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Sermon Transcript

Well, today we begin Part 2 of a series called The Genius of Generosity: How to Capture the Christmas Spirit 365 Days a Year. And if you weren’t with us for the first part, I want you to know this is not a series about “oughts” or “shoulds” or attempts to use guilt and manipulation to get you to be more generous. This is a series about the sheer genius of being a generous person. 
In the first week, we learned generosity is genius, first, because it works. It is the greatest win-win solution in the world. When you are generous with your time, your talent, and your treasure, you meet the needs of people: they’re blessed, they feel great, and good things happen. And what happens to you? You feel great too. So, pragmatically, it's the only way to live. No one likes a Scrooge. No one wants to be a Scrooge. The opposite of a Scrooge is a generous person.

The second thing we learned is that Jesus taught that it's the spiritually wisest way to live because it protects you from making really bad, shortsighted decisions about your time, your talent, and your treasure that will come back to bite you later.
We’re now going to move onto the next reason generosity is literally genius. Generosity, we’ll learn, is one of God's primary tools to draw you into an intimate relationship with Him. In fact, I've entitled this lesson “Generosity, the Gateway to Intimacy with God.” Now, think for just a second. There's something about you and me learning to be generous that will take us from wherever we are and draw us closer to understanding who God is and to experiencing Him. 
Let me give you a quick picture at the human level, and then I think it’ll click. I’ve only been a pastor of two churches: this is number two. I was only twenty-eight years old when I began pastoring church number one, and a chairman of the elders was a fellow named John Saval—a very godly, very wise guy. By the time I got there, he was late sixties, early seventies; and after about a year or so, we got to know each other. After an elders meeting, he put his arm around me while we were walking up this walkway. He said to me, “Chip, got a little plan. I want to know if you’d be interested in it. I’m getting’ pretty near the end of my life, and I’ve learned there’s not a whole lot that really matters. See, I have this desire to love and to help people, and God’s given me some resources to do it; but I’m downtown in this big building filled with glass and I’ve got all kind of business going on. And you’re out here at our Church, and when a single mom drives up in a station wagon with a couple kids, or someone needs some groceries, or someone needs their light bill paid; well, I’ve got desire and resources, and you have opportunity, so I’d like to cut a deal with you. 
Then he pulls out this checkbook and hands it to me. So I open up this checkbook, and it says Discretionary Fund, and it has balances of between $3,000 and $5,000. He said, “Now, here’s the deal. I would like you to be my eyes, my ears, and my heart; and whenever you see a need that you think would get me excited, that I could meet, I’d like to help. But I don’t want anyone to know where the money comes from. But when you see that single mom in the station wagon and she needs a bill paid, you just write a check out of the discretionary fund and pay for it and tell her God paid it. When you find someone downtown and he’s down-and-out, and you qualify it, and he needs some groceries, you write a check out or go get some money, and you give it to him, or put him on a bus. Wherever you see needs, I want you to go crazy, and I want you to put this money where God can use it to love people.”
Well, he’s a chairman of the elders. What am I going to do? I have to do whatever he says, you know? And so, we decide that we’re going to do this. First of all, it was overwhelming and I was pretty nervous--what if I choose the wrong things! And then it was, “Well, should I give this much or this much?” And so, there was a little bit of pressure at first, but then it got to be fun. I mean, it really got to be fun. Three major things happened in my life as a result of this little deal. 
First, I was always asking, “What would John want me to do?” Here’s a young gal and she’s pregnant, and she needs help—for herself and for the baby. Here’s someone else and they’ve really gone through a struggle. Here’s a family in our Church and there’s nothing in the Church budget—but I have John’s money to help. All of a sudden, I feel like Santa Clause 365 days a year! You know, you get this money and you’re thinking, “God, where do you want it to go?” But here’s the deal: before John and I struck up this deal, we were friends for a year, year-and-a-half, because he was a chairman of the elders and I was a pastor, but I never thought about him every day. But because I was now spending his money, I was always asking the question, “I wonder where he wants it to go?” Do you see what that did to our relationship?
The second thing that happened was that I was far more meticulous about balancing John’s checkbook than my own. Now, Theresa has completely changed this in our life; but before we got married, I didn’t have a lot, so my bank account wasn’t real hard to figure out. I’d look at what I had in my checkbook, and if it was $20 or $30, that was close enough for me. But now my wife says, “That is not the way you do it, dear.” Alright. 
What was okay for my money, I couldn’t do with John’s money. I knew that I would meet John, and he was going to say, “Hey, how’s it goin’?” 
“Oh, John, I’m off a couple hundred bucks, but you know.” 
Not. All of a sudden, I got real faithful. I started communing with John, becoming aware of his perspective, gaining wisdom about where he wanted his money to go. Then I got really faithful about how to spend his money, a lot more faithful than I was with my own. 
The third thing that happened as a result of my deal with John—and this was the best part--John and I became best friends. Here’s how it worked. John would say, “Okay, once a quarter or at least three times a year, drive into Dallas and I’ll buy you lunch.” Well, to me lunch meant Jack in the Box, McDonalds, or on a good day, Chili’s. That wasn’t John’s idea of lunch. At our meetings, he would buy me an extravagant lunch, and I would tell him extraordinary stories . I never felt like I was John's errand boy. This was a celebration. This was a “Hey, let’s get together and find out what God did.” 
Here’s how our lunches would go: I’d get in the elevator and go up 30, 50 stories--way up there. I’d get off on the Saval Dodge floor and then I’d hear, “Hey, Mr. Saval. Chip’s here.”

