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Inspiring open handed giving in a tight fisted world




Day Fifteen – The Desire for More can be a Destructive Force to Your Life and Faith

1 Timothy 6:9 “People who want to get rich fall into temptation and many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction, for the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Some people eager for money have wandered from the faith and pierce themselves with many griefs.”

J. Paul Getty was a billionaire and a recluse, later on in his life he lived for wealth. Someone asked him once, “How much is enough?” and he said, “Just a little more.” Have you ever answered the question in your life, how much is enough? If you don’t learn to answer that question, you’ll just keep spending and going for more and more stuff. If you answer the question then all kinds of things can begin to happen for the Kingdom of God. That fellow, Scott, from California, who decided that they wanted to give a million dollars to the Lord; they decided that a $50,000 income was enough. When they decided that they could live fine on the $50,000 a year income that had been entrusted to them, they then were able to give a million dollars to the Lord’s work. In my own life my wife and I have made a decision that a pastor’s salary is enough for us to live in our lifestyle. What happened this last year is that we were five-figure livers but six-figure givers. Why could we do that? We could do that because we answered how much was enough, and we determined that a pastor’s salary was enough for us and our family to meet our needs. God gave more than that, so that allowed us to become not six-figure livers, but six-figure givers. If you pre-determine how much is enough, and if the Lord chooses to bring additional resources into your life, it’s exciting because there’s no telling what He’s going to do to use you to bless others. Hebrews 13:5:

“Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you, never will I forsake you.’”

Our contentment is not in our stuff but in our savior, so we can have contentment. I don’t know if you’ve heard the research on the most expensive vehicle to operate per mile. These days it’s changing a lot with gas prices. Is it a Hummer? Is it a BMW? Is it a Mercedes? Is it a Rolls Royce? Is it a Maserati? No, after all the research was done, do you know what they found? It’s a shopping cart. Just pushing it 50 feet you could spend over $100. Again, we think that stuff will satisfy and it doesn’t. I was talking to someone recently who has a shopping problem. This woman would go shopping with a credit card that she would sign up for and not tell her husband about, and then she would just buy stuff. She would drive around to the back of the mall and rip off all of the tags and put them in the dumpster. Then she would drive home and take all the things she bought and stuff them in closets and drawers so her husband didn’t notice that anything was new. She always made sure that she got the mail ahead of her husband so that he never saw those credit card statements. That’s a problem. That created a mess in their marriage and in their life. You see, getting more stuff doesn’t satisfy. It’s not the high cost of living, it’s the cost of living too high that gets people in trouble. When your outgo exceeds your income, your upkeep will lead to your downfall.
Day Sixteen – In Building Projects, a Large Public Gift and a Group of Leadership Gifts can Glorify God and Result in Great Generosity and Rejoicing

