Exodus 6:2-8 & 12:29-39. God and your stuff.
Intro: When the global economic crisis began in 2008, there followed a tragic string of suicides of formerly wealthy and powerful individuals. In the USA, the acting chief financial officer of Freddie Mac, the Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation, hanged himself in his basement. A French money manager who invested the wealth of many of Europe’s royal and leading families, and who had lost $1.4 billion of his clients’ money in Bernard Madoff’s Ponzi scheme slit his wrists and died in his office. A senior executive with HSBC hanged himself in the wardrobe of his £500 a night suite in Knightsbridge. 
In the midst of all this, Timothy Keller, author of ‘Counterfeit Gods’, met a man called Bill, who had also lost a lot of money in the financial downturn, who told him that three years earlier he had become a Christian and his ultimate security had shifted from money to his relationship with God through Christ. ‘If this economic meltdown had happened more than three years ago,’ he said, ‘well, I don’t know how I could have faced it, how I would have even kept going. Today, I can tell you honestly, I’ve never been happier in my life’ (‘Counterfeit Gods’ intro and p.70). More than two hundred years ago, John Wesley saw clearly how the quest for material wealth had led people away from God: ‘I fear that as riches have increased, the essence of religion has decreased in the same proportion’ (‘God and your stuff’ p.89). How we’ve seen that trend being played out in our generation! Sadder still when the lifestyle of Christians and their attitude to ‘stuff’ varies very little from those around them.
But God calls his people to be a sign and a blessing to those around them. That’s true of us, if we claim to be followers of Christ, just as it was true of the Israelites as they groaned under the burden of slavery in Egypt. 

Tell story 
You know the story so far... Joseph had brought his father Jacob and all his family to live with him when there was a famine in Canaan but plenty of grain in Egypt due to his wise stewardship as Governor. The Pharaoh gave them the region of Goshen to settle in and all was well until a Pharaoh came along who did not know Joseph and was threatened by the number of Israelites in the land, so he put them to forced labour and tried to reduce their numbers by ordering the midwives to kill the male babies. 
But one baby who survived, Moses, was rescued by Pharaoh’s daughter, brought up in the palace and called by God to lead his people out of slavery (6:6).

When Moses asked Pharaoh to let God’s people go, he would have none of it, so God sent a series of disasters on him and the rest of the Egyptians. He turned all the waters into blood, brought frogs out of the river Nile, set gnats on people and animals, followed by swarms of flies; then there was a plague among the livestock, boils on man and beast, a mighty hail storm which killed the crops, a plague of locusts which devoured any greenery that was left, and then darkness over the land for three days. Finally, through Moses, he told each Israelite family to sacrifice a lamb, daub its blood on the door of their home, and get ready to leave Egypt. At midnight, passing over the homes of the Israelites, the Lord struck down the firstborn son of every Egyptian, including the Pharaoh, who at last tells Moses and the Israelites to leave Egypt, in exchange for a blessing (12:32). The Egyptians are so relieved to see them go, and so in awe of their God who brought all this judgement upon them, that they send them away laden with gold, silver and clothing. 
God brings us from slavery to freedom: God had promised to take his people out of slavery ‘with mighty acts of judgement’ (6:6), and he kept his promise. To this day, in their Passover celebrations, faithful Jews celebrate their deliverance from Egypt.
In our Gospel reading (Luke 22:7-19), Jesus prepares his followers for another Passover. By laying down his life, Jesus will purchase their freedom and the freedom of all who place their trust in him; his blood replacing the blood of lamb, so that we may be spared the judgement of God. Through Jesus, God brings us out of slavery to freedom. But, as the Israelites learned, we have to learn how to live in freedom when we are used to living in slavery.
Remember the story of John Newton, author of ‘Amazing Grace’. John was a slave trader gloriously converted to faith in Christ. The lesser-known fact is that he continued slave trading after his conversion to Christianity. It was only much later in life that he realized how wrong he had been to make money out of the misery of other human beings. John Newton’s story reminds us that God’s work in us is not finished when we become Christians! Allowing the gospel to touch our money is perhaps the biggest step to take.

I know that myself, because I am not naturally a generous person. In fact I tend to be pretty stingy! You ask my brothers what I was like as a small boy when we were given our Easter Eggs. They had generally guzzled theirs within minutes, certainly within a day, but I would hide mine in my bedroom and eat a little bit each day for about a week. It used to infuriate them! I think this tendency was reinforced when I went to teach in Kenya for a Gap Year. I was only paid the minimum teachers wage of 20 Kenyan pounds a month, and I really struggled to get by. 

So I think God regards me as a long-term project, and he’s still working on me to help me become a more generous person.
God gives us good things: Let’s not lose sight of the fact that what material things are inherently good. We are told in Genesis, at each stage of the Creation, that ‘God saw that it was good’. In the OT, wealth is often shown as a sign of God’s blessing. So God promises Abraham that he will bring his descendants out of Egypt with great possessions (Gen 15:14). There is no merit in poverty. Along with freedom from slavery, God gives his people material wealth as a sign of his generosity and his favour towards them.
And, although Wesley saw that riches could draw people away from God, he was quick to point out the good of money well spent. His advice about money boiled down to three rules. The first of those was ‘gain all you can’ (he wanted Christians to work hard, although not at the expense of their families or their relationship with God); the second was ‘save all you can’ (not spending money on luxury or to gratify themselves, but setting it aside), and the third was ‘give all you can’ (the reason for all the work and for all the saving was so that more money can be given and as result more good done in the world). 
Money and possessions are a gift from God, but they can become baggage. That’s what the Israelites found as they travelled around the wilderness until they were able to contribute to the equipping and the decoration of the tabernacle.

