Giving To God #2 – “Giving as an Expression of Faith”

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

This past week I was saddened to hear of the passing of Mary Travers of “Peter, Paul and Mary” She died at the age of 72. Having grown up with the group in the 60s I loved so many of their songs. Puff the Magic Dragon; If I Had a Hammer; Where Have All the Flowers Gone. Their songs were part of a movement that longed for a better world, a world at peace instead of war, a world where justice was blind for all people, a world where people shared what they had generously. As I thought about Mary’s death I reflected on how that song has changed over the decades- sometimes to a more cynical and selfish song. A few years ago I heard a take off on one of the songs they sang- This Land is My Land. Sing it with me. 
This land is my land, this land is my land.

I've got a shotgun, and you ain't got one.

I'll blow yer head off if you don't get off.

This land is private property.

It’s a different song, isn’t it? More fearful and distrustful, less giving and sharing, certainly less joyful. It reminded me of the Toddler Property Laws. Perhaps you have seen them? 
1. If I like it- it's mine.

2. If it's in my hand- it's mine.

3. If I can take it from you- it's mine.

4. If I had it a little while ago- it's mine.

5. If I'm doing or building something- all the pieces are mine.
6. If it looks just like mine- it’s mine.
7. If I saw it first- it's mine.
8. If you are playing with something and put it down- it’s mine.
Every parent has experienced this with their kids. Where does that attitude come from? It seems to be hard-wired into the human heart. We can call it self-centeredness, the human condition, or original sin. It is basically the attitude that we are at the center of the world and that the universe exists to meet our needs and desires.
When we talk about stewardship we need to confront this attitude head-on. And so the very first principle of stewardship is this: “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it.” (Psalm 24:1) God is at the center of the universe, and absolutely everything belongs to God. We don’t really own anything; we just use it for a little while. If you’ve ever been to an estate sale you know how true that is. In fact when we talk about stewardship we don’t talk about giving to God. How can you give something to God that God already owns? No, we talk about Christian management. How are we going to use our time, talents and treasure responsibly? 
Have you ever had someone house-sit for you while you were gone for an extended time? Or maybe you’ve been asked to house-sit for someone, water the plants, feed the pets, take in the mail, keep an eye on things. They may give you a tour of the place, explain the routine and how things work, what you are permitted or not permitted to do. They will invite you to make yourself at home, use whatever you want, basically live there as if it was your place. But you know inside that it really isn’t yours, that it belongs to someone else and you are there just a short time to take care of things for the owner.  You are a manager, a steward for someone else. 
That is the attitude people of faith are called to have. Life is different when you view it from the perspective of a steward. Think of your home and the land it’s on. You are a steward of it for a little while. Think of the contents of each room. Again, just stewards! Think of your children. The Bible says that children are a gift from the Lord. We don’t own them. But we do steward them for a short while as parents. Think of your own body. The Apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body.” Even when it comes to our own bodies we are stewards! We are stewards for just a short time of everything we have, and so the question we need to ask ourselves is- how are we going to manage what we have for the glory of God? How are we going to manage what we have to serve our neighbor?  

In his book Giving to God, Mark Allan Powell gives voice to a common question. “Someone will say, ‘I went to school and worked hard to learn certain skills. I got a job and now I work long hours, using those skills. For this I receive a paycheck and I should be allowed to use that money in whatever manner I please. It’s mine. I earned it.” Mark Powell says absolutely we should be allowed to use our money in whatever way we please. But living as stewards causes us to think differently. We owe our physical bodies and our mental and emotional health to God. We may have studied hard in school, but God gave us the brains and the capacity to learn. We may work long hours, but God provides us with the strength and stamina to do so. Moses told the Israelites long ago, “Do not say to yourself, My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth. But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth” (Deuteronomy 8:17-18). 
As stewards there is one word that expresses our attitude toward God- trust. The Apostle Paul wrote, “Don’t worry about anything…My God will fully satisfy ever need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6, 19). In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus described this life of trust. Don’t worry, he said, about what you are going to eat or drink or wear. So many people are consumed with pursuing these things that they become enslaved to that lifestyle. “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will given to you as well.” Trust that God loves you and will take care of you. It will free you to steward your resources in ways that are pleasing to God without worrying about your own needs. 
Let me summarize by saying three things about stewardship. A faithful steward 

1. Knows this world belongs to God.

2. Knows that God cares for them.

3. Trusts God to provide their needs.

The good news is that there is so much joy and freedom in living as stewards in God’s kingdom.