How many of you have been part of a building fund project at your church? If you’re a Christian long enough that’s going to happen; there’s going to be a renovation, an expansion, or relocation. There are a couple things that the Bible gives that are very insightful that are helpful to understand. In the Bible in 1 Chronicles 29, David was raising resources for the temple. He’s gathered a bunch of people, and here’s what he says, “I have gathered as much as I can for building the temple of my God.” Later it says, “Now, because of my devotion to the temple of my God, I’m giving all my private treasures of gold and silver to help with the construction. This in addition to the building materials I have already collected for His holy temple. I am donating gold, silver, and a bunch of other things. Now then, who will follow my example? Who is willing to give to the Lord today?” Then the leaders all gave willingly. They gave gold, silver, bronze, iron and precious stones. The people rejoiced over the offerings, for they had given freely and wholeheartedly to the Lord and King David was filled with joy. In consulting terms this is called a lead gift. David gave a lead gift, a significant gift to get this work started. To build buildings takes some large gifts. This lead gift was used to challenge leaders to gather and pool their resources, and they gave leadership gifts. There was a lead gift and there were leadership gifts, and that pattern has not changed over the generations. I don’t know the history of this building, I don’t know the history of the tabernacle, the dining room, or the sweet shop, but my sense would be that there is someone that gave a very significant gift and there were others that gave very generous leadership gifts. There may have been a whole bunch of people that gave a lot of smaller gifts, but probably 70-90% of these buildings that we enjoy today were because some leader said, “Yes, we are going to give generously.” Just be aware that in your lifetime there will be some unique opportunities you’ll have to give generously to God’s work. Some people say, “I can’t give generously.” When those opportunities come, here’s what you need to do. Think in terms of what you have. Within what you have, there may be something with which you can be more generous. If you’re looking at your income, you say, “We can’t afford to do anything.” It’s not about your income; it may be what you have. That’s what David did and that’s what the leaders did, from what they had they gave. A number of years ago I was part of a church and we started out with eight people in an aerobics room at a YMCA. That was a great place to be for a new, young, small church because in that room there were mirrors all the way around. We looked a lot bigger than we really were because everywhere you looked you saw people, it was great. We moved out of there, we grew to about 300-400 people, and then we tried to buy a racquetball club that was bankrupt in Milwaukee. It had been sitting empty, it was a $2.2 million property, we were saving 15% of our income every week – we’d give 10% and save 15% for a future building project – and within a couple of years we had collected $50,000 just from saving money from the offerings. We had this money, so I went to the bank that owned the racquetball club and I offered them a cash deal. I said, “You’re trying to sell this building for $2.2 million, we’ll give you $50,000 in cash today if you’d sell it to us.” They told me to go away. So I went away and we kept saving our money, and I went back six months later and said, “I’m going to double my offer, we’re going to offer $100,000 for this $2.2 million property.” The guy says, “I told you to go away.” So we went away. I came back several months later and we’d now gotten it up to $200,000 and I came to him and said, “We’re going to double our offer again, four times the original offer, we’re going to offer you $200,000 on this $2.2 million property.” He said, “I told you to go away. As a matter of fact, don’t come back until you have a five in front of the figure.” I said, “I did on the very first offer!” He says, “No, you have to walk in the door with a $500,000 offer.” I said, “You’d sell that $2.2 million building to us for $500,000?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “I’ll make the offer right now.” He said, “Do you have the money?” I said, “No I don’t, I have $200,000 in cash. I’m making the offer right now and we have 90 days. In 90 days, we’ll give you $500,000 for that building.” He said, “Fine, sign the papers.” We signed the papers and had 90 days. It’s a blue-collar, working-class community, nobody wealthy in the group. We gathered the people and said, “From what you have give, we’re going to see if God will be in this.” One of the stories I remember out of that…we were in this building project with no wealthy people, no leaders, no lead gifts, but one gal comes to me and says, “I make minimum wage, I barely make it. I really want to help in this project. I do have this really, really ugly necklace from my great-aunt. She was kind of a wealthy woman so it might be worth something. I’m just wondering, can I give the necklace to the church? I said, “We can’t really use the necklace, but if you can take it somewhere and have it appraised and sold, that would be great if we could get the proceeds from that.” She went and did that and she, with great joy, came with this offering of $2,700 because of an ugly necklace that she would never wear that was stuffed in a drawer. She gave from what she had to this building project. In 90 days we went to the bank and handed them a check for $500,000 cash. Then he said, “You stole that building from us.” I said, “No, we gave you what you wanted, $500,000 cash.” Today it’s a church of about 800 on the south side of Milwaukee. That was a God moment. You have to realize that those moments will come at some times in your life, sometimes multiple times but at least once, and learn to release those resources. December 31st of this year I had a lunch with somebody, he said he wanted to meet with me about giving a big gift. Our church is looking at relocating sometime in the future, we’re right down the street from Garden of the Gods in Colorado Springs; we have a grand total of 67 parking spots and about 600 people that attend the church, so it’s a little challenging. This guy came up to me and said, “I need to tell you a story.” He had a cabin – he called it a cabin -- in Breckenridge, Colorado, and it was really nice. It was on the market for $4 million, eight bedrooms, nine bathrooms, an elevator…but he had had his “cabin” on the market for 4 ½ years and nobody was buying. He moved the price around and nobody bought it. One day he was having lunch with his wife and said, “Maybe the reason God hasn’t had us sell the cabin yet is that we don’t know what we would do with the money.” He owned it debt-free. He said, “What would we do with the money if we got $4 million for this cabin? I would really like to give our church a million dollars for the future relocation.” They wrote that down on a napkin, “I really want to help the poor and the needy, widows and orphans.” They wrote that down on a napkin with an amount. They really wanted to make a change in their residence and they wrote that down. They wanted to do something with an investment property and they wrote that down. They just said, “Wow, for the first time we know what we would do with $4 million if we had it.” It was sitting there 4 ½ years without a single offer. The next day they got an offer, and within three months the house sold and they had a check for $4 million. When I look at that story, I think isn’t God’s timing interesting? It wasn’t until the man declared what he would do with that money that God brought the release. He’s having lunch with me at the end of the year, and he says, “Here’s what I’m thinking. I’m going to give the church $200,000 and then I’m going to take $800,000 and put it in a property, and then someday when the church needs the money you let me know and I’ll sell the property.” I said, “The money is yours, you can do whatever you want with it, but didn’t you say your whole goal was to give a million dollars to the project?” He said, “Yeah.” “And don’t you have that money in the checkbook?” He said, “Yeah.” I said, “It sounds to me that if God put the desire in your heart and then allowed that sale to happen, and God put those funds within your hands, wouldn’t the right thing be to just give the million? Be done with what you’ve vowed unto the Lord rather than give us a little bit and then we might find something, but then we have to wait on you to sell the property. Who knows what the market will be? That sounds messy to me.” He said, “Wow, I hadn’t thought of it like that. Let me go home and pray about it and talk to my wife.” He goes home, prays about it, and talks to his wife. He says, “Brian, can you meet me at 4:00 in the Staples parking lot?” I did, and for the first time in my life I sat with a check in my hand for a million dollars. Our church hasn’t figured out where God is going to have us go yet, but you see how that gift will spur the future of our church. Our church is 113 years old, but the future of our church and congregation is certainly linked to that kind of generous gift.
Day Seventeen – Life Does Not Consist in the Abundance of Your Possessions

Be aware of the cautions about growing indebtedness. We live in a time where the average family has $10,000 in unpaid credit card bills. Most people have no idea of the degree of red ink they’ve racked up over the years. Proverbs 22:7 says:

“Just as the rich rule over the poor, so the borrowers serve unto the lender.”

