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A young couple had just sat down for dinner when their toddler stuck a quarter in his mouth and swallowed it.  The mother panicked and told her husband to call the doctor while she attended to their son.  But instead of calling the doctor, her husband dialed their pastor.  The mother asked him what in the world he was doing – they didn’t need someone to pray for them; they needed medical help.  But the husband assured her wife he knew what he was doing.  “Sweetheart, you and I both know from all our years at church that our pastor can get money out of anyone!”
Today we are talking about money, but let me alleviate any fears you might have about this being a way to trick you out of your money.  My focus this morning is not on getting money out of you; my focus is on how we can learn to be better managers of the money God has given us.  

Like many of you, I’ve been working hard to learn as much as I can about being a good money manager.  In this economy, we simply have no choice but to take the task of money management seriously.  Recently I read a book called “Debt-Proof Your Marriage” by author Mary Hunt, who also pens a daily column called “Everyday Cheapskate.”  You can check out her website at debtproofliving.com.  I’ve also been watching and reading money management expert Dave Ramsey, author of “The Total Money Makeover.”  His very practical and very helpful website is found at  daveramsey.com.   

But this morning I want to share with you some thoughts from what is surely the best money management book ever written – the Bible.  Bible students tell us that there are approximately 1600 verses in the Bible on the matter of money.  Over half of Jesus’ 39 parables relate to money.  God understands that money is important to us, so he has made sure to tell us everything we need to know to manage it well.
Have you ever heard the phrase “smart money” before?  Usually people will use that phrase when considering how likely something is to happen – “The smart money is on the Colts to win the Super Bowl” or “The smart money is on Adam Sandler to win the best actor award.”  I apparently have never owned any smart money; all my money seems to be on the dumb side.  I tell my money to stretch and it always seems to pull a hamstring.  I tell it to grow and it does just the opposite.  Just once I would love to get paid with smart money.  

But if we listen to the Bible, we can get smart about money.  We can learn from the Bible everything we need to know to make the most of the money we have and to maximize our money for our good and for God’s glory.  
Value Money Properly – Be Wise
Here’s the first thing we need to learn and that is to value money properly.  There’s a verse in the New Testament you’ve probably heard quoted before.  I’ve heard it quoted many times in my life, and about half the time I hear it quoted wrong.  Here’s what the verse does not say: “For money is the root of all evil.”  That’s how I have often heard the verse quoted, but that’s not what it says at all.  Here’s what the Bible actually says: “For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.” (1 Timothy 6:10)  Notice that the Bible does not say that money is evil.  The Bible never tells us, “Don’t care about money.  Don’t value money.  Don’t think about money.”  After all, why would God put 1600 verses in the Bible on the topic of money if God didn’t think money is important?  Money is important and we need to learn to value money properly.  We need to learn how to have a healthy perspective on money.  And the truth is that money in itself is not evil.  But loving money is, the Bible warns us, the root of all kinds of evil.  It’s healthy to value money; what is unhealthy is to love it.
Every once in awhile I think it would be kind of nice to become a monk, to live in a monastery and have someone else take care of paying the mortgage, managing investments, handling insurance and balancing the family budget.  In fact if I could be assured access to high-speed internet and DirecTV, I might consider it.  But God doesn’t require us to divorce ourselves from the world of money, as though it were somehow unspiritual to run a business or to invest in stocks or to own property.  God does not consider money to be dirty or sinful or evil or unimportant.  God thinks the management of money is very important and very spiritual.  A wise person will take money seriously and will do his best to learn how to manage money well.
You don’t need me to tell you that one of the biggest stressors in any family is money.  And what is really interesting is that money is a stressor in the family that has a lot of money just as it is in the family that has a little.  Let me just remind you of some of the statistics.  Fifty percent of all first marriages in the US end in divorce.  And of the 50% that don’t end in divorce, 60% of those couples admit to being unhappy in their marriage.  So what is the number one killer of marriages?  You know it, I’m sure – it’s unresolved conflict.  And what is the number one area of conflict in most marriages?  That’s right – money.  A study published by the Center for Marital and Family Studies at the University of Denver reported that no matter how much money the family had, their number one conflict was over money.
So here’s something we need to understand right from the beginning – the cure to what ails us in our families is not more money.  That’s the temptation, to believe that if we just had more money everything would be better – our marriages would be better, our kids would be better and our families would be better.  The evidence is very clear about this – more money is not the solution.  Yes money is important.  Yes, all things considered, having money is better than not having it.  But you and your partner aren’t going to stop arguing about money just because you get more of it.  

