
Page 1 of 24 

Our First and Best September 11, 2016 
Part Two of Time & Treasure by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 The Deception of Ownership 

Long ago, when the universe was new, and when the 

world was brimming with new life and endless 

possibilities… 

The LORD God planted a garden in Eden in the east, 

and there he placed the man he had made. (Genesis 

2:8 NLT) 

The LORD God made all sorts of trees grow up from 

the ground—trees that were beautiful and that 

produced delicious fruit. (Genesis 2:9 NLT)  

And right in the middle he planted the Tree of Life, from 

which man could feast and enjoy unlimited, unhindered, full 

and satisfying and everlasting life. 

God told man that he was welcome to enjoy the fruit of 

the garden “freely” — no reservations, no limits. An all-you-

can-eat buffet of all the delights of life. 

He even told man: 
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Reign over the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, 

the livestock, all the wild animals on the earth, and 

the small animals that scurry along the ground. 
(Genesis 1:26 NLT)  

Though we were but dust, God had breathed his own 

life into us. He shared paradise with us. And he shared 

dominion with us. 

However, there was one limitation. Because God desired 

man to love him of our own free will, he had to provide us 

with a choice. So he planted the Tree of the Knowledge of 

Good and Evil. If we abstained from it, man would only know 

good, and innocence, and perfection, and life. But if man ate 

of that tree — if he chose to reject God’s love and authority 

— he would know evil as well. And he would be burdened 

with the responsibility of choosing good over evil, while 

constantly being tempted by evil. And he would experience 

sorrow and loss and death, being isolated apart from the 

holiness and life of God. 

So when man believed the lie that his life could be 

richer with an independence from God, when he decided he 

wanted that burden of knowing both good and evil, he was 

cast out of paradise to face the consequences of his sin and 

await the redemption of God through Messiah. 
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As part of those consequences, the curse upon man 

included this: 

The ground is cursed because of you. All your life 

you will struggle to scratch a living from it… By the 

sweat of your brow will you have food to eat until 

you return to the ground from which you were 

made. (Genesis 3:17,19 NLT)  

God still shares the blessings of creation with us, and he 

uses the produce of the soil to sustain us. But now we have 

to work to enjoy it. And that has led to a misunderstanding 

as old as Adam and Eve: 

We think we own what we’ve worked for. 

We’ve bought into the lie that we actually own anything. 

Oh, sure, if you have even a brief philosophical conversation 

with someone about the concept of ownership, they’ll 

quickly admit that ownership is an illusion. It’s like our 

homes — even when you’ve paid off the mortgage, you still 

have to pay taxes to the government in order to retain that 

illusion of ownership and live there. The deed may say that 

it’s yours, but the maps say that it exists within the country 

which means it’s ultimately the government’s… or, in our 
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republic, it belongs to all the people who are the 

government. 

And if we ever become overly convinced that we own 

what we work for, just wait until you have to sit down with 

an attorney and draw up your Last Will & Testament. It will 

become very obvious that all the stuff you clutch in life is 

merely “on loan” until your breath is gone and “to dust you 

return.” 

The Worship of Firstfruits 

This is the mindset of the ancient tradition that the 

Bible refers to as “first fruits.” When God established the 

Hebrews as his covenant people, and when he brought them 

into the land he had promised their ancestor Abraham, he 

gave them these instructions: He said that when the time of 

that first harvest came… 

Bring the priest a bundle of grain from the first 

cutting of your grain harvest. On the day after the 

Sabbath, the priest will lift it up before the LORD so 

it may be accepted on your behalf. (Leviticus 23:10–11 NLT)  

They also offered an unblemished lamb as sacrifice, 

along with offerings of grain mixed with olive oil and of 

wine. 
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It will be a special gift, a pleasing aroma to the 

LORD… This is a permanent law for you, and it must 

be observed from generation to generation 

wherever you live. (Leviticus 23:13–14 NLT)  

