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November 23, 2008
“Thanks for the Bread God Gave Instead!”
Matthew 13:44-46
“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.)
Have you wondered if there is undiscovered treasure in your closets or homes?

Antiques Roadshow, a popular television program, is about people discovering if their antiques and collectibles have any value.  In one episode, a man from Tucson, Arizona brought in an old blanket he inherited.  Though the man knew the old blanket probably possessed a little value, he had simply thrown it over the back of a rocking chair in his bedroom.  He brought it to the experts of the program.  The expert appraiser told the man that his heart stopped when he first saw it.  The appraiser explained it was a Navajo chief's blanket woven in the 1840s.  In wonderful condition, it was one of the oldest, intact Navajo weaves to survive to the twentieth-first century, and one of few to exist outside of museum collections.  Because of its rarity and significance, the appraiser had no trouble assigning a value of somewhere between $350,000 and $500,000.  As the man walked out of the convention center, the blanket he had cavalierly carried in with him was now cradled carefully in his arms.  He walked out of the building with security guards on either side, drove straight to a bank, and placed the blanket in a safe deposit box.  What had been "extra," a mere accent to an old rocking chair, had been instantly transformed into a precious treasure.

A man and his bride-to-be cleaned out their respective garages and sold everything to Goodwill.  They sold clothes, tools, computer parts, and a tattered copy of the Declaration of Independence that had been hanging in the man’s garage for 10 years.  That extra stuff turned out to be another man's treasure.  That version of the Declaration of Independence was a rare copy made in 1823.  A man named Michael Sparks purchased it from the Goodwill for $2.48.  Sparks later auctioned it for $477,650.  Not a bad profit. (Associated Press, "Sold! One Declaration of Independence Copy," MSNBC.com. 3-23-07)
Jesus shared a couple of parables that are like these rags to riches accounts.  Matthew 13:44-46, "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field.  When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.  Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls.  When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.  Jesus wants us to know how valuable life is with Him.  We discover that the Lord is the greater Treasure worth more than all our earthly treasures.  In my life, nothing compares to the wonder of knowing God’s love.  I have given up everything else to know Jesus.  I hope you are discovering that too.
Americans on average give 2.1% of our income as contributions to charity according to a Gallup poll.  Some contribute 4%, some 7%, some were taught to put in 10% after taxes or before depending on the formula they use.  But some give far more.  I know some people who give more than they should, more than we expect.  Some of these are wealthy and some are not.  They give to use their money in a way that means something.  These very few put in 15%, 25% or 50% percent of their income.  These people make us feel uneasy.  How do they do that?  Why do they do that?  They are radical in their commitment.  They are sold out to the cause.  Someone who gives over 10% gives for greater reasons than just doing their part.  They give because they are sold out to Jesus.  They give not out of obligation, but from the heart.  They want to give sacrificially because that has meaning to themselves, to others and to Jesus.  People that give out of their abundance, even if it is tens of thousands of dollars per year, don’t impress Jesus.  People who give sacrificially to where it causes them to rearrange their priorities, to go without other things, to even be put in a difficult position, that impresses Jesus.

Now hear me clearly on this - Jesus does not want people to be deceitful or foolish givers.  One man in Eastern Pennsylvania starved his children so he could pay a double tithe (20%) to his church.  That was foolish.  Ananias and Sapphira fell dead when it was revealed that, even though they contributed a great deal to the early church, they had done so with false lies (Acts 5:1-11).  Jesus wants people to be cheerful and grateful givers from their hearts, not deceitful or foolish givers.

Why do some people give so much?

· They give generously in great thanksgiving to God for His generosity to them.
· They give generously as they have discovered the joy that comes with giving.

· They give generously to invest in the spiritual growth of children, youth and adults in their church, community, and through mission work around the world.

· They give because they find real meaning in using their resources for God’s glory and other peoples’ lives.

· They give to build up an eternal inheritance as the Bible promises.

· They give in love as obedient disciples of Jesus Christ.

