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Give w

3The eyes of all look to you
You open your hand and satis

Jacob and Esau were brothers. To say
that there was sibling rivalry would be a bit of
an understatement. The roots of their rivalry
began at their birth. In Genesis we read,

iWhen the time came for her to give
birth, there were twin boys in her womb.
The yrst to come out was red, and his
whole body was like a hairy garment;
so they named him Esau. After this, his
brother came out, with his hand grasping
Esau@ heel; so he was named Jacob. . .0
(Genesis 25:24-25).

From then on it seemed like Jacohds life
was a matter of grabbing for one thing after
another. Does your life ever feel like that?

Have you ever noticed what babies do
when you reach out with your ynger? They
grab it and hold on tight and donft let go. That
is just the beginning. As the little ones grow
up and become toddlers, they take hold of
their toys and hold on for dear lifed with a
death grip should anyone try to take it away.
fiMine!o they deyantly declare.

Then a few years later, as they learn to
ride a bicycle, what do their hands do in those
yrst frightful minutes? Grab on and hold tight.

Then there is the license to drive a car and
there are those hands again, holding onto the
steering wheel until the knuckles turn white.

High school and college graduations roll
around and there is that handd clutching onto
the diploma.

Then there is the dad walking his daughter
down the aisle, and hands are clutched and
holding on (even his, as if he could stop time).
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hing.o (Psalm 145:16)
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Clutched and grabbing hands. We
do it with careers, possessions, and even
relationships. They are the story of our life. If
you fast-forward to the end, however, do you
know what you will discover? As the person
is lying ill and dying, in those ynal moments
there are the hands grabbing hold and then
... the person dies and ynally they relax their
grip.

You and I are a lot like Jacob. Grabbing
from the time of birth. It is a part of our sinful
nature. We do it with each other, and we do it
with God. How often have you found yourself
struggling to say, fiNot mine but your will be
done, O Godo? Itis hard to open the hands,
even when they are praying.

Godds hands are not closed. He is not
a grabber. He is a giver. That is His track
record. That is who He is by nature. It has
been that way from the beginning. He created
the world and then opened His hand to give it
to Adam and Eve so they could rule over it and
manage it. Even in their sinful disobedience,
He yet opened His hand again, giving them
clothing in their nakedness.

Throughout the pages of Scripture He
continually opens His hand, providing His
people with protection and food, and above
all, His loving blessing, even when they were
clutching onto their false gods. All of this led
the Psalmist to declare, fiYou open your hand
and satisfy the desires of every living thingo
(Psalm 145:16). The hand of God is open and
as Dr. Martin Luther reminds us, it is open not
just once in a while but on a daily basis. In
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Lutherds Small Catechism, regarding the First
Article of the Creed, he wrote:

fil believe that God has created me
together with all that exists. God has given
me and still preserves my body and soul:
eyes, ears, and all limbs and senses; reason
and all mental faculties. In addition, God
daily and abundantly provides shoes and
clothing, food and drink, house and farm,
spouse and children, yelds, livestock, and
all propertyd along with all the necessities
and nourishment for this body and life.
God protects me against all danger and
shields and preserves me from all evil.
And all this is done out of pure, fatherly,
and divine goodness and mercy, without
any merit or worthiness of mine at all!
For all of this | owe it to God to thank and
praise, serve and obey him. This is most
certainly trueo (Lutherés Small Catechism,
pp. 13-14).

As we turn the pages of Scripture, we see
the open hands of Jesus. He could have healed
people without touching them, but how many
times do we hear of Him reaching out to touch
the lame, the leper, the blind and the dead?

His approach with children is no different:

JAnd he took the children in his arms,
put his hands on them and blessed themo
(Mark 10:16).

Then one day, they took Jesus to a hill.
Fists were clenched in anger and hate, but
not His. The soldiers grabbed hold of the
hammers while Jesus opened His hands as
well as His heart as He asked for forgiveness
for them.

Days later, when the disciples were
huddled together out of fear, Jesus appeared to
them. Thomas was with them this time. Jesus
opened His hands and said to Thomas,

jPut your ynger here; see my hands.
Reach out your hand and put it into my
side. Stop doubting and believed (John
20:27).
A few weeks later as He prepares to leave
them, iWhen he led them out to the vicinity
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of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed
themo (Luke 24:50). Time after time, God
opens His hands to bless and give to His
people.

This same Jesus is the One who calls us
to follow Him with open hands. Time after
time, this was the nature of His call to be
His disciples. While John and James were
mending their nets, Jesus called them to
follow, and they had to open their hands to
drop their nets and follow.

Arich young man wanted to know what
he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus told
him he had to let go of his wealth. The man
walked away, unable to open his hands to let
go of what he spent his life collecting.

It was a different story with another rich
man. His name was Zacchaeus. In his life,
Zacchaeus not only held tightly to what he
had, but he also grabbed at what other people
owned. He was not the town favorite. For
whatever reason, Jesus wanted to stay at his
house. Something happened in that visit. The
generosity of Jesus must have taken hold of
the heart of Zacchaeus, because suddenly
he was a different person. When his heart
opened, so did his hands.

3But Zacchaeus stood up and said
to the Lord, 6Look Lord! Here and now
I give half of my possessions to the poor,
and if I have cheated anybody out of
anything, | will pay back four times the
amountdo (Luke 19:8).

This kind of transformation is not
contained to individuals. It happens within the
community of believers as well. It becomes
contagious.

JAIl the believers were together and
had everything in common. Selling their
possessions and goods, they gave to
anyone as he had needo (Acts 2:44-45).

The early Christian Church was marked
by open hands. They had witnessed the open
hands of the Savior giving them His body and
blood in the upper room. They had witnessed
the open hands of the Savior, giving His life in
place of theirs. They had witnessed the open

50 Days Ablaze - Give



hands of the Savior as proof that He was alive.

How could they then be grabbers? How could
we?
3You open your hand and satisfy the

desires of every living thingo (Psalm 145:16).

Right there in that verse is what makes
the difference between a giver and a grabber.
When we trust that the open hand of God will

satisfy the desires of every living thing, then
why would we need to keep our hand closed?

Prayer: You open your hand and satisfy the
desire of every living thing. | trust you. |
know how you have opened your hand for me.
Help me now to open my hand unto others.
Amen.

Challenge: Are you a grabber or a giver? Richard Foster in his book, fiCelebration of
Discipline,0 (1988) lays out some principles to help us do an inventory on this kind of question.
In the challenge below, spend a few moments to repect on the questions. Rate yourself on a scale
of 1-10. (1 equals fil rarely do thiso and 10 equals fil always do this.o0)

| reject anything that is producing an addiction in me.
I buy things for their usefulness rather than their status.
| refuse to become a slave of modern gadgetry. I resist the notion that because the newest
model has a new feature, | must have it.
I develop a habit of giving things away, especially when | receive something new.
I reject all ibuy now, pay latero plans.
I learn to enjoy things without owning them; share things; use the library.
| develop a deeper appreciation for creation; stimulate my senses with nature rather than
just modern technology.
I shun whatever would distract me from my main goal of seeking His kingdom yrst.