There was even a little speech that people were to make 

as they gave these “first fruits” gifts to the Lord. They 

declared that God had given them their home and their 

livelihood. They recited the story of their hardship, toil, and 

oppression as slaves in Egypt, and how God had delivered 

them and given them a land of their own. And then the Lord 

told them to say: 

“And now, O LORD, I have brought you the first 

portion of the harvest you have given me from the 

ground.” Then place the produce before the LORD 

your God, and bow to the ground in worship before 

him. (Deuteronomy 26:10 NLT)  

I realize that these instructions from Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy are part of the old covenant, the Law, and that 

they have been fulfilled on our behalf by Christ. I realize that 

followers of Christ now live with a new covenant written on 

our hearts, and that we are bound by the righteousness of 

Christ at work in us rather than an external list of rules and 

instructions. However, what was shared in the Law about 
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this idea of “first fruits” — this “permanent law from 

generation to generation” — is a glimpse at the heart of God 

when it comes to our sense of ownership. 

Remember than no grain was to be harvested until this 

gift of “first fruits” was offered to the Lord, and until people 

worshiped God with a declaration that everything they had 

was a gift from him. The Lord had established a pattern for 

that agricultural society that would anchor them every year 

in the truth that everything we enjoy ultimately belongs to 

God. Anything we might think we “own” is really God’s, and 

he has shared it with us. 

The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it. The 

world and all its people belong to him. (Psalm 24:1 NLT)  

In fact, the words of that Psalm are probably good for us 

to say together this morning. Join me: “The earth is the 

Lord’s, and everything in it. The world and all its people 

belong to him.” 

Or we could make it more personal: 

Everything I have is the LORD’s. The world and all its 

people… including me!... belong to him.  
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So before the people were allowed to begin their annual 

harvest, they had to recognize that everything they had was 

God’s. It would be like God telling us today that on every 

payday, before we opened that envelop with that paycheck, 

we would first go to church and offer God an expression of 

the first and very best of all that we have. We wouldn’t even 

begin to take account of what was given to us until we had 

already given to the Lord. Only then could we open the 

envelope and see how much we have been given to live on 

until the next pay period. 

We may not be bound by the technical rules of the Old 

Testament Law here, but I think we are bound by the truth 

being expressed. It’s absolutely essential that we bring the 

first and best of everything we have and everything we are 

before the Lord… before we start figuring out how to use 

what’s left to take care of our needs. 

God comes first. That’s a part of our worship. It keeps 

our priorities straight. And it reminds us that we don’t truly 

own anything. It’s all God’s to be used however he desires. 

First Fruits Today 

I think this principle applies to everything in our lives… 

not merely the first grains or best wine or most costly 

livestock in our portfolios. The idea of giving God the first 
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and best applies to our time, our passion, our talents and 

training, and everything else that helps shape our lives. All 

that we are belongs to him, and it’s appropriate to offer him 

the first and best of everything. 

That’s one of the reasons I value the concept of 

excellence when it comes to my relationship with God and 

even our church family. I don’t define “excellence” as 

perfection; rather, I think of “excellence” as giving God the 

very best that we can. We don’t cut corners. We don’t “phone 

it in.” Instead, we do extra. We push ourselves as an 

expression of worship. Giving God our first and very best is a 

way of declaring that God is worth it. 

This is one of the reasons behind the building of the 

great cathedrals of Europe, you know. Oh, sure, there were 

other motivations as petty rulers wanted to compete to see 

who had the biggest and most lavish churches. And there 

were artists who used the cathedrals simply to further their 

own careers. But in the process there were thousands of 

architects and artists, patrons and benefactors, kings and 

parishioners, who considered the decades of toil, the huge 

vaulted ceilings, the beautiful paintings, the extravagant 

furnishings, as an expression of worship to the Lord. He was 

worth it all, and the place of worshiping God should surpass 

the finest buildings in their communities. 
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Oh, sure, we could argue that there were better ways to 

spend all that money. People were living in poverty. Disease 

and suffering rippled throughout the nations. All the money 

invested in flying buttresses, and sculpted columns, and 

gilded furniture could have been put to more practical use 

showing compassion to the crowds. Absolutely. 