Last year, my parents moved into a much smaller home and passed on loads of furniture to their children – my brothers, my sister and me. It was a wonderful free gift, and we have inherited some great stuff, but it has not been easy working out what to do with it. Do we keep it? And, if we do, how should we use it? For example, the dining room table is massive; if we used all the extending leaves, we couldn’t even fit it in the house. But Wendy had a hen-do with 22 people around it (don’t ask!), which shows that possessions are best enjoyed when they are shared. Money and possessions have the potential to be both blessing and baggage!
God wants us to handle our money and possessions well: An American friend called Eric told me a story about a minister who arrived at a church where the congregation were notoriously mean. The building was in a poor state, so on his first Sunday, he encouraged people to make an offering towards the cost of paint and to join a working party the following Saturday. After a lot of whingeing, an offering was collected, which totalled exactly $10. Fortunately, there was a fire sale in town, so the minister managed to get enough paint for about half of the church. On the Saturday, a good number of people showed up – so long as they didn’t have to spend any money. He explained the problem and there was more moaning, but they decided to thin the paint rather than buy any more. After about four hours – many hands make light work – the church was painted. In places, the previous coat showed through, but the job was done. Then a huge black thunder cloud appeared. It loomed over the church and they just had time to get inside before the rain came down in sheets. Out of the thunder came a deep rumble and the words, ‘repaint and thin no more’. 
It’s better to be generous than wealthy, and I’m encouraged by the growing generosity of spirit in our church. Wendy and I were really blessed by our two nights at Lakeside Hotel. I couldn’t give more examples without embarrassing the people concerned, but it’s a sign of God moving in people’s hearts, because if we’re not careful, our possessions come to possess us rather than the other way round.

The plunder became a snare for the Israelites. In a couple of weeks’
time, we will be hearing about the golden calf. Forty years later, as they entered the Promised Land, we find Achan stealing and hiding a Babylonian robe from the plunder of the city of Jericho and bringing God’s judgement on him and everyone else (Joshua 7).
There is a clear connection in OT and NT between the way we handle our earthly possessions and our eternal soul. When God gave Moses the 10 Commandments, he knew that guiding their outward actions would help them to have healthy souls. In Matthew 16:26, Jesus says to his disciples, ‘what good will it be for you to gain the whole world yet forfeit your soul?’  He told them that ‘where your treasure is, there your heart will be also’ (Matt. 6:21). Over time, Christians have come to see that certain spiritual disciplines, such as praying, studying God’s word, serving, giving and fasting have made them more capable of receiving God’s life and power and have been a means of God’s grace.

As Jesus said, we can either worship money or God, and giving is part of our worship; it is investing in God’s kingdom. In a healthy church, people ‘Pray, Serve and Give’. 
So what can we do? The problem is that we live in a society that suffers from what’s been called affluenza, and affluenza is highly contagious and it does us no good. Will Smith summed it up well when he said, ‘too many people spend money they haven’t earned to buy things they don’t want to impress people they don’t like’.
So how can we avoid affluenza? Here are some practical pointers:
It seems there is some kind of law which says that our needs always expand to meet our income. However, much we earn, there always seems to be ever increasing expenditure. Does anyone else find that? So how can we also give to God without getting into debt? The only thing that seems to work is to give to God first, and then to decide what to do with the rest. When the Israelites got into the Promised Land and honoured God by giving him the first fruits of the harvest, they never went without. I’m sure there are people here who have found the same thing – if we give to God first, he always gives us enough.
But then there’s the question of how much we should give. Under the old covenant, God’s people were expected to tithe – to set aside a tenth of all their animals and produce ‘so that you may learn to revere the Lord your God always’ (Deuteronomy 14:22f). As Christians we live under grace rather than law, and the NT does not mention tithing, but Jesus spoke a lot about our attitude to money and the whole point of Jesus’ teachings is that our discipleship requires us to commit all of our lives. Remember his encounter with the rich young ruler? And Jesus came to fulfil the law rather than abolish it, so it seems as though the tithe is a useful base line for giving. 
As for the practicalities of how we should give, Paul encourages the Corinthians to give regularly, willingly and according to our means (1 Cor. 16:1f and 2 Cor. 8).
And then there’s the question of how we should use the money that’s left. The Bible doesn’t tell us how big our TV screen should be, but when making choices such as what car to drive, how much to spend on a house, or where to go on holiday, it’s good to ask God to help us know where to draw the line between necessity and luxury.
Conc: Money and possessions may be gifts of God, but how we handle our earthly possessions directly impacts our eternal soul. In fact, saintliness is based very largely on how we handle our stuff. It’s worth thinking about that on All Saints Day. As Wesley Willmer says in ‘God and your stuff’, ‘Stewardship is God’s way of raising people, not man’s way of raising money.’ Giving is good for us, it’s part of how we grow as Christians, and it builds God’s kingdom.