Scripture Reading: Psalm 65

From the Book of Concord: fiMoreover, we also confess that God the Father has given us not
only all that we have and what we see before our eyes, but also that he daily guards and defends
us against every evil and misfortune, warding off all sorts of danger and disaster. All this he does
out of pure love and goodness, without our merit, as a kind father who cares for us so that no evil
may befall us. But further discussion of this subject belongs in the other two parts of this article,
where it says, 0Father almighty.¢

fiHence, because everything we possess, and everything in heaven and on earth besides, is
daily given, sustained, and protected by God, it inevitably follows that we are in duty bound to
love, praise, and thank him without ceasing, and, in short, to devote all these things to his service,
as he has required and enjoined in the Ten Commandments.

fiHere much could be said if we were to describe how few people believe this article. We
all pass over it; we hear it and recite it, but we neither see nor think about what the words
command us to do. For if we believed it with our whole heart, we would also act accordingly,
and not swagger about and boast and brag as if we had life, riches, power, honor, and such things
of ourselves, as if we ourselves were to be feared and served. This is the way the wretched,
perverse world acts, drowned in its blindness, misusing all the blessings and gifts of God solely
for its own pride, greed, pleasure, and enjoyment, and never once turning to God to thank him or
acknowledge him as Lord or Creatoro (Large Catechism, The First Article of the Creed, p. 433.
17-21).
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Give wit
ANo one can serve

and love the other, or he
You canno

I am not normally inclined to give great
attention to facts and statistics. Maybe in
baseballd but anywhere else, it just does not
seem to excite me. However, | came across
some statistics that made an impact; in fact,
they astounded me. Consider these for a
moment:

A Financial Audit of America:

Eight out of 10 people spend more than they
make.

In the year 2000, people in America spent
$1.17 for every $1.00 they earned.

Nine out of 10 people have no consistent
savings plan.

80% of Americans owe more than they own.

Seven out of 10 people will live in debt and
die in debt.

At Retirement:

Only 2% are ynancially free.

23% must continue to work.

45 % of retirees depend on relatives for
subsidy.

30% depend on charity.

The Average American family owes:

$15,000 T $20,000 on family loans
$17,000 T $19,000 on credit cards
$20,000 on two car payments
$120,000 on a mortgage

More than 60% of failed marriages cite money
problems as the root cause of divorce, and

63% cite credit card abuse as the root cause of
bankruptcy. (Reggie McNeal, 2000)
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ANo one 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 God
and money0 (Matthew 6:24).

Money is not evil in and by itself. It does,
however, make a terrible master. Judging by
the statistics, money has become the master as
well as the devotion of more and more people.
Christians are by no means exempt from this
slavery of wanting more.

fiMore.0 Four letters that make up one of
the most powerful words we know and speak.
We are promised that true contentment is
obtainable if we only had fimore.0 All day
long we are assaulted with advertisements
that promise us one of three things: more
pleasure, more power or more prestige. Thatts
it. | tell the eighth-grade students in my
religion class that those three things are what
is being sold in most advertisements. Oh,
there is a car to be bought or a perfume to be
worn, but behind all the products are pleasure,
power and prestige. The really clever ads are
able to sell all three in the same 30-second
commercial. John Ortberg writes,

fiAll day long we are bombarded by
the prophets of more. Use me, buy me,
drive me, wear me, try me, put me in
your hair. The things we can obtain just
for more hair satisfaction are staggering!
You can wash it, blow-dry it, condition
it, color it, straighten it if its too curly,
curl it if its too straight, wax it if it
grows where it shouldnft or Rogain it if it
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doesnft grow where it should. Just a little
more of someoneds product and your hair
is sure to be happyo (p. 45).

The hair may be happy, but will you be
happy? fiMore0 is a hunger that cannot be
satisved. No matter how much fihair stuffo we
have, it does not guarantee us happiness. (Of
course, for some of us not a lot of hair stuff
is needed anyway.) Life, however, doesnft
consist in the possessions we own. Oh sure,
they will give happiness for the moment, but
life is more than this, isnét it? Jesus warned,

JWatch out! Be on guard against
all kinds of greed; a man life does
not consist in the abundance of his
possessionso (Luke 12:15).

A young lady reminded me of a
conversation we had many years ago. She
had just been crowned as Miss Pennsylvania
and was preparing for the Miss U.S.A.
pageant. As we sat and talked, | asked her to
remember that there was a difference between
happiness and joy. Things make you happy
because happiness is dependent on things
outside of us. | went on to say to her that
only one thing gives joyd a relationship with
Jesus. Happiness versus joy. Happiness is
so deceiving. We believe it will last and is so
easily attainable. This is due in part because
happiness is connected to thingsd things that
seem right within our grasp.

In baseball, many hitters strike out
swinging at a high fast ball. The reason this
happens is that it is a pitch they can see. It
is up and close to their eyes, and so they
swing with all they have. Chasing after
things, believing that in owning them we will
be happy and satisyed, is like that. Those
thingsd the new car, the house, the new set of
clothesd are so visible. High and fast, right
before our eyes. We fiswing at themo as hard
as we can, only ynding ourselves striking out
time after time.

Breaking the desire for more, however,
is not easy. How does one break free? We
cannot do it on our own. Seminars and books
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can be helpful, but before they are of any
effect there needs to be a moment of decision
within the heartd not just a one-time decision,
but rather one that is made each day as to
whom we will serve.

This is what Joshua put in front of the
Israelites. Surrounded by the abundance of the
Promised Land, Joshua said,

iBut if serving the Lord seems
undesirable to you, then choose for
yourselves this day whom you will serve,
whether the gods your forefathers served
beyond the river, or the gods of the
Amorites, in whose land you are living.
But as for me and my household, we will
serve the Lordo (Joshua 24:15).

It was a decisive moment in their history.
Joshua understood that they could no more
serve two masters than they could walk in two
directions at the same time. As | read through
the history of the Israelites, | am amazed at
how tenaciously they held onto those idols.
Years following the Exodus, even generations
later, they persist in holding onto false gods
while still claiming allegiance to fithe God of
Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God
of Jacob.0 The results were disastrous. The
pages of the Old Testament are littered with
their failures and defeats. What makes us in
America think that it will be any different
today?

John Calvin said, iWhere riches hold
the dominion of the heart, God has lost His
authorityo (p. 337). Two mastersd God and
material thingsd they cannot co-exist. They
are diametrically opposed and cannot exist
side by side. One calls for us to be humble.
The other calls for us to be proud. One
demands that we set our mind on things above,
and the other to set our minds on things below.
One calls us in the end to love the Light,
and the other leads us to love the darkness.
The one leads us to see the essential in the
invisible, while the other leads us to think
that the essential is in things seen. Whom do
you serve? Look at your checkbook register
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and ask yourself that question. Look at your
calendar and what ylls up your day. Look at
what books and TV shows your mind absorbs
and ask, iWhom do | serve?0

Once the matter of who sits on the throne
of your heart has been settled, it is time then
to turn to the Word for some very practical
adviced much of it from a man who had it all:
Solomon. He was one of the richest men of
the Old Testament, and he offers some down-
to-earth advice.

1. Keep Good Records T The Principle of
Accounting

iBe sure you know the condition
of your pocks, give careful attention to
your herds; for riches do not endure
forever, and a crown is not secure for all
generationso (Proverbs 27:23-24).

fikKnow the condition of your pocks.o
Have you ever said, fil just donft know where
my money goeso? This may be a warning
light that you do not fiknow the condition
of your pocks.o fiKnowing the condition of
your pockso is equivalent to knowing how
much money you have to live on. Have you
ever heard the expression, iMoney talkso? |
dondt think so. It doesnit talk; it just sneaks
quietly away. It doesnit tell you ités leaving
either. Godds Word says, iBuy the truth and
do not sell it; get wisdom, discipline and
understandingo (Proverbs 23:23). At all cost,
do whatever it takes to have a sense of your
resources. In order to fiknow the condition of
your pocks,0 there are four facts you need to
know:

I need to know what | own.

