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March 4, 2012 – Second Sunday in Lent – Stewardship I - Heart Giving  Genesis 4:1-7 and Luke 10:25-28

Psalm 24 reads: “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; for He founded it upon the seas and established it up on the waters.”  Sometimes during our offering I say, “All that we have and all that we are belongs to the Lord.”  But just because it belongs to God doesn’t always mean we acknowledge God’s ownership or claim.


A New York law firm, engaged to clear the title to some property in New Orleans, hired a New Orleans’ lawyer to get the facts from the records.  The southern lawyer wrote that the property could be traced back to 1803 when the United States had purchased the territory of Louisiana from France.  The New York firm replied that he would have to go back further.  Later, this letter came from the New Orleans attorney:

“Please be advised that France acquired title from Spain by conquest.  The Spanish crown obtained it through the Discovery of Christopher Columbus, a sailor who had been authorized to sail by Isabel, Queen of Spain, who obtained sanction from the Pope, the Vicar of Christ, who is the Heir of Almighty God who made Louisiana.”

Protestants may question the Pope’s position in the chain of ownership and Native Americans may have some disagreement as well, but the rightful ownership by Almighty God cannot be denied by anyone who believes in a God of Creation.  (  Who owns the tidelands?  Where does the boundary set between Wisconsin and Michigan?  Can the people of Michigan do whatever they please with their half of the water?  Or where is the international boundary in Lakes Superior, Huron, Ontario and Erie?  We can find one on a map, but if we are out in a boat, where is the fence?

The earth belongs to God and has been entrusted to our care.  Some of us might remember this poetic grace by Maltbie D. Babcock:

Back of the loaf is the snowy flour

And back of the flour is the mill,

And back of the mill are the wheat and the shower

And the sun and the Father’s will.

Someone else put it this way, “Property is not an earthly treasure but a heavenly trust.”  God, the Owner, has entrusted His possessions to us, we thereby become God’s steward.  We must give account of that which God puts under our care.  We owe – not own!

The word steward  has gotten shelved in this age of gender inclusiveness.  Even the stewardess for airlines is now called a “flight attendant.”  But steward primarily means an officer or employee in a large family or on a large estate, who manages domestic concerns, supervises servant, collects rents or income and keeps accounts.  He or she is basically an administrator, supervisor, or manager.

In Bible times a steward was that of a friend, a servant in high and confidential capacity.  Eliezer, Abraham’s steward, ran Abraham’s house and money, even taking his master’s jewels on a trip to find a bride for Abraham’s son.  But Eliezer did not own Abraham’s house, money or jewels.  He only managed these things for Abraham.  (Gen. 15:2)  
Likewise, Joseph was made overseer over Pontiphar’s house and all that Pontiphar had was put into Joseph’s care.  Joseph didn’t own his master’s money; he just managed it for him and was held accountable for the way he managed it.  (Gen. 41:41-43)  The parables involving talents, pounds and vineyard teach that God makes us stewards of talents, pounds and vineyard, not in ownership but on loan to us and for which we are made accountable one day.

Jesus never taught that money or possession was evil in itself.  God asks us to have dominion over the earth.  Subdue it for God’s glory.  Possess it for God so that it returns in as good a shape, or better, than when it was gifted to us.  God has even gone so far as to create his stewards in his own image!  God says to us as stewards, “Trade within.  Put these talents to good use.  Increase my wealth.”  We do not become good stewards by hoarding money, possessions or self as if they belonged to us.  We can call it saving for the future, or making a comfortable life for ourselves, or having the right to live our life the way we so choose, but if it doesn’t multiply God’s ministry in some way – it is hoarding, stealing in effect, that which is God’s!
Money or possessions in themselves are not evil, but the love of money, possession and self is.  Jesus never condemned the rich for having riches but for acting as if the riches were theirs.  It’s not wrong to want nice things or to have nice things, if we realize these things are not really ours but God’s.  It is not wrong to be rich, but it is unwise to be a rich fool.  A fool, whether rich or poor, is one who considers his (or her) possessions his (her) own, inwardly saying, “MY house, MY paycheck or well-earned pension, MY boat or cottage or snowmobile or sports equipment, MY antiques and collectibles, MY car or ATV.

