Matthew 6:19-24

19“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; 20but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 22“The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light; 23but if your eye is unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness! 24“No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.

2 Corinthians 8:1-9

1We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been granted to the churches of Macedonia; 2for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. 3For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, 4begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints— 5and this, not merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord and, by the will of God, to us,6so that we might urge Titus that, as he had already made a beginning, so he should also complete this generous undertaking among you.

7Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so we want you to excel also in this generous undertaking. 8I do not say this as a command, but I am testing the genuineness of your love against the earnestness of others. 9For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.

Defined by Generosity
Today is the final message in our sermon series based on Rev. Adam Hamilton’s book, Enough: Discovering Joy Through Simplicity and Generosity.  Over these past few weeks, Hamilton has done a good job, I believe, of getting us to think more consciously about how we use our resources.  Of course, the main focus has been on using our money wisely, but wise use of all of our resources is important, including our time, and talents, and energy.
Early on, Hamilton had us consider our purpose in life, our reason for being alive, and he then suggested that whatever the answer, we should devote our resources and work wholeheartedly to attain that purpose.  By definition, using our money wisely would mean using it to support our life’s purpose.  The flip-side of not consciously deciding how to use our resources is allowing the voices within our culture to sway us and tempt us into pursuing unworthy purposes.
As Christians, our professed purpose is to love God unconditionally and to love our neighbors as ourselves, and one indicator of how well we are doing that is our generosity.  Do we enjoy giving to God and to others?  And do we do so freely and often?  Hamilton states:
God created us with the willingness to give—to God and to others.  This design is part of our makeup; we actually have the need to be generous.  Yet there are two voices that “war” against our God-given impulse toward generosity, tempting us to keep or hoard what we have.

The first voice is that of fear: fear of what might happen to us.  It tells us, “If you give, there may not be enough left over for you.”  What if we don’t have enough to fill the gas tank or buy groceries or pay the bills.  This fear, along with a misplaced idea about the true source of our security, keeps us from being generous and leads us to hoard what we have.  Many believe that security lies in amassing as much wealth as possible.  But the truth is hoarding offers us no real security in this world.

The second voice is that of self-gratification, which tells us, “If you give, you won’t have enough money to buy the stuff you need to make you happy.”  As we’ve said these last few weeks, our culture tells us that our lives consist in the abundance of our possessions and pleasurable experiences.  So we find ourselves thinking, “If I give, there won’t be enough left for me.”  We do the math and think, “Why would I want to give so much money away?  Just think of the stuff I could buy for myself!”  Before long we’ve convinced ourselves that we really need those things to be happy.  We don’t want to miss out on anything!  But as we’ve said, there comes a point where more and more stuff produces less and less satisfaction and happiness.
So how do we defeat the voices of fear and self-gratification?  In a sense, they were defeated the moment we put our faith in Jesus Christ.  When we give our lives to Christ, invite him to be Lord over our lives, and allow the Holy Spirit to begin changing us from the inside out, we find that our fears begin to dissipate and our aim in life shifts from seeking personal pleasure to pleasing God and caring for others.  Although we still may wrestle with the voices from time to time, we’re able to silence them more readily and effectively the more we grow in Christ.  And the more we grow in Christ, the more generous we become, because generosity is a fruit of spiritual growth.  Our giving – both to God and to others – is actually a measure of spiritual growth, because giving requires that we trust God to supply our needs.
One of the ways we can cultivate spiritual growth - and become more and more generous - is by understanding that our lives belong to the Lord.  However, this isn’t simply an intellectual understanding.  We grow spiritually when we know in our hearts that our lives belong to God.  And an excellent way to gain that kind of heart knowledge is through prayer.  Look with me again at our unison prayer, No. 607 in your hymnals, “A Covenant Prayer in the Wesleyan Tradition”:  
I am no longer my own, but thine. 
Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt. 
Put me to doing, put me to suffering. 
Let me be employed by thee or laid aside for thee, 
Exalted for thee or brought low for thee. 
Let me be full, let me be empty. 
Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and heartily yield all things 
To thy pleasure and disposal. 
Routinely praying this kind of simple prayer on a regular basis helps us to commit our lives completely to God.  And when we understand that our life is not our own, we find that we’re willing to give more generously and to do things that are a bit risky or that require sacrifice, because we understand our security isn’t in our savings account or IRA, but in God.  Hamilton states:

As the Holy Spirit continues to work in our lives, we begin to think less about ourselves and more about others.  We begin to see the needs of others and wonder, “If I don’t do something, who will?”  As this change takes place within us, we experience real joy.  We discover that we find more joy in doing things for other people and for God than we ever did in doing things for ourselves.  This is what Jesus meant when he said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”  In the very act of losing our lives, we find life, [again] as Jesus said, “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”  These spiritual realizations bring us to a central theological foundation for generosity: “Life is a gift, and everything belongs to God.”

