God must never replace obedience in serving God (MI).  Doing things well is great, but it shouldn’t be done at the expense of obeying God in an area.

6. I sure need this reminder.

a) I’m the one who will stay up past midnight fooling around with my computer to make sure the page numbers are correct.

b) I admit, I’m a perfectionist—do you know what a perfectionist is?  Swindoll says it’s a person who takes great pains—and them to others!  PERFECTIONISM def
7. But where in Scripture do we find this truth that obedience takes a higher priority than excellence?  I see it in 1 Kings 6.  This first book of Kings, chapter 6 records how Solomon built the temple.  Notice that…

[I. Solomon built the temple with excellence yet God warned that His presence would stay only if Solomon obeyed.]

A. Solomon built the temple magnificently—with excellence!

1. The exterior in verses 2-10 was excellent, huge, and beautiful—yet typical of its day with three parts: portico, holy place (main hall), and holy of holies (inner sanctuary).

a) Verse 6 says each of the three floors of the surrounding storerooms was larger than the one beneath it.  The temple wall was thicker at the bottom than the top.

b) And verse 7 says not one sound of stonecutting was allowed—a sign of reverence for God.  One rabbinic tradition says God provided a miraculous worm that could cut stones—I bet Solomon wished it was that easy!

2. Verses 14-38 show how excellent the interior turned out.

a) Verses 14-20 note that the interior was mostly built of cedar and verses 21-22 say everything was covered with gold!  Wow!  I would love to have seen it!  Even the floor was gold, according to verses 29-30—though many liberals don’t believe it.

b) Verses 23-24 say the two cherubim in the inner sanctuary were the height of this ceiling, nearly 5 meters high (10 cubits)—with a wingspan of the same length so that their wings touched each wall and each other.  My arms extends less than one cubit, but each of their wings extended five times as far!

c) Verses 31-32 points out that the doors into the holy place and the holy of holies had ornate carvings overlaid with gold!  Hen how!

3. Maybe you’ve heard about the rat race—that the worst thing about it is that, even if you win, you are still a rat.  But here Solomon did this for the right race—for God!

(My point here is that it was impressive—Solomon built it with excellence!  But there’s a very key point which I skipped in verses 11-13…)

B. God vowed He would indwell this magnificient temple only if Solomon obeyed (6:11-13).

1. Right in the midst of this impressive building project God inserted this warning: obedience must accompany excellence!

2. If Solomon obeyed, God would keep two promises:

a) God would reward Solomon with the privilege of ruling over all the tribes.

b) God’s presence also would stay in that temple.

C. But what eventually happened?

1. He later rejected God by marrying pagan women—700 wives and 300 porcupines—I mean concubines (11:1-3), so God tore most of the kingdom away from his son (v. 11) 

2. And God later left the temple in response.  Ezekiel 10:18-19 records how God’s glory left the temple and the last place we see it is the Mount of Olives (11:23).

(OK, you say, but what’s the point?  Why is 1 Kings 6 in the Bible?  Why all these descriptions of such beauty in the temple followed by such tragedy?  I think this is the lesson for us…)

II.
Serve God with excellence but nothing can replace obedience (M.I. restated).

       Give God your best—but especially give Him what He wants: do what He says.
A. We should serve God with all our might—God wants us to serve Him with excellence.

1. During my first week in seminary I made a commitment not to let grades become my highest priority in school.  I really enjoyed my first assignment—so much, in fact, that I read it so slowly I didn’t finish the reading or the thought questions.  So I got an “F.”  “No big deal,” I told myself.  “At least I learned some great stuff about church history.”  Yet when I told my fianceé (now my wife), she thought it was a big deal.  “Doesn’t God expect you to do your best?” she said.  “And I’m not going to make major sacrifices so you can flunk out of seminary!”  

2. I needed that rebuke, because God does expect us to give Him our best.

a) Imagine Him say to Solomon, “No good cedar wood in Israel?  Don’t worry about bringing it from Lebanon.  Any ole temple will do!  Use some local sticks.”

b) Some of us here are building a stick house for God.  Eventually I got past that first “F” but some of us remain at SBC for months without ever realizing that while grades are not everything, they are something!  They represent whether we are learning what He wants us to gain for Him.

c) Maybe the Lord is speaking to us about our FE assignments too.  These are not just more demands to exhaust you—this is life-on-life ministry that deserves your best.