And he’s, “Oh, how ya doin’?”  He’d put his arm around me, and we’d get in another elevator, and it goes straight up, all the way to the top. Elevator doors open--now, I come from pretty humble beginnings--and there would be guys with these white things over their arm: “Oh, Mr. Saval, good to see you.” 
And we walk in and I’m thinking, “Whoa!” And then, there’s the windows--you can see all of Dallas from up there. And then, they give you the menu. You know it’s a ritzy place when there are no prices on the menu. John tells me, “The fillet is great here. Do you want to try a little lobster?” There was a spirit of celebration, and John would say, “God’s been good to me. I want to give you the best lunch possible.”
We’d sit there for two hours, and I would go through and say, “Well, this is what we did for a single mom. There was a pregnant teenager. Here’s a family in our Church.” 
And I would tell him story after story of where his money went, and  he’d  say, “Praise the Lord.” He said that in an authentic way but pretty loud, kind of Texanish, and then he would say, “Okay. I want to fill up the discretionary fund. Let’s do it again.” And it was one of the wildest experiences I’ve ever had. 
YOUR SPIRITUAL CORRELATION

Are some of you making the spiritual correlations yet? Are you beginning to mentally walk down the road and ask yourselves, “Why was Chip faithful with the checkbook?” Well, because it was John’s money. “Why did Chip and John become such good friends?” Well, because they got together to celebrate what Chip did with John's money. “Why did Chip start thinking about John all the time?” Well, because he had to figure out what John would do with his money if he were John.
Turn the page, if you will, and what I want you to know is that what I experienced with John is what God wants you to experience with Him. The genius behind the in-depth relationship I enjoyed with John Saval is our Breakthrough Concept # 2: God owns everything. You are His money manager. You are His time manager. You are His talent manager.
Breakthrough Concept # 1 last week was what? Wherever I put what’s entrusted to me-- Hi time, treasure, and talent--my heart always follows.
Look what Scripture says. I didn’t make this up. Psalm 24:1says, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it; the world and all who live in it.” Haggai 2:8: “The silver is mine and the gold is mine.” Even if it’s in your bank account, even if it’s in your 401k, God says, “It’s mine.” Or listen to Deuteronomy 8:18: “Remember the Lord your God, for it is He who gives you the ability to produce wealth.”
You’re saying to yourself, “Well, I earned it.”

And God’s saying, “And who put the oxygen in your lungs? Who gave you the brain? Who gave you the job opportunity?”

Or, finally, notice 1 Corinthians 6: 19-20: “You are not your own. You’re bought with a price.”
Now, listen carefully. This concept is revolutionary in your relationship with God, and God designed it this way. If you can ever take the intellectual thought, “All I know, all that I am, and all I have belongs to God,” and move it down to your heart where you feel it and grasp it, and then move it right down into your visceral gut and say, “You know what? When I get up today, how should I spend God’s time? When I write my checks this weekend, how should I spend God’s money? When I think about what I’m going to do with my family, how should I treat the wife God’s entrusted to me or the husband or the child? When I go to work today, how should I treat these employees, or my employer whom God’s entrusted to me?” If you can make this move from mind to heart to gut, it will revolutionize your relationship with God. Because then you’ll be aware all the time and you’ll ask, “God, what do you want me to do with your time, your money, and your talent?”
THE OIKONOMIA PRINCIPLE

To summarize these concepts, I want to tell you about what I call the Oikonomia Principle. Now, I don’t throw a lot of Greek words around, but there are two reasons I’m sharing this particular word with you. The first reason is that it’s an amazing concept. The Greek word, oikonomia means: "a steward, managing a household" – properly, a stewardship, management (administration), i.e. where a person looks after another's affairs.
The root of this word is oikos and has the idea of house, and it’s used to apply to a broad spectrum of ideas related to this study.

