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Squeezing Through the Needles Eye

Introduction

(The rich, the top 1/5th of Americans) say, "How am | going to
let someone know I0m successful? The Newman-Marcus catalogue
offers a “Sony limited Edition GMC Suburban.O Price Tag:
$72,975.00 (the package includes invitations to attend special Sony
entertainment events throughout the coming year.)

(Newsweek, Jan. 5, 1998)

No matter what measuring rod you use, the United States of America is the most
aff3uent nation in the world. Some analysts say that while we have only 5% of the
world's population, we possess and control nearly 50% of the world's wealth.

Technological and Pnancial sophistication has made every American rich, at least by
comparison to people in any other country in the world. Even those Americans who live
on what our government calls the "Poverty Level" are much more aff3uent than the poor
in other countries. With careful management, they can afford to live in adequate
housing, to own cars, to wear designer jeans, and indulge themselves in various
pleasures and vices.

There are certainly wealthy people in many less afRuent nations, but much of that
wealth has been accumulated on the docile backs of very poor laborers. In nations as
prosperous as Japan and Germany, wages for common, and even skilled labor do not
match that of American workers. Housing does not come up to our standards, and
Pnancial security is often at risk where unstable governments are in place. In many
third-world countries, the relative differentiation between the haves and the have-nots
is inordinately wider than in the United States.

The impact of free market capitalism in western democratic nations has contributed
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to the collapse of artibcially managed economies, such as the Soviet Union and its
satellite nations, plunging their citizens into desperate poverty. Inf3ation is out of control
in many of these nations, and the poorer people suffer greatly from lack of the
necessities of life.

Many Americans simply shrug their shoulders when reminded of this disparity of
wealth in the world. They see no reason why they should concern themselves about
these matters. Even prosperous American Christians choose simply to thank God for
their fortune, and continue their selpsh practice of accumulating many luxuries
(sometimes calling them necessities), thus providing for themselves a standard of living
that is far above that of the rest of the world.

This excellent standard of living is probably due to several factors.

(1) We have inherited from our forefathers traditions of freedom, hard work, and the
customary reinvestment of capital, so that we are the benebciaries of their Pnancial
acumen. (It has also helped that America is rich in natural resources.)

(2) Our founding fathers were wise enough to invent a government structure that is
stable, and that caters indirectly to the economic system of capitalism.

(3) Our isolation from less aff3uent parts of the world has kept us relatively ignorant
of their desperate condition.

The outcome of these factors is that patriotic pride in our nation's Pnancial stability
and prosperity has made us insensitive and haughty toward the rest of the world.
During the period of prosperity following World War Il (an event that impoverished
our allies, but which enriched us even more), many Americans became increasingly able
to travel to other lands, 3aunting their wealth, and lavishly spending their excess, just
to make a show of visiting the wonders of the ancient lands. They wallowed in
luxurious modes of travel, and stayed in luxury hotels far above the poor hovels that
housed the ill-fed and ill-clothed masses in those countries. They poured their tourist
dollars by the billions into economies hungry for a stable currency.

It is embarrassing to have to say that many American Christian tourists also follow
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this pattern, and display this image of great wealth. They have prospered, just as the
others do, and, like them, consistently use their prosperity for self-indulgence. They do
not allow their knowledge of the teaching of the Lord on the subject of money to sway
them from their chosen course, and many make repeated trips abroad, often to Bible
Lands, in imitation of the self-indulgent pattern of other aff3uent tourists.

A few...a very few...American Christians sacribPce many customary comforts, in order
to carry the message of the Gospel to foreign lands. Supporting churches, without
consideration for the bad impression made on foreigners, provide them with support on
a level almost compatible with those who stay "at home." The small cut in salary they
receive to work in foreign belds is termed a “sacribce.O Unfortunately, some Christian
evangelists abroad continue to live on the scale they had enjoyed in the States, but
others Pnd their support to be extravagant, since their living expenses in foreign lands
were much less than at home. They wisely use the excessive support they receive, above
and beyond the cost of living, for expenses that will enhance the work.

