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November 9, 2008
“Thanks for the Bread to Be Well Fed!”
Mark 6:34-44
“Thanks for the Bread!  Everything we have comes from God!”

Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
Jesus taught us to pray for our daily bread.  Don’t underestimate the value of daily bread!  I like bread a lot.  I enjoy looking through the bread aisle in the grocery store at all the different types of bread.  In one store I counted over 50 varieties of bread.  Compared to over 90 percent of the world, we live in bread heaven.

Do you know what it takes to get bread to our grocery stores?  Bread requires a healthy harvest of grain that comes from adequate supplies of water, fertile soil and sun.  Pests must be limited and bad weather avoided.  We rely on farmers to know just when to cultivate, disseminate, nitrate, oxidate, irrigate, fumigate, eradicate, accumulate and transportate (I made up that word) the grains to the bakeries.  Bakeries need a trained labor force, proper machinery, fair taxation, and a healthy profit to bake the bread and sell it to the markets.  The bread must be delivered to the markets through an effective transportation system of good roads and affordable gasoline.  If any part of the system breaks down, the grain rots or the loaves mold.  This distribution system calls for a free market economy and a fair political government that does not oppress its citizens, levy unjust taxes or bribes, siphon off the bread for its own use, but does protect and maintain the distribution infrastructure.  On our part, we purchase the bread, which means we need a source of income.  After hearing all this, it should come as no surprise to you that, in almost instances, the cause of hunger and famine is bad government not natural disaster.
When Jesus taught us to pray for our daily bread, He taught us to pray for all of the above.  But more than that, He taught us to pray for trust in the God who provides even in the midst of recession, bad government or any difficult times.  First and foremost Jesus taught us not to worry about our food, clothing or shelter.  Instead we concentrate on what is most important in our lives – to seek the Lord with all our lives.  When we do this, Jesus promised that everything else will be taken care of for us.  Centering our lives on Jesus results in a balance in which everything finds its harmony and place.  Jesus said it this way in Matthew 6:31-33, “So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'  For the ‘unbelievers’ run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
So in the midst of this recession, we need to talk about economic realities for a follower of Christ.  Our trust in Jesus enables us to act in certain ways with our resources.  We understand that our daily bread really refers to the resources God entrusts to us – our time, talents and treasures.  It is not an accident that money is also known as bread.  How we handle our money reflects our faith in God.  Let me back up this startling claim.  If you let me look through your bank statement, your checkbook and your investment portfolio, I could tell how strong is your faith in Jesus.  I am here to help you live closer to Jesus every day – to assist you to become more Christ-like as a child of God.  To do so, we must examine the truths that Jesus and his Apostles revealed.  Do you know that Jesus and the Bible talk a lot about money and its relationship to our spiritual life with God?  Look at the numbers.  1 in every 5 verses in the Bible relate to economics.  Over 4 times more verses in the Bible speak about money (2000+ verses) than there are verses on prayer (500+ verses).  16 out of 38 (42%) of the parables of Jesus are associated with money.  Obviously, Jesus and the Bible have a lot to say about money.  For this reason alone, followers of Jesus need to talk about money.

The book of Proverbs is a compilation of wisdom truths for daily, healthy living.  Here are a few of these truths that explain that how we handle our money has spiritual and lifestyle consequences:
· We need to find a balance with money, keeping it in healthy harmony with our relationship with the Lord.  Proverbs 30:8-9, Keep falsehood and lies far from me; give me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread.  Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’  Or I may become poor and steal, and so dishonor the name of my God.

· Hard work does bring reward and that is a sign of wisdom in the Bible.  Proverbs 10:4, Lazy hands make a man poor, but diligent hands bring wealth.  Proverbs 28:19, He who works his land will have abundant food, but the one who chases fantasies will have his fill of poverty.

· Money is a means to an end, not the end, as money is a temporal commodity.  Proverbs 23:4-5, Do not wear yourself out to get rich; have the wisdom to show restraint.  Cast but a glance at riches, and they are gone, for they will surely sprout wings and fly off to the sky like an eagle.

This month in thanksgiving to God for all the ways He provides for us, I will share with you the Bible’s economic principles for healthy living.  If you follow these truths, asking the Holy Spirit to apply them to your lives, the Lord (not me) guarantees He will take care of your needs and gain so much more, greater rewards than you have ever dreamed of, and a share of God’s glory in your lives.
The first and foremost principle to understand is everything we have is a gift from God.  Stay away from sounding like little children, who proclaim loudly, “It’s mine!”  Maybe it’s easier for me to realize this than many can.  I don’t own much.  I am not so tied down, as many are, to possessions that want to entrap me into thinking they are mine.  I live in a house that is not mine (some bank owns it.)  I work in a business that is not mine, even though some think I am the CEO.  Everything I have is the Lord’s.  This applies to everyone, but all the titles, deeds and official papers make us think we own things.  The Lord gifted us with all that we have.  Maybe you did earn it through hard work, but Who gave you the talents, strength, means and intellect that propelled your drive to achieve and accumulate?