The second reason is that it sounds really cool. Doesn’t it? Oikonomia. It sorta sounds like an Italian dish with a little Greek salad on the side or something. 
The Oikonomia Principle is simply this: All that we are and all that we have belongs to God and He has--are you ready for this?--temporarily entrusted it to us to manage according to His wishes. 
Let me give you the Oikonomia Principle in a picture. Remember Joseph? Multi-colored coat, gets sold into slavery by his brothers, ends up in Egypt, and then works for a fellow named Potiphar? And Potiphar says, “I'm going to make you the steward over my household,” meaning, over household responsibilities. Household owners would bring in a manager or steward to take care of all the finances, all the housework, and oversight of the property. And this Potiphar says, “Joseph, you’re in charge. You got my power of attorney all my accounts. You're in charge of all my slaves, all my land, everything. The only thing I'm holding back is my wife. You run my business and then give an account to me. It's all mine; you run it.”
That’s what God is saying to you. He is saying that just as Potiphar owned it all and it was his household, and he said, “Joseph, I want you to steward. I want you to manage it for me according to my wishes,” God is saying, “I am the owner. I want you to steward or manage. And, by the way, it’s not your money.”

I put together a list of where this concept shows up in Scripture.
Psalm 90:12: God says, The time that you have…is entrusted to you. You don’t own it. 
Proverbs 19:14: If you have a wife…she’s a gift from God entrusted to you. Children are a gift from the Lord. They’ve been entrusted to you.
Luke 16:12: Money--it’s not yours. It’s God’s money put into your account under your name, and you give an account to Him, like I did with my discretionary fund that belonged to John. Spiritual gifts—God has given you supernatural abilities to further the cause of Christ. They’re not your spiritual gifts; they’re entrusted to you. The same applies to the Gospel, even to people.

Acts 20:28: Paul would say to these Ephesian elders, The Holy Spirit made you overseers. You're responsible for these people. They're not your flock; they’re my flock. I’m giving you the responsibility to manage and steward them. In fact, imagine this: Imagine how the way we live would change if we believed that the body we’re walking around in does not belong to us. It’s God’s body. So, what do I do with God’s body? How much sleep does God’s body need? How much exercise does God’s body need? It’s revolutionary. 
This is the Oikonomia Principle: God owns everything. You are a steward. I’m a steward. Knowing that this is true, the apostle Paul gives us a majorly important lesson, with huge implications. Now, I imagine Paul was probably the greatest intellect of the day: he had the greatest training, and he wrote 13 books of the New Testament. If there’s anyone who could say, “You know, guys, if you want to look at someone who has it together, is used by God, and who’s blazing the trail, well, look at me--my name’s Paul the Apostle.” But in 1 Corinthians 4:1-2, the Apostle Paul is so clear on the Oikonomia Principle, the stewardship concept that God owns it. Notice what he says regarding how he wants people to think of him, regarding his identity. And then ask yourself, “Is this my identity?” Paul says, “Let a man regard us…”--“man” is generic here: let a man, let a woman--“Let a man regard us or think about us in this manner.” In what manner? “As servants of Christ.” The word for “servant” literally means a house slave. Paul says, “When you think about me, know that I have a dual identity—I am a servant of Christ and a steward of all God has given me.” Oikonomia--steward, manager, “of the mystery of God.” 
So, what’s your responsibility? How do you live your life? We’ve seen that a steward is required to be--what?--trustworthy. Now, do you begin to understand why Jesus talks so much about money, money, money and why He told parable after parable about stewardship? Just read through the gospels and you’ll see that He’s always talking about money and about using the talents He’s given us. He talks about a king who goes on a long journey, and when he comes back, what do the stewards do? What do they do with what they were given? He talks about ten virgins, and five of them are prepared and have the oil they need, and five aren’t prepared. When Jesus talks about the coming Kingdom, He’s talking about our Breakthrough Concepts #1 and #2. He says, “You’ll always know where your heart is because it always goes where your money’s going, and if you ever get that God is the King and that He’s the owner and you’re the manager, it will transform how you live your life.” 
THE DISHONEST MANAGER
What I’d like to do in our remaining time is look at what is probably the most classic passage in the New Testament, were Jesus takes the idea of stewardship, how to be a wise steward, and the issue of money and brings them together. He tells a parable, or a story, that He teaches out of--it's the story of the dishonest manager.