Of course, the same argument was once made by Judas 

when a woman broke open a jar of expensive, perfumed 

ointment at Jesus’ feet as an expression of heart-felt worship. 

Judas pointed out that the money could have fed the poor 

(and lined his own pockets as well; he was a thief, after all). 

But Jesus embraced her gift in John 12, showing us that 

“attitude is everything.” If a gift is offered in worship — 

whether that’s an expression of compassion for the suffering, 

or an expression of extravagance for the Lord — God is 

really focused more on the reason behind the gift. 

(After all, he owns that gift already, so we’re not really 

giving him anything. We’re giving back to him as an 

expression of what’s going on inside of us. And if that 

motivation involves declaring God to be worthy — if our gift 

is a “first fruit,” if there’s self-sacrifice on our part as an 

expression of worship — God is delighted.)  



Page 10 of 24 

The Implications for Hope Today 

Of course, there are significant implications of this idea 

of “first fruits” not only for each of us as individuals but for 

us collectively as a church family. 

Last January, our membership empowered a terrific 

Building Team of folks to identify and negotiate a lease for 

new facilities on our behalf. Countless hours have been spent 

exploring options, crunching numbers, negotiating with 

various builder and landlords and architects and real estate 

folks. And, recently, right here on a Sunday morning we 

signed a “Letter of Intent” to partner with a builder of a new 

facility that will be established just a few blocks from here 

over on Kennedy Road. 

Naturally, committing to new facilities requires our 

church family committing to financing the project. If you 

think about it from the biblical perspective of “ownership,” 

it’s not actually a “fund-raising” endeavor; it’s a “fund-

releasing” adventure. 

fund-raising? 

fund-releasing! 

As we shared with our church family last winter and 

again last spring, we are confident that God has supplied our 
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church family with all the resources we need in order to 

build out and move into new facilities that will better equip 

us to connect with our community. We’re eager to increase 

our ability to draw people into our gathering, to help parents 

and children discover Christ at the heart of their families, to 

come alongside people who are struggling and suffering with 

an effective offer of grace and hope. We want to be a place 

where people can explore spiritual questions and discover 

God’s love, where marriages are healed and enriched, where 

folks caught in the bondage of overwhelming sin are set free, 

where everyone knows that they are “wanted and 

welcomed” regardless of where they’ve come from or what 

they’re struggling with because God is much more focused 

on where they’re going and the new life he has in store for us 

all. 

Naturally, there’s no way of knowing exactly how much 

God has made available to all of us in order to move into new 

facilities, but we trust that it’s enough to accomplish 

whatever God desires for us. And, personally, I’m kind of 

excited that God has decided to trust each and every one of 

us with a portion of those resources. It’s not like our church 

family gets together and votes to cut a check from an already 

established fund full of cash; instead, God has distributed the 

funds needed for this project to each of us, and he invites us 

all to express “first fruits” and personal sacrifice in order to 

make the vision a reality. 
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All we can do is take a “best guess” at this point 

regarding what’s possible when every one of us at Hope 

releases to the Lord what he’s loaned to us for this moment. 

We know what the demographics say about the population 

of Fauquier County: 

Fauquier Per Capita Income: $44,056 

Fauquier Average Family Income: $120,824 

Fauquier Median Household Income: $94,561 

But those are just numbers. Even looking at them 

creates the risk of each of us at Hope quickly comparing our 

own situation to the county averages… which isn’t really the 

point. Besides, with a little over 7% of our county living in 

poverty, those numbers quickly feel cold and uncaring. 