Anyone familiar with the work done by the Lord's people in foreign lands knows
that the image of "rich America" often accompanies the evangelists, and causes many
newborn Christians in those lands to long for the afRuence they observe in the living
standard of the evangelists working among them. The evangelists, in turn, long to help
these people in material ways. Talented young native men are provided passage to
America by generous Christians, and are sent to college to prepare them as preachers.
Most return to their own land, in order to work for the Lord, but are usually supported
from American churches on a level much higher than those they serve.

Liberal and so-called "progressive" churches often enhance this trend by pouring
American wealth into foreign lands to build church buildings, establish medical clinics,
and to provide schools. This is undoubtedly motivated by Christian compassion, but it
often evolves into an attempt to Americanize, to raise the level of material benebts for
these new Christians. When native preachers in those lands asked for support, many

churches could not perceive how those men could live on the Pnancial level common in
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those countries, and often sent support that was many times that which was needed. In
the Philippines, for instance, in the years when the average wage in that country was
about $50.00 a month, | am personally acquainted with a church that sent $150.00 a
month to a preacher, and marveled that a family could live on that little amount. (In that
same period, they were paying their local preacher $850.00 a month!) This sort of
generosity corrupted some of the preachers in the Philippines, and allowed them to live
in comparative luxury, far above the level of their fellow Christians. It is certain that
other examples can be given from other lands.

It would probably take a Solomon to devise the proper policy to be employed in
correcting these problems. However, "a greater than Solomon is here" in the person of
the Lord Jesus Christ, and He has authorized his Apostles and Prophets to speak His
words to us. He has taught many things, both personally, and by delegation to His
servants, that deal with money, and its use. He has also taught us about the dangers of
self-indulgence, and the need for self-control. The management of mammon is a vital
part of His revelation, and we have not heeded the principles He has established for our
benebt, and His. American Christians may have much to answer for in the Judgment
regarding these things. It is time for repentance.

If we pride ourselves on being New Testament Christians, “people of the book,O or
“faithful,O or “sound in the faith,0 we need to begin another reformation that is
compatible with the LordOs principles of being “faithful in unrighteous mammon.O This

is the intent of this essay.



Squeezing Through the Needles Eye

Chapter One
"Thus saith the Lord...."

"Jack's Portfolio:
1 classic Mustang
3 sets of golf clubs
4 granddaughters
1 condo in Naples
$493,268 in Investor's Trust"

(Bank advertisement inviting depositors....)

I What a heritage we have! We in the church of the Lord have been delivered from
denominational errors by the strong polemic preaching of sound, faithful evangelists.
We have become a Bible-centered people, seeking a "Thus saith the Lord" for all we say
and do. If pride were permissible in Christians, we could say that we are proud to be a
people that completely trusts the sufpciency and authority of the New Testament of
Jesus Christ.

I But, If we make Colossians 3:17 our text, and apply the authority of Christ to all that
we say and do, how is it that we have totally failed to grasp the teaching of Christ and
His apostles on the subject of Stewardship? Why do we delude ourselves into
supposing that our management of the wealth that God has put in our hands is
acceptable to Him? Do we practice the self-deception that troubled the children of
Israel? They were warned against forgetting God, when they became aff3uent.

I "Beware that you do not forget the Lord your God by not keeping His
commandments and His ordinances and His statutes which | am commanding you
today; otherwise, when you have eaten and are satisbed, and have built good houses
and lived in them, and when your herds and your 3ocks multiply, and your silver and

gold multiply, and all that you have multiplies, then your heart will become proud and
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you will forget the Lord your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of
the house of slavery. He led you through the great and terrible wilderness, with its bery
serpents and scorpions and thirsty ground where there was no water; He brought water
for you out of the rock of Rint. In the wilderness He fed you manna which your fathers
did not know, that He might humble you and that He might test you, to do good for

you in the end. Otherwise, you may say in your heart, 'My power and the strength of
my hand made me this wealth.' But you shall remember the Lord your God, for it is He
who is giving you power to make wealth, that He may conbrm His covenant which He
swore to your fathers, as it is this day"(Deuteronomy 8:11-18).

In this passage, we see that the children of Israel passed from the rigors of slavery,
not into luxurious freedom, but into a time of testing by the Lord, who "humbled" them
for their good. Very few American Christians living today have experienced this sort of
testing. Oh, sure, there are those who still tell horror stories about the "Great
Depression," and how they survived it. Yet, even in that period of Pnancial testing, one
comedian could joke that "Americans are the only people in the world that could go to
the poorhouse in an automobile.” The Depression was a time when people learned that
the necessities of life were all that mattered. Christians shared their limited resources
with others, and no one starved to death who had such a spiritual family to support
them.

