Sermon – Generous to God (Luke 12 v13-21)
Good morning everyone – today I would like us to think about something that can be uncomfortable, and can be a real challenge. 

Later on this year we will be launching a stewardship campaign, where we will be asking every member of the congregations to assess their own personal response to the generosity of God. But as we have recently entered a new tax year perhaps it’s a good time to stop and consider what we offer to God, and why. 
Perhaps the first thing to say is how encouraged I have been coming to a church that has such sound financial footings, that often hasn’t been my experience in the past, and I think it reflects both the sacrificial giving that is already in place, and the faith and commitment that undergirds that giving.
But from time to time we all struggle with this question – how do we deal with money and possessions in the light of our relationship with God. This is where the rubber hits the road, when our faith has a fundamental effect on our bank accounts, our savings, our financial planning.
I found the following story on the Internet: 
A vicar stood before his congregation on Sunday, and announced "I have bad news, I have good news, and I have more bad news." The congregation went quiet.
 "The bad news is: the church needs a new roof!" the vicar said. The congregation groaned.
"The good news is:  We have enough money for a new roof." A sigh of relief was heard rippling through the gathered group.
"The other bad news is: it’s still in your pockets"..
Well in this passage from Luke Jesus gives us a very clear message about our priorities in life, and warns about the danger of becoming too focused on ensuring our personal financial security. And that is at the heart of this teaching – where does our security lie ?  

Well the secular world is quite clear about it – according to a recent survey of University students, over 75% felt that being well off financially is either an essential or very important goal in life, and that getting a better paid job was the main reason for higher education.  We are pressured by society to earn as much as we can – get on the property ladder – ensure we have a decent pension scheme or we’ll be destitute in retirement, save like mad to provide for our children’s education, private health cover because you can’t trust the NHS any more, life insurance, redundancy insurance, critical illness cover – the list goes on and on.

And then – just when you think you got on top of it all – what happens ? The stock market crashes – banks collapse, pension schemes are raided or worthless, the housing market slumps, and all your carefully laid financial plans lie in tatters. During the recent credit crunch, we were all affected in some way, some even lost most of their pensions and savings. So then we start thinking about what we can do to recover the situation. Maybe we can get that promotion, work some more overtime, refinance our mortgage – take out other investments. It’s a never ending vicious circle – it’s a trap, designed to swallow our lives, and it’s very easy to fall into it.
So here Jesus cuts to the heart of the matter like a hot knife through butter – v 15 “A mans life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” – v20 “ this very night your life will be demanded from you – then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?”. It’s about what is really important – it’s about where our security really lies, and the answer is not our pension or our property or our money. The answer for Christians is that God provides all that we need. He is true security because he cares for each one of us and unlike financial institutions will never, ever fail us. 
Do we believe that ? If we do then we have to break out of the trap of relying on financial and material wealth, of worrying over the state of our savings (or lack of them).
God has given us so much. Think back over the times that he has provided for you, when he has been at work in your life. Every Christian will have their own stories to tell of God’s faithfulness, and when I left my career in IT to follow a call to train for the ministry, as a family we experienced his provision in a whole new way, and we continue to rejoice in his blessings. God has given all his people a new life, a new hope, peace and joy, a new family.

If we have invited God into our lives, then we have become new people – his Spirit is working within us, changing us. But we have to allow him to work, God does not force change on us. So we can go to Church, we can worship him, we can even talk to others about him, but what is our response to Gods generosity, when it comes to our money ? This is the acid test of how far we have allowed him into our lives. Can we let go of our fear ? Can we trust God enough to give generously, courageously – knowing that he will always look after us ? Is it time to review the level of our giving? There are so many Christians who can testify how God has blessed them when they have given sacrificially. 

So let’s think for a moment about what giving sacrificially actually means – I think it’s important not to beat around the bush on this.
Clearly there is a biblical principle of tithing – that is to give 10% of what we receive to God. From Genesis we read that Abraham and Jacob gave 10% of all they had to God. There are also many references in the Bible about giving to God before thinking of anything else; in other words he should be our top priority – Lets look at some of those passages -  Proverbs chapter 3  v 9and 10 “Honour the Lord with your wealth – with the firstfruits of all your crops – then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine”.