The only value of that kind of data — even if we really 

skew it to the lowest possible averages — is offering us an 

idea of what kind of resources might be available in our 

midst. That, and tracking the giving patterns of our church 

family, has convinced us that moving into new facilities is 

possible… but only if every one of us at Hope chooses to 

participate financially. 

We can do it… but only if we all embrace this idea of 

“first fruits” — that God is worthy of the first and best of all 
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that we have been given, and that God alone claims 

ownership of all our resources. 

It’s a significant opportunity for our church family. 

Releasing the funds entrusted to us is going to be a 

challenge, and will generate a hundred different stories of 

how God works in unique ways in each of our circumstances 

to make this happen. Personally, I’m looking forward not 

only to the outpouring of worship and faith we’ll experience, 

but to the celebration when it all comes together, and to the 

beginning of a legacy of changed lives in the decades ahead 

as God connects people we haven’t met yet to the message of 

grace and new life here at Hope. 

The Preceding Precedence 

Of course, we’re not the first gathering of God’s people 

to face the challenge of releasing our resources in order to 

establish a place for God’s people to meet. Our own 

community is dotted with evidence of other church families 

who have walked a similar journey. And, of course, there are 

some moments of incredible historic precedence in the Bible. 

The First Tabernacle 

For example, when Moses led God’s people out of Egypt 

to become the covenant nation, God instructed them to build 

a Tabernacle at the center of their community. 
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The LORD said to Moses, “Tell the people of Israel to 

bring me their sacred offerings. Accept the 

contributions from all whose hearts are moved to 

offer them.” (Exodus 25:1–2 NLT)  

Gold and silver, blue and scarlet and purple thread, 

leather and wood, olive oil and spices — all the riches that 

God had entrusted to the Hebrews as they fled from Egypt. 

And the people responded with astonishing generosity, 

recognizing that their very lives and freedom were a gift 

from God. They were eager to worship the Lord in a tangible 

way — to “put their money where their mouth was,” 

literally. 

So the people of Israel—every man and woman 

who was eager to help in the work the LORD had 

given them through Moses—brought their gifts and 

gave them freely to the LORD. (Exodus 35:29 NLT)  

And notice that their gifts were not offered “to the 

Tabernacle,” but to the Lord. It wasn’t about raising funds to 

build a church; it was about worshiping God with their first 

fruits, and celebrating God’s provision in their lives. 
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Solomon’s Temple 

Hundreds of years later, when David became king in the 

Old Testament, the people were still worshiping in that 

Tabernacle. They were a “portable church,” if you will. Their 

gathering place was made up of mobile tents. But David had 

a vision of something new… something more wondrous… 

something more permanent now that his kingdom was 

established. 

As history turns out, David was not allowed to build the 

grand Temple; that privilege would fall to his son, Solomon. 

But David still invested himself in the project as an 

expression of worship. He helped draw up all the plans that 

would eventually be used by Solomon. And he mobilized 

God’s people to give sacrificially, with every family 

participating generously. 

David coordinated those efforts and put all the gifts in 

trust until Solomon was ready to build. David wanted to 

make sure that when the time for building arrived, the 

community would have everything they needed. And David 

himself wanted to be an enthusiastic part of that giving: 

“The work ahead of Solomon is enormous, for the 

Temple he will build is not for mere mortals—it is 

for the LORD God himself! Using every resource at 

my command, I have gathered as much as I could 
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for building the Temple of my God.” (1 Chronicles 29:1–

2 NLT)  

Gold and silver, bronze and iron, wood and marble, and 

all sorts of precious jewels. To which David added: 

“And now, because of my devotion to the Temple of 

my God, I am giving all of my own private treasures 

of gold and silver to help in the construction.” 
(1 Chronicles 29:3 NLT) 

Literally tons of precious metal from his own treasury. 