So here’s God’s advice about this.  To value money properly, we need to learn that right relationships are more important than being rich.   Here’s how the Bible puts it: “Better to be poor and fear the Lord than to be rich and in trouble.  Better to eat vegetables with people you love than to eat the finest meat where there is hate.” (Proverbs 15:16-17 in the Good News Bible)  As an aside, be sure to notice what comes to God’s mind when he’s trying to think of an illustration of something distasteful … vegetables!  And some Bible scholars believe that the Hebrew that is translated here as “finest meat” can more accurately translated as “Arby’s.”  The point of these verses, of course, is that our relationships are more important than our riches, that it is more important to be at peace with the people in your home than to eat off the finest china.  Here’s another verse that makes the same point: “Better to eat a dry crust of bread with peace of mind than have a banquet in a house full of trouble.”  (Proverbs 17:1)  

Most of you know that I was a lawyer for a number of years.  The first law firm I worked for was a large, international firm.  About three years after I started working for that firm I was called into a meeting with two of the firm’s partners, including the managing partner of our office.  I quickly discovered that this was meant to be a motivational meeting, a meeting to motivate me to work longer hours and to bill more hours for the firm.  Our managing partner, who was really a very pleasant guy, very proudly told me how his family had long before learned that his work was more important than they were.  This partner had worked many long hours all through his career, and in his mind it had paid off.  To prove his point he reached into his drawer and pulled out his draw check for the last month to show to me – the check was for more than a million dollars.  The point of the meeting was very clear.  I could have what he had if I just worked hard and long enough.
A while after that Brenda and I were at that partner’s home for a firm banquet.  I met his wife; I met one of his kids.  His home was beautiful and we had a great feast.  But I discovered something else that night and in the following months and years – that man hardly knew a thing about his family.  His wife tolerated him.  His kids couldn’t stand him and didn’t respect him.  Having more money didn’t make them a happy family.  Proverbs 15:27 says this: “A greedy man brings trouble to his family …”  I’ve seen it with my own eyes, and I imagine you have too.  

And I have seen the other side as well.  We have a number of families in Cornerstone that I greatly admire, families who have chosen not to get blindsided by greed and who have decided that their relationship with their partners and their children is more important than living in a bigger house or buying a faster car.  They are wise people.  They know well the truth that while money is important, it’s never more important than their relationships.  It is appropriate to value money, but never more than we value people.  Our relationships are more important than riches.
Earn Money Properly – Be Diligent
Here’s the second principle God wants us to understand to help us get smart about money – earn money properly.  Specifically, to earn money properly means to be diligent and to be honest, two principles the Bible talks about quite a bit.
Now in teaching us to be honest God uses one of my favorite methods of communication – sarcasm.  Sarcasm can sometimes be mean-spirited, but it can also be an effective way of making a point, as God demonstrates for us a number of places in the Bible.  For example, instead of just coming out and telling us to be diligent, God instead pokes fun at us for being lazy.  Listen to this:  “As a door turns on its hinges, so a sluggard turns on his bed.” (Proverbs 26:14)  Isn’t that a great picture?  I know, some of you are thinking, “Hey, that’s my kid God’s talking about!”  By the way, have any of you ever had a hard time getting your child up in the morning?  Try as you might, he’s always late to school because he can’t get up.  If you have that problem, let me suggest you try water.  If you know you’re going to use this, you might make sure the night before to cover the mattress in plastic, but I’ve never known a kid who wanted to stay in a wet bed in wet pajamas.  