So God is quite clear that he will bless those who make that commitment to tithe - we read in Malachi 3 v 10 and 11 – “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this, says the Lord God Almighty – and see if I will not open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it”

What a promise that is ! So tithing is a foundation principle that can be applied to our giving. Now obviously people come to faith in many different situations, and times in their lives. Some have been brought up in Christian families or churches where tithing was clearly taught, and have adopted this principle into their giving at an early stage. Others come to faith later, or maybe have not been given much guidance on how they should give. 
If you tithe, that’s brilliant, you have my utmost respect, and I know God will bless you for it. If you don’t – please don’t feel condemned, but maybe it’s worth considering if God is challenging you to work towards that.  
From 2 Corinthians 9: we read - Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.
Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 
And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times; having all that you need, you will abound in every good work “

So we all have to decide in our hearts what we should give. In this there should not be a hard and fast rule – God does not want to force us to do anything. Jesus was opposed to the legalism of the Pharisees – they were strict advocates of tithing, but their giving was purely to comply with the law – there was no gratitude involved, no real generosity. 

So the ten percent thing is just a guide. As far as I can tell, it is the minimum amount that is ever mentioned in the Bible as to how much of God’s money we should give back to the service of his work. The official guidance of the Church of England is that we should aim to give 5% of our incomes to the church, leaving another 5% to support Gods work in other ways. Many people go beyond that, and some have a specific gift of giving.

If you can tithe that’s fantastic – if you can go beyond tithing, then that’s brilliant, but whatever we decide, we have to stretch our trust in God, and not make excuses why we can’t. It’s not about what is required of us, it is what our heart leads us to give as our practical response out of love to God. Jesus says that our lives should not revolve around money – it’s a distraction, a trap, and never as important as we think it is.
Remember that story at the beginning about the church that needed a new roof – well funnily enough both the parish church and St John’s are in need of at least part of their roof being replaced, and that will be a financial challenge. But last week at our APCM we considered the vision that we have for our church in this place.

Our primary purpose as God’s people is to take his love into the community around us, bringing people to him and extending his Kingdom. Soon Graham Vickers and his family will be joining us as Graham takes up his new post of Youth Minister both here and across the deanery. That’s an exciting opportunity to bring Gods love to the young people of this area, and was made possible by the faithful commitment of the people of this church to provide half the funding necessary. We have inherited buildings which provide a wealth of potential, but require maintenance and refurbishment from time to time. We financially support a number of mission partners across the world.
Some people think that the church is always after their money – I know clergy who hate the ‘Thermometer’ type appeals that you see outside some churches to restore a crumbling church tower or whatever. People have to make a personal decision about how they give, and who they give money to – and many people give directly to charities, mission work, or support Christian friends. It’s a decision that has to be prompted by their faith, their trust in God, and the leading of the Spirit, and of course it’s not just about money, as Christians we offer all that we are to God. Our time, and talents are just as important as the money we give.
But I would suggest that if we are part of the Christian community here at the parish church, then we all have a responsibility to support it.  
Remember the early church – the community that shared everything, supported one another, and those in need, even selling things if necessary. We have a mission here in Ulverston, there is a work that God wants us to do – and to accomplish that will take time, and faith and financial backing. Money to provide and maintain our facilities, to support our people, both clergy and lay, to enable us to reach out effectively to the community around us. God has provided a way for us to accomplish everything he has planned for us to do. And that resource is sitting in these pews today – it’s us. 
So to sum up, to be generous to God we need to:

CLICK - Trust him

CLICK - Make him our top priority

CLICK - Respond to all he that has given us
CLICK - Overcome our fear

CLICK – Act

Let’s pray.

Lord God, may we respond to all that you have given us with true generosity and obedience. Show us we pray, where we should give of our money and how much. Help all of us to play our part in enabling your mission in this place . In Jesus Name, Amen.
