Text: 2 Cor 9:7

Focus Statement: God has given all of himself to his people. 

Function Statement:  That my hearers would respond in joyful support of God’s mission

Introduction
Today’s service and sermon all revolve around a topic, and a peculiarly Christian topic at that, Stewardship.  If you are visiting today for the first time, please don’t go home thinking money is all we talk about.  You’ve found your way in on our once a year stewardship Sunday.  It is the Sunday we set aside to consider primarily how money, the church and our lives intersect.  Revolving around a topic the text of this sermon is a little less immediate than I normally am.  If you picked up last week or this week a pledge card – on it is the text that served as the seed.  From 1 Cor 9:7 – 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.
If you filled out a card like this last year, they have been returned to your mailbox during this week.  The same box that received pledges last year is out by the mail boxes to receive this year’s pledges.  In recognition of that verse of Paul – each person must decide in their heart – these pledges – like last year’s – are between you now and you about 1 year from now.  You seal them and they will remain sealed.  The box will stay by the mailboxes for the next couple of weeks to give time to consider and return.  Those are the practicalities.  Now I’d like to talk about a couple of principles.
Repentance
First, Paul specifically says don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure.  Well preacher, what do you call a specific Sunday dedicated to stewardship.  Isn’t that a form of guilt or pressure?  In some ways, yes, it is.  I’m sure that we’ve all sat in churches on Stewardship Sunday and heard wonderful sermons about emulating the widow who brought her might – but not balanced off with Jesus’ woe to the Pharisees who devour the estates of widows.  Putting the best construction on it, most preachers don’t intend to lay on the guilt, but that can be the effect. That sermon can say to the single mom who is just keeping her head above water, you are not being faithful enough.  Or it can say to an elderly man whose social security just about equals his medical bills that he’s being a slacker.  Or to the faithful spouse who is present all the time but whose partner isn’t and doesn’t appreciate supporting the work of the church, that sermon can create tremendous guilt.  We as the church don’t always live up to our mission.  Causing guilt is not the mission of the church.  Our God is not a God of scarcity.  To people that we might have guilted in the past – forgive us, forgive the church.
Law, Gospel and Call
But I also want to share with you a vision of some of the good things that the church can and does do with your tithes and offerings.  A couple of principles need to be laid out.  First - part of the law.  It can be a dirty word in some churches.  Probably related to too many stewardship guilt trips.  But the bible asks for at least a tithe to be given to God.  Well what is a tithe?  It is 10%.   From Leviticus 27:30 – “A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the LORD; it is holy to the LORD.”  And mention of the tithe is sprinkled throughout the old testament.  You can turn to almost any concordance and find the rest.  The last one is from Malachi.  Malachi was a prophet to the remnant of Israel that had returned from exile in Babylon.  After the initial burst of enthusiasm at the return, the work of rebuilding had essentially stopped.  The tithes had stopped and the priests had become corrupt.  It doesn’t say which happened first.  But Malachi 3:10 records the Word of God, “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this," says the LORD Almighty, "and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.”  It is dangerous to extrapolate a specific promise like this one given to that remnant of Israel to current situation.  Unlike the promises of Jesus which are given to all, this one is specific.  But, the consistent call in the law is for the tithe. 
Second principle from the gospel.  You are freed from that law of 10%.  The law has no hold on you in Christ.  The law was a tutor for us.  It showed us what holiness meant.  The law showed us our separation from God.  But Jesus Christ fulfilled that law for us.  He was perfectly obedient to his Father’s will - all the way to that cross.  God was never cheap.  I suppose we could have had a 10% messiah.  We could have had a messiah that took away 10% of the sins of the world.  Oops sorry, that is one sin too many, so sorry can’t forgive this one.  But God was never cheap.  The Cross was not cheap.  The Gospel is not cheap.  Instead, God gave everything.  The eternal majesty that was his from all time – put aside.  The acclaim and the worship of the angels – hushed.  The omniscience and safety of knowing and controlling everything – sealed up for a time in the form of a little helpless baby in a manger.  The eternity – exchanged for death on a cross.  To create the Gospel – to save sinful man – took 100% from God.  God was not cheap.  

