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Good morning, everyone!
Did you know that Jesus talked more about money and wealth than he did about heaven?

A lot of Christians are like that – but unfortunately for rather different reasons!
We all need money.

[Is there anyone here who is managing to live without any money at all? – if so, please come and talk to my wife!]

We all need money, and we all want money – to a greater or lesser extent.

It is a necessary and vital part of our lives here on earth.

But Jesus knew how easy it is for human beings to get the wrong perspective on money, and the trouble that causes. 

In I Timothy 6:10 we are told clearly: “…the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil…” and we only have to look around in our world today to see how true that is.

And the failure to manage money God’s way, the failure to have a Biblical perspective on wealth, is one of the biggest causes of Christians being ineffective in their life and ministry, and piling up problems and difficulties in their lives. 
There are some of you here this morning who are experiencing such issues in your lives right now. 

And so Jesus spent a lot of time teaching his disciples – and us – how to handle money God’s way.

And that’s the title of our sermon this morning.

“How to Handle Money God’s Way”.

Our GICF theme for 2012 is “Authentic Christian Living”, and a vital part of that is learning to handle money God’s way.
And do not think this is only for the wealthy – whether you have much or very little, how you manage it will have a direct impact on your life, and on God is able to bless you and use you.
I am going to use one of the parables of Jesus as our key reference point, the Parable of the Corrupt Manager, found in Luke 16
But this is not going to be a straightforward 1-2-3 point sermon. We are going to draw together a number of threads, key principles, from various passages of Scripture, and then at the end bring everything to a 1-2-3 summary.
And the first thread, key principle, found in Luke 16, is a question which no-one seems to consider in all the teaching on Biblical wealth management I have come across. 

And yet it is a fundamental question, which if we get wrong will make our whole perspective on money wrong.
The question is “Am I earning the right amount of money?” 

If you are taking notes, this is the first point you need to write down.

Most people never ask themselves this question, and yet it is one of the most important questions we need to answer in our lives.

Because if you are not earning the right amount of money, then it means there is something wrong with your spiritual life – whether you are earning too much or too little.

Are you earning too much money?
Perhaps you are in the wrong job; a highly-paid job, but not the one God wants you to be doing. And if you are not in the job He wants you to be in, then you cannot be serving Him as He wants you to. 
You are doing your job because it gives you the money you want, not because it is where God has called you to serve Him. You are serving another God – money.
On the other hand, perhaps you are in the right job, but you are earning too much money because you are not doing the job honestly – you are earning commission from suppliers or under-declaring your tax or evading certain tax altogether. And you are therefore earning more money than you would be if you were doing things honestly. 

Or, you could be in the right job and be doing it honestly, but you are just working too much. You are a “workaholic”, and doing masses of overtime, and neglecting family and church responsibilities. You are earning more money than you would be if you were living the balanced life that God wants you to lead.
Or, you could be in full-time Christian service, you are supported financially by a church, or Christian friends, and you are not being held accountable to anyone; you are living an easy lifestyle, and misleading those who are supporting you into thinking you are working much harder than you really are.  
Or, are you earning too little money?
Perhaps you have an easy, comfortable lifestyle, and do not want to give it up? However, if God is calling you to higher responsibility and a more demanding job, you are being disobedient to Him if you refuse to accept it. You will earn less than He wants you to, and therefore not be able to do the good things He wants you to do with your money.

It could be that you are too laid-back, and not working hard enough to promote the company’s interests, to cut costs, to get results; and, as a result, are not promoted, and not earning as much money as you should be. 
Whatever the reason, if you are not earning the right amount of money, then you are operating outside of God’s will for your life. 
He therefore cannot bless you as he wants to, you will have all sorts of problems and difficulties for yourself and your family, and your Christian life and ministry will be ineffective and will lack the anointing of the Holy Spirit.
This is what today’s parable is all about.  
Let’s read the first part of it now - Luke 16, reading verses 1 to 8:
1. Jesus told his disciples: “There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions.

