8  Part Sermon Series

Stewardship:  “A Matter of Receiving and Living!”
Sermon # 1:  “God’s Stewards are LOVED and LOVING!”
(Texts:  Deuteronomy 7:7-11;  1st John 4:7-19;  John 15:5-6, 9-16a)
************************************************************************

     Today I begin my 8 part sermon series on the topic of STEWARDSHIP.  Now, in case some of you did not read my January newsletter article, let me make it perfectly clear that you are NOT about to endure an 8 part sermon series on money.  

     You see, that’s what comes to mind when most people hear that word “stewardship.”  Very often that word stewardship is understood in the very narrow sense of how much money we put into the offering plate.  

     Now, even though Scripture does have some important things to say about how we use God’s gift of money, we must understand that how we use God’s gift of money is only a very small aspect of what it means for us to be God’s stewards.
     In fact, did you notice the theme for this 8 part sermon series?  The theme is “Stewardship:  A Matter of Receiving and Living!”  Simply put, we must keep two main points in mind if we want to understand what Scripture teaches about stewardship.

     The first point of biblical stewardship is that we must RECEIVE from God before we can be His stewards.  Simply put, God provides for all our physical and spiritual needs.  What do we have that we have not been given?  Most important of all, we must receive God’s gifts of forgiveness, love and spiritual nurture on a regular basis because these gifts are the foundation and ongoing power for our life of stewardship.
     The second point of biblical stewardship is that every aspect of our lives is a gift from God that we manage to His glory.  In other words, stewardship is not merely about the money we give to Church or about the time we spend volunteering at Church – as important as those things are!  

     Instead, being God’s steward means that you strive to love God by living to His glory every moment of every day.  Being God’s steward means that you worship God with your thoughts, words and deeds as you live for Him in various aspects of your life as a child, a parent, a spouse, a student, a citizen, an employee or employer – and yes, as a Christian who is a member of Concordia Lutheran Church.

     With that said, I will now continue with today’s sermon theme:  “God’s Stewards are LOVED and LOVING!”  In 2nd Corinthians chapter 5 the Apostle Paul writes:  “…Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all … and He died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.”  Did you hear what Paul said?  “…Christ’s love compels us…”  We are nothing without God’s love.
     Now, the first thing we must understand about God’s love is that we do NOT deserve it.  Think about it!  Adam and Eve didn’t do anything to be worthy of being created.  God created them out of pure love.  In the same way, you did nothing to be worthy of your life.  Your life is a gift of God’s love.
     In fact, ever since Adam and Eve rejected God’s love every human descended from them has been conceived as an enemy of God.  We sinners do not trust God, nor do we love Him.  But God chose to love us anyway – and His love now takes the form of saving us from our sins and giving us new life as His children.  He does this all out of love for us, even though we don’t deserve it!
     In our Old Testament reading from Deuteronomy we heard Moses explain that God did NOT rescue His people from slavery in Egypt  because they were somehow better people than the Egyptians.  Instead, Moses said:  “…it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers … Know therefore that the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep His commands.”  

     Here we see that God loves us because He is faithful to His promise.  God had promised their forefather, Abraham, that all nations would be blessed through one of his descendants who would be the Savior of all sinners.

     However, what Moses says next can be misunderstood.  Moses stresses that we must love God and obey His commands, or else God will destroy us.  Does this mean that we must do something to be worthy of God’s love?  No!  Instead, God is here teaching us that we can’t benefit from His love if we hate Him.  Think about it.  You can’t benefit from someone’s love if you hate that person and want nothing to do with them.

     That’s why God says that He will destroy those who hate Him.  In other words, God will do whatever it takes to humble our evil pride so that we will repent of our sin and be able to receive the benefits of God’s love for His enemies.  You see, God’s commands are not burdens we must bear.  Instead, God’s commands are loving gifts to us.  God’s commands lead us away from sin that will hurt us.  God’s commands lead us into His good plan for our lives that will be a blessing to us.
     So, even when God disciplines us, rebukes us and humbles us, it is only because He loves us.  In fact, the ultimate proof of God’s love for us is that He takes the ultimate consequences for our sin upon Himself.  