I need to know what | owe.

I need to keep record of what | earn.

I need to know where it goes.

2. Plan Your Spending T The Principle of
Budgeting

jPlan carefully and youdll have plenty.
But if you act too quickly you will never
have enougho (Proverbs 21:5 GNT).
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Financial freedom is not based on how
much you earn. It is based on how you spend
it. Spending more than you make is a habit
that does not normally change, no matter how
much you make. Freedom does not come
from making more. Freedom comes from
spending less and being content with what you
have.

3. Save for the Future T The Principle of
Saving

filn the house of the wise are stores
of choice food and oil, but a foolish man
devours all he haso (Proverbs 21:20).

The wise person saves. Yet, in our
consumer-oriented society, we seem to
have forgotten this. This is not the way it
is everywhere in the world. The average
Japanese family saves 25% of their income.
The average European family saves 18%. The
average American family saves 5%! When
we live our lives with such little margin, we
are bound to fall into debt, which becomes an
unforgiving master. J. Rubin Clark says,

fiOnce youédre in debt, interest will be
your companion every minute of the day
or night, and ités working against you. It
has no love, no sympathy. It is as hard
and soulless as a granite cliff, and you
cannot dismiss it. Whenever you get in its
way or you cross its course or fail to meet
its demands, it crushes youo (p. 60).

Such a lifestyle is bound to lead us into
a life of debt. iWealth gained hastily will
dwindle, but whoever gathers little by little
will increase ito (Proverbs 13:11 ESV). This
truth is put into practice in the life of Joe
Paterno, coach of the Penn State Nittany Lions
football team. Recently he and his wife gave
a generous gift of millions of dollars to the
University. When asked why he did not leave
that for his family, he said that he was afraid
the sudden wealth would be harmful to them,
as it would not teach them the principle of
saving.
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When it comes to saving, John Rockefeller
said it well when he said to save 10%, give
10% to charity and ministry, and live on the
80%.

4. Return Ten Percent to God T The
Principle of Tithing

iBring the whole tithe into the
storehouse, that there may be food in my
house. dTest me in this,0says the Lord
Almighty, éand see if | will not throw open
the poodgates of heaven and pour out so
much blessing that you will not have room
enough for itdo (Malachi 3:10).

Tithing is not a hard fast rule for the
Christian. We live in grace and not by the law.
This, however, does not negate the wisdom of
tithing. Tithing is important for three reasons:
In regard to my past, tithing is a statement
of gratitude. In light of the present, tithing
is a statement of priority. It expresses that
God is yrst. In view of the future, tithing is
a statement of faith. God will supply what |
need to make ends meet.

The tithing that | practice is not the result
of my being a strong Christian. It is just the
opposite. | need to tithe because | am weak.

I am way too prone to spend what | have

on things. Tithing reminds me of what is
essential in life and what is the priority of my
heart.

5. Enjoy What You Have T The Principle
of Contentment

ilt is better to enjoy what we have
than always to be wanting something
moreo (Ecclesiastes 6:9 CEV).

I have discovered that fithingso do not
satisfy for long. Just when I think that one

particular thing will satisfy my longing for
more, before | know it I am hungry again.
Did you ever try to eat just one potato chip?
Next to impossible. That is the way it is with
me and things. It is important for me to get
a handle on this, because there is so much

at stake. My contentment with life and the
ability to live with genuine and lasting joy is
dependent on this. Also, my ability to share
in the joy of advancing Christés mission is
effected by these principles.

Herb got it. He was a quiet and gentle
man. For years he worked in the post ofyce.
His life was not extravagant by any means.
His was a modest lifestyle. Needless to say,
it came as quite a shock when upon his death
it was discovered that he had left various
ministries a generous gift. His ability to be
content in life allowed him in death to help
advance the Gospel of Christ. Untold numbers
of people will be blessed by his generosity that
was rooted in not giving in to the desire for
maore.

In his life, Herb was a servant of Christ.
Now, in his death, his legacy remains one
of serving Christ as his estate blesses many
ministries in proclaiming Christ to the lost
and unbelieving world. Herb had discovered
the key to a contented and fulylled life. He
served one Masterd Jesus Christ. Now, his
resources that could have mastered him serve
the Kingdom of Jesus Christ.

Prayer: Jesus, you are the One | seek to
serve. You are the One and only One that
can free me from the bondage of serving the
things of this world. Grant me the discipline,
the will, and the wisdom to handle my money
and possessions in a way that glorify you and
enable me to be content. Amen.

Scripture Reading: Proverbs 21-22

Challenge: Which of the yve principles for handling your possessions do you need to pay more
attention to? What steps can you to take to allow Christ to be the Master you serve?
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From the Book of Concord: iSo that it may be understood and remembered, | must explain
this a little more plainly by citing some everyday examples of the opposite. There are some who
think that they have God and everything they need when they have money and property; they
trust in them and boast in them so stubbornly and securely that they care for no one else. They,
too, have a godd mammon by name, that is, money and propertyd on which they set their whole
heart. This is the most common idol on earth. Those who have money and property feel secure,
happy, and fearless, as if they were sitting in the midst of paradise. On the other hand, those who
have nothing doubt and despair as if they knew of no god at all. We will ynd very few who are
cheerful, who do not fret and complain, if they do not have mammon. This desire for wealth
clings and sticks to our nature all the way to the grave.

fiSo, too, those who boast of great learning, wisdom, power, prestige, family, and
honor and who trust in them have a god also, but not the one, true God. Notice again, how
presumptuous, secure, and proud people are when they have such possessions, and how
despondent they are when they lack them or when they are taken away. Therefore, | repeat, the
correct interpretation of this commandment is that to have a god is to have something in which
the heart trusts completelyo (The Large Catechism, The First Commandment, p. 387.5-10).
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Gilve
fiMoses answered, 0What if they do nhot

to You?d Then the Lord said to him, 6Wh
)Throwsl

Changing onefs path or even routine is
not always an easy task. We are creatures of
habit and easily get stuck in the well known,
comfortable and predictable ruts of life. From
the time we get up in the morning, we have
our routines to ensure we get out of the door
on time. Some head to the shower the moment
their feet touch the boor while others head
to the kitchen to get coffee ready and make
breakfast. Once out the door, the routines
continue as to which road we take to work and
which radio stations we listen to on the way in.

| doubt that Moses was any different.
Forty years in the wilderness of tending sheep
had more than likely given him his fair share
of routines. The places he led the pock to for
grazing and where he stopped to rest were
more than likely all a part of a well known
routine. Scripture records,

iNow Moses was tending the pock
of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of
Midian, and he led the pock to the far
side of the desert and came to Horeb, the
mountain of Godo (Exodus 3:1).

How many times had he traveled this
familiar route? What he saw on this particular
day would not have been that different either.

3. .. Moses saw that though the bush was on
yre it did not burn up. So Moses thought, 6l
will go over and see this strange sightdwhy
the bush does not burn updo (Exodus 3:2-3).