2. So he called him in and asked him, ‘What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.’
3. “The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg – 

4. I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.’
5. “So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’
6. “ ‘Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,’ he replied. “The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.’

7. “Then he asked the second, ‘And how much do you owe?’ “ ‘A thousand bushels of wheat,’ he replied. “He told him, ‘Take your bill and make it eight hundred.’
8. “The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.”
This is the story of a man who was not earning the right amount of money!

He was corrupt, he was cheating his boss, he was defrauding his company. And when the boss decided to terminate his contract, this manger decided to grasp one last opportunity to make more money. And because he was very clever, he was successful. So clever and so successful, that even his boss was impressed. 

But please note, it was the boss and not Jesus who commended the corrupt manager. What Jesus said in verse 8 is:

“For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of light”.

Jesus says that Christians are generally not as clever as non-Christians when it comes to handling money in unethical and unscrupulous ways.

And that is because the cleverness that learns how to cheat, and defraud, and exploit for personal gain is not the sort of cleverness the Christian should be developing.  The Bible tells us that there are two types of cleverness, wisdom. 
James 3:13-18 says:

“if you harbour bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts… such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. ”

The corrupt manager was extremely clever, but it was the wrong sort of clever!

It was “earthly, unspiritual, of the devil”, and if you are a Christian, you should not touch this type of “cleverness” with a bargepole! 
The right sort of “clever”, the sort of wisdom that we as Christians should be developing and using in our lives is God’s wisdom.

We read about this in the second section of the parable, verses 9-10:
9. I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.

10. Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much.
When we analyse the wealth-management strategy that Jesus teaches here, we see that it is the complete opposite to that of the corrupt manager in three ways:

a). We are to use our own money (that which is earned by the right means) – he used someone else’s.
b). We are to use this money to help others for their own sakes, to meet their needs, whereas he did so so that they would help him later (looking for guanxi etc.)

c). We are not to look for payback in this life for the good we do - although we may receive it – we must take the eternal perspective; whereas he was looking for benefit in the here-and-now.
Jesus then goes on to state that the way we handle our finances is one of the factors by which God determines whether or not to bless us spiritually:  

11. So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches?

Are you wondering why God is not blessing your business, your relationships, your work situations, your ministry? It could well be because you are not managing your money the way He wants you to!

And if you don’t manage the money entrusted to you by others – your departmental budget at work, your monthly allowance, church funds, your pocket money, even – in accordance with God’s wisdom, then he is not going to bless you with your own material prosperity. 

12. And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give you property of your own?

Now, someone might say – “I know someone who is bad, they do not follow God and do things his way, but they have got rich” – yes, that’s like the corrupt manager, their wealth has not come from God, and they could lose it in a moment.

So – how do we apply God’s wisdom to the way we manage our wealth?

What does it look like in practical terms?
Consider three other verses of Scripture:

i). Firstly, in I Timothy 5: 8 we read:

“If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”
Got that? You must provide for your family’s needs. And this would have included savings for old age and so on, because in those days there were no pension schemes!
ii). Jesus said in Matthew 6:19:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth …. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven ….” 

Got this one? Focus on building treasure in heaven rather than treasure on earth. This means hoarding more wealth than you need, just to become richer.
iii). I Timothy 6:17-19:

 “Command those who are rich in this present world …not to put their hope in wealth … but to put their hope in God…. Command them to do good…and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age…”

Share your wealth with those in need, use it to do good.
Putting these three verses together, we learn that what it boils down to is there are only two things we should be spending our money on:

i). Meeting the needs of those for whom we are responsible – our family and dependants; 
ii). Building the Kingdom of God.

Some Christians think it is wrong to be wealthy. 

But the Bible doesn’t say that: it tells us that the key issue is not how much wealth we have, but how we obtain it and how we spend it.

