8  Part Sermon Series

Stewardship:  “A Matter of Receiving and Living!”
Sermon # 4:  “God’s Stewards are Managers, not Owners!”
(Texts:  1st Chronicles 29:1a, 2a, 3, 6, 9-18;  2nd Corinthians 8:1-4, 7 & 9:7-8;  Mark 12:41-44)
************************************************************************

     Today’s sermon is the fourth in an eight part sermon series on STEWARSHIP.  The theme for this sermon series is:  “Stewardship:  A Matter or RECEIVING and LIVING!”  

     We’ve learned that we can’t be God’s stewards unless we RECEIVE from Him because everything we have comes from God and apart from salvation in Jesus we can do nothing that pleases God.  We’ve also learned that being God’s steward means that our entire lives are to be lived to His glory as an offering of praise and thanksgiving for all that He has done for us through Jesus!

     In fact, I’ve been stressing that stewardship is so much more than how much money we give to Church.  During my first 3 sermons in this series I didn’t even focus on the issue of giving financial offerings.   And in the next 4 sermons after this one I won’t be focusing on financial offerings, either.  However, in today’s sermon I will be taking some time to focus on what Scripture says about supporting the work of Christ’s Church with the money He has given us.

     With that said, I would like to continue by making 2 points about godly stewardship of money and then I will examine our Scripture texts for today and show you how they apply to us.

     The FIRST point we must understand is that any money we have is GOD’S money.  God gives us EVERYTHING – including our ability to earn a living and create wealth.  Thus today’s sermon title:  “God’s Stewards are Managers, not Owners.”  Therefore, we must always remember that any money we have is GOD’S money.  But even though our money is GOD’S money, He still allows us to use His money for ourselves.  
     For example, He allows us to use His money to provide for the necessities of life – food, clothing, shelter, and other things that it would be difficult to do without.  

     In addition, He also allows us to use His money to purchase luxuries – all those things we enjoy in life, even though we could do without them if we had to.  In fact, if Americans made a list of everything we own, I think most of us would have to admit that our luxuries probably outnumber our necessities.  Now, I’m not saying that’s wrong!  I’m simply pointing out that we American Christians need to remember how blessed we truly are!
     Now, even though God allows us to use His money for necessities and luxuries, He also expects us to use His money 1) to help the truly needy among us and 2) to help support the mission and ministry of Christ’s Church.  
     Let me talk about providing for the truly needy for a bit.  First, we should strive to help the truly needy but NOT those who should not receive charity.  In other words, we are not obligated to help those who can earn a living for themselves but refuse to do so.  Nor should we help those who would be irresponsible with the money we give them or who would use that money for sinful or hurtful things.  In that case we’d do them more harm than good.  

     However, we SHOULD do what we can to help the truly needy in our midst – those who can’t work or those who do work but get paid so little that they can’t afford the necessities of life.  In addition, sometimes people who do work end up facing a crisis in life that puts them under great financial stress.  We should do what we can to help such people in their time of need.

     By God’s Grace, we are doing this here at Concordia!  We have a benevolence fund that I use to help needy people in this congregation or in the community.  We’ve also recently started the practice of collecting items once per month for the local food pantries in town.  In addition, over the years this congregation has collected offerings for special missions to the needy.  We have also taken special offerings for members who are facing a time of crisis.  Of course, the Community Thanksgiving Dinner we host every year is a great blessing to many people as well.  I hope our congregation can do more things like this!  All glory to God!
     With that said, I would now like to briefly discuss the fact that God ALSO wants us to support the mission and ministry of Christ’s Church.  Think about it!  The reason we have this building and the reason we have the various ministries that take place here is that God provides for all this through the offerings of His people – that’s YOU and ME!  The mission and ministry of this congregation exists and moves forward because of the loving and sacrificial offerings of God’s people.

     For example, we would not have this building and property if it were not for your offerings.  We also need to maintain this property and pay for utilities, and that comes from your offerings.  

     In addition, your offerings make it possible for me and Dallas to have income so we can devote our time and energy to the work of the Gospel in this community.  We also have other paid staff at Concordia who are supported by your offerings.

     On top of that, it takes money to purchase various education materials for Sunday School, Confirmation, Bible Studies, VBS, etc.  It takes money to support our Youth ministry – something we’re trying to grow and expand here at Concordia.  It takes money to provide materials and resources for Evangelism in our community.
     Finally, you should know that as of our most recent voter’s meeting we have stepped out in faith and decided to give 8% of our total offerings to missions.  We send that money to our North Dakota District Office.  They use just over half of that money for ministry in our state, and they send the rest of that money to our St. Louis office to support the various needs of our national Church body – including supporting foreign mission work. 
     So now you have a picture of how God uses your offerings to support the mission and ministry of Christ’s Church!  

     With that understood, I will now make my SECOND point about how God wants us to use His gift of money.  Simply put, God wants our giving to charity and Church to be a top priority in our personal budgets and not merely an afterthought.  In other words, giving to charity and Church should be the first line item in our personal monthly budgets.

     You see, even though God mercifully allows us to use His money to provide necessities and luxuries for ourselves, He also wants us to avoid becoming selfish and greedy.  This happens when we think of our money as OUR money and focus first and foremost on what we can get for ourselves instead thinking of others and the importance of supporting the work of Christ’s Church.  God wants us to repent such sinful use of His money.