Burning bushes in the desert were not
out of the routine of the day. Burning bushes
that do not burn upd that is a different story.
Moses broke out of his routine and went over
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0 me and say, 6The Lord did not appear
d?6 0 A staff,0 he replied. The Lord said,

to check out this strange bush. From that point
on, the old routines would never be the same
again. As Moses came close to the bush, God
spoke:

il have indeed seen the misery of my
people in Egypt. | have heard them crying
out because of their slave drivers, and |
am concerned about their suffering. So
| have come down to rescue them from
the hand of the Egyptians and to bring
them up out of that land into a good and
spacious land . . . and now the cry of the
Israelites has reached me, and | have seen
the way the Egyptians are oppressing
them. So, now go. | am sending you to
Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites,
out of Egypto (Exodus 3:7-10).

Then the well known excuses begin to py:

Who am I, that | should go to
Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of
Egypt?0 (Exodus 3:11).

iSuppose | go to the Israelites and
say to them, 0The God of your fathers has
sent me to you,0and they ask, 0What is
his name?6 Then what shall | tell them?0
(Exodus 3:13).

AWhat if they do not believe me or
listen to me and say, 6The Lord did not
appear to youd?0 (Exodus 4:1).

30 Lord, | have never been eloquent,
neither in the past nor since you have
spoken to your servant. | am slow of
speech and tongueo (Exodus 4:10).
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When | study that litany of excuses, | see a
reoccurring theme: fil dondt have what it takes
T | do not have the credentials to appear before
Pharaoh T | donft have any proof that you sent
me or asked me to do this T | do not have the
ability to speak T Send someone else.o

God listens to him for a while and then he
asks, AWhat is that in your hand?0 (Exodus
4:2). Moses responds, iA staff.0 | can
remember as a sixth-grader always being
fascinated by what followed. God tells Moses
to throw it down on the ground, where it
became a snake. God says, fiPick it up, by
the tail.0 What is there not to like about this
story as a sixth-grader? As the years rolled
by, however, what followed this became even
more fascinating to me. When all the excuses
have been thrown out and Moses is willing to
go to Pharaoh, consider this one last verse:

fiSo Moses took his wife and sons,
put them on a donkey and started back to
Egypt. And he took the staff of God in his
hand (Exodus 4:20).

fiHe took the staff of God.0 The staff of
Moses has become the staff of God. God
owns it. That one small verse says volumes
to me about the way God engages us for His
service. He calls us to serve Him even as we
offer every excuse in the book. fil dondt have
the ability.0 fil dondt have the credentials.o
fil donft have what it takes.0 God in response
says, fiThen give me what you have.0 For
Moses, it was a stick.

For Nellie, it was stamps. Years ago,
after suffering a debilitating stroke, Nellie
spent hours cutting out stamps to redeem them
for mission work around the world. Not a
glamorous job, but how many untold people
benevted from her selbess work?

For Sarah, it was her typewriter. Not the
Sarah of the Old Testament. (I donét remember
there being a typewriter in her tent). Sarah of
Cabot, Pennsylvania, had a typewriter. Sarah
taught Latin in high school before retiring.
As her body gave way, making it virtually
impossible to carry out any meaningful
activity, she became depressed. Then the
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opportunity arose for her to use the typewriter
to record her repections on the history of the
local area. Her articles would be printed in
church newsletters and in the local paper.

People like Moses and Nellie and Sarah
have a few things in common. They know
what it is like to be in exile, cut off from life
as they knew it. They also know what it is like
when God comes along and says, iGive me
what you have.0 Just as Moseso staff became
Godds, so Nelliets stamps became Godds
stamps, and Sarahds typewriter became Godés
typewriter.

When it comes to serving God, He asks
us to deal with the talents He has given each
of us. There is not one person who is not in
some way talented and gifted by God. | see
that everything we have and everything we
are is involved in the talents that God entrusts
to our care. This would include every one of
our possessions, our time, each minute of it,
and each relationship we enjoy in life. This
would also include our jobs and our hobbies.
The Good News about Jesus Christ and His
redemptive work on our behalf is included in
this as well.

When you step back and look at it,
everything in our life is a trust from God
that He has placed into our care. There is
coming a day, however, when we must give
an account of how we have used those talents
for the sake of the kingdom. This is illustrated
in the parable Jesus told in Matthew 25:
24ff. In this parable, a man going away on
a journey entrusts his property into the care
of his servants. One receives vve talents,
which is worth over $50,000 dollars in todayés
economy. Another receives two talents, worth
$20,000 dollars, and the other receives one
talent. While just one talent, still it was no
small trust as it represents $10,000 dollars.
The owner expected them to invest these
talents and do something with them. It was
understood that when he returned, he would
expect an accounting of what they had done
with this great trust.

The vrst two invested and doubled what
they had been given. The third buried it. He
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was afraid to take a risk and so he played it
safe. He was not unethical, just very cautious
and wanting to take no chances. The owner
applauded the efforts and gain of the yrst two.
The owner was, however, quite upset with the
third. He expected more. A closer look at the
parable reveals that the master does not reward
success as much as he acknowledges and
rewards faithfulness. fiVWell done, good and
faithful servant!o He had entrusted them with
certain talents with the expectation that they
would use them and invest them. The one
who is found unfaithful is the one who, out

of fear of failure and fear of how his master
would respond, plays it safe.

God hears the cries of his people today
as He did in the time of Moses. He is calling
people like you and me to respond to them on
His behalf. He is not looking for us to offer
excuses or to play it safe and hold back. He is
asking us to offer Him what we have.

Prayer: Father, | offer you what | have. No
excuses. What you have given me, | offer

it all back to you. Use it to bring relief and
comfort to those who cry out to you. | ask this
in Jesusd name. Amen.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 25

First Commandment, p. 392.47).

Challenge: Astick. Atypewriter. Some stamps. What is it for you? What do you have that can
be used by God to accomplish great things on behalf of His hurting and oppressed people?

From the Book of Concord: fiTherefore, let us learn the First Commandment well, so that we
see that God will tolerate no presumption or trust in anything else; he makes no greater demand
on us than a heartfelt trust in him for every good thing, so that we walk straight ahead on the
right path, using all of Godds gifts exactly as a shoemaker uses a needle, awl, and thread for his
work and afterward puts them aside, or as a traveler makes use of an inn, food, and lodging, but
only for his physical needs. Let each person do the same in his or her walk of life according to
Godds order, allowing none of these things to be a lord or an idolo (The Large Catechism, The
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AWhile he was in Bethany, reclining at
woman came with an alabaster jar of v
and poure

The word fiextravaganto is deyned as
fiexceeding the limits of reason or necessity;
spending much more than is necessaryo
(Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary). It
is not a word that our world is unfamiliar
with when it comes to lifestyle. However,
in regard to giving, more times than not we
are encouraged from our youth to practice
moderation. Jesus0 view is a bit different.

While Jesus is dining with Simon in his
house, a woman enters and breaks open a jar
of very expensive perfumed worth one yeards
wages! In today6s standards that would equal,
on average, $15,0007$20,000! Extravagant
giving at its best (or at its worst, depending on
your point of view). Some of those watching
could not believe this and became indignant.
What a waste. Could it not have been used for
the poor?