The flip side of the ownership coin is fear.  If we spend this or use that up, it will be gone.  Maybe God won’t replace it!  That what do we do?  But stewardship isn’t about giving it all away, or losing it all.  This is about ownership of whatever we have whether it’s a crust of bread or a banquet table.

This message today is the first of four on stewardship.  Maybe you’re a little curious or even uneasy about a whole series on stewardship.  Many a pew empties out when it is announced that stewardship is the topic.  Sadly, stewardship is thought to be synonymous with money…especially money in the offering plate on Sunday morning.  Yet even worship itself is stewardship.  God give us time and we are expected to share some of it with Him.  God gave us Sunday to take time for a deeper relationship with Him and his creation, yet most of us are glad when we hear the benediction so we can now feel free to go do “our thing”.

Stewardship is not a natural human concept.  To discover the riches possible in good stewardship will take prayerful consideration.  According to scriptures, stewardship is the attitude of a Christian toward his or her possessions.  Stewardship is the recognition that God is owner of all and therefore everything we have and are is a sacred trust.  Again, to have is to owe, not to own.  Stewardship puts God at the center of our life.

You may hear me say this from time to time: “We owe nothing, what was owed was paid by Christ on the cross.  We give because of who we are, brothers and sisters in Christ given the joyful privilege of serving our Lord.”  This is not a contradiction of stewardship, but the ultimate cost, a holy and sacred awareness of just how much God gives and just how free of all debt we are by what has been given to us through Christ.  


A little girl told her teacher that she was going to give her father a pair of bedroom slippers for his birthday.  “Where will you get the money?” the teacher asked.  The little girl opened her eyes like saucers, “Why, father will give it to me!”  The teacher thought to herself, “The father will pay for his own birthday gift.”  But the father loved his little girl for her gift even though he paid for it.  She hadn’t anything in her possession that her daddy hadn’t given her.  We can’t give to God anything but what belongs to Him in the first place.  I Chronicles 29:14 says it well, “Everything comes from You, and we have given You only what comes from your hand.”

The key passage we will use for all four stewardship messages comes from Luke 10:27a.  Years of Sunday school and study have labeled Luke 10:25-37 the parable of the Good Samaritan.  We have the message of service to our neighbor so well ingrained in our minds it may take some doing to concentrate only on half of verse 27: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind….”  Four ways to love the Lord our God: with all your HEART – SOUL – STRENGTH – MIND.  This is part of what is called the Shema and was recited twice a day by every good Jew.  No part of us is to be withheld from God.  All that we have and are belongs to God.


So on this first Sunday we look at all that has been given to us by a very generous Father God.  God expects us to take care of his creation and his kingdom.  God has created the heavens and the earth, the seas and everything in them, all manner of beast or bird, even the air and water that supports it all.  As our knowledge of the universe expands so does our stewardship.  God created us in His image and even when we turned away God has created the means by which we can return to Him, Jesus the Christ.  And here is the strange paradox: there is one thing that God does not own – strictly speaking – God has chosen not to own our soul.  God has given us a free will, the ability to say thank you, I love you and will be a good steward of all you have given me or…I want no part of Your love for me, God.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart.”

Once there was a spiritual master who became a legend in his own time.  It was said that once even God sought this master’s advice.  “I want to play hide and seek with humankind,” God said.  “I’ve asked my angels, where is the best place to hide.  Some say the depths of the ocean.  Others say the top of the mountain.  Others still, the far side of the moon or a distant star.  What do you suggest?”


The spiritual master responded without a second thought, “Hide in the human heart.  That’s the last place they will think to look.”


Are we willing to test the wisdom of this spiritual master?  If you want to find God, look within your own heart.  If you don’t find Him there, you are not likely to find Him anywhere else.  And once you find God there…please be a good steward of the gift!