Even our capacity to acquire wealth is a gift from God.  I once attended a church with an older man who was quite wealthy, but he and his wife were always deeply involved in charitable activities through our church.  If there was a mission activity with a monetary need, invariably this man would help.  He once made the statement that he believed one of his spiritual gifts was making money.  Almost everything he had tried in his life had been successful and profitable, and he was very generous in using these resources to further God’s kingdom purposes.
From the early days of the Old Testament, God’s people observed the practice of giving some portion of the best of what they had to God.  A gift offered to God was called the first fruits or the tithe, because it was literally one-tenth of the best of one’s flocks or crops or income.  Abraham was the first to give a tithe or a tenth.  In Moses’ time, when the law was given, it included the requirement to tithe.  And so we hear in the book of Leviticus:

All tithes from the land, whether the seed from the ground or the fruit from the tree, are the Lord’s; they are holy to the Lord.

Of course as Christians, we know we live under the new covenant and are no longer bound by the Law of Moses.  But just as we still respect and strive to keep the Ten Commandments, most Christians today agree that the tithe is a good guideline for our lives, and one that is pleasing to God.  We give our tithes to the church to accomplish the work of God’s kingdom through the body of Christ, and the church is responsible for praying and discerning how God wants these resources to be used.

For some of us, however, our need to tithe can be hard to swallow, especially as we wrestle with the voices of fear and self-gratification.  A pastor in Georgia gives an example about tithing using apples:
Imagine that ten apples represent the wealth or income that God has given us, and God tells us that nine of these apples are ours to use and enjoy: some to care for ourselves and family, some to save for retirement, some to give away to others.  But the tenth apple is holy to God.  Giving this apple to God first, before we consume the other nine, is a way for us to express our praise, love, obedience, faithfulness, worship, and devotion to God.  This serves to supply the resources for God’s purposes to be accomplished in the world through God’s church.

The pastor notes that for many, however, nine apples doesn’t seem to be enough.  They can think: “How can I pay the bills and have all the stuff I want with just nine apples?”  So we think that the Lord won’t mind if we take a little bite out of his apple.  There’s an important trip we want to take.  Christmas comes and we need to buy presents.  A medical emergency takes us by surprise, and we have no emergency fund to cover it.  More and more bites are taken out of God’s apple: eating out, buying a new car, spending on this or that.  And soon all that’s left is the core.  So that’s what is given to God:  “Here’s your portion, Lord.”  God doesn’t receive the first fruits or the best gifts, but the leftovers.
Hamilton states: 
I wonder if God must think, “You would really bless me if you recognized that this apple is mine and gave it to me freely – not because someone made you feel guilty, but just because you love me.”

A strange thing happens when we give the first apple to God.  We’re not tempted to eat it, because it’s not there!  And with God’s help we find another way to make the other nine apples meet our needs.
Of course, it can be challenging to tithe – especially in the beginning.  I’ve shared before that once Terry and I were convicted of our need to tithe that it took several years for us to “grow into it.”  We began with about 4 or 5 per cent and then added another per cent each year.  If you can’t tithe right now, I encourage you to take a step in that direction.  Perhaps you can give 2 percent or 5 or 7 percent.  God understands where you are, and is pleased when you give freely with a grateful heart.  And God will help you make the adjustments necessary for you to become more and more generous.