The verse we just read from I Timothy 6 makes it clear that if we are wealthy by the world’s standards, then we should be generous to those in need, we should not be proud about it and look down on those who have less, we should not be extravagant in our own lifestyle, and we should not allow our wealth to become our security. 
But it is right to provide for our needs and those of our family; food, clothes, housing, car, pension, etc. 
Perhaps you need an apartment – then buy one! And buy one that suits your needs. But do not be extravagant and buy something that is more than you need. 
If you buy one for 6 million RMB when a 1 million RMB apartment will do, then you are spending 5 million that God has given you to invest in the Kingdom of Heaven on yourself instead. You will have more material wealth now, but less treasure in heaven later on – which is far more important, because the material wealth you have in this life: houses, apartments, cars, will all disappear within a few years, but the treasure you build in heaven will last for all eternity.

Some Christians are called to a life of voluntary poverty – where they sacrifice the lifestyle they can actually afford to live much more simply, in order to give more away. But such a calling is a spiritual gift, and not for everyone. For most of us we are called to provide reasonably for our families.
But once we have done this, all the rest of our wealth should be spent on building the Kingdom of God, and thus laying up treasure in heaven. 
So taken together, our parable and the texts we have read tell us very clearly how we are to use the money we have now to build treasure in heaven:

· helping meet the needs of others, sharing what you have with others

· doing anything that will follow the example of Jesus: relieve suffering and pain, feed the hungry, heal the sick, house the homeless.

· supporting the ministry of our home church or fellowship, anything to further the Gospel.

You might ask “Where does tithing come into this?”
Tithing is not commanded in the New Testament – it was an Old Testament law for Israel. In the New Testament we are commanded to put aside money for God’s work “as he has prospered us”. But in doing this, 10% is a very useful starting-point, and we shall come back to this in a minute.
But for the moment, if we put all this Biblical teaching together, we can draw up a 3-stage practical plan for managing our finances:

i). Set aside the first 10% of your gross personal income for your local church; I said we would re-visit tithing – here it is. A basic discipline of giving God 10% of your personal income before anything else.
ii). Out of the remainder, you first meet legitimate responsibilities - tax, the needs of your family and dependants, reasonable pension savings, and so on; 
iii). What’s left? Use it to build God’s Kingdom by meeting the needs He brings to your attention – giving to charities, helping people you know in need, giving to the poor, sponsoring children from poor countries, missionary work, etc. Whatever needs God lays on your heart and brings across your path.

The first 10% is easy, it’s just a matter of getting into the discipline of doing it.

If you are not doing it now, work towards it as quickly as possible.

It’s not compulsory for the believer, no, but as my old pastor used to say, “If the Jews under the law gave 10%, how can we who are under grace give any less?”
The difficult parts are Steps (ii) and (iii)!
Step (ii) because it requires you to spend what is needed on unexciting things, to be disciplined and prudent, and at the same time not extravagant.

For many of you, after Steps (i) and (ii), you might not have any money left over for Step (iii), especially if you are young, a student, just starting out in married life, and so on. 
But as the years go by, your income and wealth will very likely increase. The temptation when this happens is to merely increase your Step (ii) spending i.e. on yourself instead of moving on to Step (iii). 

And this is where you need even more discipline, and devotion to God and building his kingdom, to limit what you spend on yourself in order to give more to others in need.

So, to summarise the two things Jesus has taught so far:

i). There are two types of wisdom by which we can live our lives – human wisdom and God’s wisdom.
ii). Christians are to use God’s wisdom to manage our wealth His way.
But there’s one more thing, a third and final thing Jesus teaches us, in verses 13-15:
13. “No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.
Jesus says that you cannot serve God and money. It’s impossible.

Unfortunately, I guess that about 99% of people who regard themselves as Christians are trying to do just that. We may not admit it, we may not know it even, but we are.

Even for the most spiritual amongst us, there will be times when we allow economic factors to take precedence over spiritual principles.

For instance, let’s take buying an apartment again: 
The one you have set your heart on is a little more than you can really afford, but if you reduce your giving to God, you will have enough. 
And you can come up with all sorts of reasons as to why it’s OK – I can use that house to hold meetings; it’s in a good neighbourhood; it’s a better investment, a wiser use of my money, surely God wants me to be wise? And all the time, what is really happening, is we are trying to serve two masters. 