     So, then, how should we use God’s money in a way that conforms to His will?  Simply put, pray to God for guidance about fixing a percentage of your income for Church and charity.  Many Christians use the 10% model.  Of course, this is not required. But it is a good place to start!
     However, let me stress that giving 10% of your income to charity and Church doesn’t fit everyone.  Some people may be very poor and can only afford to give less than 10% of their income or they would do without the necessities of life.  On the other hand, some people may be so blessed that they could give far more than 10% of their income to charity and Church.  I recall meeting a man in St. Louis who confided in me that it was a joy and a privilege for him to give 25% of his income to the work of the Lord.

     The point is that you need to pray to God and ask him to help you develop a regular and sacrificial habit of giving a percentage of your income to charity and Church.  As we heard in our second reading:  “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”  Allow me to comment on that text.

     First, Paul is NOT saying that God doesn’t love you until you give joyfully.  Scripture clearly teaches that God loved us even when we were His unbelieving enemies!  God loved us sinners so much that He sent His Son to the cross for us.  Therefore, when Paul says “God loves a cheerful giver” he is talking about the kind of attitude God wants Christians to have when they give.

     Simply put, Paul is here teaching us that our giving should flow from the joy of knowing that our sins have been forgiven.  In other words, we give because we have a Savior!  With that understood, we must avoid fund raising techniques that are sinful.  

     One example of this would be using fear to motivate people to give.  This evil tactic suggests that God won’t love you until you give a certain amount of money.  This sinful tactic might get results, but God doesn’t want people to give out of fear.  

     Another sinful tactic is the false teaching that is becoming more common today, and that is the idea that if you give to God then He will bless you with even more wealth.  The problem with this is that we are motivated to give for selfish reasons.  We Christians don’t give so we can get.  We Christians give because we have been GIVEN TO.  We give because we have a SAVIOR!  
     In fact, we all must focus on Jesus and the forgiveness He gives to us.  The reason for this is that we’re all guilty of being greedy and allowing our giving to charity and Church to become an afterthought in our lives.  But the GOOD NEWS is that we are forgiven.  Jesus gave His ALL for us on the cross and died for ALL our sins – including our sins of selfishness and greed.
     Listen to these words of the Apostle Paul from 2nd Corinthians chapter 8:  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.”
     Please understand!  Paul is NOT talking about material riches here!  Instead, Paul is talking about the abundant riches of God’s forgiveness and love that we have through faith in Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  Jesus gave His ALL for you, and the result is that you are now forgiven and holy in God’s sight.  Through faith in Jesus you have the hope of the resurrection and eternal life with God in His New Creation.

     My Christian friends, this Good News is the foundation for our financial stewardship!  We give because we have been GIVEN TO.  We give because we have a Savior!

     When this wonderful Gospel captures our hearts the results can be amazing!  In our Old Testament reading we saw how the mercy and love of God moved His people to give sacrificially towards the ministry of God’s Temple in Jerusalem.  They did NOT give out of fear.  They did NOT give because they were hoping to get more in return.  They gave because they had a Savior – and they wanted the WHOLE WOLRD to know about their God and Savior who wants all to be saved and come to the knowledge of the Truth.

     At the beginning of our second reading we heard Paul talk about the offering given by the Macedonian Churches.  Even though they were not rich, they rejoiced in the opportunity to give an offering to help provide for the needy Christians in Jerusalem who had lost their homes due to persecution.  Now, their offering was probably not very big, because they were very poor.  But their offering was pleasing to God because it was given joyfully out of faith in Christ.

     We see the same thing in our Gospel reading.  On the one hand, some people were able to give generous offerings that they never even missed because they had more wealth than they knew what to do with.  Sadly, they did not trust in Jesus, and so they took pride in themselves and looked down on a poor widow who could afford to give only a very small offering.
     But remember what Jesus said about her?  “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others.  They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything – all she had to live on.”
     Now, is Jesus’ point that He expects us to give everything we have to the Church?  No!  God knows that we have to provide for ourselves and pay our bills.  Instead, His point is that this widow gave a sacrificial gift because she trusted God rejoiced in His salvation.

     You see, in those days many widows had to beg for a living and rely on gifts of charity – and the gifts that people gave her provided for basic necessities, and that was about it.  Now, she could have been bitter about life and said:  “Why should I give my last two coins when others have so much more than me?  No!  I’m going to look out for myself.”
     But that’s not what she said in her heart.  Instead, she joyfully gave an offering to the Temple because in that place the animal blood sacrifices were offered that reminded her that she was forgiven because of the Savior God had promised to send – and that Savior is JESUS!
     The message of Jesus continues to be proclaimed in this place so that you can know that you are forgiven.  Sinners are baptized in this place and receive forgiveness and new life from God.  We eat and drink Christ’s Body and Blood in this place and are thereby assured that we are forgiven.  The Word of God continues to be taught and preached in this place so that you can grow in your faith and become mature people of God – living to His glory in this world.
     Let me end this sermon with this Good News:  Jesus gave His ALL for you, and now you are truly rich.  What I mean is that you are forgiven and holy in God’s sight.  You have the hope of eternal life in God’s love.  You are now His steward, and you get to manage the money He gives you to the glory of His Name!  Amen!
