Series: Giving to God

#3 – “Giving as a Spiritual Discipline”

Matthew 6: 19-21

 Last weekend Cantey and I returned to our hometown of Cheraw, South Carolina to attend our 35-year high school reunion. That’s right the Class of 1974! It’s amazing how much those people have aged while Cantey and I stayed so young!

 Last Sunday morning, I worshiped in my home church of First Presbyterian and it was delightful to be back in that beautiful worship space with some familiar faces still present. It brought back many memories. One of the memories was bittersweet – it was the memory of the church’s split in the mid-70’s. Some left the church to start a new PCA church. At my tender age I had no conception of what the issues were that led to the schism. All I knew is that my youth leader and his wife whom I was very close with were in the group that withdrew and for a brief while, I followed them and went to Faith Presbyterian Church (PCA) in Cheraw.

 As I sat in First Presbyterian last week I listened to the Stewardship Chairman of that church give a minute for mission about the upcoming campaign (yes, my friends, the “sermon on the amount” is ubiquitous in the Presbyterian church!), But as I sat there listening another memory came to mind that relates to what I want to speak with you about this morning.

 The first pastor we called to that PCA church I fled to, was an interesting fellow. He was a good preacher and seemed quite approachable. I was a freshman in college at that time and was struggling with spiritual questions. I wanted to know how I could be closer to Christ – how I could deepen my relationship with God. And so I went to speak with him when I was home from school. He listened to my rambling questions for a while and then he gave a piece of advice that threw me for a loop. He asked:

“Ted, do you tithe to the Lord? Do you give 10% of your income to the church’s work?”

 I was so taken aback; I didn’t quite know what to say. I was a college student. I basically had no income, except for the little I made doing work-study 15 hours a week. And I can remember kind of shutting down on him. I had come to ask him how I could grow spiritually – how I could get closer to God - and he wanted to know was I giving to the Lord’s work through the church! I remember how angry I was on leaving his office.

Yes, as I sat there in my original Presbyterian family last weekend listening to the elder in charge of finance speak of giving to the church, that memory flooded back upon me.

 I still question the wisdom of a pastor counseling a college student about tithing when the student came asking how he could draw closer to God. There might be better, gentler places to begin to help a young disciple grow spiritually.

Across the ages when Christians have asked how they might draw closer to their Lord, the traditional answer has been what we sometimes refer to in the church as “the spiritual disciplines.” Do you know what those are?

 The spiritual disciplines are those consistent acts – those habits, if you will – that Christians perform that are a means to a deeper faith. Such acts - such habits - include prayer, Bible-reading, attending church, fasting, solitude and silence, acts of service and compassion. These all fall under what we have traditionally called “the spiritual disciplines.”  They are those practices that Christians have found helpful in shaping their lives after the life of their Savior. Maybe you’ve done these things before and you never knew that’s what there called – “the spiritual disciplines.” Marcus Borg refers to them as:

 “The things that Christians do together and individually as a way of paying attention to God.” (Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith, p.189)

 And goodness knows, we need that don’t we? We need to pay more attention to God. And so I sat there in the middle pew of First Presbyterian Church of Cheraw listening to that stewardship minute and recalling that encounter with the only PCA pastor I ever had some 34 years earlier.

 I really did not appreciate what that pastor had to say to me at the tender age of 18. I wanted to know how to draw closer to the Lord and he wanted to challenge me – a part-time employee, full-time student to tithe. But as I thought back to that time long ago, that’s when it hit me. That pastor was actually inviting me to consider a spiritual discipline that would indeed draw me closer to the Lord and I could not hear him at the time.

 Like, I said, I still question the wisdom of beginning with me where that pastor did. But nevertheless, he hearkened me toward a tried-and-true spiritual discipline. Quaker Richard Foster calls it the “discipline of sacrifice.” I simply call it “the spiritual discipline of giving.”

Here’s my question to each of you today.  Have you ever considered giving as a spiritual discipline - as one of those means by which you might draw closer to the Lord?

 If you’re like me, when you ask yourself the question – “how can I grow closer to God?” – you most likely think of all those other disciplines: prayer, reading scripture, fasting, service to others. And those indeed are all means of grace by which we draw ever nearer to God. But let us not neglect one that is offered to us today, not only from my memories I have shared with you, but through the very words of Jesus.

 You will find it to be true if you diligently search the gospels – Jesus spoke more about money and possessions than he did about any other single issue. Jesus spoke more about money than he did about prayer, reading the Word, fasting or any of the other spiritual disciplines. And so if Jesus gave that much attention to the matter, it should give us pause to reflect. 

Lutheran theologian Mark Allen Powell, reflecting of Jesus’ speaking about money writes:

“Jesus was not a fund-raiser. He talked about money a lot, but not because he wanted people to give to any particular cause. He talked about money because he cared about us and because he knew that what we do with our money affects who we are spiritually.” (Mark Allen Powell, Giving to God: The Bible’s Good News about Living a Generous Life, p.54) 

 Jesus said it so succinctly in The Sermon on the Mount:


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

 The power of that little statement by our Lord can often elude us. Pay close attention to what Jesus is saying here: Jesus is saying that wherever we put our treasure, our hearts will follow. Did you get that?  Our hearts will follow our treasure.
 That’s almost the exact opposite of what we often think about the matter of giving. It has been said many times (and I have probably even preached it myself) that we should “give from the heart” and “give what our hearts tell us to give.” But Jesus actually turns that thinking on it head. He says to give, not where our hearts tell us to give, but where we want our hearts to go, because when we give, our hearts (our very self, the core of who we are as a person) will naturally follow. In other words, Jesus is saying give where you would like your heart to be and it will sure enough end up there. 

 Here’s an essential spiritual growth question to ask yourself: 

If I were the sort of person I would really like to be, then what would I do? (Powell, p.55)

· If I wanted to be a person deeply committed to prayer, what would I do? I would pray, wouldn’t I?

· If I wanted to be a person who knows and lives his Bible, what would I do? I would read and study it every day and put it into practice wouldn’t I?

· If I wanted to be sensitive to the needs of others and compassionate toward others, what would I do? I would try to place myself in their shoes and respond accordingly, wouldn’t I?

· And if I wanted to be a person who is “not storing up treasures on earth where moth corrupts and rust decays and thieves break in and steal, but rather storing up treasures in heaven,” what would I do? Then of course, I would give…I would let go…I would release my grip on those possessions I cling to so tightly in this life.

And Jesus says if I do that, then my heart will follow. I will become the kind of person I long to be. I will become generous, freed up from those things that hold me so tightly to the kingdom of this world. And in the process, I will be drawn closer to the Lord, who said, “for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

 Would you like to be closer to God? Would you like to have a deeper walk with Jesus Christ? Then practice the spiritual disciplines. They have worked for Christians for centuries. Pray everyday… Read your Bible…Worship regularly…Serve one another.

 But do not neglect that other spiritual discipline that was offered to me by a preacher who I tried to ignore because I did not want to hear it at the time. Do not neglect the spiritual discipline of giving. For when we give our hearts will follow. And if you want your heart to be closer to God, then give to the things you know are close to the heart of God. 

 And having said that, I will simply leave it right there. If each one of us did that – simply gave a biblical tithe (10%), gave generously, to the things we know are close to the heart of God – we would never have to worry about fund-raising in the church. All the needs of our congregation would be met and, oh how much more, could be done, for those in need. 

And as a result, we would be drawn ever closer to the One who said, 

“Give and it shall be given unto, for the measure you give will be the measure you receive.” 

 My friends, let us not neglect the spiritual discipline of giving for it is one pathway to the very heart of God. Amen.
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