People give so much to Jesus because they know He is the “Bread of Life.”  John 6:35, I am the bread of life.  He who comes to Me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty.  John 6:51, I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.  Jesus is our daily bread.  We find abundant life in Him every day and for eternity.  Whoever tastes of this bread will never be satisfied with any other.
Jesus likes sold-out and committed people.  Jesus affirms people unafraid to openly proclaim their allegiance to Him with all of their lives, including their wallets and purses.  Jesus desires us to be definable as His followers, set apart from others by our actions and words.  Jesus would rather we be clearly one way or another, to be hot or cold about God, than to be lukewarm Christians.  Revelation 3:15-16, I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish you were either one or the other!  So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.  Jesus wants committed followers, not half-hearted, not two-faced, not double agents and not divided in our loyalties.  Jesus knows that our true joy comes when we discover the greater life of commitment to God.
Heidi Husted in her book The Sermon on the Amount wrote, “Christian stewardship is really nothing less than all we do with all that we have.  The amount Jesus is talking about is a pretty big amount: it's 100 percent.  Stewardship is not just about how much of what I own will I give to God.  It's about how much of me have I given to God...  Stewardship is not about paying dues.  Sometimes I wish it were because that would be easier: just tell me how much I owe, and I can pay the Lord just as I pay the bills.  It's not paying dues.  It's about deliberately making deposits of my time and my energy and what I own into God's business...  Fundamentally, stewardship begins with giving 100 percent of who I am to God.”
Even with our finances we can become more Christ-like, showing our commitment to Jesus.  John Wesley famously said: “Make all you can.  Save all you can.  Give all you can.”  We think accomplishing two out of three is not bad.  Wesley understood the greater truth of doing all three, to be completely committed to Christ in all we do.  The phrase “the Protestant Ethic” describes the reason behind the incredible rise of the European economy during the industrial revolution due directly to Christians using their money and efforts to honor God.  Many committed Christians wanted to serve God in their daily occupations, to glorify Him in their work Monday to Saturday as well as their words on Sunday.  This resulted in their amassing resources that in turn could be used for God’s purposes and changed their world.

Every decision about the use of our money reflects our relationship with God for good or bad.  When you buy a car, do you pray about that decision?  What about when purchasing a house, taking a vacation, buying clothing or food, paying taxes, buying furniture or any other financial decision?  Did you ask the Lord for direction when you last consulted your stockbroker or financial consultant?  He would be glad to offer advice.  In the Lord’s will we discover a healthy balance in the use of our resources for the needs of ourselves, immediate family, church family, government, social institutions, communities, charities and more.  I find it vital to have the Lord’s help in making financial decisions about retirement needs, insurance, health care, college expenses, bill paying, contributions or any other matter involving the spending or saving of the precious funds in my accounts.  What does the Lord teach about handling money?  Where can we find successful strategies for our financial future?  The Holy Spirit and the Bible have so much to teach us, as do our mature sisters and brothers in Christ.  This whole area of our lives is summed up in the Biblical term stewardship.  Are we good stewards, meaning good managers, executors, administrators of the resources the Lord gifts to our daily use?  Does money manage us as our evil master or do we allow the Lord to be master of our money for greater good?

How you give affects your everyday attitude.  I am not the first to note this, but I definitely find this to be true.  I have never known a generous person to complain about how much money it takes to run a church.  Poor givers gripe about how much it takes to run a church.  Generous givers express concern that they don't give more.  I have never known a family who tithed for any length of time who quit a church.  I have known very few generous families that were not generally happy.  Generous families usually are happy families.  On the other hand, I have never known a stingy, miserly family that was not generally unhappy about many things.  I have never known a person who was critical of most things and mad about many things, who was also generous and gracious.  I have come to believe that most people who feel we talk too much about money, never really want to talk about money at all.  Generous people enjoy talking about it.  I have come to believe that a direct connection exists between a person's faith and a person's generosity.  Those who give generously tend to become more faithful; while those give meagerly become less faithful.  God the Father loves a cheerful giver because that person is becoming more like His Son Jesus.