Psalm 24:1 tells us, The earth is the LORD’S, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.  The sooner we realize that “the Lord gives and the Lord takes away”, the better for us to enjoy the real things of life.  Let me rephrase that old saying in a way that more accurately portrays God’s intention – “If the Lord wants to bless me, great.  If He wants it back, that is fine too.  The Lord knows what is best for me.”  The longer we have something in our possession, the harder it is to let go of it, because we form strong attachments.  We are like Linus from the cartoon “Peanuts” clinging tightly to his blanket with all his strength.  Yet, with maturity, this perspective can change as we see the temporary nature of things.  I am no longer so attached to things that fade, break and fail.  I once amassed a great record collection.  Now those LP records are full of scratches and won’t play on my CD player; neither will warbled 8-tracks, broken cassettes or antique 45’s.  My old photos faded, losing most of their color.  Where I did not mark them, I can’t remember who the people in the pictures are anyway.  My fancy clothes are no longer stylish.  Stocks rise and fall with a crash.  Houses get termites, walls crack, pipes leak and plastic disintegrates.  What we thought so valuable, became tarnished and torn.  Why cling so tightly to temporary things?  Use them as they are; gifts from God for today to enhance the lives of others and ourselves to build lasting relationships for tomorrow.  Don’t let things become the center of life.  Let Jesus be the center of your life.  He is the greater treasure worth more than all the things we could ever accumulate.  He is the Bread of Life.  When we have Jesus, we get everything else we need for abundant life.
Since everything comes from God, we can use everything to increase our relationship with Jesus.  We can use every second of time, every ounce of treasure, every bit of talent to become more Christ-like.  The second Biblical principle is we reap only what we sow.  We have all we need right now to do the tasks that the Lord asks us to achieve.  He gifts us with the resources we need.  We are tempted to wait until we have what we think would be enough.  If we wait until we “have enough to give”, we will never give much!  We reap only what we sow.  We get back proportionate to what we give in this life.  2 Corinthians 9:6, Remember this: whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.
It was a time of hunger and want in an agricultural community after difficult growing years.  One child came rushing to her father, “Father, hurry and come with me.  I found plenty of food.”  She led him to their barn and showed him bags of seed.  He knew what she had found.  He explained to her the seed she found was for next year’s crops, and the source of their food for years to come.  Though they hungered now, they had to resist the temptation to eat the grain, so they would have a future crop to plant.
The generation that endured the Depression and World War II, which Tom Brokaw called “the Greatest Generation”, understands this principle to sacrifice now for a better future, to reap tomorrow from what is sown today.  In their youth, they worked hard to help their families through the great depression.  During the World War II they gave their lives for our country.  (We honor our veterans today!)  In the 1950’s and 60’s, they sacrificed through hard work to raise their children.  Now they are sacrificing again for their grandchildren and new generations.  They valued the long-term over the short-term gain.  They sowed with hard work and sacrificial love so that family, community, church and nation would have a greater future return.  We owe a lot to that great generation.

We are faced with decisions today influenced by a culture that no longer values tomorrow.  The culture pressures us to live for the here and now pleasure, without thinking of the consequence this may cause tomorrow.  This is why we are in a deep recession now.  Not much is said about sacrifice anymore; but that changed on September 11, 2001.  Then, as New York fire and police officers sacrificed their lives so that others could be rescued from the towers of tragedy, we were reminded again of a greater calling.  Their heroic sacrifice was not in vain.  Our strength and our hope still lie in living for the greater good of God’s purpose for all humanity; not in tearing down relationships, but in building up relationships through sacrificial giving.

What are we sowing for the future?  Are we sowing long-term disastrous consequences for short-term living?  Are we sowing with our resources as well as our lives for a rich, long-term harvest of abundant life?  Per member giving in 2007 at Church of the Valley averaged around $1000 per member.  That is middle of the road giving right at the average per member giving in the Presbyterian Church USA of $1041.  I don’t think that being average in giving to the Lord is something to be happy about.  $1000 is much less than what many of us spent last year on such discretionary items as vacations, dining out, clothing, hobbies, or new furnishings for our homes.  If we really believe our church can make a difference for Jesus Christ and can help build up His eternal kingdom, then our spending priorities will show we serve the Lord more than we value vacations, dining out, clothing, hobbies, furnishings, cars, etc.  We won’t give meagerly.  We will give more than an average of $1000 per member because we want to sow for a rich harvest in God’s field.