Apparently this was the ynal straw for
Judas. Immediately after this, he would go
to the chief priests to arrange the betrayal of
Jesus. Jesusi reaction, however, is interesting,
to say the least:

jLeave her alone . .. Why are you
bothering her? She has done a beautiful
thing to me. The poor you will always
have with you, and you can help them any
time you want. But you will not always
have me. She did what she could. She
poured perfume on my body beforehand
to prepare for my burial. | tell you the
truth, wherever the gospel is preached
throughout the world, what she has done
will also be told, in memory of hero (Mark
14:6-9).
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an known as Simon the Leper, a
of pure nard. She broke the jar
k 14:3)

Two things make her gift memorable.
First, while I am not an expert in the perfume
department, | do know that expensive
perfume is powerful. It doesnit take a lot
to yll a room with its fragrance. An entire
bottle of it poured out at one time on one
persond can you imagine!? Not only would
it be overpowering, but wouldnt it linger
with Jesus for daysd on Him and on His
clothes? Throughout the days of fiHoly
Week,0 wherever He went, would people have
been able to smell the fragrance on Him?
Memorable, to say the least. Days later, |
wonder if Jesus could still smell that fragrance
and be reminded of this womangs act of love?

The second thing that makes her gift
memorable is that Jesus lifts up her gift as an
ongoing memorial:

il tell you the truth, wherever the
gospel is preached throughout the world,
what she has done will also be told, in
memory of hero (v. 9).

It was a sure thing that her act of love
and sacriyce would be recorded in Scripture
when the Master Himself said that it would be
remembered wherever the Gospel is preached.
What is it about her gift that touched
Jesus? What makes her giving so
memorable? Its fragrance, yes. Smells have
a powerful way of remaining with us. But
even more memorable than the fragrance
was its extravagance. A year(s wagesd it
is a gift that seems to exceed the limits of
reason or necessityd at least for most, Jesus
excluded. Jesus understood that deeper than
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the extravagance of money spent was the
extravagance of love being poured out by this
woman upon Him. She held nothing back.
She came to break open her jar and empty all
of its contents. The Bible is silent as to her
motive. Had she heard Jesus teach? Had she
witnessed His miracles? One can only guess.
But in her act she not only prepares Him

for His burial, she gives witness to a more
extravagant love than her own.

Jesus came into the world and into our
lives in order to break open His own fialabaster
jarod the jar of His own body. He held
nothing back. The lifeblood of the Son of
God was spilled out. No wagesd not even a
lifetime of wagesd can match or pay for the
cost of that sacrivce.

When one has tasted of the extravagant
love of Christ that is poured out for us on the
Cross and given to us in the Body and the
Blood of the Sacrament, the desire created
within us by the Spirit is to offer it to others
in return. Our lives are then marked and
remembered for offering the fragrance of His
extravagant love.

Each of us has an alabaster jar. Our lives
and our bodies are those vessels that contain
the precious treasures that God entrusts to us.
Those treasures are our talents and abilities.
These are our possessions as well as material
blessingsd these repect who we are as created
individuals.

Do you ever get the feeling, though, that
so much of life is spent in conserving and
playing it safe? Instead of pouring out our
contents, we carefully distribute what we have,
a little here and a little there. At the Cross,
however, we are faced with the outpouring
of Godos extravagant love. The question that
remains in response is where in our life are we
willing to break open our jar and spill out its
contents in an act of extravagant love? Such
an act makes us vulnerable to criticism and
misunderstanding. Jesus and the woman with
the alabaster jar understand this all too well.
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C.S. Lewis has helpful words in this regard (p.
169):

fiTo love at all is to be vulnerable.
Love anything, and your heart will
certainly be wrung and possibly be
broken. If you want to make sure of
keeping it intact, you must give your heart
to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap
it carefully round with hobbies and little
luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock
it up safe in the casket or cofyn of your
selyshness. But in that casketd safe, dark,
motionless, airlessd it will change. It will
not be broken; it will become unbreakable,
impenetrable, irredeemable . . . The only
place outside Heaven where you can be
perfectly safe from all the dangers . . . of
love is Hell.0

When | look at the account of the early
church in the book of The Acts of the Apostles,
the picture | see is one of extravagant love
being poured out. Those who witnessed the
life and death and resurrection of Jesus held
nothing back. Time, property, wealth, and
even life were not held back as they poured
out themselves as mission responders to what
they had been given by Jesus.

In what ways is Jesus calling you to open
the alabaster jar of your life and pour out its
contents as a gift of extravagant love?

Prayer: Father, you have poured out your
love for me in extravagant ways. Every day
my heart is overwhelmed by your generosity
and grace. Nowhere, though, do | see the
extravagance of your love more than at the
Cross of your own dear Son. You have
purchased me, not with gold or silver, but
with His precious body and blood. How can

| begin to thank you and express my love to
you? My soul praises you and you alone. No
one loves me as you love me. | only ask that
in my life I might have the opportunity to pour
out my love in extravagant ways for you in
return. Amen.
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Challenge: By means of some extravagant act or gift, ynd someone with whom you can express
the love that Jesus has poured out on you.

Scripture Reading: Mark 14

From the Book of Concord: | believe in the Holy Spirit, one holy Christian church, the

community of the saints, forgiveness of sins, resurrection of the pesh, and eternal life. Amen.

What is this? Answer:

iil believe that by my own understanding or strength | cannot believe in Jesus Christ
my Lorb or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel,
enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy and kept me in the true faith, just as he
calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps
it with Jesus Christ in the one common, true faith. Daily in this Christian church the Holy
Spirit abundantly forgives all sinsd mine and those of all believers. On the Last Day the
Holy Spirit will raise me and all the dead and will give to me and all believers in Christ
eternal life. This is most certainly trueo (The Small Catechism, The Third Article of The
Creed, p. 355.5-6).
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fiDo not be afraid, little pock, for yo

treasure in heaven that will not
For where your treasu

A few years ago, | conducted a funeral for
an elderly man whose family lived out of state.
It was their plan to leave immediately after the
funeral for the long drive home, taking with
them what remained of dadds possessions. The
family arrived at the church and as they were
being seated, | looked outside at the cars in
the parking lot. There next to the hearse, the
family had parked their car, hitched to a U-
Haul trailer, loaded up with dadés belongings.
A hearse and a U-Haul trailer side by side.

I wonder if it caused anyone going by to
question whether someone was trying to take
it with them after all?

In the play by Tennessee Williams, iCat
On A Hot Tin Roof,0 Big Daddy says, fiYes
sir, boyd the animal is a beast that dies, and if
heds got money he buys and buys and buys and
I think the reason he buys everything he can
buy is that in the back of his mind he has the
crazy hope that one of his purchases will be
everlasting!® Which it can never be.o

Does that sound correct in your mind?
Jesus would say no. In fact, He said the
opposite:

iSell your possessions and give to the
poor. Provide purses for yourselves that
will not wear out, a treasure in heaven
that will not be exhaustedo (Luke 12:33).