The Bible does not say you can not borrow. What the Bible says is that you absolutely have to pay it back, and there’s a principle called surety. If you take on an obligation without a sure way to pay, you have violated the principle of surety. That’s what’s happening with a lot of people in America today, they have a home that they can not sell for the amount they owe on it so they’re in a position of surety. There used to be what was called an exculpatory clause in the banking industry which said that if you buy a house and can’t make payments on it, the bank gets the house. In other words, the commitment was collateralized against the asset. The bank would get the house, but you would walk away free. You would have lost what you put into it, but you owe nothing. Today we live in a world where people are upside down, they may have had a $300,000 house, the market today is $210,000, but they owe $260,000 on that house in a four-year swing. They are in a position of surety; they have an obligation with no sure way to pay. The Bible has tremendous cautions about this whole idea of indebtedness, and the reality is that by being intentional you can move out of indebtedness. Warren Buffett, the guy that just gave a billion dollars to the Gates Foundation, made this quote, “If you’re smart then you won’t need debt, if you’re not smart debt will be a poison in your life.” Romans 13:7:

“Give to everyone what you owe them, pay all your debts except the debt of love to one another, you can never finish paying that.”

Psalm 37:21:

“The wicked borrow and never repay, but the godly are generous givers.”

Finally, Proverbs 21:5:

“Good planning and hard work lead to prosperity, but hasty shortcuts lead to poverty.”

One of the things I discovered about indebtedness is that it will sometimes short-circuit what God might have done. He may have had ways to provide things for you, but by going the indebtedness route you miss it. At the camp I was at we were building a lodge, it was almost summer and people had reserved this lodge space, but it wasn’t done. My wife and I had gotten a generous inheritance from her family. At the time we were on missionary support and made about $20,000 a year, but we received this inheritance. There was this board meeting coming up in the spring to discuss, “What are we going to do about the building? The only way to get it done is to borrow.” That was the thinking, “We’re out of money, to get it done we’re going to have to borrow.” Nobody would have faulted us for borrowing, if we went and got a construction loan; it would have been no big deal. That wouldn’t have been a problem, but we were coming up to the board meeting and they’d had a no-debt policy. They had the discussions and nobody knows that Sandi and I had gotten an inheritance. I’m just on missionary support so no one is looking at me for any kind of money. We talked about it and we say, “If they decide to borrow then good, we don’t have to worry about anything. If they decide not to borrow then maybe we need to pray about doing something.” The board makes a decision on the midnight hour before people are coming for the summer not to borrow, and to pray and say, “God, release some funds so we can keep moving.” That night, I’m just wrestling because in my head there’s this $25,000 amount that we should give. It’s more than my salary. I’m wrestling into the morning and I don’t want to let this money go, my hands are tight. I’m not being open-handed; I’m being tight-fisted. This is more money than I’ve ever had in my life, so I don’t want to let this thing go. I’m struggling and finally about 3:00 in the morning I wake up Sandi and say, “Honey, I think God wants us to give $25,000 to that lodge project.” She looks over and says, “Yeah, I agree.” And goes back to sleep. Okay, Lord. So we went in and wrote a check for $25,000, which is more than our annual salary, and that project got finished on time, that gave us the impetus we needed. You see what would have happened if the board would have borrowed? That money would have never been released and it would have gotten a hold of my heart. We were raising money for that racquetball club we were trying to buy, and one guy gave a $5,000 gift. He said, “I hope this helps with the down payment.” I said, “Down payment? We’re trying to buy it for cash.” He said, “Oh, okay, then I’ll give you $15,000.” That quick, $5,000 to $15,000. What was the difference? The difference was we were trusting God to provide, and when he knew that his gift tripled. Guard your heart and realize that you can pray and ask God to make provisions in your life, but the other thing is that if you are ever going to borrow for something, don’t violate the principle of surety. What that’s going to mean is you’re going to have to have a house that truly has value, or have a big enough down payment that you could walk away clean. It’s going to mean that you can’t necessarily buy a new car when you don’t have money for a new car; you may have to buy a used car because if you buy a new car and drive it off the lot you just dropped 25% in value. My wife and I bought a minivan last year that was one year old, and it went down $18,000 in value in one year. If you’re going to live under these principles, one thing is to be praying about things. When I put Christ as the Master in charge of my finances, he took better care of me than my Master Charge ever did. Learn to pray and learn to ask God for His provisions. If you’re ever in a situation where you do need to borrow, don’t violate the principle of surety and take on an obligation without a sure way to pay. If you’re in debt, pay off your debt. If you’re in deep weeds financially, get help. You don’t have to live like that. Daveramsey.com, crown.org, and goodsenseministry.com all have counselors and classes that can help take everyone, I don’t care who you are or how much debt you have or how big your mortgage is, every single person can be 100% debt-free in 3-10 years just by being intentional. Imagine if you didn’t have a single bill to pay every month because of indebtedness, and how that frees you up in your life. Hopefully these are things that challenge you and cause you to think. I am so thankful for the Word of God that it is such a help in this world, and that we can have a life that can make a difference.
Day Eighteen – Give in Proportion to How God Has Blessed You Materially

It’s fascinating that as you look at the scripture it’s very clear that God has given different people different levels of resources. The scriptural principle that should guide all of us continues to come out. Ezra 2:69:

“According to their ability they gave to the treasury for the work.”

Deuteronomy 16:10:

“Bring God a free will offering proportionate to the size of His blessing upon you.”

Mark 12:44:

“They all gave out of their wealth.”

Different degrees of wealth. Acts 11:29:

“The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to help.”

1 Corinthians 16:2:

“Let each one of you give according to how the Lord has prospered you.”