Turn your Bibles to Luke 16. Some of you may think, “Oh, it’ll come up on the screens,” but no it won’t. I have to keep you guys honest. Bring your Bible. The setting here is the correction of the Pharisees and the instruction of His disciples concerning wealth. By this time in New Testament history, the Pharisees had taken some truths out of the Old Testament and perverted them. The Old Testament was very clear that when God’s people lived in a theocracy, with God as their King, and were in obedience, He would bring material blessing into their life. Remember? “You’ll go into a land filled with milk and honey. You will live in houses that you haven’t built. You will drink out of wells that you did not dig. Your herds will multiply.” Right? 
Material blessings were one of the signs of God’s blessing upon His people. There was many other signs and commands about honesty, righteousness, common wisdom, and humility. But the Pharisees lopped those off, and by the time of Jesus, they had a warped theology that went something like this: “The surest sign of God’s blessing on a righteous life is financial wealth. We want everyone to think that we're really righteous, so we’re going to skew the religious system. And we’ll figure out how to get really, really, really rich, whether it’s honest or not. Then when we have all this wealth, people will assume we must be very righteous.” Do you get the idea? If you have a lot of money, it’s the obvious evidence of God’s blessings on your life. That was their warped theology, and as a result of it, they were crooks. 
Do you remember some of the harshest words Jesus ever used in the New Testament? Do you remember who was He talking about when He said, “You brood of vipers”? Pharisees. “You whitewashed tombs”? Pharisees. Jesus was down on these guys because they used religious façade to strip people’s pockets. In this context, Jesus wants to correct them, and then He also wants to give His disciples the truth. 
So, as we follow along in Luke 16, here’s the story. In verses 1 and 2, we’ll see that mismanagement occurs and dismissal is soon to follow. There is a steward or manager set up just like Joseph with Potiphar, and the guy does a bad job and he's going to get fired. Jesus tells His disciples, “There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions. So, he called him in and he asked him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.’” Translation? “You’re fired. You’re wasting my money.” 
Two options are considered by this steward or manager, and a third is taken. Picking it up at verse 3-7: “The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. Option 1: I could dig ditches, but I'm not strong enough to dig. Option 2: I could beg, but I’m too ashamed to beg.” So, those two were out. He goes with Option 3, verse 4: “I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.” So he called in each of his master’s debtors and he asked the first, “How much do you owe my master?”
The guy says, “Eight hundred gallons of olive oil.” That’s a lot of money. 
The manager told him, “Quickly, take your bills, sit down and make it out for four hundred.” Half price. 
Then he asked the second, “How much do you owe?”

“A thousand bushels of wheat,” he replied.

So the manager told him, “Take your bill and make it eight hundred.”

You see what he’s done? First, he’s done something very dishonest. Right? Second, it's very selfish. What's his logic? “I’m in a jam. This time tomorrow I'm gonna get fired. I don’t want to beg. I don’t want to dig ditches. Okay, I need to figure out a way that when I leave this job there will be people who’ll say, ‘Hey...’”--say his name was John--“‘Hey, Johnny boy! I heard you lost your job. Why don’t you come over and stay with us for two or three months. In fact, I got a little job where you won’t have to do anything and, in light of the ton of money you saved me, let me help you out.’” Get the idea? 
Now notice, carefully, that there’s a commendation by the owner. And what he says is there’s a good lesson from a bad example. We’ll learn in verses 8 and 9 that he’s commended not because of his actions, which were dishonest, not because of his motives, because they were selfish; but he’s commended for his logic. His logic was ingenious, and his methodology was downright shrewd and smart. Look at verses 8 and 9 with me. “The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly…”--and then we get this idea--“for the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.”
Listen to what Jesus says: “I tell you…”--he’s applying this principle to his disciples--“I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.” 
Now, hear this commendation: “The dishonest manager uses…”--follow this carefully--“his present temporal opportunity or stewardship with a view of receiving future reward.” In his case, “I’m going to lose my job. I need to make sure I have a livelihood after I’m fired.”

Jesus will now say, “That logic and methodology is exactly how the children of light think.” And so, He says, “It not only makes good business sense, but it makes good spiritual sense.”
Last week we talked about how God has created us for eternity, but that He’s placed us in time? Remember the illustration? We imagined a piece of notebook paper that is one long sheet—so long that goes all the way out that wall, then out the building through another wall, and that notebook paper keeps going on forever, and ever, and ever—like eternity. We’re made for eternity. We are eternal beings. Remember what we said that all of time compared to eternity could be reduced to--what?--about an inch on a ruler. On that one little inch, you could draw a dot with a pencil, and that would probably be three or four different centuries. And inside that dot, imagine a microscopic, tiny, eensy, weenie little dot that is your life. This dot could only be seen with an electron microscope. But that tiny, little life goes on for eternity. Jesus is saying, do the math. If you’re made for eternity and all of mankind’s time can be reduced to an inch, and inside that is a tiny, tiny, tiny, tiny, little dot, a speck that represents your entire time on the earth, then use your material resources here with a view of getting future reward when you find yourself for all of eternity in Heaven with God. That’s His point.