Jesus would tell us that we cantt take it
with usd not in a U-Haul trailerd but we can
invest our possessions and our lives in things
that allow us to give eternally. This is not an
easy lesson for me to learn. | am torn between
two competing desires of what | should invest
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ather has been plea
your possessions and give to the po rovide

0 give you the kingdom. Sell
Ives that will not wear out, a
es near and no moth destroys.
also.0 (Luke 12:32-33)

ses for y

my life toward. At this point in my life, | ynd
myself wanting to invest in what | call my
firetirement life style.0 | do not necessarily
want to be wealthy and rich. The lottery is
not a temptation for me. However, | want to
insure a lifestyle in retirement that is at least
comfortable. There is nothing wrong or sinful
in that. Yet, | am too easily distracted by what
is visible and before me. Competing with this
desire is my desire to invest my life in things
that lastd things that will last beyond me.
What complicates all of this is that the
world seems to be changing the rules as
to what is important and necessary for a
ficomfortable retirement.0 | know, | do not
have to buy into that, but too often | fall into
the trap. At the beginning of the twentieth
century, the average American had 72 fiwantso
and considered 18 of them important. One
hundred years later, the average American
has 496 fiwantso and considers 96 of them as
genuine necessities for happiness (Miller, p. 5).
Being honest, though, it is not the
changing scene of Americads values, nor is
it my approaching retirement that causes me
to be torn. Itis me. Down deep, down to
the very nature of my being, | am sinful. My
very nature is corrupt. fiOff tracko would be
another way to say it. fiBent,0 fiCrooked,0
fiWWarpedod whatever way you want to
describe it. The Confessors of our faith
expressed it this way:

fiFurthermore, it is taught among us
that since the fall of Adam, all human
beings who are born in the natural way are
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conceived and born in sin. This means
that from birth they are full of evil lust and
inclination and cannot by nature possess
true fear of God and true faith in God.
Moreover, this same innate disease and
original sin is truly sin and condemns to
Godds eternal wrath all who are not in turn
born anew through baptism and the Holy
Spirit.

fiRejected, then, are the Pelagians
and others who do not regard original
sin as sin in order to make human nature
righteous through natural powers, thus
insulting the suffering and merit of
Christo (Book of Concord, The Augsburg
Confession, Article 11 Original Sin, pp.
36, 38.1-3).

Corrupt. Full of lust. Lacking true fear.
Yet, | am born again. In my Baptism, | have
been created anew. There is a new nature
within me that desires to invest in things
eternal. The two natures compete against
each other within me. Things can too easily
take possession of me. | know, however, that
I am spiritually healthier when I hold onto
my possessions loosely, using them to serve
others.

Mother Teresa apparently understood
the importance of holding onto possessions
loosely. A story is told of a time that she
was visiting Australia. A new recruit to the
monastery in Australia was assigned to be her
guide and figofero during her stay. The young
man was so thrilled and excited at the prospect
of being so close to this woman. He dreamed
of how much he would learn from her and
what they would talk about. But during her
visit, he became frustrated. Although he
was constantly near her, he never had the
opportunity to say one word to her. There
were always other people for her to meet.

Finally, her tour was over, and she was
due to py to New Guinea. In desperation, the
friar had his opportunity to speak to Mother
Teresa. He said to her, filf | pay my own fare
to New Guinea, can | sit next to you on the
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plane so | can talk to you and learn from you?0
Mother Teresa looked at him. A'You have
enough money to pay airfare to New Guinea?0
she asked. fiOh, yes,0 he replied eagerly.
fiThen give that money to the poor,o she said,
fiYoudll learn more from that than anything |
can tell you.o

When | heard that story, | wondered if
the young friar was as disappointed as the
young man who approached Jesus as to what
he must do to get eternal life. Jesus told him
to observe and keep the law. His response
was, 1All these | have kepto (Matthew 19:20).
Rather than laugh at him, Jesus says, ilf you
want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions
and give to the poor and you will have
treasure in heaveno (v. 21). The young man
walked away.

Wealthy in the wallet but poor in the
soul. Jesus was inviting him to invest in
things eternal, things that will last. | believe
that if this young man were to walk in our
churches today, we would view him as being
very religious and upright. But his heart was
not right. His wallet was expanding, but the
capacity of his heart to love was shrinking.
That moment in Jesusg life always causes me
to pause and ask myself what | am investing
and giving my life toward.

David Livingston understood what it
meant to give eternally. He was willing to
give up his possessions for the sake of the
poor. His efforts would open the doors of
evangelistic opportunity in Africa. He walked
across the continent twiced both directions.
As he traveled, he made maps and told people
about Jesus. It was reported that when he
died, his body was to be transported back to
London for burial. The night before the ship
sailed, the citizens of Africa came aboard, cut
out his heart and buried it beneath a large tree
in West Africa. His body would be taken back
to London, but his heart belonged in Africa
where he had invested so much of his life.

If people were to bury your heart, where
would they bury it? Beside a ball park?
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Beside a church? Beside a mission within the
city? Beside a pile of reports of investments?
Where do you invest your heart?

The mission that Jesus has given to us
invites us to invest our hearts and lives in
things that have eternal consequences. What
does this look like when it occurs? Recently,
I was back in the church where | grew up
as a young boy. The church has changed in
many ways with exciting growth and many
new faces. One face that is no longer there
(for he is now before the throne of God) is
that of Gordon. He was once my Sunday
School teacher. As far as teaching goes, he
was not necessarily gifted in that area. | do
not remember any outstanding lesson that
he taught. He invested his heart, however,
in people. He was always there. He gave of
himself. Years later he would be willing to
travel hundreds of miles in order to attend
signiycant moments in my life. He and his
wife invested in those whom they served. He
invested in people, and in so doing gave of

himself eternally. My life and character were
shaped by his investment. My ministry and
service to others has been deeply inpuenced
by his example. How many lives have been
touched through his investment? What stories
might be told in heaven that will link back to
this mild-spoken man who invested his heart
in the lives of some junior high children, who
gave of himself eternally?

Prayer: fiForbid it Lord, that our roots
become too yrmly attached to this earth, that
we should fall in love with things. Help us
to understand that the pilgrimage of this life
is but an introduction, a preface, a training
school for what is to come. Then shall we
see all of life in its true perspective. Then
shall we not fall in love with the things of
time, but come to love the things that endure.
Then shall we be saved from the tyranny of
possessions which we have no leisure to enjoy,
of prosperity whose care becomes a burden.
Give us, we pray, the courage to simplify our
liveso (Peter Marshall, p. 33). Amen.

Challenge: Identify one purchase that you have wanted to make that you would be willing to
forego and instead, give the money to a ministry or a charity. Or, devote some of your time to
serving or ministering to others that you would have otherwise used for your own pleasure.

Scripture Reading: Luke 12

From the Book of Concord: fiLet each and everyone, then, see to it that you esteem this
commandment above all things and not make light of it. Search and examine your own heart
thoroughly, and you will discover whether or not it clings to God alone. If you have the sort of
heart that expects from him nothing but good, especially in distress and need, and renounces and
forsakes all that is not God, then you have the one, true God. On the contrary, if your heart clings
to something else and expects to receive from it more good and help than from God and does not
run to God but pees from him when things go wrong, then you have another god, an idolo (The
Large Catechism, The First Commandment, p. 390.28).
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My mom reminds me of Araunahd
incredibly generous and accommaodating.
Araunah is a Jebusite (that is not what reminds
me of my mom), but he is chosen by God
to be His vessel at a critical time in Davidds
life. King David has committed a sin of great
pride against God: He asked for a census of
his troops. It is a request of arrogance and
pride. The commander of Davidés troops,
Joab, knows this and advises the King that it
is the wrong thing to do. King David goes
ahead with the request nonetheless. God is,
indeed, not pleased and goes about punishing
the nation because of the Kingés pride. David
quickly recognizes his sin and says,

iWas it not | who ordered the yghting
men to be counted? | am the one who has
sinned and done wrong. These are but
sheep. What have they done? O Lord my
God, let your hand fall upon me and my
family, but do not let this plague remain
on your peopled (1 Chronicles 21:17).