     You see, the suffering we experience in this life because of our sin is nothing compared to the eternal separation from God’s love that our sins actually deserve.  But God loved us so much that He sent His own Son to be forsaken by God in our place so that we might be forgiven and live in God’s love forever.

     Listen again to these words from our second reading.  In 1st John chapter 4 it says:  “This is how God showed his love among us:  He sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him.  This is love:  not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
     Did you hear that?  God loved you so much that He sent His Son to suffer and die in your place of damnation so that you could live in God’s love forever.  If this message of love doesn’t change our hearts, nothing will!  In fact, the Good News about God’s love for us in Christ does just that – it changes our hearts!
     You see, once God humbles our rebellious pride and convinces us that we deserve nothing but His eternal wrath, He then points us to His Son who suffered the damnation we deserve so that we can live in His love forever.  This Good News changes our hearts with the result that we trust God and are able to live lives of love.  As John said:  “We love because He first loved us.”
     Now do you understand why stewardship is a matter of RECEVING and LIVING?  If we are not at the receiving end of Christ and His gifts, then there is no way we can live a life of love.  That’s why Jesus said what He did at the beginning of our Gospel reading.  Listen again:  “If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
     Wonderful words!  However, some people say:  “Wait a minute!  I know some non-Christians, and they are good people and they do loving things.”  Yes, but Jesus is not talking about loving deeds that anyone can do.  Jesus is talking about obedience to God’s will that flows from a heart that trusts in Jesus!  

     Simply put, when God’s love captures our hearts the result is that we will want to love God.  But HOW do we love God?  Jesus said:  “As the Father has loved me, so I loved you.  Now remain in my love.  If you obey may commands, you will remain in my love,…”  Now, what does Jesus mean here?

     First, you need to understand what Jesus means when He says “Obey my commands.”  You see, the Greek word that we translate as “command” is better understood as “teaching.”  In other words, Jesus’ commands do not only include God’s Law – avoiding sin and doing good works.  In addition, Jesus’ commands also include the GOSPEL – that is, the teaching about what Jesus has done FOR us.

     Therefore, to “obey His commands” includes confessing your many sins and trusting in Jesus as your Savior from those sins.  That’s why unbelievers can’t please God by trying to be loving people.  If you refuse to acknowledge that you deserve God’s wrath and see no need for the loving sacrifice of Jesus, then all your loving deeds will do you no good.

     So, we remain in Jesus’ love by “obeying His commands” – that is, we remain in His love by confessing our sins and trusting in the salvation that only Jesus can give us.  As we are nurtured by God’s loving gifts of forgiveness we will be moved to love God by loving others in His name.

     Jesus says:  “My command is this:  Love each other as I have loved you.”  Simply put, God has made you a steward of your neighbor.  God wants you to serve others in love – starting with the members of your own family.  

     Loving others means we stop doing sinful things that hurt them.  Loving others means that we do the good things that God wants us to do for them.  And if we’re not quite sure how to do this, we can learn how to love in this way as we study God’s Word and learn about His will for our lives.

     In fact, sometimes love must be tough.  Sometimes loving others includes confronting them about sin in their lives and then pointing them to Jesus – the One who died for their sins so that they might be forgiven and live in God’s love forever.

     God is often tough with US – but only because He loves us.  He shows us our many sins and then He shows us our Savior.  God does this so that we will repent and trust in Jesus in whom we have complete forgiveness and the gift of living forever in God’s love.

     The title of this first sermon on stewardship is:  “God’s Stewards are LOVED and LOVING.”  God loves you more than you can comprehend – and the proof of His love is that He gave His One and Only Son as an atoning sacrifice for your sins.
     As you remain on the receiving end of God’s love for you in Christ, you will find yourself living a life of love – loving others as Jesus has loved you.  Amen!
