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When the church starts to talk about money, what is the first thing that comes to mind? I hope the first thing that comes to mind is discipleship. 
I don’t want you to think about budgets. There will always be a budget. Of that you can be absolutely certain. But it is not our first concern.

I don’t want you to think about specific ministry goals. We will always have goals for our ministry – to improve and add to. You can count on that. But that is not our first concern.

I don’t want to have you think first about your fair share of what it costs to operate the church or to pay down the mortgage. Of course there is a cost. You already know that.

But the first consideration when the church talks about money should be discipleship. What does it mean to be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ in relation to my financial resources? Jesus said at the very end of our Scripture lesson, “Seek first the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness and all these things shall be yours as well.” “All these things” meaning the peace, security, the needs of our lives that we so frantically run around trying to secure for ourselves, but end up looking for in all the wrong places. If we would only first seek the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness.

That is basically the entire message that is articulated in the Sermon on the Mount that we have been studying for six weeks now. The kingdom of God is now. There is peace and security in God’s kingdom, but to find it you have to rethink the false security that the world offers.

Isn’t it a wonderful coincidence that our series on the Sermon on the Mount seems to coincide with our stewardship emphasis today of turning in our estimate of giving cards? It’s really not much of a coincidence. Not that I planned it this way. It just doesn’t take long when studying Jesus’ messages, sermons, and discourses, for Jesus to broach the subject of the appropriate use of our money and wealth.

Jesus apparently told three dozen parables in his teaching ministry. Of these, about one-third were on the subject of money or possessions. Since most of the parables Jesus told were about the kingdom, it can safely be presumed that this is at the center of Jesus’ teaching.

Jesus said, “Strive first for the kingdom of God.” He then provided more stories and counsel about money and possessions than almost any other single subject. According to Brian Bauknight, “Jesus and the kingdom” in many ways is equivalent to “Jesus and money.”

Saint Paul picks up on this theme in his letter to the Corinthian church. He addresses the subject of offerings in that congregation. He reminds them that another church – the one in Macedonia – has given liberally and generously, even though they are in financial hard times. Paul makes the priority in their giving crystal clear: “First they gave themselves.” (2 Corinthians 8:5).
And so an effective general budget campaign for the church is truly different from other non-profits and organizations. It is different, for instance, from the NPR campaign that was recently aired. For NPR the motivation was that you use it and count on it, shouldn’t you also, then help pay for it?
It is hard to disagree with that argument, and the same argument could be made for the church. But that is not the apologetics of the church. An effective general stewardship campaign for the church is different in part because you and I are being made different in Christ. In our giving we are being reconstructed for the kingdom of God. Our tithing to the church is giving ourselves to the discipleship of Jesus Christ.
Jesus reminds us that discipleship, being a Christian, being a Christ follower is a lot like swimming. You can’t decide to go swimming and just get sort of wet. When you decide to go swimming you have to get in all the way. One just isn’t sort of a disciple of Jesus Christ. If you are a disciple, you turn you entire self over to Christ, you give of yourself as the Macedonians first gave of themselves.
The way Jesus talks about it is that there are a lot of things that wish to place themselves into center of our lives requiring an allegiance that only God should occupy, and there is nothing that does that more effectively than money. And that is why perhaps that Jesus talks about money and possessions so much. “No one can serve two masters,” Jesus says. “You cannot give your allegiance to your money and to God.”

It’s interesting because Jesus could have said you cannot serve both God and Caesar. He could have said you cannot serve both God and Baal, or the Sanhedrin. But instead he said you cannot serve both God and your money, your possessions. Jesus knew the real threat of idolatry lay not in another being or entity. The real threat for our practicing idolatry is that we hang more tightly on to our money than onto God. That is why later Jesus says that it is harder for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. 
We need to be careful not to misunderstand Jesus. He is not one of the many religious teachers who believe that “things”, our possessions and wealth, are inherently evil, that spiritual life should avoid material things as much as possible. On the contrary he believes, with the Old Testament, that God created the universe and called it good. Christianity has always fought the heresies that would claim creation as evil.