Nest, notice some teaching. Look at verses 10 and 11. Jesus now gives a principle, an application. In verse 10, He says, “Whoever can be trusted with very little can be trusted with much. And whoever is dishonest with very little will be dishonest with much.” That’s a good principle. If you have been not trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 
I love the way the New American Standard puts this, so I memorized it in this version. That's why put it in your notes. “He who is faithful in a very little thing…”--what’s the “little thing” in context? It’s money, isn’t it? “He who is faithful in a very little thing will be faithful also in much. He who is unrighteous in a very little thing” – money – “will be unrighteous also in much.”
We tend to think--and take this in the right spirit--we tend to think that people who have learned to give their money generously, who give off the top, must be spiritual giants. But according to Jesus--are you ready for this? “Learning to give your worldly wealth is like the ABCs of spiritual growth.” He says, “In fact, unless you’re learning not to allow your money to choke you,” unless you’re learning to give off the top generously and understand that He owns it all and you’re just the steward, unless you are learning these things, He says, “You’re not ready to get into the game of spiritual stewardship.” The kind of stewardship where God would give you oversight over someone’s soul; where God will let you follow up on someone and transform his or her life; where God would let you in on rescuing a marriage; where God would let you in on a system of something where countless lives would be changed. He says, “Those are true riches.”
God is the wisest investment banker in the universe. And so, He gives us these little tests called worldly wealth (money), and He says, “Now, it’s pretty clear and it’s real objective. We can find out together where your heart is, and we can find out together whether you believe I’m the owner and you’re the steward. Or we can find out whether you just say you’re worshiping me or whether you’re really worshiping yourself through your stuff.” And so, He says to him, “The first test about where your true devotion lies is by looking at what you do with the little thing, money.” In fact, look at the text. What does He say? Verse 12: “And if you’ve not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own?” 
I mean, if you’re John Saval, and I came every quarter and said, “John, you know, I don’t know how much money I got, and I think I blew $300 or $500, or I think I’m $1,000 off this time,” do you think John will say, “Boy, Chip, you’re doing such a good job, I think I’ll open up a checking account just for you in your name”? No chance. 
God is saying, “If you can’t be trustworthy with someone else’s stuff”--namely His--“how in the world will you be prepared to have ownership and responsibility in much more significant areas?”

And then, he gets to the core of the issue in verse 13: “No servant can serve two masters. He’ll either hate the one and be devoted to the other or he’ll despise the other. You can’t serve both God and money.” He’s saying to His disciples, “Guys, do you understand how the Pharisees think and how they love money and how they’re trying to impress people with this warped idea that they’re righteous just because they have financial resources? Do you see that for what it is, disciples?” And then, He says, “And, disciples, do you realize that I own it all and that the baby steps of discipleship is learning to handle physical wealth, property, and finances? When you learn this, you’ll know where your heart is. Then you’ll be an authentic worshiper of me--because you can’t do it both ways.” 
And then, see what he says to these Pharisees in verse 15: “The Pharisees who love money heard all of this.” Now notice their reaction. And they were--you can almost hear it--sneering at Jesus. This message was not a popular one. 
This is not one of those where they hung on every word and said, “Oh, He’s marvelous.” They were saying, “Oh, man, where’s He getting this stuff?”
Jesus then says: “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your heart; for that which is highly valued or highly esteemed among men is detestable in the sight of God.” He was saying, “Your attitude toward money reveals your true heart and what you worship.” And, “You’ve been using money as an external con to image cast and impress people, and it's all been about you.” And so, Jesus teaches that faithfulness with material wealth is the prerequisite to being entrusted with spiritual wealth and rewards.

Are you beginning to see how God has it designed? Generosity is the gateway to intimacy in your relationship with God, because when I grasp that it’s all his—and not just an intellectual grasping—but when I take the message that everything belongs to Him and I’m His money manager and move it to my heart and my gut, then I begin to think about how I spend it. After I get the money part down, I can think about what to do with my time and my talent, and all of a sudden I'm asking, “What would be pleasing to you, God?” All of a sudden I'm becoming best friends with Him. God is not miserly. Not only does He want to give and love and care for people through us, He wants to rejoice over us and delight in us, and the only way He can do that is when our hearts are His.

