PROMISE SUNDAY
The Response of a Successful Steward

January 29th, 2012 – Luke 10:25-37
Due to the housing shortage near the military base where he was stationed, a young doctor, his wife and three children had to live in cramped quarters in a hotel. A friend said to the doctor’s six-year-old daughter: Isn’t it too bad that you don’t have a home? Girl: Oh, we have a home; we just don’t have a house to put it in. An angry lady went into a grocery store and told a clerk that she wanted a half-head of lettuce pronto. The clerk: We don’t have half heads of lettuce. Lady: Get a knife and cut a head in two. He went to find the manager and said: There’s a crabby woman out there who wants one-half head of lettuce. He suddenly glanced over his shoulder and there stood the woman. He quickly said: And here is the nice lady who wants the other half.  Who was more attractive:          The 6 year old or grown lady?  That’s easy isn’t it! What makes people attractive?  It’s their attitude. 
Today God’s Word reminds us that our attitude is also very important to God for all the blessings He has given us.

God has blessed us and will continue to do so. His blessings are not as important as our attitude toward Him and what we do with those blessings. It’s called Stewardship. Let me give you a definition of Stewardship: Utilizing God – given abilities to manage God – given resources to accomplish God’s desired purposes.  Giving is not a function of cold cash or numbers. It’s the result of a life that has been changed by the love of God. Because of that love he gives to us more than we could ever imagine. He loves to shower us with blessings which last into eternity.  As accepted, forgiven children of God we can go through life with purpose and peace in our hearts and minds.    
What flows from that love can be called: The Response of a Successful Steward.  It is not about money. It never has been and it never will be. It’s about managing all of God’s blessings in our lives. The question still needs to be asked: Is the church costing too much?  Two parents were reminiscing about their daughter: On June 2, 1940, a little girl was born to us. She cost us money from the moment she was born. As she grew from babyhood to girlhood, she cost us even more…her dresses and shoes were more expensive and we had to have the doctor through all those childhood diseases. She was even more expensive during her school and teen years. She needed long dresses to go to parties. When she went to college, we discovered, along with other parents, that all college expenses are not listed in the catalogue. Then after graduation she fell in love and married. That was expensive as well. Then, five months after her marriage she suddenly sickened and within a week she was dead.   She has not cost us a penny since the day we walked away from her grave. Living and healthy churches requires resources. Dead churches require nothing.  As long as the church is alive she will cost money. Nobody wants to be part of a dead church. What kind of church are you interested in being a part of? An alive one of course! 
Today we are going right to the heart, right where we live with the Parable of the Good Samaritan. A man was an expert in the law said to test Jesus: Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” This expert was adept at understanding the Old Testament and wanted to put Jesus to the test, hoping he could trip Him up so the people would stop listening to Him. Do you see the contradiction in his question? He’s wondering what he must do in order to inherit eternal life. An inheritance is not something that we work for; it’s a gift. As Jesus often did, He turned the question back on the person: 26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?”            27 He answered: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.  Notice that Jesus took Him to the authority of the Bible. The man answers correctly by citing Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18. All he had to do was pull up his shirt sleeve and read the answer that was written on his phylactery, a small leather box: LGLO: Love God, Love Others.
Jesus continues: 28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.” 29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor? If you want to use the Law as leverage to get into heaven, then you better follow everything in it by always loving God.  That’s the standard that God sets. If you want to get in, then be perfect. One slip up and you’re out. Jesus’ response makes the expert nervous and he’s probably regretting he ever asked the question. It’s like raising your hand to ask a question in class and then having the professor make you look like a fool. The man now seeks to defend himself and deflect his responsibility by asking for a definition of the word neighbor.  The Jews typically interpreted “neighbor,” as “one who is near,” or a fellow Jew. The Pharisees tended to reject “ordinary people”. This man wants Jesus to draw a circle but it’s a lot bigger than he bargained for. The lawyer wanted a legal limit by making the Law require less than it does.  Jesus goes on to tell the parable and three responses that reflect the attitude of the people represented.
1. What’s yours is mine and I’m going to take it:  30 In reply Jesus said: A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. There are takers in life.  A businessman on his deathbed called his friend and said: I want you to promise me that when I die you will have my remains cremated. Friend: What do you want me to do with your ashes? Businessman:  Just put them in an envelope and mail them to the Internal Revenue Service and write on the envelope, now you have everything!  Many feel this way about government and high gas prices.
One executive was telling another about the trouble he had keeping a secretary: I lost the last one, because she had so many coffee breaks that she couldn’t sleep nights. Taking comes in various forms. 
Tough economic times are, unfortunately, boom times for scammers. People desperate for money and jobs let down their guards and are more likely to pursue questionable financial opportunities that caution might ordinarily warn them to stay away: Nigerian: A wealthy foreigner needs help moving millions of dollars from his homeland promises a hefty percentage of the fortune as a reward for assisting him.  Lottery:  Announcements inform recipients they’ve won large sums of money in foreign lotteries. Secret Shopper:  Advertisers seek applicants for paid positions as secret shoppers. Work-at-Home:  Advertisers offer kits that enable home workers to make money posting links on the Internet. Family Member in Distress:  Scammers impersonate distressed family members in desperate need of money. What fuels all this? Greed! What is yours is mine and I’m going to take it. No doubt this attitude if we are on the receiving end has bitten us a time or two in our life. How have you been affected by this?
2. What’s mine is mine and I’m going to keep it: 31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. These are very religious people. They are on their way to their once – a –year, week – long stint serving in the Temple in Jerusalem. The worst thing in the world that could ever happen to them would be to show up at the temple ritually unclean. Just touching this poor fellow would make them unclean. They would not be allowed then to serve at the temple. Following the rules prevented them from giving of themselves and sharing what they had with others. What’s mine is mine and I’m going to keep it. 
A father took his young son to McDonald’s and bought him some French fries. While sitting together enjoying each other’s company, he idly reached over to take some of his sons French fries. Much to his surprise, he pulled the fries back and said, No! These are mine! The father was startled! Then he began to reflect on what just took place.     First, he doesn’t have any idea that He was the source for those French fries.  He went up to the counter, pulled out the money, and paid for the fries. Dad is the source of the fries.  Second, he doesn’t realize that he has the power—being his Dad—to reach over and take those fries from him. Or he could go to the counter and buy $50.00 worth of French fries bury him in French fries! He doesn’t realize that Dad can either take away what he has or can bury him under a mountain of fries. Finally, he doesn’t understand that he really does not need his French fries. He could buy some fries for himself. This dad realized he really didn’t want his sons French fries as much as his son’s willingness to share them with him. The height of being unthankful is for God to give us something and then for us to act like it’s our own. For us to put a fence around it and act as if it is ours, and not want to share and not want to give back, and all of a sudden, begin to be possessive with it. What’s mine is mine and I’m going to keep it. 
This type of person goes through life hurting no one. Just minding their own business. Sounds like the way most people live, right? Isolated! Self – sufficient! Needing no one. Demanding little of others. They treat life like a picnic area. Go to the park, spread out a blanket, sit at the table, and enjoy the day. Play games on the grass. Share some food with the ants. Enjoy the sunshine. When the day is over, clean up, put everything in the trash, pack up:
See, we did not bother a thing! Everything just the way we found it. If only everyone were like that, right? Think for a moment. Who put the picnic table there in the first place? Who planted the trees? Who takes care of the restrooms and empties the trash? To enjoy the picnic in the park somebody did more than sit and eat. They gave so others could enjoy. Everything we have today is a benefit from God or others who paved the way so others could enjoy.