Yet, it also can be said that even during that notorious Pnancial crash, few Christians, if
any, were reduced to making sacribces equivalent to those made by afRuent members of
the Jerusalem church in another time when many were in want (Acts 4:32 37). Barnabas,
one of them, a Levite, having already surrendered his right to receive support from the
Tithe of Israel by becoming a Christian, went one step more and sold his property to
support the hungry. What Christian today can tell of any similar sacribce among his
contemporaries?

American Christians came out of the depression armed with the same liberty they had

when they went into it---to invest and work hard. The fruits of their labor helped them
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to recover what they had lost. There was little real hardship among them during that
time, compared to the hardships suffered by the saints of old in their propogation of the
Gospel. The Apostle Paul speaks of lacking even necessities, and of being in real
stomach-shrinking want (2 Corinthians 6:4). He managed his wants by developing a

spirit of contentment in every experience. He wrote to the faithful Philippians....

"Not that | speak from want, for | have learned to be content in whatever
circumstances | am. | know how to get along with humble means, and | also know how
to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance | have learned the secret of being
blled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. | can do all
things through Him who strengthens me. Nevertheless, you have done well to share
with me in my aff3iction. You yourselves also know, Philippians, that at the prst
preaching of the gospel, after | left Macedonia, no church shared with me in the matter
of giving and receiving but you alone; for even in Thessalonica you sent a gift more
than once for my needs." (Philippians 4:11-16).

We praise Paul for his devotion in the face of want and hunger, but we do not want
to share his circumstances. We are too comfortable in our afffuence, and too wary of any
threat to that comfort. Paul, on the other hand, says, "l take pleasure in weaknesses, in
injuries, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ's sake: for when | am
weak, then am | strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10). His sacribces were made in order to carry
the message of eternal hope to the world. Why was he willing to suffer such want for
the cause? Because he loved the souls of the lost. There is really no other answer. His
gratefulness for his own salvation motivated him to sacribce comfort and personal gain
(see 1 Timothy 1:12-17). He submitted his welfare totally to the will of Christ, and
said,"For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain" (Philippians 1:21). He is a perfect
example of the principle spoken by Christ, when he said, "....whoever of you does not
forsake all that he has cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:33).

What we are willing to forget is that Paul also said, "Be imitators of me, just as | also am

9
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of Christ" (1 Corinthians 11:1). Before Paul ever came on the scene, Christ Jesus was
setting an example of sacribce. No, not the sacribce on the cross, but the sacribce of
comfort. He was born in poor circumstances of poor parents. A stable was His
birthplace, a manger His crib, and when the sacribces of puribcation were made for him
and his mother, they could not afford the lamb required by law, and had to fall back on
the concession of God to offer less (see Luke 2:21-24, and Leviticus 12:6-8).

(We must take note that these events happened before the Wise Men brought their rich
gifts to Jesus as the "King of the Jews." See the supporting facts for this to be found in
Matthew 2:11.)

When a disciple offered to follow Him, Jesus confessed his poverty. "Jesus said unto
him, The foxes have holes, and the birds of the heaven have nests; but the Son of man
has nowhere to lay his head." (Matthew 8:20).

When He came to Jerusalem just before his death, Jesus entered the city riding on the
foal of a donkey (Matthew 21:1-9). This humble entrance fulblled the prophecy of
Zechariah 9:9, which speaks of the Christ as a lowly, meek person. As a King in
procession, by ancient Jewish custom, He should have been riding on a ceremonial
mule, as in the coronation of Solomon (1 Kings 1:38-39). But the prophet said our
glorious divine Savior was lowly, setting an example not only in this, but in other
Christlike traits. Paul takes up this cause, when he writes, "Put on therefore, as God's
elect, holy and beloved, a heart of compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness,
longsuffering;"(Colossians 3:12).

