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Preface

 

Every single one of us is a giver. 

We give time and effort to our careers and our families. We give energy to our favorite activities outside of our responsibilities in the home and at work. We give love and encouragement to family members and close friends. 

In essence, our lives are defined by a long series of transactions, consisting of giving and getting. We give time to completing education, and we get a degree. We give our efforts to our careers, and often we get recognition, increased wages and promotions. We give love to our family members, and we get love in return. We give gifts at Christmastime and we get adoration and gratitude from the recipients. 

Let’s face it: giving is encoded in our emotional DNA. In many ways, giving comes quite naturally to us. As Christians, we are also required to give. God desires for us to give of our time, our talents, our encouragement (to other believers), our love and adoration, our worship and our praise. And yes, God earnestly pleads with us to honor Him with obedience in the discipline of giving our money. 

This book is about giving. And while giving to the Lord encompasses all areas in the aforementioned list, the specific focus is on giving of financial resources. Unarguably, most Christ-followers the world over give of their non-fiscal resources without much hesitation. But when it comes to financial stewardship, tension arises in the hearts and minds of believers. 

We certainly and whole-heartedly endorse the idea that every person who claims Jesus Christ as Lord should give faithfully in every area of their lives. But for this book, with very few exceptions, giving refers to financial stewardship.

 



Introduction

WHAT ARE YOU, CRAZY?

Decades are often defined by events that occur during them that have lasting consequences which can resound well beyond the confines of a simple ten-year period. The 1860s are clearly defined by the bloodiest war in American history: the Civil War. The 1930s are defined by the Great Depression and the tremendous destitution that accompanied such an economic collapse. The 1940s are defined by World War II, the 1970s by Viet Nam and the prevalence of disco music, and the 1980s by electronic music, the birth of the yuppie, and the AIDS crisis.

So what about the new millennium? What defines it? Clearly, the early part of the first decade of the Twenty-First Century is closely associated with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent War on Terror in Afghanistan and Iraq. But starting in the latter part of the decade, something else began to characterize the times. After many years of relative abundance (aside from some minor hiccups here and there), the gravy train of affluence dramatically sputtered. Markets bucked wildly in erratic peaks and valleys like a mechanical bull. Foreclosure rates reached a fevered pitch as many previously financially secure families lost their homes as their ability to pay the mortgage diminished. Seemingly impervious institutions like massive banks, insurance companies and car manufacturers faltered and collapsed as the economy worsened.

And the horrific roller coaster was not quite ready to stop. As companies saw their bottom lines plummeting, cost-cutting measures required massive downsizing. Droves of formerly gainfully employed professionals found themselves without an income and no immediate prospects for work. Homeless shelters, already filled to capacity, struggled with an even greater influx of families in need. The value of the US Dollar declined rapidly. It seemed that we were on a runaway train engulfed in flames headed for a ravine after a bridge-collapse.

In the midst of the crisis, charitable giving nationwide dropped off. Furthermore, regular giving at churches clearly took a massive hit as well. This was particularly evident at CrossRidge Church in Little Elm, Texas. Throughout the first half of 2010, giving decreased dramatically, forcing the elders to make some very difficult decisions. At times, the ability to make payroll was even in question. Indeed, hard times had fallen on CrossRidge.

It was at this critical juncture that God decided to issue a challenge to the members of CrossRidge Church to reexamine financial priorities and give to Him in a manner prescribed in Scripture. Conventional, worldly wisdom might question such a move as clearly insane. After all, a pastor getting in front of a congregation already in financial dire straits and making a plea for obedient and sacrificial giving to the Lord could possibly be a recipe for a mass walk-out during the sermon series.

But the calling was strong, and in a gigantic leap of faith, a seven-week series in May and June of 2010 entitled “Treasures” was delivered that called upon the members of CrossRidge Church to step up and answer the call to faithful fiscal stewardship. The series culminated in the initiation of the Ninety Day Challenge, a time of testing the Lord with respect to the grace of giving (as believers are called to do in Malachi 3:10).