So we should enjoy and use the material goods God has created. We should enjoy the fruits of our own creative power. That is how God made us. But that is not meant to take the sting out of Jesus words. Jesus’ goal was not to soothe our conscience. His goal was to make us kingdom citizens and to help us understand that how we choose to use God’s good gifts were often contrary to God’s kingdom priorities. Yes, Christians can use money and wealth without making it their master. But it isn’t easy. “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”
A key to understanding Jesus, perhaps, lies in a favorite modern word, “security.” In our vocabulary securities are a type of investment. Jesus is telling us that there is no true security in securities. Our stocks and bonds cannot give what only God can give.
Roger Shinn tells about an old advertisement for an insurance company with the motto, “Unforeseen events need not change and shape the course of man’s affairs,” which, Shinn says is absolutely absurd. Not to minimize an important role that insurance can have in our planning. But it can never meet the challenge of unforeseen events. Life insurance does not conquer the challenge of death. Shinn asks, “Would a policy on the life of Jesus have softened the cruelty of his crucifixion or enhanced the glory of his resurrection? Does insurance give us peace of mind about [terrorist attacks]? Can wealth assure us that our children will find blessedness in lives of integrity?” (The Sermon on the Mount, Roger L. Shinn, pg. 58).
Jesus pushes us on our idolatry of putting our sense of security in our possessions and not in God. There comes a time when we must decide the direction and the basic confidence that will control our lives. Jesus challenges us to consider the birds of the air and the lilies of the field. They live for the grace of the day, and they are beautifully arrayed and well fed. If God cares for these, how much more will God care for you? Don’t be person’s of little faith, Jesus says. Don’t spend your day hoarding all you can find. Rather, prioritize your effort by first seeking God’s kingdom, because when you do you will lack nothing that you need.
About five years ago I was at a conference for large church pastors and Brian Bauknight related the story of a friend of his who was a pastor. A woman came to him and said, “Pastor, I really love this time of year.”


“You mean the fall colors and the crisp autumn air?” he asked.


“No, that’s not what I mean at all,” she said. “I mean the stewardship campaign.”

I’m not sure he meant to voice it, but he said, “You’ve got to be kidding. You actually like this time of year?”


“Yes, and I’ll tell you why. This time of year makes me take stock of my life. It makes me think deeply about my priorities. It makes me ask if I am living the way God is calling me to live.”
Kingdom priorities: It’s what our stewardship and the Sermon on the Mount have in common. That’s why Jesus admonishes his disciples, which include you and me, to be clear about the endgame. To be clear about our heart’s passion, because where we choose to spend our time and money is a bellwether about what we value.

And so Jesus says, “If you want to be my disciple then work toward kingdom priorities. Don’t invest in things that do not last. Rather invest in those things that have eternal purpose and meaning.”
Now let me be clear. The “therefore” in this sermon is not that money shouldn’t matter to you, therefore give it to the church. The “therefore” is “don’t let your possessions or your anxieties about lacking needed things get in the way of your relationship with God.” Possessions and protecting your possessions are the first things that will dethrone the living God from your life and remove you from the path of discipleship. It is the most powerful thing that keeps you from enjoying the rewards of the kingdom of God.

To counteract that the Old Testament, the New Testament, Saint Paul, and especially Jesus throughout the Gospels help us to find ways to use our money to generously support kingdom priorities.

I do think, that if you look around, if you have received the videos and speakers these last few weeks about the ministry of First United Methodist Church with an open heart, you would agree with me that this is a good place to practice your discipleship. 
Your investment here is one that has eternal purposes for our children and youth, 
· for the poor and outcast,

· for the marginalized and disenfranchised,

· for those who need healing and comfort and prayer,

· for those we can call neighbors here and around the world,

· and for all those who wish to grow in their faith as Christ followers.

I do think that here you will find a place that is a refuge from the worlds deluge of anxiety.

If that is true for you, then I do ask you to give liberally to the ministries of First United Methodist Church and participate in the planning of our kingdom work by turning in your estimate of giving card that together we might first seek the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness, and be richly blessed by it.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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