We can use money as a witness to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in our lives.  What kind of a giver are you?  There are three kinds of givers - the flint, the sponge and the honeycomb.  To get anything out of a flint you must hammer it.  And then you get only chips and sparks.  To get water out of a sponge you must squeeze it - the more pressure you use, the more water you get.  But the honeycomb just overflows with its own sweetness.  Which kind of giver are you?
A West Virginia man won a huge multi-million dollar lottery.  He immediately declared that he would tithe (give at least 10%) of the winnings to three churches.  This created a huge media frenzy.  Why would he do such a thing?  What would the churches do with the millions given them?  Would he really follow through and do this?  He obviously is a honeycomb giver of sweetness, desiring to share the gifts God showered upon him.  Some Christians took exception to the fact that he played the lottery at all.  Whatever his reasons, I appreciate the opportunity he created to talk about Christ and money.

For the last three Sundays, we have been talking about handling money wisely according to the Bible’s truths.  I hope by now you realize we should talk about money in the church so that it becomes a tool that helps us all enjoy the greater blessings of God.  We don’t want to be trapped by the evils of money worship.  We want to be wise followers who use our money and resources to encourage greater life together in Jesus Christ and to build up God’s kingdom.
Yet, I want to close our discussion of the Bible’s truths about money with one last incident in Jesus’ life.  We are to be wise with money, carefully using it to promote life together in Christ.  But there are times for extravagance with our money, because we want to let the Lord know how precious He is to us.  One such extravagant act of thanksgiving and love for Jesus happened as recorded in John 12:1-8.  Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead.  Here a dinner was given in Jesus' honor.  Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with Him.  Then Mary took about a pint of pure nard, an expensive perfume; she poured it on Jesus' feet and wiped his feet with her hair.  And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 

Imagine that scene with me please.  At a dinner given to honor Jesus sits a man who had been dead for 4 days in a cold, dark tomb.  Now he is alive and sitting calmly in full health eating his food.  That is incredible to think about in the least.  Then, his sister Mary, who loved her brother so much, took a bottle of perfume worth a year’s wages; let us say $50,000 in today’s money.  She poured all the perfume over Jesus’ feet, then wiped his feet with her hair.  She obviously did this in incredible thanksgiving for how Jesus raised her brother back to life.  Do you think that was too much, too extravagant?  I don’t.  I think Lazarus’ life was easily worth that much.  I think Jesus deserves every gift we can give Him, every treasure we own, in return for giving each of us our lives back from eternal death, forgiving us for all our wrongs and sins, dying for us so we can live with God for eternity in paradise.  No act of sacrificial love is too large to offer Jesus for all He has done for us.
Yet there are those that would object.  Let’s read a bit more, But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray Him, objected, "Why wasn't this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?  It was worth a year's wages."  He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.  "Leave her alone," Jesus replied.  "It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial.  You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me."

Jesus affirmed Mary’s act of great love and gratitude for Him.  He deeply appreciated it because He knew she was pouring her love out to Him even as she poured out the precious perfume.  He deeply appreciated it because He knew He would be pouring out his precious life blood for her, and she was thanking Him with all her life for his sacrificial love for her.

There will always be those who worship money over the Lord, even in the church.  But don’t ever let them stop you from showing your love and thanksgiving to Jesus for all He has done for you.  There will always be those who will think you foolish to devote your entire lives to Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  Don’t let them stop you from discovering a greater life than they could ever imagine.  Don’t be afraid to be extravagant to Jesus.  Don’t be afraid to be committed to Jesus completely, whole-heartedly, with all your strength, all your mind, all your love and all your resources.  He is the only God, worthy of all our sacrifices for Him.
Let us pray: Lord Jesus, You are worthy of our praise with every song, effort, love and sacrifice we can offer to You on Sundays and throughout the week.  Thank You for all the sacrifice You offer to us in such amazing love.  The least we can do for Your life given to us is to offer our lives back to You.  You purchased us with Your blood.  You redeemed us with Your life.  And thank You Lord that nothing we offer to You will ever be wasted.  Instead You take our offerings and turn them into eternal treasures.  So we recommit our lives to You this day in the greatest thanksgiving we can offer.  Amen.