And then he asked: 

“Now then, who will follow my example and give 

offerings to the LORD today?” Then the family 

leaders, the leaders of the tribes of Israel, the 

generals and captains of the army, and the king’s 

administrative officers all gave willingly. (1 Chronicles 

29:5–6 NLT)  

As a result of their releasing to the Lord the first and 

best of all they had, 

The people rejoiced over the offerings, for they had 

given freely and wholeheartedly to the LORD… 
(1 Chronicles 29:9 NLT)  
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The entire experience became an opportunity for 

worship! 

Hezekiah’s Command 

The same thing happens many years later under the 

leadership of king Hezekiah. After generations of spiritual 

neglect and disobedience, Hezekiah led a great reform to 

restore the worship of the Lord among the people. Part of 

that involved reminding everyone about this idea of God’s 

ownership and giving as an expression of worship. 

They responded generously by bringing the first 

share of their grain, new wine, olive oil, honey, and 

all the produce of their fields. They brought a large 

quantity—a tithe of all they produced. (2 Chronicles 

31:5 NLT)  

[They]  brought in the tithes of their cattle, sheep, 

and goats and a tithe of the things that had been 

dedicated to the LORD their God, and they piled 

them up in great heaps. They began piling them up 

in late spring, and the heaps continued to grow 

until early autumn. (2 Chronicles 31:6–7 NLT)  
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In fact, they ended up with way more than what was 

needed, allowing them to create a storehouse in preparation 

for whatever else God would desire of them down the road. 

Again, it was an expression of generosity and 

enthusiastic worship on the part of God’s people. 

Reversing the Neglect (Haggai & Malachi) 

Of course, there were certainly seasons when the people 

were not as generous or enthusiastic. 

For instance, after the Temple was destroyed in the 

conquest by Babylon, and after Persia replaced Babylon and 

allowed the Hebrew exiles to return to the Promised Land, 

the first thing they did was take care of themselves. They 

focused on building homes for themselves first. In fact, they 

even told one another that they would get around to building 

a center for worship once again… “later.”  

Until God sent a prophet named Haggai with this 

message: 

“Why are you living in luxurious houses while my 

house lies in ruins?” (Haggai 1:4 NLT)  

“Look at what’s happening to you! You have 

planted much but harvest little. You eat but are not 

satisfied. You drink but are still thirsty. You put on 
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clothes but cannot keep warm. Your wages 

disappear as though you were putting them in 

pockets filled with holes!” (Haggai 1:5–6 NLT)  

The more you try to care for yourselves first and 

foremost instead of worshiping God and trusting him with 

your resources, the more you struggle to care for yourselves. 

God tells them that he has actually thwarted their efforts 

because he wants them to learn to rely on him with the first 

and best of all they have. 

So they reluctantly gather what was needed and rebuild 

the Temple. Sort of. They did the bare minimum. Instead of 

seeing their gifts as an opportunity to worship the Lord, they 

saw their contributions as a way of appeasing God in hopes 

that he’d let them prosper again. It was duty, not delight. 

God went on to tell them that he will be glorified… with 

or without them. They could either join him and share all the 

resources he had given them, or they could continue to 

struggle in an attempt at self-sufficiency. But God will be 

glorified. 

“I will fill this place with glory, says the LORD of 

Heaven’s Armies. The silver is mine, and the gold is 

mine… And in this place I will bring peace.” (Haggai 2:7–

9 NLT)  
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But, God promised them as they were preparing for 

their next harvest, there’s an opportunity before them. They 

could return to the idea of first fruits… and God would bless 

them and meet all their needs once more. 

The same promise was offered to the people years later 

when the Temple had been rebuilt and the services were 

restored. Yet we human beings are a stubborn, selfish group. 

We continue to buy into that ancient lie that we own what 

we’ve worked for; we think that it’s ours. So, once again, the 

people were trying to be self-reliant rather than generous 

and worshipful. 

