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In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love –
Stewardship

Most everyone is feeling uneasy these days about the global financial meltdown.  I want to give you some information that I hope will cheer you – you are probably one of the wealthiest people in the world, in spite of what your financial reports may indicate.  Have you thought of yourself as wealthy lately?  Probably not.  

Listen to this – according to globalrichlist.com, if you have an annual income of $35,000 you are in the richest 4.62% of the population.  That’s based on a world population of about 6.7 billion, a little over 300 million of whom reside in the United States.  If your income is $40,000 you are in the richest 3.17% and if your income is $50,000 you vault into the richest 0.98%.  To put it in numbers that we can understand more clearly – eighty-five percent of the world’s population lives on just over $2,000 per year.  Now, I’m not naïve enough to forget that cost of living and other factors can make an American income that is higher than most of the world not as rich as it seems.  Still, we have been a very blessed people.

This morning, as we continue our series on the Baptist Faith and Message, we come to the topic of Stewardship.  Here is what the Baptist Faith and Message has to say about stewardship – 

God is the source of all blessings, temporal and spiritual; all that we have and are we owe to Him.  Christians have a spiritual debtorship to the whole world, a holy trusteeship in the gospel, and a binding stewardship in their possessions.  They are therefore under obligation to serve Him with their time, talents, and material possessions; and should recognize all these as entrusted to them to use for the glory of God and for helping others.  According to the Scriptures, Christians should contribute of their means cheerfully, regularly, systematically, proportionately, and liberally for the advancement of the Redeemers cause on earth.

This is such a timely topic because of our current economic climate.  As we study this topic this morning, keep in mind that we are people who live in two different worlds; we live as the people of God called to a particular way of living and a particular way of relating to God, to one another, and to our wealth.  But we also live in an economy that operates in many ways very much in opposition to what God teaches us.  We live in an economy that seeks to tell us that our value as a person has a direct correlation to our financial bottom line, which is in direct opposition to what Scripture teaches us.  We live in an economy that works best when we continually consume, when we continually accumulate, and when we lay up treasure for ourselves and our future.  But the Scriptures tell us to not lay up for yourselves treasures upon earth (Matthew 6:20) and take no thought for your life (Matthew 6:25, KJV).  It can be difficult to have a foot in each of these contrasting worlds.

So let’s look at some of what the Bible talks about when it talks about stewardship.
1.  Stewardship begins with the affirmation that everything belongs to God.


The Bible talks about money and about economics, but the economy of the Bible is different.  The economy of the Bible is not capitalism, socialism, or any other concept of human economy – the economy of the Bible is stewardship.  Stewardship begins with this affirmation – that all things belong to God and we are merely caretakers – stewards – of what belongs to God.  Psalm 24:1 – The earth is the Lord’s, and all it contains, the world, and those who dwell in it, and you can find other parallels to that verse.

What was the responsibility God gave to Adam in the Garden?  To cultivate it and keep it (Genesis 2:15).  Adam was not given the Garden as a possession, but as something to care for as he was given stewardship over the garden.  At the beginning of creation God entrusts what he has created to the hands of man.  This is not just a job that Adam is given, it’s not just a casual giving of responsibility; this is God giving his creation – that which he has proclaimed as very good – into the hands of his creation.  God gives his creation into the hands of Adam, not to do with as he pleased, but to care for the creation of God.  This is the very definition of stewardship – a steward is someone who is given the responsibility of caring for that which someone else owns.  We do not own the creation; God does, we are the caretakers, the stewards.

Jesus tells several parables that deal with the concept of stewardship, and each keys in on the idea of someone caring for what belongs to someone else.  The parable of the talents in Matthew 25:14-30 and Luke 19:11-27, the faithful steward in Luke 12:42-48, and the unrighteous steward in Luke 16:1-13.
2.  Stewardship recognizes we are to care for what belongs to God.


It is a troubling fact that caring for what belongs to God has become so politicized, especially caring for the physical world.  Caring for the environment – which is caring for God’s creation – should not be a matter of right or left, liberal or conservative, Republican or Democrat.  Caring for the world God created is simply doing what we are called to do as his people.


I grew up in a part of the country where the damage to the creation was an unmistakable part of life.  Strip mining left huge gashes around all the mountains; the smog in the air, the grit on houses and cars, and the acid rain that brought decay to everything were all a result of the steel mills that filled the river valley.  The city where I was born – Steubenville, Ohio – at one time had the worst air and water quality in the nation.  The Ohio River, the border to our backyard when I was a young child, a few times actually caught on fire because of the pollutants that were pumped into the water.  And yet, the industry that caused so much damage was also the industry that put clothes on my body, a roof over my head, and food in my stomach.


Part of the fallen condition of humanity is that we have created economies that fail to take into consideration, first of all, that God is the owner of all things and that we are simply stewards of what God owns, and secondly, that a lack of care for what God has created will in time come back to haunt us by harming us – and that time has already begun.


This is a direct result of what happens when we forget that the owner of everything is God.  When we believe everything belongs to the creation rather than to the creator people will do whatever they want with the creation and eventually you transform the creation from a life-giving and life-sustaining gift into a life-threatening reality.

In the parable of the unrighteous steward Jesus says Give an account of your stewardship (Luke 16:2).  We are given the responsibility of caring for what belongs to God and we will be called to one day give an account of what we have done with what belongs to God.
3.  Stewardship contains a total view of life.


When we talk about stewardship we almost always think of money, but stewardship involves more than just money.  Stewardship involves a total attitude about life, not just money.  Stewardship is about how we use our time; it’s about how we treat and care for other people, because if we are to care for the creation people are the crown of God’s creation and we must care for them.  Stewardship means that people are not seen simply as a target demographic for marketers, but as bearing the image of God.

Stewardship also understands that sin involves more than just individual sin – there are sins of structures and social systems as well.  There is no doubt that greed is a part of our current economic struggles.  That greed begins with an individual sin, but it moves beyond simply being the sin of one individual into a sin that becomes a part of our economic and social systems, where people in power write the rules to favor certain people or certain groups and create policies that take advantage of other people.

Read through the prophets of the Old Testament.  The Old Testament prophets spent a lot of time challenging their own leaders on this very point.  Listen to Amos as he rails against those who take advantage of others – Therefore, because you impose heavy rent on the poor and exact a tribute of grain from them, though you have built houses of well-hewn stone, yet you will not live in them; you have planted pleasant vineyards, yet you will not drink their wine.  For I know your transgressions are many and your sins are great, you who distress the righteous an accept bribes, and turn aside the poor in the gate (Amos 5:10-12).


Listen to Isaiah – Woe to those who enact evil statutes, and to those who constantly record unjust decisions, so as to deprive the needy of justice, and rob the poor of my people of their rights, in order that widows may be their spoil, and that they may plunder that orphans (Isaiah 10:1-2).


It continues in the New Testament.  Mary, in her response to being chosen as the mother of Jesus, says in the passage known as The Magnificat, He has brought down rulers from their thrones, and has exalted those who were humble.  He has filled the hungry with good things; and sent away the rich empty-handed (Luke 1:52-53).  James, in 5:1-6, gives a blistering condemnation of those who become rich by using others.


The Biblical view of life is one of stewardship, and stewardship is a view of life that encompasses all of life.  It is a view of life that says value is not found in what a person possesses but in each individual person because they are a creation of God.  When we see people as special to God it reminds us that we are to love and care for each person.  Stewardship means we aren’t just accumulating for the sake of accumulating, not living with a hand that grasps for more and more but living with an outstretched and open hand that shares what we have, because as God has given to us we give so we can be like him.
Benediction – II Corinthians 9:8-15. 
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