Was there a purpose in His poverty? Did Jesus use it in his mission to save the world?
Paul answers, "For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was
rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that you through his poverty might become
rich." (2 Corinthians 8:9). When He had accomplished His mission, Jesus was exalted
above all things (Philippians 2:9-11), but His sojourn on earth was destitute. (I have
always wondered how comfortable he might be sitting with us in the warm luxury of

one of our typical living rooms. Or, for that matter, how comfortable we would be to
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entertain such a shabby guest.)

Paul (and perhaps all the Apostles, since they "left all" to follow Jesus) followed the

example of his Lord by daring to be destitute. In 2 Corinthians 6:1-10, he wrote, "And
working together with Him, we also urge you not to receive the grace of God in vain----
giving no cause for offense in anything, so that the ministry will not be discredited, but
in everything commending ourselves as servants of God, in much endurance, in
aff3ictions, in hardships, in distresses, in beatings, in imprisonments, in tumults, in
labors, in sleeplessness, in hunger, in purity, in knowledge, in patience, in kindness, in
the Holy Spirit, in genuine love, in the word of truth, in the power of God; by the
weapons of righteousness for the right hand and the left, by glory and dishonor, by evil
report and good report; regarded as deceivers and yet true; as unknown yet well-
known, as dying yet behold, we live; as punished yet not put to death, as sorrowful yet
always rejoicing, as poor yet making many rich, as having nothing yet possessing all
things." He apparently believed, ardently, the proverb which reads,"There is one who
makes himself rich, yet has nothing; And one who makes himself poor, yet has great
riches." (Proverbs 13:7).
The riches bestowed on believers by these original proclaimers of the Gospel who lived
in poverty are not tangible, but are precious beyond all imagination.
There are the unsearchable riches of Knowledge--- "O the depth of the riches both of the
wisdom and the knowledge of God! how unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways
past tracing out!" (Romans 11:33).
There are the exceeding riches of God's grace--- "...in (Christ) we have our redemption
through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his
grace..."(Ephesians 1:7). "(God) raised us up with him, and made us to sit with him in
the heavenly places, in Christ Jesus: that in the ages to come he might show the
exceeding riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus:" (Ephesians 2:6-7).

Paul knew that he participated in this grace, and wanted to share it with others. He

said, "Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, was this grace given, to preach

11
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unto the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ;" (Ephesians 3:8).

Ultimately, there are the riches of our inheritance. Paul says, "(l) cease not to give
thanks for you, making mention of you in my prayers; that the God of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the
knowledge of him; having the eyes of your heart enlightened, that ye may know what is
the hope of his calling, what the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the
saints,” (Ephesians 1:16-18).

If we fail to see that it was Paul's purpose to use his poverty and sufferings as a
platform for enriching us in spiritual things, we need only to read his confession in
Colossians 1:24-27. "Now | rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and Pll up on my part
that which is lacking of the aff3ictions of Christ in my 3esh for his body's sake, which is
the church; whereof | was made a minister, according to the dispensation of God which
was given me to you ward, to fulbll the word of God, even the mystery which has been
hid for ages and generations: but now has it been manifested to his saints, to whom God
was pleased to make known what is the riches of the glory of this mystery among the
Gentiles, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory."

Material riches hold too many temptations for us foolish sinners. Jesus' comments about
the rich man who refused His command to impoverish himself shows that the rich have
a problem, but one that can be overcome. In Matthew 19:16-30, it is written,"Now
behold, one came and said to Him, 'Good Teacher, what good thing shall | do that | may
have eternal life?" So He said to him, 'Why do you call Me good? No one is good but
One, that is, God. But if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments.' He said to
Him, 'Which ones?' Jesus said, "You shall not murder, You shall not commit adultery,
You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness, Honor your father and your mother,
and, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' The young man said to Him, 'All these
things | have kept from my youth. What do | still lack?' Jesus said to him, 'If you want
to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in

heaven; and come, follow Me.' But when the young man heard that saying, he went

12
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away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. Then Jesus said to His disciples,
'‘Assuredly, | say to you that it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.

And again | say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for
a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.' When His disciples heard it, they were greatly
astonished, saying, 'Who then can be saved?' But Jesus looked at them and said to them,
'With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible." Then Peter answered
and said to Him, 'See, we have left all and followed You. Therefore what shall we have?'
So Jesus said to them, 'Assuredly | say to you, that in the regeneration, when the Son of
Man sits on the throne of His glory, you who have followed Me will also sit on twelve
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left houses or
brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands, for My name's sake,
shall receive a hundredfold, and inherit eternal life. But many who are brst will be last,
and the last prst."