Here’s another bit of sarcasm from God: “The sluggard buries his hand in the dish; he is too lazy to bring it back to his mouth.” (Proverbs 26:15)  When our son was a toddler he had a sleep problem because of his adenoids and tonsils, one we didn’t catch on to for awhile.  So until we had that problem surgically addressed, he would be sitting in his high chair one minute eating his dinner, and the next minute he would be face first in this food.  Being the good parents we were, we always made sure to take a video of him before we cleaned him up.  But God’s point is pretty clear, isn’t it – don’t be so lazy that you can’t even bring your hand up to your mouth to eat your food.  
Finally God makes his point directly:  “All hard work brings a profit, but mere talk leads only to poverty.” (Proverbs 14:23)  Here’s how the Apostle Paul puts it in the New Testament:

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us.  For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example.  We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it.  On the contrary we worked night and day … For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.”  (2 Thessalonians 3:6-10)
God values hard work.  Now I am very aware that the unemployment rate in California is over 12%.  There are many people who would love nothing more than to be able to work hard but who just can’t find a job to do.  That’s not who God has in mind here.  Of course, if you don’t have a job, then that’s your fulltime job – to find work.

And let me say this on that issue.  Please remember that we’re your family here at Cornerstone.  We are on your side.  Don’t be afraid to let your small group and your friends here know that you’re looking for work.  Sometimes we can help you make a connection.  We can and will pray for you and with you.  And I hope the same is true for you at home.  I hope that you as a couple pray together about your job situation.  I hope that you talk about money matters together.  In fact, the biggest reason money is a source of conflict in a marriage is not that couples talk too much about money, it’s that they don’t talk about it enough.  You and your partner need very much to be on the same page financially.  Brenda and I have been married for nearly 30 years.  I am the primary money manager at our home, even though Brenda is far more of an expert in handling money since she does that for her job.  But what we have a habit of doing every few months is to sit down and write out everything about our finances so we are both fully aware of what our expenses are, what we owe and to whom, and what our financial plan for the future is.  As marriage partners we are on the same team, and so we try hard to make sure that as teammates we are on the same page, and that only happens when we make it a habit to talk about finances frequently.  
And for some of us the problem is that neither of us are on the same page, because neither of us are keeping track.  If you read any of the money management experts out there you will find that they all have the same advice – start by keeping records.  For one month write down everything you spend; for one month account for every penny.  It’s not fun, but you can’t begin to get out of debt until you document where the money is going.

OK, back to the main point – to earn money properly, God commands us to be diligent.  He also commands us to be honest, a principle Bernie Madoff apparently missed when he was growing up.  The Bible says, “Dishonest money dwindles away, but he who gathers money little by little makes it grow.” (Proverbs 13:11)  And here’s another: “Food gained by fraud tastes sweet to a man, but he ends up with a mouth full of gravel.” (Proverbs 20:17)  Have you ever eaten dirt?  I don’t quite remember why I did it, whether it was a dare or just because I was being dumb, but I distinctly remember the disgusting feeling of gravel crunching between my teeth.  That’s what it is like, God says, when we cut corners or fudge on our taxes or get ahead by taking what isn’t ours.  It’s not worth it, God says, so don’t do it.
Let me comment for a minute on the second half of Proverbs 13:11, where it says that he who gathers money little by little makes it grow.  How much money would be enough for you, do you think?  Would $2.5 million do?  Here’s why I pick that number.  In the US, the average income for a family of four is $62,228.  Let’s say you’re 25 and you and your partner are bringing that in, and let’s say you never get a raise.  By the time you are 65, you will have earned $2,489,120.  And if you happen to get an average annual raise of 3%, by the time you are 65 you will have earned nearly $5 million.  “Dishonest money dwindles away, but he who gathers money little by little makes it grow.”  God says, “Earn money properly.  Be diligent and be honest, and I will provide all that you need.”
Give Money Properly – Be Generous
Here’s the third lesson to learn in getting smart about money – give money properly.  And the way to do that is to be generous.

