                                  July 30th 2006 Sermon:   “In God We Trust!”
   (Texts:  1st Corinthians 16:1-9, 13-14; 2nd Corinthians 8:1-15; Matthew 6:19-24)

************************************************************************

     Do you see what I’m holding in my hand?  This is a $1 bill.  On the back of this bill it says “In God We Trust.”  Isn’t that ironic?  Very often the dollar bill IS the “god” in whom we trust!

     Our Epistle reading for today teaches us about the joy of Christian giving.  We will learn about the “why” and “how” God wants us to give.  Even more, we’re going to hear about how Jesus gave His all for us.

     But first we must face the fact that we don’t always give as God wants us to give.  So, what gets in the way of godly giving?  Listen to what Jesus says in our Gospel reading:  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

     Scripture teaches that money is a gift from God.  God gives us money so that we can by what we need for ourselves.  God also gives us money to that we can serve others who are in need.  But as Jesus points out, it’s very easy for us sinners to worship the gift and ignore the GIVER!  Our hearts are so easily focused on the treasures of this world.  When we foolishly forget that our money comes from God we begin to think that we can use money as we please.

     My friends, we need to repent of this evil attitude.  But it’s hard for Americans to do that.  One article I read a couple years ago said that it’s easier for Americans to talk about their sexual behavior than it is for them to openly discuss their financial behavior.  We’re willing to share certain details of our lives with people, but how much we make and how we spend what we make are among the details we tend to keep a secret if at all possible.
     Why are we Americans so secretive about our spending habits?  Well, it may be that we don’t want to admit that we can often be selfish.  We are tempted to spend God’s money on ourselves FIRST, and then, if there’s anything leftover, we may give some to Church and other charities.  Or, worse yet, we might even use some of God’s money for things that we know are sinful.

     The point is this:  It doesn’t matter if you’re extremely rich or dirt poor – in either case you can be tempted to make money your “god.”  You see, it’s not about how much money you have.  Instead, it’s about your attitude toward whatever money you DO have.  In other words, who is your master?  Is your master the almighty dollar OR the Almighty God?  Whom do you trust?

     I’m afraid we’re all guilty of trusting in money more often than we’d care to admit.  We Americans are especially weak when it comes to resisting this sin.  Why?  Because we are so blessed that we often take our prosperity for granted.

     For example, imagine that your total income for the entire year is only 1500 dollars.  What would you think about that?  You’d probably say:  “If that’s all I made I’d be living in poverty.  It’s hard enough for a family to live on $1500 a month, much less $1500 a year!”
     But guess what.  If you only made $1500 a year you’d still be in the top 20% for annual income in the world.  That’s right.  If you made only $1500 a year you’d still make more money than 80% of the people in this world.  Yes, even though I assume most of us here make more than $1500 per year, we are often not satisfied with what we have.

     Now don’t get me wrong.  I’m not saying it’s sinful to have a lot of money.  I’m thankful to God for the prosperous life He has given my family.  I’m thankful that we have food, clothing, shelter, medical insurance and many other luxuries.  But I also know that our family sometimes forgets how blessed we truly are.  Worse yet, we can fall into the trap of thinking that God owes us a prosperous life.  

     We are ALL guilty of sinful thinking and behavior when it comes to God’s gift of money.  We deserve death and hell because of this sin.  But the Good News is that the God who owes us nothing decided to give us the greatest treasure of all – His Son!  Listen again to what Paul says in our Epistle reading:  “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.”
     Did you hear that?  We were in spiritual poverty because of our sin against God.  Yet God has made us spiritually rich.  God gave you His own Son.  Jesus left the glory of heaven and came into this wicked world to give Himself for you.

     Jesus took all our sin upon Himself – including our sinful misuse of God’s money – and Jesus went to the cross and suffered the punishment our rebellion deserves.  Jesus gave you the riches of His mercy, love and life.  He has also given you a new heart that trusts in your True Master – the God who created you, died for you and conquered death for you.

     Jesus has blessed you with the riches of His mercy and love, and that is the motivation for our giving.  We don’t give to impress God or bribe Him.  Nor do we give simply because there is a need.  We give because we have a Savior!  We Christians give because the love of Christ flows out from us!

     Now we’re ready to examine the “WHY” of Christian giving.  Simply put, we give because Christ’s love compels us.  In today’s 1st and 2nd readings the Apostle Paul mentions an offering he was collecting for the persecuted Christians in Jerusalem.  However, Paul makes it clear that this gift should flow from love.

     In our reading from 2nd Corinthians Paul mentions the Macedonian congregation as an example of godly giving.  They were living in utter poverty, but this didn’t stop them from giving to the poor Christians in Jerusalem.  They had so much joy in Jesus, they could not help but give.  