Being on a relatively low rung of the economic ladder, but perhaps aspiring to be more
wealthy, the disciples of Jesus had to be de-programmed about the desirability of riches.
But after His new concept had a chance to take hold of them, we see that the Apostles of
Christ taught the same thing regarding the pitfalls of riches. Paul wrote, "But they that
are minded to be rich fall into a temptation and a snare and many foolish and hurtful
lusts, such as drown men in destruction and perdition. For the love of money is a root of
all kinds of evil: which some reaching after have been led astray from the faith, and

have pierced themselves through with many sorrows." (1 Timothy 6:9-10)

Yet, Paul also acknowledges the presence of rich people among the brethren. He knows
the dangers they face. He does not scorn their riches, but offers a solution for problems
connected with them. He tells Timothy,"Charge them that are rich in this present world,
that they be not high minded, nor have their hope set on the uncertainty of riches, but

on God, who gives us richly all things to enjoy; that they do good, that they be rich in
good works, that they be ready to distribute, willing to communicate; laying up in store

for themselves a good foundation against the time to come, that they may lay hold on
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the life which is life indeed." (1 Timothy 6:17-19)

I Christ assures all renters of safe-deposit boxes that the treasure vault of heaven is
more secure than any on earth. "Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon the earth,
where moth and rust consume, and where thieves break through and steal: but lay up
for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes, and where
thieves do not break through nor steal: for where your treasure is, there will your heart
be also" (Matthew 6:19-21). This is the another command we choose to ignore. We are
ordered to use our treasure, not hoard it. This runs contrary to the advertisements of
every bank, every investment broker, and every Pnancial adviser in America. Of course
you realize that the money which investment advisers ask us to hoard is not being
hoarded by them. It is being used by Pnancial institutions to make a probt for them
(and for you). It is used by others for the construction of homes, the capitalization of
industry, and many such enterprises. It contributes to the employment of many
workers, but none of this contributes to the saving of a single soul. The good works
commanded by the Lord are spiritual in nature, comprising the spread of the wealth of

heaven to those needing it most.

I Repentance is demanded in every case of selbpsh wealth hoarding by Christians.
After Paul's review of the sorrows that grow out of the love of money, he commands
Timothy, as a Christian, "....Flee from these things, you man of God, and pursue
righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance and gentleness. Fight the good bght
of faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and made the good
confession in the presence of many witnesses" (1 Timothy 6:11-12).

There were people in Apostolic times who thought of godliness as a way of gain. Paul
countered this conception in 1 Timothy 6:3-8. "If anyone advocates a different doctrine
and does not agree with sound words, those of our Lord Jesus Christ, and with the

doctrine conforming to godliness, he is conceited and understands nothing; but he has a
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morbid interest in controversial questions and disputes about words, out of which arise
envy, strife, abusive language, evil suspicions, and constant friction between men of
depraved mind and deprived of the truth, who suppose that godliness is a means of
gain. But godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by
contentment. For we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything

out of it either. If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content.”

I The content Christian, satisped with food and covering, gains much wealth in a
spiritual way. Paul certainly had this sort of "gain" in mind, when he stood ready to
sacribce everything that might have brought him material and social "gain," in exchange
for that more noble probt found in Christ. He said, "But whatever things were gain to
me, those things | have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. More than that, | count all
things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for
whom | have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that | may
gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived
from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes
from God on the basis of faith, that | may know Him and the power of His resurrection
and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that | may
attain to the resurrection from the dead."(Philippians 3:7-11).

How many American Christians imitate Paul in this view?
I 1 Can we sing this song, sincerely?

I 1 1 "I'm satisPed with just a cottage below,

I 1 1 Alittle silver and a little gold;

I 1 1 Butin that city where the ransomed will shine,

I 1 I lwanta gold one that's silver lined!"