Johnny Chapman lived in Massachusetts. When he heard only a few fruit trees existed in the Midwest, he set out singlehandedly to remedy the situation. We know him as Johnny Appleseed.  All of us have eaten apples off of trees we didn’t plant. Someone else understood that life is more than me and my circle, us 4 and no more. Trash cans need emptying. Church buildings wear out and need fixing. The world needs some spiritual Johnny Appleseed’s. People are dying in sin. The Word of God is the seed that will give them life – food for their souls. What’s mine is mine & I’m going to keep it is not adequate because our blessings are not just for us, but for others and the next generation.
3. What’s mine is yours and I’m going to give it:  33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have. He used what he had to help someone else. He used his time, his resources; he sacrificed his plans and his schedule, expressing the love for God that was in him. What’s mine is yours and I’m going to give it.  This attitude reflects an understanding that everything we have in life is from God. He is the source and the owner.  God gave us the energy and the ability and the intellect! Everything we have is a gift from God. 
Psalm 24:1: The earth is the LORD'S, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it…God owns everything. He just asks us to manage it. He gives me things of which He requires of me, and this is where my responsibility comes in to do the best job of managing that I possibly can. Some are like the people down at West Palm Beach. The camera crew went up to the door and asked permission of a family there to put the cameras in the front yard because they wanted to shoot some scenes for a television episode. The person said: Sure. There was only one problem; the person didn’t own the house. They were just living in the house; they were tenants. And boy, when the owner found out that they were rolling cars all around the yard he became very upset. Well, obviously he became upset because you see, that person made a major mistake. They assumed that because they lived in the house they owned it.  We make a major mistake in life when we assume just because we’re walking through life and God has given us things: cars to drive, houses to live in we assume that somehow we have become the owner.  If you earned $500 last week, how much of it belongs to God? If we say $500 then we understand stewardship. God owns. We manage.
Knowing that God owns everything when we have some financial setback: lose a job; get into the valley of dark financial times, our anxiety and  attitude towards what we have lost will be much different than if we thought we owned it. Are you with me? If I think I own everything and then I get more and God blesses and I make more money; all of a sudden, if I’m not careful, I believe I own everything and my attitude is one of pride and arrogance. All of a sudden, I begin to become greedy and I begin to cling to all of those possessions because I still think they are mine. When the Roman city of Pompeii was being excavated the body of a woman was found mummified by the volcanic ashes of Mount Vesuvius. Her feet pointed toward the city gate, but her outstretched arms and fingers were straining for something that lay behind her. The treasure for which she was grasping was a bag of pearls. She was frozen in a posture of greed. When we understand God owns it all we can have balance; emotionally, and psychologically to handle the blessings and the setbacks of materialism. Not only in responding as a good steward, but in our maturity of understanding balance in the ups and downs, the economic turns and twists of our own life. 