And God continues to give us everything we need.  Luther’s explanations to the creed are a treasure in this regard.  God the creator also gives me clothing and shoes, food and drink, house and home, wife and children, land, animals and all I have.  He richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this body and life.  God the redeemer, Jesus, has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, purchased and won me from all sins and death and from the power of the devil.  God the Sanctifier, the Holy Spirit, has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith…and in this Christian church he daily and richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers.  God continues to give us everything we need – stuff for the body and stuff for the spirit.  

So while we’ve been freed from that 10%, that tithe, the freedom is not license to do anything.  It is a freedom in Christ.  It is the freedom to be a disciple.  To come, follow me.  God said that once to a rich young guy.  Let’s take that guy at his word.  He’d kept all the commandments.  Jesus told him to go sell everything and follow him.  The rich young man was not willing to do that.  The call to be a disciple is complete.  The first Christian creed was very simple – Jesus is Lord.  That expressed simply the call to discipleship.  Jesus wants to rule our hearts.  And you know, our pocketbooks have a direct connection to our heart.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  That call of Jesus is to fundamentally structure your life around Him.  So we have been freed from that 10%, but the call is for 100%.  The expectation of the disciple is not to scale that freedom back from 10% to 2%, but move in the opposite direction, toward 100%.  That ties directly into Paul’s command to the Corinthians.  The Pharisees gave their 10% religiously.  Jesus makes sport of them in Matthew.  Calls them hypocrites for giving 10% of their spices – the mint and the dill and the cumin – they were tithers, but they didn’t do it cheerfully.  They gave 10% to buy off God, and neglected justice and mercy and faithfulness.  The heart that has taken in the gospel – that recognizes that pearl of great price, or that treasure hidden in the field – runs off joyfully at finding completion of a life’s task at stumbling upon a lifetimes worth and sells everything to get that pearl, or buy that field. 

So those are the two principles: the law says 10%.  I’d give $100 to anyone who finds a positive example of anything less.  That is a safe bill.  The gospel says you have been freed from that.  It never bought you what you thought anyway.  Instead the gospel says God in Jesus gave you 100% of himself.  The call of discipleship is to build a life around that 100% love of God.
Vision
Now some of the vision.  The latest census data tells me that the median household income for 14586 is $60,191.  Let’s assume that our congregation looks like this zip code.  The tithe would be $6,019.  (You can quibble with me over gross or net, but that is a boring argument in a vision.)  Our attendance the last month has been around 70 people.  Let’s say those 70 people represent 35 households.  The financial secretary can correct me but I think we have roughly 55 envelope numbers assigned – so 35 is a pretty safe number.  That would give us a tithe budget of $210,000.  Last year’s budget was about $110,000.   What are we going to do with that extra $100,000?

World Vision says it take $35/month to feed a child.  We could feed 238 children for the year.   That gives me a warm fuzzy.  Heifer International gives people the start of a herd that both sustains them with the milk and can grow as livestock grows.  We could provide 200 people with their first rung on the ladder.  That is the start of social justice.  After talking with a friend of mine, a former missionary in the Ivory Coast, we could almost support two full time missionaries in the field.  (Cost of living is cheaper off the Ivory Coast I’m told.)  We could send them out by twos just like Jesus did.  I get a kick out of that.  We could sponsor at least one missionary here in West Henrietta.  Our own in house missionary.  That would be impressive.  I gotta believe that is something like that church in Antioch setting aside Paul & Barnabas for mission work.  We could hire a parish nurse and run a small clinic.  How about that for following in the footsteps of the great physician?  How many people would you get to share the love of Jesus with when you are giving them a free check-up?  And all of that comes just from 10% from 35 households, and we don’t change a single other thing in the budget.
So, what do you want to do when we all tithe?  Two missionaries. 200 starts on a herd? A parish nurse?  I’m sure you have some dreams and visions that you could add as well, but it’s a nice start of a vision.  If you aren’t getting a little giddy at the thoughts of what could be possible, then you probably need to go back and decide in your heart what would make you happy.  We don’t want any guilt money.  Today is a tough economic times.  Don’t let me pressure you.  If that’s what I’ve done, please don’t cut a check or pledge.  But, if the thought of reaching out in ministry, of sharing the love of Jesus Christ with your neighbor, makes you cheerful.  If it makes you marvel at what might be possible.  If you heart still can’t quite comprehend the 100% giving that Jesus did on that cross and does every day, but you are just so happy he did, share the vision.