What followed was something only God could have imagined. Not only were the church budget needs met and exceeded, but members who pledged to participate in the Challenge and followed through received blessings, both tangible and intangible, that defied any logical explanation. News of the explosion of blessings at CrossRidge prompted an article in the May 30, 2011 issue of the Southern Baptist Texan regarding what God had done in the midst of the Ninety Day Challenge and beyond.

God’s story was truly being told for His glory.

OKAY, BUT YOU’RE STILL A LITTLE CRAZY

Shortly after the story in the Southern Baptist Texan, CrossRidge Church was contacted by other believers and church leaders throughout the state of Texas requesting more information about the Ninety Day Challenge, and how it could be implemented. As a result of these requests for information, God faithfully aligned the proper resources for this book to come to fruition.

The end-product is this what you now hold in your hands. This book is a narrative re-working of two completely unrelated sermon series that fit together in a very unlikely, but God-inspired way. The bulk of the text of this book is based on the “Treasures” sermon series that led up to the 2010 Ninety Day Challenge. However, the first section of the book is based on a sermon series that was preached in early 2011 entitled “Turmoil: Living Above the Fray.” It seems that God planned for that sermon series to serve as PART ONE of this book and planned it such that it was preached just weeks before work on this manuscript began.

It might seem to border on ridiculous to release a book on giving at this point in time. At the time of writing this introduction, the Dow Jones Industrial Average still fluctuates wildly causing investment portfolios to increase and decrease in dizzying spirals. Investors continue to lose money and workers continue to lose value in their retirement accounts. Recent news and editorials over the past few weeks indicate that America is about to experience another period of recession, possibly more dire than the one that began around 2008.

So why write and release a book about giving when everything indicates that harder times are ahead? Because God asks us to be faithful to Him in the grace of giving, no matter what the circumstance. He yearns for us to break free from the confines of the world in which we live, a world so consumed with getting. He desires for us to swim upstream, against the natural flow of our sinful selfishness, and practice the discipline of giving. We also know that God blesses those who obediently, voluntarily and cheerfully give to Him, and that God has never failed to meet the needs of a faithful financial steward. As Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians Chapter 8, early Christians in the Macedonian churches gave even beyond their means, all while living in extreme poverty. Things may be bad in America, but for most, “extreme poverty” is not an accurate portrayal of the current financial situation.

Is it crazy to ask people to consider giving while we hang on the precipice of further difficult economic times?

Perhaps.

But it is crazier not to, when God makes it so abundantly clear that believers are to give both in times of abundance and in times of want.

It may just be time for God’s people to get a little crazy. 

 



PART ONE: TURMOIL



 

CHAPTER ONE

TURMOIL IS A GUARANTEE

GET READY FOR TAKE-OFF

The flight attendant makes her way down the center aisle of the main cabin, providing a completely unnecessary, yet legally required, demonstration of how a simple seatbelt works. Hundreds of travelers, seasoned and rookie alike, ignore the safety demonstration, almost completely confident that there will be no need for flotation devices, oxygen masks and emergency over-wing exits.

And for the most part, those travelers ignoring the safety demonstration are justified. Statistically speaking, there is only one passenger death for every 8.6 million passenger journeys by air. Only about 1 in 600,000 flights worldwide experience some sort of incident in the air which results in an injury or death.[1]

The safety demonstration concludes as the jet taxis its way across the tarmac. The flight attendants make their way through the cabin one more time to check that all seat belts are fastened, all tray-tables and seat-backs are in their full, upright position, and that the last businessman trying to close a deal over the phone finally ends the call and turns off his wireless handset.

Within a few seconds, the engines thrust forward with immense force, pressing everyone back against their seats. The fuselage vibrates as the plane roars down the runway. Those who are seasoned flyers close their eyes and relax, while other not-so-experienced travelers grasp their armrests with a white-knuckle death-grip. As the jet accelerates further, the nearly soul-crushing engine noise crescendos as the landing-gear wheels rattle against the surface of the runway.

And then: peace.

The front of the aircraft rises slowly, as the entire body of the plane inclines from nose to tail. As the rear landing gear wheels leave the ground, the thunderous vibration of the tires against the runway quickly becomes a faint memory. The aircraft increases altitude at a dizzying speed, and within minutes, the double-chime comes over the loud-speaker to indicate that an altitude of 10,000 feet has been reached and mobile electronics can be switched on again.

