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We are now 25 days into the New Year. That means that we are 25 days into the challenge of keeping New Year Resolutions. Some people are keeping their resolutions. Many are not. One of the top resolutions every year is to get more exercise and lose weight. If you belong to and go to a fitness center on a regular basis, you’ve probably seen the number of people showing up to work out already start to decline. 

Another top resolution every year is to manage our money better and to get out of debt. That’s a big challenge for people who put their Christmas gift purchases on their credit cards. Some people are really working at it. About 2 dozen people are attending the Financial Peace University program at Peace on Monday evenings. That’s great. 

I think we all know that money is important to us. ‘Money matters’ is one of the biggest influences on how people vote in elections every year. The Bible has a lot to say about how we use our money and all of our resources. Sixteen of Jesus’ parables talk about how we handle our possessions. Today in our Believe series, we want to look at what we do with what we have as we ask how we can best use our resources to serve God and others.

So let’s begin with a very simple, but true statement. God doesn’t need our money! We believe God created everything. God is not limited by the money or other resource we give back to Him. God doesn’t need our money, but He wants our heart. Jesus tells us, “Wherever your treasure is, there the desires of your heart will also be.” (Matthew 6:21 NLT) If money is the most important thing in our lives, then money will become the focus of our time, our thoughts, and our actions. But if God has the number one place in our lives, then the pursuit of money and the stuff money can buy doesn’t dominate our lives. 

There is a big difference between the things we “Have To Do” and the things we “Get To Do” in life. We have to pay our taxes. The government mandates what we have to pay. There is no way around it. There can be serious consequences for us if we don’t pay our taxes. But you don’t have to give anything to God or to help other people. We get to do that. It is our choice. Our theme verse today says, “Since you excel in everything else – in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in the love we have kindled in you – see that you also excel in the grace of giving.” (2 Corinthians 8:7)

You can come to this church every week and never give a single cent. That’s the freedom and choice that you have. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is God’s free gift to us all. No one made God love us. No one made Jesus enter into our world to die on a cross to pay for our sins. He did this because He loves us. This announcement is printed in our bulletin every week about our offerings. “If you are a first time worshipper, you are our guest and we do not expect an offering.” We mean that. The same announcement is a reminder that the offerings we give are an act of worship. Do you give because you think you have to do it? Or do you give because you want to give? There is a big difference. It’s like the difference between a child willingly helping with the dishes or cleaning up his bedroom because he wants to or because Mom or Dad makes him do it. One does it joyfully. The other does it grudgingly  

Historians tell us that when soldiers in the Middle Ages came to faith in Jesus and were baptized, they would keep their right arm out of the water as if to say that the arm used in battle would not be committed to the Lord. How many Christians do the same thing. We hold our wallet in our right hand as if to say, “Lord, you can everything except my money.”

We are not required to give anything. But we have the privilege of giving. We don’t have to give, but we get to give. Paul wrote, “You must each decide in your heart how much to give. And don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure. “For God loves a person who gives cheerfully.” (2 Corinthians 9:7 NLT) If we break down this verse like an NFL analysis, we discover these things about giving back to God:
Who? “You must each.” This letter is written to Christians. So it applies to each of us.
How?  “Decide in your heart.” Giving is a matter of the heart, not of compulsion. Our relationship with God determines what we decide.
What? “How much to give.” The money, the time we give are personal decisions.
When? “Don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure.” If that is your motivation, put your money back. 
Why? “God loves a person who gives cheerfully.” God loves us all. He wants us to love Him back.

I don’t think any of us want to just get by in life. We want to do something that is meaningful, significant. Your may have entered into your chosen career to make a significant difference in the lives of others. Teachers want to help kids learn and grow. People in the medical field want to help people stay healthy or regain their health. First responders want to help people facing difficult situations. We volunteer to do things that we think are significant, that make a difference. God gives us the opportunity to give our time, our abilities and our resources to make a significant difference. 

Giving means doing something. If you only tell someone to do something, they are likely to forget. If you show them how to do something, they are more likely to remember. But if you involve them in doing it, they will not only remember but also understand. God gives us the opportunity to give back to Him and to others so that we remember and understand His love for us and for all people. 

I want to end this with a challenge that you can decide to do or not do. Take a look at your checking account, investments and savings accounts and credit card statements and ask yourself these questions:
1. What patterns or tendencies do I see?
2. What priorities are evident in my spending?
3. Where am I pleased with regard to my money management?
4. Where am I disappointed with my findings?
5. What changes should I consider making? 

God has given each of a number of personal and financial resources to use. As you put these things to work this week, think about how you can do something significant with them that will fulfill God’s purpose. 