I want to tell you a story because you’re looking real serious. You guys are giving me the, “I might have a little more Pharisee blood in me than I ever dreamed” look. And that’s okay, but the Spirit of God never convicts us to make us feel bad. The Spirit of God always convicts us to show us something in our lives, so that we can look at it and say, “Oh, Lord, I’m sorry.” God’s plans are always good. He’s a good God, and He’s a generous God. And He shows us problems in our lives so He can take it and deal with them; and so we can confess them, forsake them, and do something new and good and positive.
The whole issue of finances has been a journey for me. I grew up around a early Christian group, and I learned how to have a quiet time, then memorize a few verses, and I began to grow in Christ. But I have to tell you that I didn’t get very good in my thinking on money. Oh, I learned to be obedient. I learned to give the first portion, and the group I was around said to give 9 or 11percent. They reminded us that we’re not under the law and that our giving should be proportional, but that 10 percent is a good minimum, a good place to start; and they modeled this.

And so, I began to give 10, 11 percent. At the time I was coaching and teaching; I still remember, I was making $1,000 a month and had almost no expenses. I had a little green Volkswagen. I mean, it was so cool. It was my very first car. It stayed bright and shiny. I didn’t know anything about cars, but I put oil in it, and for years it ran like a top. I had like $110, $120 worth of rent, so I had about $800 left over, so I started giving 20 percent of my income. Then I started giving 30 percent. Now, here’s the problem. Here’s where it got deceitful. I still didn't understand that it was all God’s. I had the Pharisee blood going in me, and what I thought was--it was real subtle--I thought the more I gave, the more God would love me. And, appropriately, very delicately, at the right time I would let people know how overwhelmingly generous I was. You know like, “Hey, I’m spiritual. Whatdya think? Huh? I mean, 30 percent.” Well, 30 percent of $1,000 is not a whole lot of money, but you know. And so, I thought I was doing really well in this area. 
Soon, I married Theresa, and we headed off to seminary. We put everything we owned in a Ryder truck. Theresa had recently bought a Chevy Nova, and it wasn’t a lot newer than mine, and we could fit in it. We couldn’t afford to take both cars to Dallas, and it was right during the oil embargo. Remember this? 1978. Everyone was behind these really big cars, and no one could afford to put gas in them. My little green Volkswagen—with its great gas mileage--was going for like $600, $800, more than I paid for it six years ago. And so I’m driving to work, ready to teach and coach, and thinking, “Should I ask $600? No, I bet I can get $800 or more. I’m gonna ask $1,000”--greed, greed, greed. And so, I’m driving to work one day, and I hear the still, small voice of God--it was very still and very small, because I said, “That cannot be from God. I don’t want to listen to that.” 

I heard, “Chip, whose car is this?”
“Okay. Wonder what we’ll do in practice today?”

Next day: “Chip, whose car is this?” Next day: “Chip, whose car is this?”

And finally, I knew--you know, when you get a strong impression over and over again that lines up with Scripture and has to do with loving and serving and caring for other people? I had a pretty good idea it was probably the Holy Spirit. And so, after four days in denial: “God, this is your car.”

“That’s right, Chip. I have a plan for this car.” I would learn later that it was really a plan for my heart.

I said, “So, what’s your plan for this car?”

He said, “You know Nancy?”

“Well, yeah.”

“You know, the gal involved in ministry?”

“Yeah.”

“You understand that she’s gonna be a Whitcliffe missionary, right?”

“Yeah.”

“She’s a close friend?”

“Yeah.”

“You have two cars, right?”

“Yes.”

“She has no car, right?”

“Yes.” And I’m thinking, “I don’t like where this is going.”

“She’s going to Thailand to translate the Bible for the Monic people, and she’ll need to travel all over America, and she’ll need a car with low gas mileage. I want you to take this car that’s mine, that I’ve let you use for six years, and I want you to give it to her.”