The route from Dallas/Fort Worth International airport to Norman Mineta San Jose International Airport is a little under 1,500 miles and takes around three and a half hours from gate-to-gate. Around 45 minutes into the flight, the flight attendants begin to provide the beverage service. While they serve yet another can of ginger ale, the pilot comes over the PA to announce that he has turned off the “FASTEN SEATBELTS” sign, allowing passengers to “roam” semi-freely about the cabin.

Life is good. Halfway through the flight and all passengers have their soft-drink of choice, the in-flight movie is in full-swing, and the line for the aft lavatory has dwindled from thirteen extremely antsy passengers to just a handful..

And then it happens…

A BIT OF TURBULENCE

As the plane makes its way past the halfway point, the co-pilot makes an announcement that air-traffic control has indicated that there is some choppy air at the current cruising altitude. As a result, he requests that all passengers return to their seats and fasten their seat belts.

The jet approaches the Rocky Mountains, and as it careens through the air a few miles above the craggy peaks, natural updrafts and downdrafts shake the fuselage, rattling the overhead bins and all their contents. In reality, while the plane may only bump up or down a few feet, to the passengers, it may feel like the plane hops and drops hundreds of feet. Just like the take-off, a variety of reactions are displayed throughout the cabin. Frequent flyers lean back and recline their seats, or simply continue working on their notebook computers. Infrequent flyers fidget nervously, or stare anxiously out the window, mentally calculating the amount of time it would take for the plane crash into the ground from an altitude of 38,000 feet, unsure whether or not the nearest exit is in front of or behind them.

After a few minutes of shaking, the pilot gets clearance to try another altitude, and lo and behold, the turbulence subsides. Ninety minutes later, the plane touches down with a gentle bounce in California, turbulence long since forgotten (by most).

Air travel brings with it all sorts of chaos. From the long lines at the ticket counter, to the longer lines at the security checkpoints, it is no wonder that some people dread travel by plane. Airports are a whirlwind of commerce and activity, and a cyclone of unpredictable encounters with other travelers.

But in spite of all the expected chaos of air travel, every flight has some very predictable components. Unless considering the exception rather than the rule, every flight has a “Point A” and “Point B.” Between those two locations, each and every flight has a take-off, an ascent, a cruising altitude, a descent, and a landing.

A DAY IN THE LIFE

Nearly every adult human experiences something very similar on a daily basis. Every day has a beginning (Point A) and an end (Point B). The average person generally starts the day by getting out of bed (take-off), and just as it is in air travel, some take-offs are smoother and easier than others. Each day generally continues with a period of “revving up” (ascent). Quite commonly this involves some form of caffeine, cold or hot. For some believers, this might involve some quiet time of prayer and scripture reading. Most people settle into their daily regimen of work, school or taking care of parenting and household tasks (cruising altitude). At a certain point in the day, most people find some time to wind down and relax (descent), and at the end of the day, most people settle in to bed for a night of sleep (landing).

And just like the flight described, every day has some form of turmoil (turbulence). Some days can be filled with minor irritations that can be just like light, choppy air on an otherwise smooth ride during a pleasant flight. Other days may have epic turmoil that can rock a person to their core.

Turmoil strikes everyone. Turmoil hits Christ-followers and unbelievers alike. “He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45b, NIV).

But why? 

Why wouldn’t someone faithful in seeking to live a righteous life have trouble-free days?

TURMOIL IS GUARANTEED

The Word of God is unambiguous about this topic. “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12, NIV). Peter admonishes us to expect trouble and not be caught off-guard. In the book of James, the author tells us, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds” (James 1:2, NIV). Two words in this scripture are particularly critical: “whenever” and “many.”

The choice of the word “whenever” is neither coincidental nor accidental. James explains that trials are guaranteed, and the onset of tests and turmoil is merely a matter of “when” rather than “if.” Equally important, the use of the word “many” indicates that turmoil in the life of a believer is not a “one and done” situation. We should expect to come up against turmoil on a consistent basis. 