A number of years ago my wife and I were missionaries at this camp, we did not have a very big income, and we were giving to the Lord. I had a desire that started with a desire to want to give more. Our income was only about $15,000 a year at this time. We didn’t have a lot of income, but we were faithfully giving and in our case it was 10%. We were dividing it up, some to missionaries, some to church, some to people in need, and I began to have a desire to give more but I was thinking, “How in the world are we going to give more when we make so little?” I came across this verse, 1 Corinthians 16:2, I actually memorized it in another translation:
“Each of you, on the first day of each week, give according to how the Lord has prospered you.”

I thought about that verse, and one day I said to my wife, “Honey, I think we need to sit down on Sunday nights and count our blessings.” She said, “What do you mean?” I said, “I’m not sure what I mean, but the Bible says in the first day of week, each of us should give according to how God has prospered us. It seems to imply that we should look back on our life over the last seven days and see what God has done and how He has provided for us.” On the first Sunday night we did that, I took out a piece of paper and a pen and I said, “How did God provide?” That particular week we had gotten our missionary salary, it was very small but we wrote that down. We said, “Well, what else happened this week?” That particular week we went out to dinner with some friends and I had decided that we were going to pick up the tab, but when it came they grabbed it ahead of us and they paid for the meal and we weren’t able to. I had had in my mind, “We’re going to pick up that tab.” I think it was about $40. We wrote down that financial blessing that came in. That same week I had gone to my secretary’s house, she had a used bicycle that I was going to buy. She told me she had wanted to sell it for $50 and when I went to get the bicycle she said, “You know, just have the bicycle. My trash becomes your treasure, I’m not going to charge you for it, I’m just happy to get rid of it and get it out of my garage.” Here I had prepared to spend $50 and she allowed me to have that bicycle. That week I think I’d gotten a little bit of birthday money and I’d also done a little speaking at a tiny church and they gave me a little honorarium. That Sunday night as we sat there, we said, “There was our income, and then there was the dinner, the bicycle, the birthday cash, and the honorarium.” When we added it up we had our salary, but then we had $150 of blessings that came into our life based off of those little things that happened. We said, “That was God’s provisions in our life.” We decided, “Let’s take 10% of our expected income and give that to the local church.” We did that, and then we said, “We had this $150 of blessings, let’s take 10% of that and send it to a missionary in Malaysia.” Next Sunday, same thing, we sat back and looked out how God provided. Was there any blessing, savings, discount, or extra cash? We would write down, week by week, Sunday night by Sunday night, how did God provide for us? At the end of the year I was going over our finances and we made $15,000 and then when I looked, we had given $1,500 to our local church. Then I started adding up the blessings fund, and I realized that we gave an additional $2,500 to missions work, the needy, and to different causes that God led us to give to, so on a $15,000 a year income we gave $4,000. When I realized that, I thought the calculator must be broken. There’s no way you can afford to give $4,000 on a $15,000 per year salary. I looked back and sure enough, we had. Then I realized that we had a $15,000 salary, we had $2,500 given from blessings so that meant that we had $25,000 in blessings that we were able to record and specifically identify financial blessings that came into our life. We began to do this year after year, and every single year it doubled and tripled our giving. The amazing part of that, what happened with that experience is that we discovered that God is so much bigger than a paycheck. He may use a paycheck, but his ability to provide for you is so much bigger than a paycheck. We were very encouraged by that. We were sharing this a couple of years later with some friends in California and they said, “That’s a really cool story, but you’re a special Christian because you’re a missionary. We’re just normal Christians and God never works in our life in that way.” We were the special Christians so our halos were shining; he was just a normal Christian so his was a little rusty. They were showing us their house, they’d just moved into a new subdivision, and he had been telling me that when he went to put in a sprinkler system at their house, they had gotten a special deal and had gotten half price on the sprinkler system. He was also pointing out to me that his house was the only house on the entire street that had trees. I said, “Why do you have trees and nobody else?” He said, “I’m not quite sure. We were going to buy some tress, but the city drove down the street one day and planted trees then moved on.” Then we were sitting at their dining room table and he said, “Hey, I need to tell you the story about this table. We had saved money to buy a new dining room table, and just when we got ready to buy a dining room table Julie’s parents bought us one so we didn’t have to spend a dime.” I said to him, “Do you remember how I said God blessed us and we were giving off the blessings and you said that that’s because we were missionaries? We were special Christians and you were normal Christians and God never did anything in your life?” He said, “Yeah, he doesn’t.” I said, “What about the trees?” He said, “What about them?” “What about the sprinklers and the table?” “What about them?” I said, “That are the blessings of God. God graciously, kindly, provided for you.” He says, “You were talking about that kind of stuff?” I said, “Yes.” He said, “I’ve never thought of that as coming from God.” I said, “Those are all blessings from God.” Six weeks later we get a letter from him with a check, and he said, “You won’t believe it, we’ve been starting to look and see what God is doing and providing, and we’re amazed at what He’s doing. We’re going to start supporting your ministry out of what God is doing in our life through these financial blessings. We never gave like this before, as generously as this, because we never looked to see what God had done.” They began to support our ministry at that time. A couple of years ago I’m sitting in my office at church and one of my elders comes to see me, he’s about 87 years old, and his wife had just recently died. He said, “Brian, I need to talk to you. I have a little problem; my son is a little upset with me. My son was going over the finances after my wife died and he said, ‘Dad, you’ve got to stop giving like you’re giving! You can not afford to give like you’re giving on a fixed income.’ What do you think I should do? I vowed to the Lord 60 years ago that I would give off whatever income I had, and now my son is telling me that I can’t.” I said, “Tell me the numbers.” He told me the numbers, and I said, “Your son is technically correct, you can’t afford to give off what you have because what you have is not enough. Here’s what I’d like you to do, take this Count Your Blessings flier and just decide. Maybe what you need to do is every Sunday night look back to how God provided.” He said, “I think that’s a good idea.” He took that little flier home and every Sunday night looked at how God had provided. He told me months later, “I’ve never given so much in my entire life. I’m just seeing God provide, bless me, encourage me, and help me. It’s amazing what God is doing to take care of my needs, when my social security can’t do it God can do it. I’m so glad God is bigger.” One of the stories he told me, he said, “You’ll never believe this. I had a friend who is elderly and his wife is elderly and he was sickly and his wife needed a little bit of help. She needed someone to come over and stay at their house. She would go to bed early and she needed someone to give her husband medicine at about 10:00 at night and about 7:00 the next morning and she just wasn’t up for that. Out of the kindness of my heart, I said I could do it.” They had a guest room so he would go sleep in the guest room. After he was doing that a week or two, the wife came to him and said, “You know what? Under our insurance policy you’re considered a caregiver, and we’re going to have to start paying you.” He said, “I got paid to sleep at this person’s house! All I did was give him medicine at 10:00 and 7:00 and I slept in the bed. I made more money per hour doing that then what I’d done in my entire life. I can’t believe how God is providing for me. I have more resources to give with than I ever have in my 80+ years of living by learning to count my blessings.” We’re to give in proportion to how God has blessed us materially. The problem with so many is that we never look; we don’t see things as coming from the hand of God.
Day Nineteen – Women Play a Significant Part in Giving to God’s Work

Luke 8:3 talks about different women that, out of their own resources, supported the ministry of the Lord Jesus. A friend of mine, Sandi’s best friend, is named Donna and she’s from the Twin City area. One day she had a burden to help a particular ministry among the needy and she talked to her husband about it, and he did not want to support it. He said, “I don’t feel burdened by that, I don’t want to support that, I’m not interested in that, and I don’t want our money going to that.” She said, “Okay.” He said, “If you want to support it then go ahead, but you do it with the resources you have.” She determined that there were things that she could do, and one of those things was that she was always getting Starbucks on the way to work every day, she worked at Bethel University. She decided, “I’m just going to have coffee at home and the difference between what I was paying and what I’m paying at home, I’m going to give that to that particular ministry.” She was giving a couple hundred dollars a month simply by having her coffee at home instead of through the drive-through. Sometimes women will say to me, “Brian, you’re talking about giving, but you don’t understand. My husband won’t let me give; he won’t allow me to give.” I always tell women, “Do you have any resources that you have freedom over?” It might be birthday money, Christmas money, grocery money, your own income, or whatever it is. I said, “Don’t worry about the big picture, worry about being generous from whatever you have control over.” Learn to be a giver. Mark 14:3:
“A woman came with an alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, worth a year’s wages, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and poured the perfume on Jesus’ head.”

Extravagant giving. This woman took…what’s a year’s wages for you? I don’t know what that is, but this woman took that and poured it out on the Lord Jesus. She gave generously, gave extravagantly, and sometimes God calls us to extravagant giving. One of the most wonderful stories I know about a woman giving was actually a young girl, and she gave all she had. The story is a true story, the missionary in this story, John Bechtel, was a missionary with the Christian Missionary Alliance of Hong Kong for a number of years. John Bechtel had a burden for starting a camp to reach young people for Christ in Hong Kong. If you know anything about Hong Kong, the real estate there is tremendously expensive, just unbelievable. Fifteen years ago, one square foot of real estate was worth $10,000 in Hong Kong. John had a burden to start this camp, and he found out about a hotel and resort conference center that had gone bankrupt. It was going to be a real steal because it was only several million dollars, I think it was originally valued at $30-$40 million and he was going to get it for several million. He was so excited because land doesn’t become available in Hong Kong very easily, so he made an offer on the property. He came back to America and talked to people about supporting this, they said, “That’s great. That’s wonderful and we’re going to pray for you, and we know God is going to help you.” You know what? Nobody gave. They all said they’d pray, they all said they’d think about it, they all said they’d talk about it – I was once in a fund-raising trip like that, I talked to 25 people about a funding effort and 24 of them said, “No, we’re not interested.” One guy did help and I thank God for him, but I understand what John Bechtel went through. When he got back to Hong Kong he was pretty discouraged because the closing was coming up and he didn’t have any money. He didn’t get one dollar, and he’s got a closing coming up on this $40 million property that he can get for several million, and he doesn’t know what he’s going to do. He gets back to Hong Kong and there’s a letter from a little girl. She says, “Dear Mr. Bechtel, I understand that you want to get a camp for children in Hong Kong, so I want to give you all my money so you can buy that camp.” In that letter she taped four quarters, one dollar. This little girl had taped all her money on the letter and said, “Mr. Bechtel, I want you to buy this camp.” The people call him about the closing and they said, “Mr. Bechtel, do you have all of your money?” and his answer was, “Yes, I have all of my money.” He didn’t tell them that all of his money was one dollar, but that’s what he had. He scheduled the closing, he thought maybe God was going to come through at the midnight hour and at the last second, last moment, or last minute somehow provide, maybe it was going to get wired. He scheduled the closing and watched the wire, watched the bank, and checked the mail and nothing ever came. On the day of the closing he goes to meet with the board of directors at the closing, and he has this letter from this little girl with the four quarters. They said, “Mr. Bechtel, do you have all your money?” He says, “Yes I do, it’s right here.” He holds up this letter and they said, “Let us see it.” They see the letter and say, “Mr. Bechtel, are you serious? Is this a game? Are you playing with us?” He said, “No, I’m not playing with you, it’s all the money I have. This little girl gave me a dollar and told me to buy the camp for children in Hong Kong.” “Mr. Bechtel, we’d like you to leave the room please. This isn’t what we were expecting; we were expecting several million dollars on the table, not a letter from a little girl with a dollar taped to it.” They had him leave the room and he sat outside for about a half-hour and finally they called him back in. They said, “Mr. Bechtel, we want you to know that we are considering this deal done and we are accepting this letter and this little girl’s one dollar as payment in full for this camp.” The little girl said to buy the camp for the children in Hong Kong, and they signed the papers. John Bechtel was the owner of a multi-million dollar hotel and conference center and within several years it was a camp where over 100,000 people had come through its doors and over 10,000 people came to Christ. It was the generosity of a little girl who sent a dollar to John Bechtel in Hong Kong to buy a camp. There’s no telling what God is going to do with your willingness to be generous. When you step up to the plate with whatever it is you have and whoever you are – whether you’re a woman, a child, whether you have much, or whether you have little – we don’t know what God is going to do, but there was a little boy one time with five loaves and two fishes and that was enough for Jesus to feed 15,000…5,000 men, and if there were 5,000 men there were at least 10,000 women and children somewhere on the grounds. Don’t ever underestimate what God is willing to do with people who are willing to be generous with whatever they have.
Day Twenty – Beware of Greed, Hoarding, or Selfishness in Your Life

Luke 12:15:

“Beware, don’t be greedy for what you don’t have, real life is not measured be how much you own.”

The reality is that we live in a society where we have so much. I was helping a good friend of mine move one time and he was laughing because he said, “When I got married everything I had fit in a Chevy Vega, now it took seven trips with the biggest truck I could find.” That’s just life, you get married and stuff just starts flowing toward you. I think of a gal named Edee who lived in Brookfield, Wisconsin. She had a beautiful home, it was almost like a Parade of Homes, it was a gorgeous home. She had a palace in the suburbs that was absolutely beautiful, but what people didn’t know about Edee is that though she had this beautiful home, this palace was a prison because about 60% of their income went to pay for it. They couldn’t go out to dinner or go on vacation, they couldn’t do a lot of things and they couldn’t be generous givers because this home just sucked the dollars out of their life. Edee was at a retreat where I was speaking and at the end of the retreat she said, “Brian, we’ve got to do something.” She could barely speak, she said, “We’re so tied up in this home and it’s destroying us. It’s destroying our family, our marriage, and our children. The other day my little girl was out playing and she fell down and ripped her pants. She came into the house and I just came unglued, I was screaming at my 3-year-old because she ripped her pants and we didn’t have money to buy her new pants. I came unglued because of the financial pressures.” After that retreat she said, “We’ve got to make changes, I don’t care what it takes, we can’t live like this any longer.” They decided to put their palace on the market and they sold it and sold off a lot of those beautiful furnishings. They moved into a working-class neighborhood on the west side of Milwaukee in a duplex and they rented the upstairs for $600 a month. I was talking to her a couple of months later and said, “How are you doing? Isn’t that kind of hard? You went from that beautiful Parade of Homes kind of home and now you’re in a duplex in a working-class neighborhood.”  She said, “No, it’s wonderful! You wouldn’t believe it. One thing, you remember the story about my daughter? In this neighborhood she rips her pants, who cares? No one cares in this neighborhood; just put a patch on the pants. We’re going on our first family vacation to Fort Wilderness; we haven’t gone on a family vacation in a number of years. My husband and I are going on date nights now because we have some resources to work with. I don’t have to care for that big, fancy home and I don’t have to show it off anymore. I’m as free as I’ve ever been; I thank God for the changes in our life.” A few months later -- her husband was an executive with General Electric -- there was a change in leadership in Europe and they came to the executives in GE and said, “We need an executive to move immediately to Paris, France. We’re going to put them up in a beautiful home, they’ll be giving leadership to GE in France, but we need someone to go now.” Guess who was available to go? Guess who was living in a rental property with most of their furniture gone? Edee, her husband, and their children. They went to France for four years, they got involved in a church plant and saw many Parisians come to Christ, and they said, “It was so wonderful to be able to serve the Lord.” You see, they were shackled by their lifestyle, and when they unshackled that lifestyle they were free to go and do what God wanted them to do. Sometimes we don’t realize how much we’re in bondage to our stuff. Edee realized, “You know what? There’s a better way to live.” James 5:1:
“Now listen you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that has coming upon you, your wealth has rotted and moths have eaten your clothes.”

Sometimes that’s what people need to do in their life. Sometimes we look at our life and say, “Our houses aren’t big enough for all of our stuff.” So we think the answer is that we need bigger houses or need more storage units and so forth. I tell people, “De-accumulate. If you’re not using it any longer, give it to someone who needs it.” I was sharing this one time in a church and this woman came up to me afterwards and was quite upset, she was very angry with me. She said, “Brian, I really can’t believe what you’re saying. All the stuff I have is way too good to throw out.” I said, “I’m not asking you to throw anything out if it’s good, but you could probably release it. If you don’t need it anymore, you could give it to someone who needs it.” She said, “I’m not going to throw away perfectly good stuff.” I said, “What are you referring to?” She said, “Up in my attic I have beautiful old furniture for a baby’s bedroom. It has a beautiful crib and all that.” I said, “Let me ask you something – how old are you?” She said, “You’re not supposed to ask a woman her age, Brian. If God doesn’t care about a woman’s age, neither should you.” I said, “What do you mean by that?” She said, “Don’t you know your Bible? God talks about a man’s age but He never talks about a woman’s age. Only once did he talk about a woman’s age, and that was Sarah. You shouldn’t be asking me that kind of question.” I said, “Okay. Are you over 80?” “Yes, I’m over 80.” “You don’t need baby stuff any more.” “Well, it’s perfectly good stuff.” “I know it’s perfectly good stuff, I’m sure it’s beautiful stuff, but in this church there are some young couples that don’t have two nickels to rub together. They would never be able to afford baby furniture, and they’ve got babies. You could be a blessing if you would open your hands and give what you have to them. You could be used by God; they will praise God for that kind of provision.” She said, “Well, I never thought about that.” “Maybe it’s time to open your hands with some of this stuff you have that you no longer need and release it into this world and be a blessing to others for what God wants to do.” In all of our lives, we could go home and open our hands to stuff that we no longer need. Throw some of it away, give some to Goodwill or Salvation Army, give some of it to someone who needs it, but you will be a blessing to them and you’ll bless your own life as you learn to not continue to take things unto yourself, but learn to live open-handed in this tight-fisted world. Trust that maybe there’s a stone in this river of truth that you can say, “We need to do something.”
Day Twenty-One – Give Careful Thought to Your Financial Practices and Never Neglect God’s House and Servants

Every once in a while God raises up a generation to inspire people to live generously, in Haggai’s day as well as today. This could be America today: 

“Is this a time for you to be living in your paneled houses while this house remains a ruin?” 
This is what the Lord Almighty says:
“Give careful thought to your ways…”

Your financial ways and your giving ways.

“You have planted much but you have harvested little. You eat, but you never have enough. You drink, but you never have your fill. You put on clothes, but you are not warm. You earn wages only to put them in a purse with holes in it.”

In other words, they’re making money, they’re doing all this activity and the money is just flowing through their life. The Lord Almighty says, 

“Go up to the mountains and bring down timber and build a house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored. You expected much, but see it turned out to be little.”

That’s what taxes and inflation will do to you.

“What you brought home I blew away.”

God says that when people are neglecting loving God and being generous with the things of God, all that they’re scrambling for and working for is disappearing, literally flowing through their fingers. It’s going through their pockets and if they do have anything left, God says he blows on it and there’s nothing left.
“’Why?’ declares the Lord Almighty, ‘Because my house remains a ruin while each man is busy with his own house. Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their due and the earth its crops. I call for a drought on the fields and mountains, on the grain, new wine, the oil, whatever the ground produces, on men, on cattle, and on the labor of your hands.’”

God says that when His people forget about being generous, forget about the work of God, forget about the house of God and concern themselves with their own house, God says that He will just bring leanness to that experience and to their land and their lives. A friend of mine worked at Home Depot, and he was telling me that the average Home Depot store grosses – this is every single store in America – one million dollars a week per store. That’s just Home Depot; there’s Lowe’s, Menard’s, there’s lumber yards, and Wal-Marts. We are spending an astronomical amount for our houses. The interesting thing about that is when you go into one of these stores, or at least I do, we’ll walk in there with an expectation that we’re going to do something and we don’t even really think about the money. We’ll go buy a faucet for $100, a door for this, a window for that, or whatever it is we need. We will drop hundreds of dollars for our houses in those stores and we won’t even think about it. Now imagine for a moment that there was a missionary in your church and the pastor got up and said, “We’re going to take an offering for a missionary, and I want each one of you to consider giving at least $100-$400.” If a pastor did that in America today people would be shocked. People would be angry and would leave that church. They would say, “Who does he think he is?” We would be so stunned and shocked if somebody was going to ask us to invest in the things of God at that kind of level. Yet, we do it for our houses without even thinking about it. We don’t even give it a consideration and we will spend hundreds and thousands in a couple of trips for the patio, the yard, the garden, the kitchen, the living room, for whatever. What Haggai was raised up by God to say was, “Folks, think about what you’re doing, think about what you’re neglecting.” There’s nothing wrong with having a nice home and having things in your home, that’s not what I’m saying here, but when we do that to the neglect of thinking about the things of God and the work of God then there’s something wrong. There truly has to be a balance to these things. Exodus 22:29, God says:
“You must be prompt in giving me the tithe.”