15
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Chapter Two

I The Necessities of Life”

I Joined the company at 22....Senior V.P. At 29....All
that struggling up the Corporate ladder should not go
unrewarded. Presenting the ultimate compensation
package, the | ....After all, shouldnOt success
bring more than cold calls from brokers...?0

(Luxury Car Advertisement)

Hardly anyone ever uses the expression “The necessities of lifeO anymore. Nearly
every American Christian has more than he needs. When Paul said, “having food and
raiment, therewith to be content,” he certainly did not envision the prosperity and thriving
material success of Americans. He would be amazed by the frenetic pace with which we
pursue money. As he trudged along the ancient roads of the Roman Empire toward the
cities whose famous names are preserved in the Bible, probably carrying in a small
bundle everything he owned in this world, he could not have imagined the luxury of a
ride in an automobile, or jet airplane, or turbine-powered steamship. He did not yearn
for a way to harness mass media, because in his day there was no such thing. He had no
web-page.

Yet, in one generation, he and others spread the gospel to the whole creation
(Colossians 1:23). They worked hard. They worked persistently. They were glad to
“spend and be spent” for the souls of men (2 Corinthians 12:15). Paul reminded the elders
of the church at Ephesus,You yourselves know, from the first day that I set foot in Asia, after
what manner I was with you all the time, serving the Lord with all lowliness of mind, and with
tears, and with trials which befell me by the plots of the Jews; how I shrank not from declaring

unto you anything that was profitable, and teaching you publicly, and from house to house,
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testifying both to Jews and to Greeks repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus
Christ.......Wherefore I testify unto you this day, that I am pure from the blood of all men. For I
shrank not from declaring unto you the whole counsel of God...... Wherefore watch, remembering
that by the space of three years I ceased not to admonish every one night and day with
tears.” (Acts 20:18-31). In the context, he also reminded them that during this time he
had supported himself and those who were working with him. His example extended
also to what should be done with the extra money we earn. He said, “In all things I gave
you an example, that so laboring you ought to help the weak, and to remember the words of the
Lord Jesus, that he himself said, It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). Where
can we bnd that sort of tenacity and sacribce and commitment in American Christians,
today? We often complain against the difbculty of enticing people to hear the truth. At
the same time, we may begrudge the amount of time we have to spend in the service of
the Lord. The services of worship are too frequent, we say, and too long. The most
frivolous excuses will keep us from attending services (especially Gospel Meetings). We
think nothing of arranging work schedules that rob us of opportunities to gather with
other Christians to worship God and be built up in the “most holy faithO (Jude 20). This
shows that we are simply playing at religion. It was no game to Paul. He redeemed the
time allotted to him by Plling it with work for the Lord. The time he took for making
tents simply provided “food and covering,” so that he could teach house to house, day
and night.

But we digress from our topic. What constitutes the “necessities of life?Q As
Americans accustomed to the best standard of living in the world, we are convinced
that these should comprise a roomy house on adequate land (sometimes several acres),
central air conditioning, built in appliances, stylish furniture, and the latest decor. For
the kitchen, we will need a two door refrigerator, a dishwasher, a bread maker, a
microwave, a food processor, a coffee maker, a toaster, and many other small
appliances. For the "acreage,0 we will need a riding lawnmower, line-trimmer, leaf

mulcher, sprinkler system, fencing, swimming pool, and sun deck. We must have a car,
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or two, or three, all late models with all the bells and whistles, powerful engines, and
maybe even sunroofs. We may need also some recreational vehicles, motorcycles, boats,
ATVOs. Every respectable American home needs a computer, with expensive games for
the children, and expensive programs for the adults (donOt forget the latest upgrades).
The closets must be blled with clothes, some of which we seldom wear. Our garments
must follow the latest fad or style, of course. Other storage spaces must have an
adequate supply of tennis rackets, bats and gloves, bshing gear, skis, inline skates, etc.,
etc. The den must have its entertainment center, HDTV (big screen), DVR, discs by the
dozens, CD player, multi-decibel sound system, and perhaps a keyboard. A pool table
would be nice, we think.

All this is to say that we expect to accumulate THINGS! In contrast to this, the poor
Jesus is whispering earnestly to us; Take heed and beware of covetousness, for one’s life does
not consist in the abundance of the THINGS he possesses.” (Luke 12:15). This admonition is
followed by the famous parable of the rich man who planned to expand his ability to
hold on to the THINGS he had accumulated for himself, but forfeiting his life (Luke
12:16-20). