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General

God has a great deal to say about our attitude to possessions and money, and also about how we should order our giving towards resourcing his work.

These studies are intended primarily for use in parish discussion groups. They assume that those who are committed to the life and work of the local church will wish to live in line with God’s word, and take their Christian discipleship seriously, not least in helping to resource the local church.

The studies aim to explore some of the areas surrounding Christian Giving, alongside appropriate Bible teaching.  They try to help participants answer the question, "What are the criteria I will use to decide my level of Giving to my church next and each Sunday?"

After many years of Stewardship programmes, envelope schemes and various 'methods' of seeking to resource financially the parishes of the Church in Wales, we still do not seem to be able to do much more than lurch from financial crisis to crisis.  Why should this be?  Is it because we are afraid to teach regularly as part of a total 'discipleship nurture programme' the principles and Biblical pointers in regard to Giving?  We do not have a crisis about money; we have, rather, a crisis about giving.  It appears that currently in this diocese the average gift per week is about £6.  I do not think most people give so little because they are mean.  I believe it is more to do with the fact that people have not seriously thought about the matter, and are still operating in a culture of 'tokenism', and of 'begging', a culture no longer appropriate to the realities of our current situation.

We are dealing with the following factors:

· A long history of heavy financial subsidy from the Representative Body.  This used to provide around 70% of the cost of running the diocese.  This will be reduced to virtually nothing by 2009. 

· Many people whose giving is very low actually think their giving is adequate.

· An attitude which sees giving as 'giving to the church', rather than one which begins with 'We are the church - this is to resource the mission to which we are committed'.

· Giving which is reduced to a ritualised tokenism - 'a little bit out of the leftovers' - a 'tip' for the cause! - the 'odd coin on the plate syndrome'.

· Confusion of giving to resource the Church’s work with giving to charity – they are not of the same order.

· Confusion of giving with fundraising. 

· Very little teaching about giving generally and as a regular part of a church's nurture programme.  Usually it is only spoken of when there is a crisis. 

· Little understanding or communication of the real costs of mission and ministry.

· Lack of overall vision or working towards an agreed 'preferred future' locally.

· Poor understanding and grasp among many churchgoers of the Gospel of grace and the nature of the Church’s mission.

· Disobedience in relation to God’s word about giving.

This Investing In Mission programme is presented with the optimistic faith that, once the issues are shared, understood and Biblically underlined, the necessary resourcing will be released within the Diocese for the glory of God and the extension of His Kingdom. These studies confront most of these issues head on and doubtless there will be some raised hackles.  I hope the leader will attempt to deal with objections calmly, logically and Biblically.  Where there is anger it is worth challenging with the questions - "Why are you angry?  Is it because what is being said is not true or is it perhaps that 'the truth hurts'?

Leader’s Preparation For The Sessions

· Consult with the host re venue preparation making sure, for example, you have enough chairs.

· Give plenty of time to preparation of the material. (A group of leaders may like to meet together for a session or two and work through a Study 'to get the feel' and iron out issues.)  Be sure you have read the Investing In Mission  Manual!

· Prepare your material in the context of prayer.

· Keep a set time for the actual meeting e.g. one and a half hours, and finish in that time.  Those who want to stay on over coffee afterwards may do so, but others who may have to leave know how long they are going to be out.  People do need to feel they have permission to leave after the session!

· Keep to the point!  Try to avoid letting individuals or the group as a whole chase after hares!

· Make sure Bibles are available, or that participants know to bring their own.  This is essential since these are after all bible studies!  
· During the meeting try to make sure all members are included and that discussion is not hogged by a few.  If anyone is causing particular problems, take them to one side afterwards and perhaps point out the need to include the opinions etc. of others.

· Always open and close the meeting proper with prayer – perhaps after the first week you can invite someone else in the group to do this next time.
Scripts to Bible Study Introductions on CD

Track 1 – God’s Work Resourced By God’s People

	Welcome to our Diocesan Programme – Investing In Mission.  The title is chosen deliberately to say first that we are talking about what we put into our church – in terms of our time, our abilities and our money.  And they do say “money talks”.  So what does the way you use your money say about you?

And more specifically, what does it say about your commitment to the work and mission of the church to which you belong and are committed?

So, in these five Studies we are seeking to address the question of Christian Giving.  This is an area which is always considered to be a very difficult one to work through, so it is often an area which is avoided within our churches.  The whole issue of money and our attitude to money raises and confronts some of the deepest issues of our faith and challenges where we stand in relation to God.  It is a sign of a desire to be mature Christians when we are prepared to face difficult issues.  And God has a great deal to say about our attitude to possessions and money.  It is said that in the Bible there are 500 verses about faith but over 2,000 on the subject of possessions.  Let’s ask ourselves the question “Do we want to grow?” – both in numbers and in depth of discipleship.  If we do then we need to understand that the desire for our Church to grow has implications for our own personal growth.

It is assumed that all those taking part in these studies, or discussion groups, claim the name “Christian” and it on that basis that we now begin to explore the subject.

There will be some who will say, “the church shouldn’t talk about money” as if somehow the church is above such things.  But the church exists in the real world and needs money to pay its way.  As we read Paul’s letters to the new churches we can see that the Christian church has always had a need to talk money.  

When Jesus began his ministry, he gathered a group together to follow, to learn (that’s what disciple means – learner) and to be his witnesses and apostles.  So the gathering and sending out of those who constitute the church is God’s idea.  We are all called in our various ways to follow, learn and be witnesses and apostles.  The work is a privilege.  We are called to play our part in resourcing it by giving our time, abilities, openness to being gifted by God, and by giving of our money.  God’s work is to be resourced by God’s people. 

For many people being a Christian seems to mean that they believe in God and try to do their best to live a decent life.  It can be observed that of the 70 or 80 per cent of people who claim a belief in God, the majority do not believe in the God whom Christians describe as God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  For the majority who claim a belief in God, it is no more than a belief in an impersonal force or intelligence overseeing the universe.  God is simply someone, somewhere, who somehow has something to do with some of us some of the time.  It is that sort of thinking that underlies much of the spirituality of our day which finds expression in such manifestations as new age thinking, spiritual environmentalism etc.  At the centre of the Christian faith is Jesus.  In the third study we shall be looking more closely at the work of Jesus, and at our giving in response to that work.

This is the true story of Kate.  Kate’s parents were Welsh farmers and as an only child, when she left school she stayed at home to help on the farm.  She was in her mid-thirties, and unmarried, when her parents died – leaving her the farm. It was not long before a suitor came along – an older man, a bachelor and a livestock dealer.  It was not long before the man; whose name was William, and Kate were courting.  William began using Kate’s land to graze and fatten his stock for market – for free!  One day Kate announced to the rest of her family that she was engaged to be married.  There was no ring incidentally but William had given her, as an engagement present, 2lb of tomatoes.  They were married and William took over the farm.  Kate continued the same life of drudgery.  This story shows that it is possible to abuse a relationship for selfish ends, to take advantage of unconditional love.  Is there a parallel, if we are honest, in our relationship with God and with His unconditional love?  We take advantage with very little response in return.

During this study you will be faced with some questions.  What criteria do you use to decide on the level of your giving?  How will you decide what your giving should be next Sunday?  The Studies over the next five sessions will hopefully show you the answers to these questions, based on Scripture.  

We also hope that you will recognise the privilege we enjoy by being touched by God and equipped by him to do his work in the world today.  Remember this:  the Church we belong to is part of God’s response to the request “Sir, we would see Jesus”.  How are we doing in being God’s resource? 

Let us pray, that as you gather together for study and fellowship, you will experience afresh God’s touch and be equipped by His Holy Spirit to respond to his loving promises.


Track 2 – “You cannot serve God and Mammon”

What would you respond to the offer, “You can have anything you want!”?  Would it be a luxury house and garden, or a Rolls Royce or some flashy sports car, or a Lottery Win, or good health?  When Solomon was asked that he showed great humility (“I am only a little child”), he acknowledged that all he had was by God’s grace (“You have shown great kindness”) and asked for understanding and moral discernment (“Give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong”).  I wonder whether any of us would start there?    

St Luke records the story of Jesus and Zacchaeus.  This is basically a story about Jesus’ graceful initiative in beginning a relationship.  It also tells of the way that relationship, with its unconditional love, turned attitudes and lifestyles upside down.  

First of all here is Zacchaeus, a little man in stature but obviously with great drive and pushiness.  He was not just a tax collector but a chief tax collector.  We have to understand that in Jesus’ day a tax collector was a sort of freelance agent of the Roman Government.  They were a household name in corruption and hated by Jews and Romans alike.  So we can assume that Zacchaeus had become somewhat hardened to the attitudes of others and probably selfish in his lifestyle.  We can imagine him living in a large house, expensively furnished, and in the drive a twin cam turbo-charged camel for him and a nippy little donkey for his wife.  The more they earned, the more they spent, and no doubt Zacchaeus often felt that he had to run ever faster to stay in the same place.

So Luke records that this little man wanted to see who Jesus was; there is still in him a spark of that faculty for a relationship with God.  How patient God is with us that even into the wilfulness that we all have he leaves a small window through which the light of His love might still shine.  Zacchaeus’ relationship with his wealth had almost ruined him and distorted his view of reality.  You can tell what a man is by the sort of relationship he has with his possessions.

He was short and the place was crowded.  There is a sense in which his spiritual growth had been stunted and there were also the crowded claims of his lifestyle, which obscured his view.  And so he climbs a tree.  The advantage of the tree was that he could see but he was also out of sight.  He felt safe because at this distance there was neither the need nor the possibility of being confronted by a relationship with Jesus.  Little did he know.  I wonder how many of us in our churches hide behind so many things, like the way we’ve always done things or the demands of the institution, in order to avoid letting Jesus come too near.  But look what happens – Jesus stops by the tree – Zacchaeus, come on down”.  And there was more – Jesus declared his intention to actually come to Zacchaeus’ house.  Jesus takes the initiative – we shall be looking at this aspect of Jesus in this study.  Suffice to say now that in Jesus’ invitation to Zacchaeus is nothing but the grace of God.  No stern accusations, no request for a defence, no conditions and no demands for improvement – just undeserved, unwarranted love and acceptance.

God’s love in Jesus demands nothing of Zacchaeus but Jesus’ love is so overwhelming that he obeys – “He came down at once and welcomed him gladly” and then back home his response is overwhelming.  “Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look Lord, here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor and if I have cheated anybody out of anything I will pay back four times the amount”.  Here are the elements then:  God’s grace, freely given, unconditional, the overwhelming assurance of forgiveness and a response that indicates an overwhelming desire to return love in a practical way.

Now let’s go back to the tree a moment.  Zaccheus could have let the “now”, the urgency of the situation, pass him by.  He could have refused to come down, argued or made excuses and so turned Jesus away.  Is this what we do much of the time? 

This story challenges us as to whether we have a desire to draw near to Jesus.  We discover here, as in so many of the incidents involving Jesus, that God comes to meet us.  Our unworthiness leads us to try to hide, but recognise that God wants to give us the very best.  God is able to change attitudes to everything – including our possessions and our giving.  

You cannot serve God and money.  That’s what Jesus says but most of us are prepared to argue and disagree.  The question for you to consider this week is this:  Do you think that the level of your giving, and what that indicates about your relationship to your money and possessions, helps or hinders your relationship with God and your willingness to respond to the invitation of Jesus?  - “Come down immediately, I must stay in your house today for the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”

We tend to cling to what we have because we think it will give us security.  But, as Christians, our security is not in our possessions but in our relationship with God through Jesus.  

	Track 3 – “Great Riches At Christ’s Expense”

In this session we are going to look at the principle that our giving as Christians – the giving of our time, our abilities and our possessions and money are an expression of a response to the God who gives and loves to give.

Last time we looked at the fact that the Christian is in a relationship with Jesus and that our attitude to possessions is actually reflected in our relationships.  

First is the fact that we are all sinners – ‘All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’ – Paul’s words in his letter to the Romans picture a target aimed at but missed.  Second, that God who made us loves what he has made, so God had to do something to cleanse us from sin, and enable us to have fellowship with God.  Paul puts it this way, “But because of his great love for us, God who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved”.

So we have to rely on God’s grace – God giving to those who deserve nothing.  That’s what the coming of Jesus is all about.  The verse at John 3:16 continues with these words “For God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world but to save the world through him.  The story of Jesus is a rescue operation.  Jesus is the means of that rescue – the name ‘Jesus’ actually means “God rescues”.  Jesus has rescued us from condemnation.  As Christians, we believe that Jesus died on the cross so that our sins might be forgiven.  The prophet Isaiah speaking about the one who was to come says, “But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace (that is the restoration of our fellowship) was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has lain on him the iniquity of us all.”  

It is an unfathomable mystery but God’s word is clear.  Namely that Jesus got what we deserved and if Jesus has borne my punishment then I am freely forgiven.  And remember that when God forgives he forgets.  

We are members of the church, the gathered people of God, touched by his love, forgiven by his Grace, we are those who have been purchased.  The first Christians, who were Jews, knew well that their history had begun by a redeeming act of God when they were delivered from slavery in Egypt.  Paul talks of Christians as those who have been redeemed from sin.  To the Corinthians he writes, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?  You are not your own; you were bought at a price.”  

Let us go back to the time of Jesus’ crucifixion and look at one of the incidents recorded there.  Luke tells us in chapter 23 “One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: ‘Aren’t you the Christ?  Save yourself and us.’  But the other criminal rebuked him, ‘Don’t you fear God’ he said, ‘since you are under the same sentence?  We are punished justly for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  But this man has done nothing wrong.’  Then he said,  ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’  Jesus answered him, ‘I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.’

Picture the scene – it is the first Good Friday, and two angels are awaiting the first arrival in heaven.  They are speculating about who this great person would be and they had rich robes to clothe him in.  And then he arrives – a dirty, bruised rather uncouth man.  It is the thief to whom Jesus promised fellowship.  The point of this story is that the man deserved nothing, but unlike the other thief he had acknowledged that.  The other thief would not acknowledge his wrongdoing but thought almost that he was entitled to escape.  This thief knew that he deserved all he was getting.  He recognised the sinless Jesus and threw himself upon his grace and mercy.  The death of Jesus was the entrance fee paid for that robber.  That same price was paid for you and me.

As we grow in our knowledge of God’s grace, we recognise also that God calls us to share with others what we know.  We are all receivers of the bounty of God’s grace.  Our gifts, time and money are God’s gifts to us, to be used in part to resource the work of the church, so that others can hear about God’s grace too.

You have received, what sort of a giver are you?  It is a privilege that, through what I give, I am enabled to become more the disciple God wants me to be.




Track 4 – “God’s Word About Giving”

	In our studies related to the whole area of Christian giving, we have so far looked at the Christian’s relationship with Jesus and our response to the cost of our redemption.  In this session we will look at our giving in relation to our obedience to God and the word of God.  Many of our churches do not have enough money to resource their life and mission.  Is this because people are mean or even unthinking?  Probably not, but many are disobedient to what God has to say on the matter, or they do not know what God has to say on the matter.

But in tackling the question of obedience, we need to accept the right of God to demand obedience.  The Bible teaches clearly that God is Sovereign.  Christianity is not a democracy nor is God subject to majority opinion!  Thank God, God is not bound by the decision of men and women.  In the parable of the labourers in the vineyard, in answer to the complaints about the apparent unfairness of the wage structure, the owner of the vineyard asks the question, “Am I not allowed to do what I will with what is mine?”

St Paul takes up the image of the potter used by Jeremiah, when he says in Romans 9 verses 20 and onwards “But who are you, my friend, to answer God back?  A clay pot does not ask the man who made it, “Why did you make me like this?  After all, the man who makes the pot has the right to use the clay as he wishes, and to make two pots from the same lump of clay, one for special occasions and the other for ordinary use.”

From the very opening pages of scripture we are reminded of the demands of God upon those who would be his servants.  We are reminded too that they are the demands, not of a stern potentate, but of a loving father who longs for the best for his children.  The truth is of course that we are rebellious children and much of the time we are like arrogant and self-centred teenagers who know everything and who think their fathers know nothing.

So to obedience in regard to our giving of our money.  This may make some of you feel uncomfortable, may cause some of you to rush to your armoury of excuses and some of you may become angry.  Just ask yourselves, if you are angry, is it because what you are hearing is not true or because the truth actually hurts?

The Jewish people strictly observed the instruction from the Lord about the level of their giving to resource the Lord’s work through the temple.  In Leviticus 27 verse 30 we read “A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord; it is holy to the Lord”.  The tithes supported the work of the church, both in ministry and in supporting the poor and the vulnerable.  Nowadays in Britain the work of supporting the poor and vulnerable is undertaken by the state funded from taxes.  Tithe was Jewish law, but this was changed when Jesus came.  In the letters to the new church we are encouraged to give proportionately according to our means.  Did Paul mean less than 10%?  In Wales, the Bench of Bishops suggest proportionate giving at 5%.  If all committed Christians gave 5% of their net income, there would be more than enough money to fund the church and some left over for the work he wants us to do that we can’t even imagine. 

Let us look at the principle that everything comes from God, and belongs to God and he has first claim upon it.  When the gifts for building the temple at Jerusalem had been brought, David prays, “Yours O Lord is the greatness and the power and the glory and majesty and the splendour, for everything in heaven and on earth is yours.  Yours O Lord is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all.  Wealth and honour come from you; you are the ruler of all things.”  

Here is a prayer that emphasises God’s ownership and God’s Sovereignty.  It is a fact that everything that we have – money, possessions, family, friends, homes etc. are ours on loan.  The difficult point to grasp is that what we return to God for his use ought not to be our decision but an act of obedience to his word.  Just think how much financial resource would be available in your church if every committed Christian in the congregation actually obeyed God’s word in this matter.

Throughout the Bible, we are encouraged to obey God in this matter of our giving and God promises to bless the obedient.  Jesus says “Give and it will be given to you; a good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over twill be poured into your lap.  For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”  Here is a picture of a man buying grain and saying to the seller, “Can’t you get some more in?”  The seller presses it down and gets more in, and then shakes it and gets more in, and the overflow has to be carried home in the buyer’s apron.  That’s a picture of God’s blessing.

That’s what living by faith is all about.  You will never know the truth of God’s promise without stepping out in obedience and faith.  Christians who are faithful and obedient in their giving will testify to the blessings of God.

So how is our giving?  Is it in obedience and faith, or is it just like giving to any charity?  Do we decide to give what we want when we want?  Giving to resource God’s work is not the same as giving to charity.  So ask yourself what your commitment to what you believe really is.  What does the amount you give actually say about the level of your commitment?  Not to put too fine a point on it, do you put your money where your mouth is?


Track 5 – “The Privilege Of Giving”

	So far we have looked at Christian Giving from the point of view of our relationship with Jesus; our response to the cost of our redemption; our obedience to God’s word and in this final study we are looking from the point of privilege.  You will notice that we have not discussed fundraising or collecting money.  There is a vast difference between asking for money and teaching about giving. 

During the course of his missionary work St Paul was moved to do something to help the poor among the Christians in Jerusalem.  He saw this very much as part of the Christian mission at that time.  Following the principle that God’s work is to be resourced by God’s people, he encouraged the people he met on his travels in the new church to contribute to a collection to ease their distress.  

In 2 Corinthians 8, Paul refers to the generosity of the Macedonian Christians when he writes to the church at Corinth, which seemed to have been making all the usual excuses about not contributing to this cause, which was near to Paul’s heart.

Let’s look a little more closely at what Paul is saying and apply it to our own attitude to our giving to resource God’s work.  

How much did you spend last year on your holiday, your hobby, Christmas presents, having your hair done, , eating out etc.  You might not have spent anything on these but think about what you did spend your money on.  How much did you give over the year through your church?  Think about your giving in relation to other outgoings.  You see, for many, their giving through the church has become little more than a ritual or token.  Many people do not give it any thought.  Many feel that by putting a £1 coin on the plate they are actually supporting their church.  This is not a realistic attitude.

Paul goes on that the Macedonians were spontaneous in their response and they actually saw their giving as a privilege.  The more we understand who we are in Christ, the more we recognise that we are a privileged people.  Just think that the God who made the heavens and the earth, the universe in all its vastness and complexity, not only made you but knows you, cares about you, loves you and nurtures you.  Not because you deserve it but out of sheer love.  God calls us to share that love with others, that they may also know it.  And that at root is the mission of the church which we seek to resource by our giving.  The real motivation for their giving sprang from their first act, namely, that they gave themselves first to the Lord.  Realistic, meaningful giving springs from commitment.  The amount you give is actually a statement about the level of your commitment.  

Now to some practical matters.  How do we give?  In Chapter 16 of 1 Corinthians, Paul writes, “so do what I told the Galation churches to do.  On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income..”.

Three principles arise from this short statement.  First there is a call to obedience – doing what we have been told to do.  Second, giving will be a regular commitment and our giving must be part of our overall budgeting.  We should set aside the amount we have decided before we spend our money, rather than hoping there might be a little bit left over when everything else has been paid for.  Third is the principle that our giving should be in direct proportion to our income.  The Governing Body has urged us all to aim for giving 5% of our income to the church.  You may feel you can’t afford to do that.  Those who have taken these principles on board, and who give by them would say you can’t afford not to.  

It is not natural to give, or to want to give.  In our fallen state the attitude, “what’s mine is mine” is what comes naturally.  In our unredeemed state we all have a considerable love affair with money.  But Christians have been touched and changed by the grace and empowering of God.  If each of us were to give with God’s abandon then our local church and every church would no longer be crying out, ‘never enough!’ but instead would rejoice having more than enough to resource the work of God.  

When we get our giving right we have passed a considerable milestone in our Christian life and discipleship.  By God’s grace and mercy, we can begin to experience that great release and freedom from the tyranny of possessions with which mammon would enslave us.