“You’re kidding.” 
And here’s what I want you hear. I didn’t do it because it was noble. I didn’t do it because I was generous. I didn't do because I was godly. I didn't do because I was spiritual. It was like God just said, “Do this.” It was purely an obedience issue, and here’s what I learned. I learned I didn’t believe that all that I had was God’s. I gave 25 and 30 percent of my income, as a Pharisee would, to earn God's favor and to impress people. But I wasn't even on first base in terms of stewardship. And you know what happened? When we got home that night, Theresa sat on the couch and says, “Hey, honey, why didn’t you tell them about how you planned to take out the car stereo before you gave it to her?” 
She had come out to the car while I was pulling that stereo out and said, “What are you doing?” 
I said, “Well, honey, God said the car, but you know, I mean…” 
And she put her hands on her hips, and I just looked at my stereo and said, “Okay.” And I put it back in.
But do you hear what God is saying? Your life will be dramatically transformed. What He wants you to know is that everything, everything--time, talent, treasure, money, cars, houses, boats, investments, jewelry, kids, wife, husband, opportunities--they’re all God’s. They’ve been entrusted to you, and you are His manager. We are to wake up every day and say, “Lord, what do you want me to do with this time, talent, and treasure that you’ve given me? Lord, what would make you happiest and give the most bang for the buck spiritually. And…”--don’t miss this one--“Lord, I want to be best friends with You in the process. I want to talk to You about this, and I want to feel Your pleasure and delight over me. I want to have extravagant lunches with You and tell you extraordinary stories of what we're doing with your money and all that is Yours.” That is what it means when we say generosity is the gateway to intimacy with God. And we have to learn that while we’re becoming generous, we will always be fighting the battle of mammon vs. God.
HOW DO WE GET THERE?

You may be saying to yourself, deep in your heart, “I want to be that kind of a steward, but how do I get there? Give me some help.” So that’s what I want to do right now; I want to give you some practical tips on how you become a good steward.

1. Know God’s Purpose for You
I want you to internalize this question and ask yourself, “Am I using the money entrusted to me in accordance with the owner’s wishes?” When you look at your checking account, your Visa, your MasterCard, and your investments, ask yourself, “Am I using the money that the owner, God, entrusted to me to fill His purposes and His agenda, or am I using it for my purposes and my agenda?” 
“But,” you might say, “how would I know what His purposes are?” Let me give you a little help here. Three clear purposes arise from Scripture. First, The Great Commission: God is concerned about every lost person on this planet, and He wants them to hear the Gospel and come to the saving knowledge in Jesus Christ. If your money’s going toward reaching lost people, you are within His purposes. Second, God is concerned that the Body of Christ be built up, that every believer grow to maturity and become all that God wants them to be. If your finances, time, and treasure are going to that, that's God's purpose. Third, God is passionate about hurting, desperate people who are poor and in need of hearing the Gospel and getting physical assistance. So, if your money’s going toward The Great Commission, building up the Body of Christ, and helping needy, hurting people in acts of compassion, you can know for sure that you’re aligned with God’s purposes.

2. Examine Your Giving
The second practical way to know that you’re getting there is to examine your giving, and you do this by asking yourself three questions.