B. But God says that He wants our love and obedience even more than excellent service.

1. Remember Samuel’s statement to Saul?  “To obey is better than sacrifice!”

2. Let’s not pursue the good but miss the best—the most important things.

3. Let’s not straighten deck chairs on a sinking ship.

Conclusion

1. Excellence in serving God must never replace obedience in serving God (M.I. repeated). More specifically,  obedience over excellence receives God’s blessing.

2. Where in our lives does excellence take priority over obedience?

a) We emphasize church growth but God wants church holiness—for only He can bring growth!

b) We make excellent buildings but God really wants buildings where His truth is taught and lived.

c) Sometimes we get so caught up in perfecting the saints in such an excellent way that we spend time only with the saints—we also need to reach the lost!

d) We make sure that our teaching or assignments are excellent—but sometimes in doing so we overlook the most important things, like people.

(1) A teacher of mine used to say, “Relationships is the stuff of life!”  As a result of preparing for this message I’m committing myself to prioritize the editing of my notes so I won’t be so obsessive that I neglect people.

(2) I’ve also written people recently who forward a lot of junk email so email won’t absorb all my time.

3. Although God never gave Solomon plans for the temple, He never rebuked Solomon for building such a magnificient one. You see, Solomon wasn’t at fault for making the temple so magnificient—his fault was not worshipping in it like he should have.

4. “Anything worth doing is worth doing poorly?”  Maybe my friend had a point there, if doing something poorly helps us do the right things in the end.

Preliminary Questions

Verses
Questions
Context
What did the author record just prior to this passage?

Purpose
Why is this passage in the Bible?

Background
What historical context helps us understand this passage?
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Tentative Subject/Complement Statements

The result of placing excellence over obedience is God’s discipline.

Making obedience more important than excellence is God’s blessing.

Obedience over excellence receives God’s blessing.

Possible Illustrations

PERFECTIONISM file

Excellence means more than just being an expert at one thing—because God has called us to balance too.  As someone has said, “It’s better to do a thousand things 1% better than just one thing 1000% better.  Excellence is made up of a thousand things all being done well” (Thomas J. Peters).

1 Kings 6

Building of Solomon’s Temple

Exegetical Outline
Exegetical Idea 1 (too many elements): The manner in which Solomon built the temple in 966 B.C. was with magnificence and reverence to honor God’s greatness and holiness yet God’s continued presence was conditioned by Solomon’s obedience.

The above actually has two ideas:

Exegetical Idea 1a: The manner in which Solomon built the temple in 966 B.C. was with magnificence and reverence to honor God’s greatness and holiness.

Exegetical Idea 1b: The condition under which Solomon’s temple would maintain its magnificence and reverence was Solomon’s obedience.

A different idea focuses attention on verses 11-13 as the central thrust of the passage:

Exegetical Idea 2: The condition under which God would be pleased with Solomon’s magnificent temple was his continued obedience.

Prologue: God’s glory had first hovered over the creation waters (Gen. 1), appeared sporadically (?), then overshadowed Mount Sinai (Exod. 19), inhabited the tabernacle and led Israel through the wilderness (Exod. 40:34-38).  In the Promised Land the glory stayed with the tent wherever it went, but David desired to build a permanent place for God’s glory to reside on earth.  His request was denied and the privilege passed on to his son Solomon.  In contrast to the tabernacle, which had elaborate instructions made by God, the LORD provided no blueprint for the temple.  In such a case how would Solomon construct it?

I.
(6:1) The time when Solomon began to build the temple was exactly 480 years after the Exodus (966 B.C.).

II.
(6:2-10) The manner in which Solomon built the temple exterior was with magnificence and reverence to honor God’s greatness.

III. (6:11-13) The condition by which God promised to permanently dwell in the temple was Solomon’s obedience.

IV.
(6:14-38) The manner in which Solomon built the temple interior was with magnificence to honor God’s holiness.

Homiletical Exposition  (Simple deductive form)

Main Idea in Introduction: Excellence in serving God must never replace obedience in serving God.  

I.
Solomon built the temple with excellence yet God warned that His presence would stay only if Solomon obeyed.

A.
Solomon built both the exterior (6:2-10) and interior (6:14-38) magnificently.

B.
Despite the elaborateness of the temple, God vowed that He would indwell it only if Solomon obeyed wholeheartedly (6:11-13).

C.
Solomon rejected God later in his life (1 Kings 11) and God later left the temple in response (Ezek. 8—11).

II.
We should serve God with excellence but nothing can replace obedience (M.I. restated).

A.
Many believers have served God with all their might (examples).

B.
However, God says that He wants our love and obedience more than our service (cf. 1 Sam. 15:22; John 14:15; examples).