I believe that it’s not only what we give to God and others, but what we do with our calendar and checkbook that shows what our values are and who we serve. You can’t fake stewardship. Our checkbook reveals what we really believe about stewardship. A life story could be written from a checkbook. It reflects our goals, priorities, convictions, relationships and even the use of our time. We all understand there’s a certain amount of things in our calendar that are obligated, necessary things that we have to do. What we do with our spare, leisure time reveals who we serve.  If we gave ourselves a little self – assessment between a manager and owner here is what we discover: Owners are characterized by pride – look what I have done and how hard I have worked. Interested in building their own kingdom by serving personal needs. They hold things tightly.  Managers are characterized by gratitude for what God has done. Interested in building God’s kingdom and doing his will by serving others.  They hold things loosely. What’s mine is yours and I’m going to give it. Which best represents our life? 
Jesus asks:  36 “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”    37 The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”  Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”          The attitude that proved to be the most neighborly was: What’s mine is yours and I’m going to give it. Just do it!
Can we do it? Can we view everything we have as belonging to God? Do we trust God enough to continue supplying our needs for life while giving away His blessings?  We all enjoy receiving God’s love and mercy in our own life. To answer the question we must determine if our response is done out of obligation or sacrificial love.      Is our response done out of duty or delight? A pig and a chicken were walking through a poor section of the city.      The chicken said to the pig: Look at all those hungry people. Let’s give them ham and eggs for breakfast. The pig said: Wait a minute. For you, it’s a donation. For me, it’s a sacrifice. Romans 5:8: But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. We can do it because Jesus first loved us. Our response is fulfilled based on His love, forgiveness, mercy, and blessings in our life. That is really living.
Luke 6:38: Give and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Memorize Jesus words this week.

Always someone who says: Pastor Chris, I just don’t have much to give...there just not that many opportunities…     I just don’t have the time right now in my life…I am not as gifted as other people….Let me give you a word of encouragement right here from the original Greek language: Baloney. Nonsense. The poorest of people give.

It’s all about attitude, our response to the incredible love of Jesus Christ in our own life. 
Our mission in preparing for Promise Sunday asked: What resources has God given? God has given us spiritual gifts, abilities, talents, skills, and financial resources. We had a month to consider the one percent challenge.       What is our covenant relationship with one another according to the three R’s: Rejoice in Worship. Relate in Fellowship. Respond in Service. There are lots of things we can do to serve others with our fries! How many know somebody that needs mercy? Who can you help this week? Put aside the excuses! Go help someone like this widow: An elderly widow, restricted in her activities, was eager to serve Christ. After praying about this, she realized that she could bless others by playing the piano. The next day she placed this small ad in the Oakland Tribune: Pianist will play hymns by phone daily for those who are sick and despondent--the service is free. The notice included the number to dial. When people called, she would ask: What hymn would you like to hear? Within a few months her playing had brought cheer to several hundred people. Many of them freely poured out their hearts to her, and she was able to help and encourage them.  What’s mine is yours and I’m going to give it. It’s giving to others, any time, any place, and any method. You can give without loving, but you can’t love without giving. 
Frances Havergal is often referred to as the consecration poet. Throughout her brief life (died at age 43) she was an avid student, writer and composer. Her best known hymn: Take My Life and Let It Be was written 1874 after renewing her own faith in Jesus Christ. In the years that followed she frequently used this hymn in her own devotions. On one occasion she pondered the words, Take my voice and let me sing always only for my King, and felt she should give up her secular concerts. Her beautiful voice was in demand, and she frequently sang with the Philharmonic. In August, 1878 she wrote to a friend: Take my silver and my gold now means shipping off all my ornaments to the church Missionary House, including a jewel cabinet that is really fit for a countess, where all will be accepted and disposed of for me...I don’t think I ever packed a box with such pleasure. Let’s pray: Take my life and let it be consecrated Lord to thee; Take my moments and my days, Let them flow in ceaseless praise. Take my love, my Lord I pour At Thy feet its treasure store; Take myself, and I will be ever, only all for Thee! AMEN!