Listen to what the Bible teaches us about this: “Honor the Lord by making him an offering from the best of all that your land produces.  If you do, your barns will be filled with grain, and you will have too much wine to store it all.” (Proverbs 3:9-10 in the Good News Bible)  Now I’m not too sure what the Baptists are going to do with all that wine … maybe we can sell it to the Catholics and the Presbyterians and make a profit.  The point, of course, is that God rewards generosity.  
I mentioned the two money-management experts I’ve been reading, Mary Hunt and Dave Ramsey.  Both of them talk a great deal about how to get out of debt, and their books and websites have scores of testimonials from people who followed their plans and got out of many thousands of dollars worth of debt.  I mention this because both of them use the same financial plan we’ve talked about at Cornerstone for years, the 10-10-80 plan.  Quite simply the plan is this – give 10% of your income away; save 10%; and then live on the remaining 80%.  Both authors write about the resistance they usually get when they describe the plan.  The couple will usually say something like this: “How can we give 10% and save another 10%?  We’re falling further and further into debt each month and we’re already using 100% of our income.  How can we possibly make it on 80%?”  

And yet when couples implement this plan and follow the other specific aspects of the plan these authors detail in their materials, couple after couple discover that it works. And both authors also make this point.  They say, “Notice that it’s not an 80-10-10 plan; it’s a 10-10-80 plan.  Give the first 10% to God, then pay yourself 10%, and then use the remaining 80% to pay your expenses.”  And that’s very much what God says.  “Honor the Lord by making an offering from the best of all that your land produces,” is how Proverbs puts it.  In other words, don’t give God what’s left-over.  Give God the best; give back to God the first 10% of what he’s given you.  And when you do that, God promises to care for you.  Here’s how the Bible says it: “One man gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty.  A generous man will prosper; he who refreshes others will himself be refreshed.”  (Proverbs 11:24-25)   

Enjoy Money Properly – Be Grateful!
Now I want to conclude this morning with one last point we don’t often make in church when we’re talking about money, but this is also a biblical idea.  The Bible tells us to enjoy money, to celebrate God’s great generosity to us.  God is not like Uncle Scrooge in the Donald Duck cartoons.  God doesn’t scowl when we buy our favorite ice cream or complain when we enjoy an iced latte or snort when we shell out for tickets to go watch the Sharks play.  We have often said that our holiness is more important than our happiness, but please don’t think that it’s a virtue in the eyes of God to be unhappy.  God wants us to enjoy life, not endure it.
Listen to these words from the New Testament:  “Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.” (1 Timothy 6:17)  Why does God richly provide for us?  He provides everything for our enjoyment.  God wants us to enjoy the good things he’s given us, from turkey covered with gravy to pumpkin pie smothered in whipped cream to an afternoon nap in front of a football game.  God takes great joy in providing for our great joy.
Tony Campolo wrote a very interesting book called “The Kingdom of God Is A Party!”  In it he points out a passage in the Old Testament that talks about the subject of tithing.  But what this passage teaches us about tithing is very different from what we might expect it to say.  Listen very carefully to this:

Set aside a tithe – a tenth of all that your fields produce each year.  Then go to the one place where the Lord your God has chosen to be worshipped; and there in his presence eat the tithes of your grain and wine and cattle … Spend your money on whatever you want – beef, lamb, wine, beer – and there, in the presence of the Lord your God, you and your families are to eat and enjoy yourselves.  (Deuteronomy 14:22-23, 26 in the Good News Bible) 

Think about this.  God commanded the people of Israel to take a tenth of their Gross National Product once a year and throw themselves a party in his honor!  God commanded his people to party as an act of thanksgiving!  And I hope that you are able to do that this Thursday, that you are able this Thanksgiving to enjoy all that God has provided for you and your family.
Money matters – there’s no denying it.  It matters to you, it matters to your family, and it matters to God.  But money isn’t evil.  It can be used for evil.  It can cause conflict and pain.  But when valued and used properly, money can be a tool for great good.  Value money properly – be wise.  Earn money properly – be diligent.  Give money properly – be generous.  And enjoy money properly – be grateful.  
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