When it comes to the storms of life, we are in one of three positions: heading into it, in the midst of it, or emerging from it. While God may grant us time to “take a breather” after enduring a trial, we can be sure that any calm period is merely the beginning of the path leading to the next test.

But neither 1 Peter 4:12 or James 1:2 offer any sort of explanation regarding why turmoil must be a part of the lives of those who hunger and thirst after righteousness. To answer this, we must continue to read beyond James 1:2.

“Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:2-4, NIV). God can use turmoil to grow us and develop our perseverance. Runners must push their limits to develop endurance before they can endeavor to run a marathon. Likewise, God uses tests and trials to push our limits as believers to help develop our endurance and perseverance, and ultimately, our full and complete dependence on Him. James clearly tells us that this is a critical component in our maturation as followers of Christ.

BUT TAKE HEART

While speaking with His disciples, Jesus says, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world, you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33, NIV). It is certainly encouraging to know that while trouble is a guarantee, we have the One who has overcome the world as our champion and our advocate. He is the true pilot of each and every day that we are allowed to live and breathe.

At the very crux of the issue of turmoil is one of the most encouraging, and oft-misunderstood, verses in the New Testament. “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28, NIV). Too many times, this verse is taken to mean that all situations should be considered “good.” In reality, this truth encourages believers that God can even take the worst turmoil and find a way to work it to the good of those who love Him and seek Him.

No doubt, turmoil is a fact of life. Turmoil is at the very least a source of irritation and at the very limits, a source of excruciating grief and pain. But in the midst of turmoil, Christians can “take heart” and rejoice. We have a source of strength and hope upon which we can draw. “A righteous man may have many troubles, but the LORD delivers him from them all” (Psalm 34:19, NIV). Notice that this verse does not say “the Lord might deliver him” or “the Lord could deliver him.” Nor does it say “the Lord will deliver him from some of them.” It might be awfully difficult to derive hope from this passage if the promise of help from the Lord was conditional.

All we must do is call out to the Lord and ask for His help. And just as the psalmist declares, “…the Lord delivers him from them all.” No ifs, ands or buts.

A TALE OF TWO JOURNEYS

Consider for a moment the following scenario.

A harried passenger stumbles aboard the plane, looking like death warmed over. He mumbles something to the flight attendant bidding him a good morning. But instead of turning into the main cabin to take his seat, he immediately rushes into the cockpit (let’s assume for a moment that he won’t be forcibly removed from the aircraft and arrested on the spot). He screams at the pilot and co-pilot to leave the cockpit and he settles into the controls. Provided that this particular passenger is not a licensed pilot, it is obvious that this situation would not end particularly well.

Every pilot and co-pilot is equipped with the knowledge and expertise required to get the plane safely from one airport to another. The average passenger normally doesn’t have even the first clue regarding the safe operation of a large aircraft.

And yet, those who live outside of the grace of Jesus Christ essentially do something similar on a daily basis. They push out the true expert and try to pilot the jet themselves. Even on the ridiculous chance that a normal passenger could somehow find a way to get the plane off the ground, turbulence would surely have disastrous effects.

On the other hand, a Christ-follower can leave the navigation and negotiation of turbulence to the true Master. We can take heart that even in the storms of turmoil, we can rely on the One who holds the future to helps us arrive at our destination safely, even in the midst of tests, trials and turmoil.

Turbulence on a flight can occur for many reasons. Some turbulence can be avoided altogether, because certain signs and warnings can arise that a seasoned pilot would recognize. Other forms of turbulence are less avoidable, and the captain must carefully fly the plane in such a way to minimize the threat of disaster.

In the following chapters, we will examine the various reasons and causes for turmoil in the life of a believer. And just like a flight, some types of turmoil can be avoided, while others must be negotiated with the help of Jesus Christ.

NOTES::

[1] Data from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_safety#cite_note-26

 




 

CHAPTER TWO

THE SIN FACTOR

IN THE BELLY OF THE BEAST

Jonah.

His name is synonymous with the cautionary tale of direct disobedience to God’s command. We can all likely remember hearing the story of Jonah as children, giggling to ourselves about a man sitting in the belly of a giant fish.
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