1. Do I Give Off the Top of My Income?
Do I give the first portion of my income, off the top, as a reminder to myself and a commitment to Him that I really understand it’s His money? After all these years, it’s finally a real habit for me. The first check we write every two weeks, once we get our check, is to Santa Cruz Bible Church. And then, over and above, to wherever God wants us to give. But it’s before we pay our bills, it’s before we do anything else, because I want to remind myself that all I have belongs to God. How you doing?
2. Am I Keeping a Careful Accounting of the Owner’s Funds?
Remember when I met with John over lunch? I opened up and said, “This is where your money went.” Now, there’s no law in our day about how much we need to give. But we teach around here that a good target, a good minimum, a good place to start is 10 percent. For some, 6 or 8 percent may be where you have the faith to give. There are some who will give 11, 12, or 15 percent. You may be giving 50 percent of your income away, but if you’re giving 50 and keeping 50, if you’re giving 10 and keeping 90, listen carefully. The 50 you keep, the 90 you keep, the 94.5 percent that you keep is as much God’s as the 10 percent you gave; and you and I will be held just as accountable for the money we keep as the money we give. Because it’s all His. Right? So, you need to ask yourself, “What am I doing with the rest of the money?” 
Now lean back, because this will be painful for some of you, and you need to take it in stride. One of the evidences that you are serious about being a good money manager is that you live on at least some semblance of a budget. It is impossible to be a good steward of someone else's money if you don't know where it's going and haven't predetermined how you will use it. And what I know is that the great majority of people do not live in a budget. 
We’re going to start a class in January on Tuesday night to help people work through these kinds of issues, and we have a ministry in our Church called Crown Ministry where people get in small groups, and we really help you work through the specifics of finances. But let me tell you, for some of you who are not real detail people, there’s some simple things you can do. I have a very simple budget. My real simple budget is this: first, I get my paycheck, and I honor the Lord; second, I pay all the bills. Then we sit down and say, okay, recreation: X-amount of dollars this two-week period; groceries: “how much do you need, Theresa?” X-amount of dollars; gas for the cars: X-amount of dollars. I write a check for all that, and then we go into the bank, cash the check, and put the cash in three different envelopes. I have more coming in than going out--savings is a part of that extra that’s coming in--and I live out of three envelopes. When the recreation money is gone, we’re done. We don’t go out to eat anymore. When the grocery money is gone, we make do with what we have. When the gas money starts getting low, well…we have to figure out what to do.
There’s a very simple way to track your money. In fact, here’s a challenge. This is a fun one, okay? I’m serious. Do this is a spirit of, “I wonder what I’ll learn!” Here’s what I want you to do. Go to 7-Eleven or Longs Drug Store or Walgreens or someplace and get one of those little spiral notebooks that are about 2-inches wide and about 3-inches long. If you’re a guy, get one and stick it in your pocket; if you’re a gal, stick it in your purse. For the next 30 days, keep a record of the money you spend. Every time you spend even just a dime--write down what you spent it for. $0.67, coffee. $3.25, caramel latte moocha, maka, meeka, meekie, whatever it is. $4.29, panty hose. I’m not asking you to change your spending habits, but this will help you find out where your money goes. When you’ve done this for 30 days, sit down and list categories. You will be astounded at where your money goes. But it can be fun and you’ll find out, “Wow! I can do this with instead of that.”
3. Am I Becoming Best Friends with the Owner?
As I have the privilege and opportunity to manage the owner’s resources, are He and I becoming best friends? Do we celebrate together? Listen very carefully. I know this has been a challenging message for some. If you have any obsessive-compulsive tendencies, listen real carefully. If you have any Pharisaic blood in you, like the person teaching, listen very carefully. Okay, you ready? You need to balance sacrifice with joy and celebration and fulfilling the wishes of your Father. We’re not talking about legalism here. Enjoy the sense of God's blessing and His delight in you. This is not about sacrifice and martyrdom for the purpose of “getting” God to love you more. He’ll never love you more than He loves you right now. Make sure that once you're giving generously and satisfying His wishes, you have a few extravagant lunches. I don’t think John Saval felt bad saying, “You want the steak? You want the lobster?” 
Some of you ought to get your priorities in line, and if you’re financially able, invite all your family and spend a bundle of money, and go on a great vacation, and say, “God made the earth, and He gave me this family. And it’s wonderful, and I love it, and I’ve spent a ton of money on it. Praise God!” The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof. Stewardship is not about thinking, “Oh, I can’t have anything nice. I should feel guilty anytime I have something I really like.” 
Stewardship is living under the gaze of a loving, generous, infinite being who loves you and says, “First and foremost, give it and spend it in a way that’s pleasing to Me, knowing that I own it anyway. Second, be a good steward of all that’s there. Then let’s celebrate. It’s about joy. Let’s rejoice. Let me delight over you.” That’s what stewardship is about.
THE NEVER-ENDING STORY

John Saval’s story didn’t end. It continues. He went to be with the Lord just a few years ago, and you know what he’s doing right now? He’s having a big, extravagant meal with His Savior and with friends who welcomed him when he came. He’s hearing extraordinary stories. He’s hearing people say, “Hey, John, you know what? Since I’ve been in Heaven, I found out that when that Ingram guy gave me a check for $200, you were the one behind it. He shared the Gospel with us when we were living in that station wagon. I came to Christ, my kids came to Christ, and now we realize we’re here because of you. John, I wanted to tell you that.” And they’re lined up, and John is hearing the extraordinary story after story. All because when John was still living in time, he realized he was made for eternity, so he used his worldly wealth to make friends who would welcome him. He gets it. He gets it, and he’s enjoying it.
IT’S YOUR MOVE

On the very bottom of the page I have a short prayer for you. If you’re like most of the guys around here, you read ahead, so you’ve already read it. But it’s a “your move” prayer. It shows what it would look like to move in this direction. It says, “I (blank)…”--put in your name, not mine--“I (blank) want to develop a deep, personal relationship with you, dear God. Today I recognize that all that I have and all that I am belongs to You. I commit today…”--notice that word--“I commit today to discover, by your grace, where and how to invest the time, talent, and treasure entrusted to me.” 
If that prayer reflects your heart, I would you to write your name in there and bow your head and say, “God, I don’t know all the implications, but I recognize, intellectually, it all belongs to you. I'm your money manager. Would you now, by grace, show me what it looks like to live my life completely different, as a steward, as a oikonomia of the infinite, personal, compassionate God who made me?”
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