This is where Araunah enters in. God tells
David to build an altar on the threshing poor
of Araunah so that he might offer a sacriyce to
appease Godés wrath. Araunah is more than
willing to offer his poor, and he is even willing
to give the oxen for the offering, wood for the
yre, and wheat for the grain offering. Araunah
says, 1l will give all of thiso (v. 23). David
responds to this offer by saying,

iNo, I insist on paying the full price.

I will not take for the Lord what is yours,

or sacriyce a burnt offering that costs me

nothingo (21:24).

68

rice. | will not take for the Lord
g.00 (1 Chronicles 21:24)

0sts me ng

Araunah and David agreed on a price,
and that site would eventually become the
site of the future temple of Jerusalem, where
countless sacriyces would be offered up to
God by generations to come.

The connection between Araunah and my
mom? Generous and accommodating. Mom
is a person always ready to offer what she
has to help someone else. | witnessed this
personally when as a young boy she would
always offer me money to place in my Sunday
offering. Not a bad thing, | suppose, for a
young boy who did not have deep pockets.
Years later, | was at her home visiting with her.
She was unable to attend church with me due
to illness. Before | left the house, she handed
me her offering envelope and then a little
cash for my offering. Once a mother, always
a mother. | kindly turned her offer down and
thought about what David said to Araunah:

il will not take for the Lord what is
yours, or sacriyce a burnt offering that
costs me nothing.o

It is so easy to look for the less demanding
way. The scenarios are all too well known.
We are asked to bring a dish to the potluck
supper, and we ask ourselves, iWhat is the
easiest thing to bring that will cost me little
in time or money?0 | wonder what would
happen if someone were to bring to the next
potluck, say, crab legs or Baked Alaska?
When we are asked to give toward a special
offering for those in disaster, we ponder and
ask ourselves what amount will not cost us
too much? What if we were to hold off from
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purchasing that one new accessory in our
life in order to give a gift ten times what we
might have otherwise? The church is having
a special toy drive for some hurting families,
and all too often we go looking for the most
inexpensive toy. | wonder what it would be
like if someone rolled in a new bicycle or
offered a new Playstation?

Jesus has given us a mission. Itisa
mission that is rooted in a sacrivce that cost
Him everything. He held nothing back.

fiFor even the Son of Man did not
come to be served, but to serve, and to
give his life as a ransom for manyo (Mark

10:45).

There is no way that we can pay Him
back. That is not what He expects or asks
from us. Yet, the very nature of discipleship
is being willing to decrease in importance as
Christ increases in importance and focus in
our lives. He calls us to offer our lives as a
living sacriyce.

iTherefore, | urge you, brothers, in
view of God@ mercy, to offer your bodies
as living sacriyces, holy and pleasing to

Godowhich is your spiritual worshipo

(Romans 12:1).

The following testimony of David
Livingston offers me insight on this:

fiPeople talk of the sacriyce | have
made in spending so much of my life
in Africa. Can that be called a sacrivce
which is simply acknowledging a great
debt we owe to our God, which we can
never repay? Is that a sacriyce which
brings its own reward in healthful activity,
the consciousness of doing good, peace
of mind, and a bright hope of a glorious
destiny? It is emphatically no sacriyce.
Rather it is a privilege. Anxiety, sickness,
suffering, danger, foregoing the common
conveniences of this lifed these may make
us pause, and cause the spirit to waver,
and the soul to sink; but let this only
be for a moment. All these are nothing
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compared with the glory which shall later
be revealed in and through us. | never
made a sacriyce. Of this we ought not to
talk, when we remember the great sacriyce
which He made who left His Fatherds
throne on high to give Himself for us.o

We are called upon to offer our lives to
God as a sacriyce of thanksgiving. Often,
though, that sacriyce will come to us in what
may seem the smallest of ways. The Rev. Dr.
Fred Craddock, in an address to ministers,
caught the practical implications of living for
Christ:

fiWe think giving our all to the Lord
is like taking a $1,000 bill and laying
it on the table. 0Hereds my life, Lord.
10m giving it all.0 But the reality for
most of us is that he sends us to the
bank and has us cash in the $1,000 for
quarters. We go through life putting
out 25 cents here and 50 cents there.
Listen to the neighbor kidds troubles
instead of saying, 0Get lost.0 Go to a
committee meeting instead of doing
what we want to do. Giving a cup of
water to a shaky old man in a nursing
home instead of hanging out with our
friends. Usually, giving our life to
Christ isnét glorious. Itis done in all
those little acts of love, 25 cents at a
time. It would be easy to go out in a
pash of glory; ités harder to live the
Christian life little by little over the
long haul.o

It is in those moments that we have the
opportunity to give generously in ways that
may cost us but in the end bring witness to
Him. | have seen the power of this kind of
generosity in my friend, Art. He is one of
the most generous people | know. When we
go out, he is more generous with tips than |
have witnessed in anyone else. Waiters in
restaurants remember him. He does it not to
impress the people with him but because the
generosity of Christ pows through his being.
In the end, this is what people remember about
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him. The impression he leaves is one of a
child of God who is generous with the gifts he
has been entrusted with in life. | suspect Art
would be the one who would bring the crab
legs or offer the Playstation.

The next time you are asked to offer a
sacriyce unto God, dondt look for something
that will cost you little or nothing. Try
offering the ficrab legs.0 It is in those
moments when we are asked to offer a few of
those quarters that we are helping to construct
living temples in the lives of those to whom
we give, where sacriyces of praise and
thanksgiving can be offered up to God.

Prayer: Jesus, you held nothing back. You
sacriyced everything on my behalf. The cost,
as great as it was, did not cause you to shrink
away from doing your Fatherds will. | thank
you and praise you for your gift. There is no
way that | could ever repay you. If | had all
the resources in the world at my disposal, it
would not be enough. Yet, this is not what you
ask. You desire instead that | offer to you my
life as a living sacriyce. Fill my heart with
such joy and grace that when the opportunity
to sacriyce for you is before me, | give
generously and joyously out of love for you.
Amen.

Challenge: Who in your life is a generous person who holds nothing back with you and others?
Give thanks to God for them. Consider even telling them of the witness they are to you.

Scripture Reading: 1 Chronicles 21 and 2 Samuel 24:18-25

From the Book of Concord: "However, the law does not teach how and why the good

works of believers are pleasing and acceptable to God, even though in this life they are in fact
imperfect and impure because of the sinfulness of the pesh. The law demands total, perfect, pure
obedience if it is to please God. Instead, the gospel teaches that our fispiritual sacriyceso are
pleasing to God fithrough faitho fibecause of Christo (1 Peter 2:5; Heb. 11:4; cf. 13:15). In this
respect Christians are not under the law but under grace. This is so because they are personally
freed from the curse and condemnation of the law through faith in Christ and because their

good works, though imperfect and impure, are pleasing to God through Christ. This is also true
because they act in a God-pleasing wayd not because of the coercion of the law but because

of the renewal of the Holy Spiritd without coercion, from a willing heart, insofar as they are
reborn in their inner person. At the same time they continually do battle against the old creatureo
(Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, Article VI, p. 591.22-23).
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jEach man should give
or under compulsion,

What is your yrst recollection of giving a
gift? For me it was when | was seven years
old. It was Christmas time. The family would
be gathering together, and | wanted to give
some gifts. | went to the local hardware store
in town with money burning a hole in my
pocket. | remember searching the aislesd not
an easy task for a seven-year-oldds budget,
especially considering that there were ten gifts
to purchase. Finally, there was the perfect
giftd # 2 pencils. (Have you ever wondered
why, if they are the most popular pencil, they
are still # 2?) Sorryd anyway, those pencils
would do the trick. | can remember like it
was yesterday coming home with my gifts. |
was as pleased with my purchase as if | had
just purchased a new car. | wrapped them up
individually, and on Christmas Eve night gave
them to my family. | was laughing with glee
and delight. It was just so much fun.