You must be prompt in giving the tithe, being a faithful giver. I know some people have had trouble. I’ve referenced the idea of a tithe and for some of you it’s no problem at all, I’m preaching to the choir, you’re like, “That was a settled issue decades ago.” For others it’s like, “We’re New Testament Christians, we’re grace Christians.” Here’s what I’ll tell you, grace always trumps law. Was the tithe in the Old Testament? Yes. Was it part of the law? Yes. Actually there were three different tithes in the Old Testament, if you added them all up they added to 23 1/3%, but the tithe even pre-dates the law because Jacob made a spiritual decision. Nobody made him do it, he was out in the wilderness by himself, and he said, “Now that I know you’re really God, I’m going to give a tenth to you.” Abraham takes the spoils in a great battle and gives a tenth to Melchizedek. Jesus commends the tithe in the gospels. In the book of Acts they don’t talk about a tithe, they talk about anyone who had houses and land selling them. Grace trumped law. The Bible says, “There were no needy people among them.” People just took their resources that they didn’t actively need, and they released them for the Kingdom of God. Paul talks about the Macedonians, they gave far beyond their ability and they did it with joy and expectation. How does this work in real life? Let me flesh it out. I’ve sat with people in my office that had tens of thousands of dollars of indebtedness. We go over it – this is their income, this is all their debts, this is their lifestyle choices. I go through this with them, I sit down and go through all the numbers and then ask them a question, “Will you begin to give at least 10% to God’s work every time you get paid?” They’re kind of like, “Excuse me? Look at the mess we’re in!” Here’s what I tell them, “You’re absolutely right, you are in a mess. You’re in such a mess we can’t spreadsheet a solution for your mess; I have no way to get you out of it. I can’t put it on an Excel spreadsheet and say this is the way to do it.” They say, “Yet you tell us to give?” “Yes.” “Why?” I said, “Here’s why: you need all the help of heaven to get out of this mess. The only way I know to truly invite God into your finances is to say, ‘God, when we get paid we’ll first give to you.’” One guy said, “I don’t know if I can trust God, what if He doesn’t take care of me?” I said, “He’ll do a better job than you’re doing by yourself, look at the mess you’re in!” Folks, these are true stories. I’ve had people that have said, “Really? Okay, we’ll start.” I’ve had other people say, “No way, we’re not going to do it.” The really amazing thing is that the people who have said, “Okay, we’re going to start doing things God’s way and looking for God’s wisdom, direction, leading, and provision.” Within 1-4 years they’re out of all their indebtedness. Those others that have said, “No way, we’re not going to do that.” I say, “I can’t help you then, I don’t have any human solutions.” They say, “We’ll go find someone else.” I see those people 1-6 years later and, “How are you doing?” “We’re worse than we ever were when we saw you.” I remember one guy, George, who said, “I don’t think God is going to take care of me.” I said, “George, He’ll do better than you’re doing.” George got a paycheck and he wrote a check for $44 and he’s a little scared. That week his wife happens to be going to the dentist. She goes to the dentist and the front desk gal said, “Don’t you owe us some money?” She’s like, “Yeah, we do. We have so many bills; we’ll get you something soon.” The gal says, “Just a minute.” She goes over to the bill area and looks at the bill and it was $45, something like that, and she said, “You know what? We’ll just skip it; we’ll just consider this paid.” She comes home and tells George and they can’t believe it, they’ve never had anything good like this happen in their life, but it was right on the heels of them making a decision to give. The next time George got paid he told me that he decided to double that amount; he went up to $88. He said, “Wow, look what the Lord did last time! Maybe He’ll do it again.” He writes a check for $88 and looked through all his bills and got really worried, there wasn’t a single bill for $88. He wrote the check and called me a couple weeks later, and said, “Brian, I haven’t balanced our checkbook in two or three years, so the other day I balanced it and we had about $90 to the good.” I said, “Wow, what a coincidence.” A couple weeks later he called me and their washer and dryer broke. They couldn’t get it fixed, they didn’t have the money, but they said, “Okay, we’re not going to charge things anymore.” So they did a really novel thing, they prayed. They didn’t go to Sears and put it on a credit card, they said, “God, we don’t have money to fix the washer and dryer or buy new ones. In the past we would have just gone out and put it on credit cards because we have to have a washer and dryer, they both broke the same week. Brian, I was helping a neighbor move, he was moving out of state. We loaded up this semi and get everything in there, we stuff everything in and close the back door on the semi, and all of a sudden the guy says, ‘Oh! The washer and dryer are in the basement.’” They go down and get the washer and dryer in the basement, and no matter what they did they couldn’t get them in the truck. The guy has about an hour to move out of state. The guy says, “Hey George, do you know anyone that needs a washer and dryer?” George says, “We do!” “They’re two years old, $50 and they’re yours.” That never happened before, but George and his wife never prayed before. Now they began to see God work. Another gal came to me one time and said, “I really want to start giving, but I’m looking at my finances and I can give to God, I can eat, or I can pay my rent. I can do any two of those – eat, pay rent, and give.” I said, “Which two do you want to do?” She said, “I really want to give, and I think I better eat…but then I don’t have any money for an apartment.” I said, “Then you better pray for a free place to live.” She said, “Can you do that?” I said, “If you’re giving to God you can. If you’re giving to God then yes, you can pray and we will pray with you.” She said, “Okay, I’ll start praying for a free place to live.” A few weeks later she moved in with Sandi and I. We had built an addition on our home, it was a debt-free home, and when we built the addition -- it was a bedroom and a living room kind of thing – we decided to put a whole mini-apartment underneath our expansion. It had a separate kitchenette, a little living room, a bathroom, a master bedroom, and a little area for kids to sleep. We built this thing for missionaries, but no missionaries ever came. What it became is a debtor’s prison. See, all these people in debt that really wanted to get out of debt, we’d say, “You can live downstairs for free.” They say, “Really?” “Yeah, get out of wherever you are, and get on top of your finances. Come and live downstairs for as many months as you need. We don’t care, it’s there.” We lived open-handed in a tight-fisted world. We had a single mom who was pregnant and was going to have a baby who lived down there. We had this girl who took months to get out of debt. We had a couple with two babies that lived in that debtor’s prison and they got themselves out of debt. It started with them saying, “We want to give to God, we want to see God lead us and provide for us.” Give careful thought to your financial practices and never neglect God’s house and servants.
