What about that debt

When I received a year-end tax statement from a church my wife and I had attended during the previous year, I was shocked.

At the bottom of the statement was the amount we had not met based on our commitment? And it was in brackets.  It was in the negative, in the red.

Imagine my surprise:  I had incurred a debt that had not been paid.  It was unexpected, and uncomfortable.  And, it did not seem very church-like.  Imagine that!

But, as I have been taught, Christ paid our debts in full.  And in Him that much is true.

I am grateful that Christ succeeds where the world fails to reassure.

Now, in all fairness and with a note of respect, I want to make it clear that the church I am referring to is not a bad place, and probably did not consider the interpretation of the year-end giving recap.  Yet it is also the same location that offered a wire transfer to withdraw funds directly from the bank accounts of the congregants in lieu of traditional plate passing.  It, like many others, is teetering on the edge of “mainstreaming.”  That will spell the death of these corporate churches that pretend to lift up the person of Jesus Christ.  They are losing their way in the end of days.  Many will be deceived!

Unfortunately, this survival-oriented behavior smacks of the very corporate style that continues to infiltrate and destroy today’s church.  With its legalisms and religiosity, it is no longer the Christ-centered gathering that we once yearned for.  It reminds me of the orthodox authorities that Christ turned upside down in Jerusalem in A.D. 33.

Do I have an authority problem?  You bet! That is … if you choose to define it as a “problem.”

Watch carefully the authority you serve, because you will serve somebody (as Bob Dylan said so well).  

Do you remember the word mammon from older translations?  Its use conjurs up something dark and forboding for me.  I would venture to say that this is the etymology for the admonition “money is the root of all evil.”  That, of course, is overstating the obvious … but in all reality, it is no different than any other tool that can be used for evil or for good.  Your choice, as always, of course. 

Mammon is an Aramaic word, used in some translations, meaning property, wealth.  It is read in some statements of Jesus, with negative connotations, to condemn the almost idolatrous attachment to riches which is incompatible with the honor due God.  He calls it the “mammon of iniquity” or filthy lucre, to condemn the injustices that too often accompany riches.  (28B;pg 404)
Matthew 6:24  No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon. 
Serve

G1398
δουλεύω
Transliteration: douleuō
Phonetic: dool-yoo'-o
From G1401; to be a slave to (literally or figuratively, involuntarily or voluntarily): - be in bondage, (do) serve (-ice).

Luke 16:9-11  And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of the unrighteous money so that when it fails, they may welcome you into eternal dwellings.
Whoever is faithful in very little is also faithful in much, and whoever is unrighteous in very little is also unrighteous in much.
So if you have not been faithful with the unrighteous money, who will trust you with what is genuine?

Trust

G4100
πιστεύω
transliteration: pisteuō
phonetic:  pist-yoo'-o
From G4102; to have faith (in, upon, or with respect to, a person or thing), that is, credit; by implication to entrust (especially one’s spiritual well being to Christ): - believe (-r), commit (to trust), put in trust with.

Luke 16:13  No servant can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon. 

This concern is potentially more critical today than at any other time because the preoccupation with money is unparalleled in its being considered an end in itself and all other activities merely means.  This is a time when, at least from what I know, the acquisition of money, as an end in itself, is becoming more important than the products it is derived from or any residual good the customer might experience.  The greed (avarice) has become such a consuming enterprise that it is its own enterprise.  I personally find this quest to be disturbing and alienating.  Today, more than ever, it is vital that we understand whom it is that we serve.  Because of the chasm between the choices, it is imperative that we make the correct choice or risk falling between them, i.e. going to hell as a default.  It is a long way down, so to speak.   

Mammon

G3126

μαμμωνᾶς
transliteration: mammōnas
Phonetic: mam-mo-nas'
Of Chaldee origin (confidence, that is, figuratively wealth, personified); mammonas, that is, avarice (deified): - mammon.  

And know that it is the opinion of this writer that the same trap can be sprung using traditional giving such as tithes.  Even this measure has been misused in an effort to raise funds for the institution of the church.  Not unlike indulgences and buying relics, this sacrifice has been misused in an effort to accumulate wealth and to bully congregations into giving out of fear of judgment.  But God doesn’t work that way.  He gives if we are  simply willing to receive His Son.  There is nothing we can do to sweeten the deal.  We must be careful that we do not intentionally misread Scripture in an effort to line our own pockets.  God is not a heavenly broker … make no mistake.

A tithe is defined as a tax consisting of a tenth part of a product.  According to the Law of Deuteronomy 14:22-27, the tithes of grain, wine and oil, as well as the first-born of the animals, should each year be consecrated “before the Lord.” Every third year the tithes should be distributed to the poor.  Tithes are prescribed for the maintenance of the Levites of the Temple, who in turn give over a tenth part of them to the priests … In New Testament times Jesus blamed the scribes and Pharisees for tithing mint and dill and cumin, that is, observing the minutiae of the Law, while neglecting its weightier precepts. (28B;pg 699)

Matthew 23:23-26  "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! You pay a tenth of mint, dill, and cumin, yet you have neglected the more important matters of the law--justice, mercy, and faith. These things should have been done without neglecting the others.  

Blind guides! You strain out a gnat, yet gulp down a camel!
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence!
 Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup, so the outside of it may also become clean…”

Luke 18:10-14  "Two men went up to the temple complex to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.
The Pharisee took his stand and was praying like this: 'God, I thank You that I'm not like other people--greedy, unrighteous, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.
I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of everything I get. '
"But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even raise his eyes to heaven but kept striking his chest and saying, 'God, turn Your wrath from me--a sinner!'
I tell you, this one went down to his house justified rather than the other; because everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted."
Tithes are for Temple maintenance, and not originally intended for any sort of profit … even though that became the unspoken purpose by the time Christ was ministering. Thus His anger at what the Temple had become ... a den of thieves, a marketplace for extorting the poor and the ignorant. Be cognizant of the fact that this is defined as a tax and therefore a legal requirement that precedes the grace offered by Christ even as His life was given on the cross. 

My advise as a Pastor, in this case, is … give what you are able, and take opportunities to do the unexpected.  Giving should be a discipline regardless of how much, and should be directed toward Godly works.  A dollar given by a warm heart to a Godly mission far outweighs large donations to worldly endeavors.  Although there are very worthwhile charities who do good works.  Goodness, however, will not save you.

I am compelled to repeat this: Good works will not save you, no matter how much you give.  You cannot buy your way to heaven so it is not worth trying.  Give from the heart.  Give of your talents and time.  Give of your abilities and praise God by letting the name of His Son, Jesus Christ, pass your lips as sweet prayerful adoration.

Offer a kind word, and help someone who doesn’t ask to be; bless someone in a service capacity … treat him or her like a worthwhile person; be willing to serve in some fashion as you are lead either within or outside your faith community.  The world is our mission field, the earth our sanctuary, and the heavens our cathedral.    

Follow Christ.  Pray for God’s will. And yield to the Spirit’s leading.   Always praise Him and confess your sins.

You do not need to be perfect; you need to be willing.

Who will you serve?

Who are you serving?

(Note:  all Scripture and Strong’s definitions are taken from e-Sword, copyright 2005 by Rick Meyers; the translation is the New King James Version) 
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