That picture is the one that God longs
to see within us when we offer Him or His
people our gifts.

jEach man should give what he has
decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly
or under compulsion, for God loves a
cheerful givero (2 Corinthians 9:7).

The Greek word for ficheerfulo is where
we get the word fihilarious.0 God loves
hilarious giving. The joy and delight | had in
giving those #2 pencils is what He looks for in
the gifts | offer Him and others today.

I would imagine that this is the type of joy
He saw in the Magi on their journey to ynd
the Christ born in Bethlehem. Of all those
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eart to give, not reluctantly
r. And God is able to make

, having all that you need,
inthians 9:7-8)

involved in the birth of Christ, those who we
traditionally place at the manger, | ynd myself
increasingly intrigued by these iMagi from
the east.0 How long was their journey? As
they followed that glorious stard a star that
apparently moved along with them as it would
eventually istop over the place where the
child waso (Matthew 2:9)6 what was their
expectation or, better said, who was their
expectation?

Somewhere along the journey the star
either parked over Jerusalem or was hid from
their view. | wonder if they were surprised
when they asked for directions and the
religious leaders of Jerusalem knew nothing
about this. Even more so, when they gave
directions doesndt it surprise you that not one
of the religious leaders went with them? It
was only a seven-mile journey. Yet, | ynd this
detour in Jerusalem to be enlightening.

In the end, what guided them to Jesus was
not the star but the Word. It was the Word to
which the chief priests turned in determining
the location of His birth. That says volumes
to me. It is the Word of God, ultimately, that
reveals the Christ. Other things in the world
can get us curious, but in the end it is the Word
that will guide us to Him.

Given these directions, they set out on
their journey. The star appears again. Seeing
it, they are overjoyed. | could even picture
them laughing merrily as they realized they
were so close. Never mind the fact that
Bethlehem is a small, insigniycant town. They
had probably imagined Jerusalem. This news
would not lessen their joy.
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Then the star stopped right over the house.
(What kind of star is this? How close does
it have to be to the ground in order to be so
pointed in its guidance?) At long last, they
arrived. Their journey covered thousands of
miles and who knows how many months or
even years. The knock at the door. Can you
imagine the surprise? There before the Magi
was a young, relatively poor couple, not the
royalty they might have expected. Now at
their door, standing in front of them, are Magi.
Gentiles. Dressed in full regalia with caravan
in tow. Gentiles wanting to come into the
house of a Jewish couple to see and worship
the child.

It may not have been easy for Joseph
to invite them inside. No upright Jewish
man would easily invite a Gentile into his
home. They would be the yrst of a long and
continuous line of fioutcastso who would want
to see Jesus. Joseph would be the yrst of a
long line of believers who would open his
heart and home to those wanting to worship
Christ.

As they entered,

i. .. they bowed down and worshiped
him. Then they opened their treasures and
presented him with gifts of gold and of
incense and of myrrho (Matthew 2:11).

What they discovered was probably
different than what they expected. The
disinterest of the religious leaders of His
own nation may have discouraged them, but
when they saw the star reappear, ithey were
overjoyedo (v. 10). Nothing would hold
them back from worshipping the King and
presenting Him with their expensive gifts.
They had followed a star that held out glorious
promise. What they discovered may have
been different than what they expected. Yet,
they gave of themselves and their gifts with
overpowing joy. They gave with hilarious
cheerfulness.

This is a lesson | want to apply to my life
this day, and each day for that matter. There
are times when it feels the daily journey of life
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is long. Sometimes, at the end of the journey,
it is not always as | expected. Things are
not as glorious as they might have appeared.
The reaction of those around me can be
discouraging and negative. In those moments,
I want to be like the Magid overpowing with
joy. | want to hold nothing back and fall down
before Him and worship Him and offer Him
my gifts. Then, like the Magi, | want to go on
from there another wayd my life changed and
different for having worshipped Him, my heart
ylled to overpowing with joy.

| believe that our life in Christ, as Christ
intended it, is to be ylled with joy. Jesus said,

fil have told you this so that my joy
may be in you and that your joy may be
completeo (John 15:11).

God loves cheerful, hilarious givers
because it is a rebection of a life that
overpows with joy, even when life is not what
we expected. Dallas Willard wrote,

fiHow many people are radically
and permanently repelled from The
Way by Christians who are unfeeling,
stiff, unapproachable, boringly lifeless,
obsessive, and dissatisyed? Yet such
Christians are everywhere, and what they
are missing is the wholesome liveliness
springing from a balanced vitality
within the freedom of Godés loving
rule. Spirituality wrongly understood
or pursued is a major source of human
misery and rebellion against Godo (p.80).

Who of us has not seen enough of
grouchy, unhappy and complaining Christians?
Spirituality rightly understood, as it is rooted
in His abundant grace and mercy, is the
source of abounding joy and hope. It is not
about having a positive attitude, as though
we can effect the change. He is the One who
provides us with the joy, the resources and the
opportunities to be hilarious in our life and in
our giving.

One last thought about those pencils. The
money used to buy them? Mom and Dad.
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They gave me the money that | used to buy
them their gifts and gifts for the rest of the
family. That is precisely what God is willing
and waiting to do for us today. As Christ lives
in each of us, His love will transform our
hearts and yll us with joy and provide us with
opportunities for hilarious giving to Him and
to others.

Prayer: Jesus, throughout this day, help me to
be ylled with joy. No matter the moment, be

it disappointing or better than | ever expected,
let me know the joy of your presence in

my life. When you provide me with the
opportunity to give of myself to others, let my
cheerfulness in giving border on a holy hilarity
that will call their attention to you. | want
nothing less, Jesus, than for you to receive the
glory and praise for anything that | accomplish
or give in this day. Amen.

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 8 and 9

p. 577.17-18).

Challenge: Where in your life has God been asking you to give of yourself but your offering has
lacked a cheerful spirit? What impact would it have if your spirit in giving were to be changed?

From the Book of Concord: filn other cases (as in 2 Cor. 9:7, in the Epistle of Saint Paul to
Philemon, and in 1 Peter 5:2), 6from necessityd means what is wrung from people against their
will, through coercion or in some other way, that they act outwardly, as a pretense, but indeed
without and against their own will. For God does not want to have such hypocritical works.
Instead, the people of the New Testament are supposed to be a willing people (Ps. 110:3), and

jto sacriyce with a free willg (Ps. 54:6), not reluctantly or under compulsion, obut from obedient
heartso (2 Cor. 9:7; Rom. 6:17). For 0God loves a cheerful giverd (2 Cor. 9:7). In this sense and
meaning it is right to say and teach that those whom the Son of God has freed do true good works
freely or from a free and willing spirit . . . .0 (Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, Article 1V,

In Your Own Words: Write below or in the margins the key thought or lesson you have learned in
this chapter on Give and/or a thought you would like to explore further.
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