As one’s income grows, a tithe can become a large sum, and we can be tempted to think, “That’s a lot of money!  Surely God doesn’t expect us to give that much!”  Peter Marshall, the former chaplain of the US Senate told a story about a man who came to him and said, “I have a problem.  I used to tithe regularly some years ago, but now I’m earning $500,000 a year, and there’s just no way I can afford to give away $50,000.  Marshall thought about this and said, “I can certainly see your problem.  Why don’t we pray about it?”  The man agreed; so Marshall bowed his head and prayed with boldness and authority, “Heavenly Father, I pray that you would reduce this man’s salary back to the place that he can afford to tithe.”
The fact is:  no matter what our income, each of us is faced with the same question, “How many apples is enough?”  As nine apples grows to twenty, forty, and beyond, we basically have two choices: Store them in storehouses for ourselves or share them with others.
As we’ve grown in our giving, Terry and I have found that tithing is a floor, not a ceiling.  We give the first 10% to the church and then support other mission activities that are important to us.  Now if you’ve never tithed, you may find that to be inconceivable.  I know at one time I would have.  Tithing itself can seem like an almost impossible goal, how could one give even more?  But the fact is:  as we grow spiritually, God does call us to grow beyond the tithe.  Once your budget has adjusted to giving ten percent off the top, you’ll find there are additional funds to serve God’s purposes.  We’re now able to set aside an additional percentage as offerings for other things that are important to us, such as mission projects and other kinds of charities.  Hamilton states:
Out tithes and offerings are a tangible sign of our desire to live wholly for God.  They are an expression of gratitude, worship, and praise.  They demonstrate that we put God first in our lives.  They are an investment in God’s work through the church.  And, without a doubt, they are pleasing to God.

Hamilton tells the story of a camping trip he and his family took to the Grand Tetons, arriving on his birthday.  After they were settled, they gave each of their daughters $20 for spending money for the three days they would be in and around Jackson Hole, Wyoming.  They then stopped at a gift shop before heading out on a walk around a small lake.

In the store, Rebecca immediately started looking at ball caps and said, “Dad, what do you think of this one?”  He said, “Becca, it’s really cool but all you have is $20 and that hat will take all of your money.  You might see something later that you want more!”  But she said, “Dad, you told me it was my money, and I could get whatever I want.  And I really want this hat!”  After arguing the point for a while, Hamilton finally gave in, but said, “Okay, but this is it.  Your not getting any more money,” as he handed her the $20.
They then walked around the lake and came back to watch the sun set from a park bench.  That’s when Becca handed the hat to her dad and said, “Daddy, I bought this hat for you.  I love you.  Happy birthday!”  He took his daughter in his arms and started to cry.  He says that it is one of his most treasured possessions, that whenever he wears it, it still reminds him of his daughter’s sacrifice.  She didn’t do it to get something from him.  Something in her heart prompted her to give up all of her spending money, and that something was pure, selfless love.  And the same goes for our offerings to God.  When they’re given in that same spirit, out of selfless love, they are a blessing to God.

But our generosity to God and others not only touches them but it changes us.  Folks who continually take in but don’t give out, over time become self-absorbed, money-consumed, joyless people – like old Scrooge in Dicken’s, A Christmas Carol.  And like Scrooge, the only way to find relief is to learn to give.  When we’re generous—to God and to our families, friends, neighbors, and others who are in need—our hearts are filled with joy.  They are enlarged by the very act of giving.  When we give generously, we become more generous.  Generosity changes us, filling us with joy and filling our lives with blessings.  When we’re generous with what we have, we find that unexpected blessings flow back into our lives, catching us by surprise.
There are several Scripture passages that refer to this kind of blessing.  We hear in the third chapter of Malachi: 
Bring the full tithe into the storehouse, . . ., and thus put me to the test, says the Lord of hosts; see if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing.

And in the sixth chapter of Luke, Jesus told his disciples:

Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.

I believe these passages are often misinterpreted, however, thinking that if we give, then God will give more back to us.  But with that kind of interpretation, the giver is actually trying to use God for his or her own purposes.  When we’re in right relationship with God, we don’t give so that we can get something in return.  Instead we give freely with no strings attached, expecting nothing in return.  But the amazing thing is that when we do give to God and others in this way, we are blessed in many unexpected ways.  Not that there’s a guarantee if you tithe we’ll never lose your job or have other bad things happen to us.  But when we do give generously, the unmistakable blessings of God flow into our lives.

We’ll now enter into a time of prayer and discernment.  As we go to God in prayer, let us consider these words from Paul to the church at Corinth:

The one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 8And God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.

In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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