So God spoke to them through the prophet Malachi: 

“You have cheated me!... You have cheated me of 

the tithes and offerings due to me. You are under a 

curse, for your whole nation has been cheating 

me.” (Malachi 3:8–9 NLT)  

“Bring all the tithes into the storehouse… If you do, 

I will open the windows of heaven for you. I will 

pour out a blessing so great you won’t have enough 

room to take it in! Try it! Put me to the test!” (Malachi 

3:10 NLT)  

Hey, it’s a pretty rare thing in the Bible for God to dare 

us!  But he offers this incredible promise: Honor him with 
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all that he has loaned to us, and he will bless us and care for 

us. It’s a promise. The question is simply whether or not 

we’ll trust him. 

Making the Pledge 

For us at Hope, the moment is now. 

Discussion of the current status of the building project: 

 Commitment last January; renewed in March 

 Exploring options (Kennedy, 2400, etc.) 

 Crunching numbers 

 Decide on Kennedy; awaiting construction 

 Delay in construction; needing funding 

 Error in square footage revealed; implications? 

 Kennedy an eventuality with funding 

 Meanwhile re-exploring options 

 Partnership? Changing expectations? (Auditorium that will 

allow community to share and feel at home, multi-purpose 

space for Hope Youth/receptions, classrooms for Hope 

Kids [may double with mult-purpose], necessities [lobby, 
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restrooms, storage, nursery, offices, adequate parking]) 

Likely “industrial” and “minimalistic” aesthetic; we want to 

be frugal! 

 Certainty: Raise funds now! 

Discussion of pledge system: 

 Email being sent today; links to today’s message as well as 

what we talked about a couple of weeks ago (listen if you 

missed it!) 

 Opportunity to “Pledge” — allows us to plan, but more 

importantly is a practical way for each of us to meet with 

God and think through what he’s calling us to do. Discover 

how “first fruits” applies in our own lives. Consider our 

hearts as they are reflected in our giving. 

 Building Fund 2016 (4th quarter) 

 General Fund 2016 (4th quarter) 

 Building Fund 2017 (we’re eager to gather as much 

as possible quickly, but understand that for some 

folks that has to spread out into next year) 

 General Fund 2017 (needs to increase to cover 

increased rental with increased space) 
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Please PRAY about this. Spend some serious time 

together as a household and see how God is leading you. 

We’ve all known that this moment would be coming, and 

some of you have already been contributing to the Building 

Fund (there’s a place on the pledge form to celebrate that as 

well!). Hopefully most of us already have been praying and 

thinking this through, and we’ll be able to submit our 

intentions over the next week or so. We’ll probably send out 

a reminder email at some point if we haven’t heard from you 

— not to pressure you, but just to keep the link to the pledge 

form fresh and available for everyone. 

And we’ll be talking more about this project as it 

continues to develop. In the weeks and months ahead, we’ll 

not only share about funding and building and such, but 

about the broader idea of “time & treasure” — about how 

this concept of “first fruits” impacts every area of our lives 

and every ministry of our church. We’ll dive deeper into 

what God is calling us to do here at Hope and the distinctives 

of our church and our mission. We’ll talk about mobilizing all 

of us to pray together in various settings and even in 

coordination with each other wherever we’re at throughout 

the week. 

And, of course, we’ll worship. After all, this is not about 

our own ambitions; it’s about God’s glory.  

 It’s about introducing people to his grace.  
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 It’s about freedom from bondage.  

 It’s about replacing lies with truth.  

 It’s about embracing forgiveness and new beginnings.  

 It’s about children meeting Jesus for the first time.  

 It’s about youth owning their faith and trusting God’s 

leading.  

 It’s about broken people being healed and restored. 

 It’s about our heavenly Father being magnified in our 

midst as we trust him in a very practical and very self-

sacrificing way. 

It’s as the song says: 

The truth is you know what tomorrow brings. 

There's not a day ahead you have not seen. 

So let all things be my life and breath; 

I want what you want Lord and nothing less. 

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: Trust In You 


