PAGE  
5

Foundations and Fruitfulness

Fruitful Finances

Lecture Eleven

Prosperity in the Kingdom of God is a vast and controversial subject. This single lecture will only cover some very general principles. American preacher Ralph Mahoney once said there were just three pitfalls for anyone involved in ministry - sex, pride and money. Those who stumble tend to fall on one or more of those three points. When it comes to money in the Kingdom of God, it’s amazing how touchy the subject can be. Particularly here in England, we seem to have grown weary in the extreme of American style fund-raising. But it is a vital subject nonetheless, not just for the blessing of the church in general but also for the blessing of the individual believer. What we need is a balanced perspective on finances and prosperity in the Kingdom. Too many churches are financially hamstrung because of the lack of giving in the congregation. It maybe that they simply haven’t been taught the principles of giving or it maybe that they have to unlearn years of tradition that is hampering a generous and giving heart. And too many believers find their lives and ministries blighted by a poverty mentality that is directly linked to their lack of understanding of the Father’s heart when it comes to giving. What we need is a balanced perspective - God will not supply our greeds, but He has promised to supply our needs, and even then, His bountiful supply is always with purpose. Prosperity begins in the soul. Were God just to just give us every material blessing we could wish for, we would be no more than spoilt brats. Deut 8 says God suffered the Israelites to hunger that what was in their heart might be revealed. Psalm 73 is a great study in a balanced perspective on prosperity. The Psalmist is quite annoyed at the apparent prosperity of the wicked, there seems to be real resentment and bitterness in his heart and he cannot understand why God has allowed it. But then he enters the sanctuary of prayer and begins to see a vision of true prosperity - what it means to know God, to have eternal hope, a home in heaven, an Almighty Creator and Father who loves and cares, not just about the external trappings of life but more so about the inner beauty of character and holiness. What’s the point, said Jesus (in so many words) if a man gains the whole world but loses his own soul?

Matt 16:26 What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?

 The church of Laodicea in Rev 3 were rich in material things, but spiritually poverty stricken, destitute and wretched. Some people think it makes a good impression for God if his children drive fancy cars and wear designer clothes. I know many giant corporations and companies who enable their top employees to do the same. But I don’t know any that can transform lives from the inside out! I think it makes a bigger and better impression for God when folk see a genuinely transformed life, someone who regardless of circumstance has a rock steady hope and joy not only in this life but for the one to come as well. That’s impressive! A sinner saved by grace and with a new eternity and destiny somehow speaks far louder than a BMW. That doesn’t mean driving a BMW is wrong, it simply means we need to have things in the right perspective.

1 Tim 6:10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. (NIV)
does not say that money is the root of all evil, as is often misquoted, it says the LOVE of money is the root of all evil. Money of itself is simply a commodity, a bargaining chip. But it’s the desires and lusts of our heart that can lead us down dead end roads. 

1 Tim 6:5-7  “..and constant friction between men of corrupt mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to financial gain. But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.” (NIV)

 In other words, some think “gain” should be the goal, but the truth is that if godliness with contentment is your goal, then you have the greatest gain of all. Look at the following Scriptures: 

Matt 6:33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. (NIV)

Prov 21:21 He who pursues righteousness and love finds life, prosperity and honor. (NIV)

3 John 2:  Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well. (NIV)

Phil 4:10 I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you have been concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. (NIV)

Phil 4:13 I can do everything through him who gives me strength. (NIV)

In this last Scripture, the point is that though we often use verse 13 to bolster our faith to accomplish great exploits for God, in Paul’s mind it was qualified by verse 10 which implies that whatever the circumstance, whether great exploit or mere survival is required, all can be done through Christ. There is godliness with contentment, which is great gain!

Matt 6:21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. (NIV)

says that where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. Now this is a strange verse, you would expect it to read the other way round - where your heart is, there is your treasure. The Lord is putting the emphasis not on our desire, but on the practical outworking of that desire as a tell-tale sign. In other words, you will know what is really important in your life when you see where you put your treasure. I know a man who when he was baptised kept his wallet in his back pocket, because he wanted his wallet to be baptised as well! The comments made so far have been made with a view to giving balanced insight on the nature of true prosperity. But while finances are not our priority, nevertheless they are important. Yonggi Cho has in his church in Korea 40 billionaires. The annual tithes and offerings in his church amounts to more than US$100 million. Some give huge amounts, because God has called them and enabled them to do so. Others, like the widow whom Jesus commented on when she put all she had into the collection, give what appears little but is in truth of their living. That church is blessing millions of people in many nations with the Gospel. The following are three basic principles of fruitful finances that I believe every believer ought to follow, and the result will be blessing in the individual’s life, in his church, and in the community through the church.

Honour God
We must honour God with our finances. 