     In fact, Paul said that this happened because they gave THEMSELVES to the Lord first.  You see, they didn’t view their giving as something they were doing for God.  They realized they were nothing without Jesus.  They understood their giving as something that Jesus was doing through them.

     They had given THEMSELVES to Jesus first.  They confessed their sins to Him.  They trusted in His mercy.  They rejoiced in His love.  They met together for worship and the Lord’s Supper.  They studied God’s Word.  They prayed together.  What was the result?  They couldn’t keep themselves from giving, even though they were poor.

     Now, of course, the actual size of their offering was probably fairly small.  The offering was probably not much more than the widow’s mite.  They were very poor, remember?  But God doesn’t care about the size of an offering.  God cares about a heart full of faith in Jesus.

     We Christians give the best offering we can because we know God loves us and we trust that He will care for us.  In other words, the more you focus on what Christ has done for you, the more you will want to give sacrificially to your Lord’s Church.

Now that we’ve discussed the “WHY” of Christian giving we will wmove on to the “HOW” of Christian giving.  I’m going to use 3 words that begin with the letter “P”:  Priority, Periodic and Percentage.
     First, let’s discuss Priority.  God knows that we have needs.  God knows that we have mortgage payments, car payments, utility payments, not to mention the money we need for food, clothing and gasoline.  God also knows we need money for local, state and federal taxes.  God knows that we have these financial obligations.

     However, God wants us to make sure that we make Charity a PRIORITY in our lives.  This doesn’t mean that our monthly offering to Church has to be bigger than our monthly mortgage payment.  Most of us could not afford that!  What I’m saying is that giving to Church and others in need should be the FIRST thing on our minds when we make out our monthly budget.  The Mission of the Church and the needs of the poor should be a PRIORITY in our lives.

     Now we’re ready to hear about the second “HOW” of Christian giving:  PERIODIC.  Simply put, there should be a schedule to our giving to Church and Charity.  We pay our house, car, and utility bills on a regular basis.  In the same way, if our giving to Church and Charity is a Priority, then such giving will also be Periodic.  In other words, we Christians make giving to Church and Charity a regular habit in our lives.

     That takes us to the third “HOW” of Christian giving:  PERCENTAGE.  If giving to Church and Charity is a Priority for us and also a Periodic habit, then we will set aside a Percentage of our income for such giving.  Paul told the Corinthians to set aside a sum of money according to their income.  In other words, you should prayerfully decide how much you will give to Church and Charity, and then make that amount a percentage of your monthly budget.
     You see, our gifts to Church and Charity should not be an afterthought or simply skimmed from the leftovers.  Our offerings to Church and Charity should be the first line item on our monthly budgets.
     In fact, a good plan to help you get into the habit of Percentage giving is what some call the 10-10-80 plan.  For example, Andrea and I give each of our children a weekly allowance.  But as parents we impose upon them what is called the 10-10-80 rule.  They give 10% to Church.  They save 10% to use only in the case of dire emergency.  Then they are free to spend the 80% that’s left.

     You know, if young people would make this their financial habit when they first get a job and start making money of their own, and if they would continue the 10-10-80 plan into their adult life, I promise, they would have very few financial problems.  But what about us adults who have financial problems that keep us from Percentage giving?  
     Well, first we have to ask ourselves why we have financial problems.  Sometimes we have financial problems because we have not used our money wisely and we have been selfish.  In this case we need to repent and know that God forgives us for Jesus’ sake.
     On the other hand, sometimes we have financial problems through no fault of our own.  Maybe you can’t give much because of a medical crisis or because you lose your job.  In that case you need to cast your anxieties on God and know that He cares for you and that He will meet your needs as He sees best.

     The point is, even if you can’t follow the 10-10-80 rule for whatever reason, just do the best you can with what you have right now.  If you can’t give 10% to Church and Charity, then just give the best you can and ask God to help you increase over time.  In fact, as the love of God moves you to give you may find that in time you will desire to give even more than 10% without even thinking about it.

     In closing, let me say that I’ve witnessed the love of Christ working here at Concordia during this past year.  The love of Christ has moved our members to give of their time and abilities to serve the mission of God’s Church.  The love of Christ has also moved our members to increase their financial offerings so that we could move ahead in mission and ministry.

We must thank and praise God for this grace of giving at Concordia!
     The really Good News is that this grace of giving will only INCREASE as we continue to give OURSELVES to Christ first.  As we confess our sins and trust in Christ’s mercy; as we meet together for worship, prayer, meditation on God’s Word and the Lord’s Supper, the love of Christ will fill our hearts and the result is that we won’t be able to keep ourselves from giving to Christ’s Church.  We give because Christ first gave to us and continues to give through us.  In God We Trust!  Amen!
