Possessions and Offerings

A serrnon praached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Prasbyterian Church on Dotober 18, 1992, Soripture
Lessonz: Ezra 2:64-63.

IR THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SOH AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

" As soon a5 they came o the house of the LORD in Jerusalem, some of the heads of families made freewill
efferings for the house of God, 1o 2rect it an its site. According to their resaurces they gave to the building
fund...”

tzra Z.65-62

You've probably heard the saying, “Tough times don’t 1ast, but tough people
do.” Some of us know the truth of that saying from experience. Your marriage fell
apart. Your girl friend 1eft. You Tost your job. You have unpaid bills. Instead of
pay raises, you had a pay cut. You've known tough times. But many people | know

testify that they've come through those tough times, stronger Christians than

- before and more deeply commitied to Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. Tough

s

i_i)r'né's céan_}-riake s ar break us.

God's people have often known tough times. In 587 BC their temple was
destroyed. Then, like Jongh in the belly of the whale, Israel was swallowed up by
pagan Babylon. Like Shadrach, Meshech, and Abednego in the fiery furnace, lsrael
spent fifty years in the fiery furnace of a pagan nation. Thaose tough times
transformed [srael forever. They cured Israel forever of their idolatry. In Gabylan
Israel discovered that God was not confined to the Holy Land. In Babylon they
became people of the Book. They became committed to the study and application of
Holy Scﬁpture. They became more deterrmined than ever to be a holy nalion and &
peculiar people distinct from all others.

Tough times can also make us better Christians. We've been exiled for three
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and 8 half years. we've faced some oppositian and delays in our rebuilding process.

What have those things taught us? Tough times can make us bitier or they can
make us better. There are three tningé in our scripture jesson that tough times
can teach us.

1. Tough times can help us get our priorities straight. Tough times helped
Israel to get their priorities straight. “ s saear 6 they came to the house of the
LORD in Jerusalern, same of the heads of families made freewill offerings for the
house of God, to erect it on its site.” The very first thing the exiles did when thay
returned to Jerusalem was to give a freewill ofTering for rebuilding the temple.
They were committed to building a temple for the worship and service of God.
That was their number one priority.

="t everything you do, put God first, and he will direct you and crown your

efforts with success” (Prov. 3:6, TLB). We show the priority we qive to God in
tough times when we put God first in our giving. Allan Weenink, writing in the
Jast issue of Presbyterian Survey, shares a memory of his childhood during the
great depression. “Every Ssturday evening my father would seat himself at the
dining room table and take from his pocket an envelope with his earnings for the
week. 1t was a solemn occasion.

“Those were the ‘Great Depression’ yesrs. The contents of that envelope-
$33 in $1 bills and coins- represented some 60 hours of hard work at my father’s
little store, and additional hours of record-keeping and letier-writing at home. It

vras 8 modest but adequate amount for those traumetic times.
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“Very carefully my father first took $3.33 and placed that amount in an
envelop marked ‘Church.” That money was his tithe, and it was sacred. It was
never touched except to be presented in the house of the Lord on the first day of
the week. It alweys came off the top.

“My father would then place coins and bills in other envelopes— money for
mortgage payments, food, clothing. Often a purchase or payment had to be
postponed, but there was never any question aboul his priorities.”

| want them to have that kind of a memnary. | want my kids to know where
tny priorities lie. | want them to know that God comes first even in tough times.

2. Tough times teach us to take stock of all the resources we have. In tough
times we sometimes think we have less then we really do. As our spending
outstrigs our income, we feel and prm:}aim that we're underpaid and ovartaxed and
unable to meet our family’'s needs. Even people living in lavish hormes bemoan the
cost of trivial items.

The returned exiles had great needs. They had to rebuild their homes and
cities on limited resources. They may have felt impoverished but when they took
stock af their resources they discovered they had a 1ot more than they thought.
They had 7,357 male and female servants. Servants are a sign of prosperity. They
had 200 male and female singers. These singers were for entertainment. This
also is a sign of relative prosperity, just like the money we pay to athletes and
entertainers, even in tough times, are an indication that we're better off than we

think. They were experiencing tough times but these returned exiles were by no
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rmeans impaverished. They had hundreds of horses, mules, camels, and dohkeys.