Deut 8:18 But remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today. (NIV)

Hosea 2:8 She has not acknowledged that I was the one who gave her the grain, the new wine and oil, who lavished on her the silver and gold-- which they used for Baal. (NIV)

Prov 3:9 Honor the LORD with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops;

10 then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine. (NIV)

1 Sam 2:30 "Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: 'I promised that your house and your father's house would minister before me forever.' But now the LORD declares: 'Far be it from me! Those who honor me I will honor, but those who despise me will be disdained. (NIV)

Prov 3:9. The giving of tithes (one tenth of our income) and offerings (free will offerings over and above our tithe) is the single most important way in which we honour God with our finances. Tithing came before the Law, for Abraham paid tithes of all to 

Melchizedek (a type of Christ) - see  Gen 4:18-20 To Enoch was born Irad, and Irad was the father of Mehujael, and Mehujael was the father of Methushael, and Methushael was the father of Lamech. 19 Lamech married two women, one named Adah and the other Zillah. 20 Adah gave birth to Jabal; he was the father of those who live in tents and raise livestock. (NIV)

As the principle of tithing to Christ came before the law, it did not pass away with the law. Tithing is an act of worship and faith. In the Old Testament, they brought the tithes to the temple as an act of worship. In the New Testament,  2 Cor 8, we are encouraged to be cheerful heart or hilarious givers. In other words, our attitude is of prime importance. Paul says the gift is acceptable if the willingness is there, and that we should give according to what we have, not according to what we haven’t got. 

Malachi 3 makes some very important observations on tithing. When we fail to tithe, we are robbing God! The failure to tithe is the reason we struggle financially. It sounds crazy, but I can testify that I have always been able to do more with my 90% than I was able to do with my 100%. All that I have is God’s, He it was who gave me everything in the first place. The act of returning 10% demonstrates my faith, thanks and dependence on Him in a most practical way. Malachi says the tithes must be brought into the storehouse. The storehouse is the local church where you are spiritually fed and helped. Offerings can be given elsewhere, but the tithe should go to the storehouse. Some folk come into the Kingdom with financial worries trailing behind them and feel it is impossible for them to suddenly start tithing as they are already struggling to make ends meet. I advise folk in such cases to start somewhere, even if it’s only £1, but to take it and give it in faith, trusting and believing God to bless you. And when He does, honour Him! Listen out as well for the Holy Spirit making you aware of the needs of others. We cannot single handedly make other people’s lives financially better, but we can be sensitive to give help when prompted by the Spirit. It may not be money, but could be food, or clothes, or transport or whatever. One final thought under this heading for the whole church to bear in mind is that the church should also honour God by honouring those who labour full time in the ministry. Too often in the past, churches have managed to keep their pastors on low wages, whether through neglect, meanness or lack of funds. But it is spiritually important, I believe, for a church to care for their ministers properly, or at least have the intention to until the assembly is in a better financial position. 

1 Tim 5:17 Pastors who do their work well should be paid well and should be highly appreciated, especially those who work hard at both preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scriptures say, "Never tie up the mouth of an ox when it is treading out the grain-- let him eat as he goes along!" And in another place, "Those who work deserve their pay!"(TLB)

Be a Good Steward

Be sensible with what you have, don’t live beyond your means, budget and plan wisely, avoid hire purchase and debt if at all possible. God has given us common sense and expects us to use it. Good stewards are faithful; they deal honestly and with integrity. 

1 Cor 4:2 Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful. (NIV)

 Luke 16:10 "Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 11 So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 12 And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own? 13 "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 14 The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. 15 He said to them, "You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God's sight.(NIV)

James 4:3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.(NIV)

Pride will try to stop you living wisely and within your means. Pride leaves people envious and jealous, discontent and unhappy. Of course God wants us to have recreation and enjoy ourselves, but he wants us also to be good stewards of what He’s given us. Gambling, smoking, greed, alcohol, wastefulness - these are destructive uses of money. I once pointed out to a “smoker” that the £30 a week he spent on cigarettes could easily pay for a wonderful annual holiday for him and his family - how much more constructive would that have been? In being good stewards of our resources, we must beware the trap of the poverty mentality. Cheapest isn’t always the best. When it comes to the Kingdom of God, some folk think we should always pay top dollar for the very best available. But that isn’t necessarily good stewardship, that’s pride. At the same time, God isn’t a miser and it isn’t glorifying to God if His church is always making do with the cheapest when it could afford better. We can freely ask God’s wisdom that we might be good stewards.

Pray and Ask
Too often we forget the very simple act of asking God for our needs to be met. If we have honoured God with our finances and been good stewards of what He’s given us, then we can have every confidence in asking Him to supply our need. 

Luke 11:3 Give us each day our daily bread.  4 Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation.'"5 Then he said to them, "Suppose one of you has a friend, and he goes to him at midnight and says, 'Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, 6 because a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set before him.' 7 "Then the one inside answers, 'Don't bother me. The door is already locked, and my children are with me in bed. I can't get up and give you anything.' 8 I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man's boldness he will get up and give him as much as he needs. 9 "So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.(NIV)

John 15:7 If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. (NIV)

Mark 11:23 "I tell you the truth, if anyone says to this mountain, 'Go, throw yourself into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done for him. 24 Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. (NIV)

Mark 6:25 At once the girl hurried in to the king with the request: "I want you to give me right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter." 26 The king was greatly distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse her. 27 So he immediately sent an executioner with orders to bring John's head. The man went, beheaded John in the prison, 28 and brought back his head on a platter. He presented it to the girl, and she gave it to her mother. 29 On hearing of this, John's disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb. 30 The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught. 31 Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." 32 So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place. 33 But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them. 34 When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things. (NIV)

James 4:3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. (NIV)