Some of you can give far more than $1000 per year while some of you can’t give near that much.  Here is the third Bible principle on properly managing our resources.  2 Corinthians 8:12, For if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what one has, not according to what he does not have.  Are you giving according to what you have received?  You know how much you give and how much you spend elsewhere.  What does that tell you about your priorities in life?  What does that express about how much you want to invest in sharing the good news of Jesus Christ with our children, youth, neighbors and friends in the community?  I am not condemning anyone as I ask this, just posing the question for your prayer and discussion.  Are you giving sacrificially because you want to thank the Lord for his many blessing to you?  Or are you giving out of the excess that you have so that it really does not mean much to you?  We should pray carefully and get the best advice, so we can give and use our resources effectively.

The fourth Bible principle we examine today is we have been trusted with a little to show the Lord we can be trusted with more.  Luke 16:9-11, I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.  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.  So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches?

I am grateful to my father-in-law who gave us wise financial advice early in our marriage.  He taught us to set aside money through IRAs and other savings.  I did not think I could save much because we had so little money.  Yet as Sue and I put aside what we could each year, it compounded and grew far more than we thought it would.  Now I wish we would have put aside even more.  It is estimated that if the widow’s mite (the smallest of coins in Jesus’ day) had been deposited at the “First National Bank of Jerusalem” to draw four percent interest semi-annually, the fund today would total $4,800,000,000,000,000,000,000.  If a bank on earth could multiply the widow’s mite to such an astronomical figure, think what treasures this dedicated woman has in heaven.
Compounded return is a phenomenal multiplier that works well in church growth.  Jesus never intended the church to grow through crowd appeal and a popular message.  He always intended His Church family to grow one person at a time.  He spent the majority of his short three years of public ministry teaching small groups - the twelve Disciples, the seventy intimate believers and those who were serious about following Him.  After three years of ministry, Jesus Church numbered only in the hundreds, not thousands.  Yet those hundreds changed the world.  Those hundreds each transformed their dozens or hundreds of lives that related to them in this new faith lifestyle.  Those new disciples in turn transformed dozens and hundreds more.  One life by one life compounded over and over again.  In 200 plus years, Christians transformed the Roman Empire and stretched around the Mediterranean Sea in the West and to India in the East.  In succeeding centuries new life in Christ stretched across Europe and then around the world.  One by one, group by group, personal sharing of life in Jesus compounded to create the world-wide Church dedicated to Jesus.  One out of every seven people living today on this planet Earth follow Jesus Christ.  We don’t need more mega-churches.  We need committed Christ followers willing to reach their intimate circles of friends, families and neighbors.  Every Christian is needed in the Master’s grand plan of building up His Church family.
Douglas Lawson wrote, “We exist temporarily through what we take, but we live forever through what we give.”  Don’t think the contribution of your time and talents is negligible and insignificant.  As we learn to give our resources and ourselves to God, we play a significant part in Jesus’ world-transforming mission.  We demonstrate we are trustworthy with what we have now, so we can be ready to achieve more for the Lord.  One member spoke to me about whether our church was a ‘safe’ place for hurting people to find and worship the Lord.  People who have been battered and broken look for churches where they can find healing and restoration.  I expressed that I hoped we were a safe place, but that it would really take some of those hurting people to tell us if we were a safe haven of healing for them.  If we demonstrate that care with a few of these seekers, then the word would spread in their circles that Church of the Valley is a safe place to discover Jesus’ love and find healing and restoration.  It begins with a few, and that compounds, but only if we demonstrate that we can be trusted.

God chose to invest his ministry and mission in Apple Valley to each of us.  He considers us worthy of that investment.  It always amazes me to think that He resources his ministry in Apple Valley through each of us; giving us the time, talents and treasures to share with each other and those in need around us.  Does that amaze you?  But Jesus chose to use us this way and intends us to succeed.  Here are the first four economic Bible truths for our lives.  1) Everything we have is from the Lord.  2) We reap what we sow.  3) Give according to what you have received from God.  4) God trusts us with a little now, so we can show the Lord we can be trusted with more.  Don’t underestimate the value of the daily bread we receive from the Lord everyday!  Give thanks that God honors us by providing for us; giving us even more than we need so we can share His abundant life with others around us.  Will you commit to living this way with me so that we can bring greater glory to God?