But if God wants you to have that house, He will give you enough money to buy it without compromising any of the values of His Kingdom. If you cannot buy it without compromising your service and obedience to God in some way, then it means that is not the one He has for you!
It might not be a house. It might be your children’s education.

You want them to go to Oxford University, but it’s too expensive.

But you know that there is a supplier to your company who would gladly pay you commission for buying their products. 

And so you decide, in this way, you can afford to send your son or daughter to Oxford University. But you never stop to think “Where does God want them to study?”

No, you have set your heart on something, and you will do wrong things to achieve it, because you are not fully-devoted to God, and are trying to serve two masters - which Jesus says is impossible to do.
So, as we close, let me summarise with three things we can all start to do today, to begin managing our wealth and finances God’s way:
1. Audit your income: are you earning the right amount of money?

Are you in the right job? Are you doing it honestly? Are you doing it diligently?

If you are in ministry, supported by others, are you properly accountable to them?

Are you working the right number of hours – not too much, not too little?

Audit where your income comes from, against the benchmark of Scripture, and if you come to realize that you are earning the wrong amount, take whatever steps you need to put it right –starting today!

2.  Re-budget your finances in line with the Bible’s 3-stage plan
1. Tithe; 2. Meet your legitimate responsibilities; 3. Be generous and build God’s kingdom.  John Wesley said:

“When I used to earn twenty pounds a year, I tithed two pounds to God’s work and lived on the remaining eighteen pounds. Now I earn one hundred pounds a year, I still live on eighteen pounds, and am able to give eighty-two pounds to God’s work.”

And do not use the excuse “I don’t earn enough to give anything.”

You do not need a lot of money to be a generous giver, just a lot of generosity!

If you are not using your excess income to build God’s Kingdom in the ways we have described, you are using it to build your own kingdom, and you will not know God’s full blessing, and you will not be laying-up treasure in heaven. 
3. Commit your life to fully serving God
If you are one of the many Christians who are trying to serve God and money, you are doing what Jesus says is impossible – so give it up! 
You will not know God’s blessing in your life and work and ministry.
Jesus is challenging you through this parable this morning: the only path to God’s blessing in your life – both now and for eternity – is to be fully-committed to serving Him.

Will you do that?

What we need to understand, as we close, is that Jesus is using the corrupt manager to represent the natural human approach to wealth, and he is telling this parable to teach us that his followers are to have a totally different perspective.

Christianity is not a bolt-on extra to our lives – if you are a Christian you do a few extra things that the non-Christian doesn’t do, like go to church, give money to missionaries, and so on, but otherwise your life is much the same. 

No! II Corinthians 5:17 tells us:

“…if anyone is in Christ, he/she is a new creation. The old has gone, the new has come!”
Every aspect of our lives is to be different, including our attitude to money.

Yes, we need material things – a house, car, education, clothes, food, and so on. These are important things.

But they are not all-important!

They are not the most important things!

They will rust or disintegrate or be stolen or wear out after a few years, and they are not to be our focus.

Our focus is on eternity, and on living this life in such a way that we are building things that will last for eternity – what Jesus calls treasures in heaven. 

God is calling you today to trust Him.

To abandon that wealth which He has not given you, and entrust all the rest to Him, to use as he directs and as the Bible teaches.

This means you will be making sure you are earning the right amount of money, you will be looking after your family’s needs in a planned and conscientious manner, and you will be committed to building treasures in heaven by generously using your spare money to build God’s kingdom.

And whether you have much or little of this world’s wealth, you will find that your Christian life and ministry are much more effective, you will avoid all sorts of pressures and problems that come from earning the wrong amount of money, and you will know true joy and real contentment.

And you will be building not that which will last for a short while and then be gone, but that which will last for all eternity.

By God’s grace, may it be so!

Amen.
If you would like to discuss any aspect of what I have said, please come and talk with me afterwards. If you have a particular need in this area and would like a brother or sister from our prayer team to pray with you, please go to the back of the hall and find brother Glenn after the close of the service.
There is only one song we can sing now – “All to Jesus I surrender”.
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