They had gold and silver and other possessions which are the trappings of wealth.

These return exiles gave “according to their resources”. There’s a right way
and wrong yray to figure out how much to give to the church to carry out the
rinistry Christ has entrusted to us. The wrong way is to total up the cost of the
building or the church budget for 1893 and divide it by the number of members we
have and salj, “That’s my shate.”

But the right way to determine what You should give is to total up your
resources: your home, your cars, your boats, your savings, your income, your
blessings, in order to determine what share God would have you give. The question

is, “what propartion can | return for God’s work in order to signify and symbolize

-and confess before everyone that all [ am and all | heve comes from God?”

3. Tough times teach Christians that faith is a risk. The Bible tells us that
Christians aren’t exempt from tough times. There’s a kind of popular Christianity,
aften the kind that we see on the i.v. that claims that if you're a faithful Christian
you'll be spared tough times. The preacher tells us that if we tithe, we’ll become
more and rore prosperous. If we only believe, our cancer will be healed, our
paralysis will Qo away, our problems will disappear. That’s not what my Bible
says. Faith in Christ involves risk.

The returned exiles must have had some anxiety about giving to the building
fund. What if their crops failed and they had to buy food? What if they

contributed to the building fund only to find that they cowldn’t finish building their
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owt homes. Some, apparently, felt the couldn’t spare angthing. Ezra tells us that
“same”, but not all, made free will offerings. Apparently the risk of giving was
too much for thoge who didn’t give.

Giving is a risk. You may pledge anly to loose your job or incur unexpecied
and necessary expenses. Sometimes people will tell you that the more you give,
the more you get. If you give ten percent, you'll get it back, plus interest, every
time. | don’t believe it. |t may happen but | don’t think that giving is kind of Tike &
sure investment. That would take all the risk and fun out of it. You can know that
5od won't abandon you. You can know that in 1ife and in death you beiong to God
through Christ our faithful savior. But as long as we live by faith, giving will be a
risk (Albert C. Winn, 77iming /s Mare Then the Mumber 7an).

o, tough times can strengthen our faith in Christ if we dare to pul Ged first
and take stock of our resources, and risk giving in proportion to our ressurces.

Money is & vital part of the mission God has entrusted to us. ti pays for
electricity, heat, telephone, paper, envelops, Sunday School books, Bibles, stamps,
and many other things. Money is especially important in tough times when the
needs of so many people to whom the church ministers are increased. Apart from
the church’s ministry through people and their gifts, God has no other plan for the
world's salvation. Stewardship and raission are inseparabla.

Mext week we'll be asking you to rake a pledge for the work of the church in
1993, Making & pledge is an opportunity to glorify God and reach out in ministry

and mission Lo others, not oniy here in Oxford, but arcund the world. Yes, | know
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we're living in tough times but | want you to recensider your priorities. Inour st
of priorities, does the Rod we know in Jesus Christ come after our mortgage, car
payments and the money we spend on entertainment? Or does he come in first in
pur priorities?

and then, are we aware of all the resources God has entrusted to us? In
tough times do we see the glass half empty, or hatf full? List your resources:
cars, .names, boats, bank account, stocks, and toys. Do we give in proportion to
vehat we have received?

and finally, are you wiiling to put your faith in Christ on the 1ine? Faithis
a risk. Are you willing to take that risk?

Let us pray: Help us and all people, Lord, o understand the purpose and place of possessions and money in
our life. Keep before us the peril of Joving it. Help us te make it our servant, and never our master. Let neither
the lack of jt, nor the possession of it, in any degree underrine our faith in you thraugh Christ. You have called us
to have no other Gods before you. Grant that you may ba the.pumber one priority in our lives. Let us take stook of
all the resources you have entrusted to us. Lot us risk believing and obeying your promises inJesug. in hvis narme
we pray. Amen.

e ¥



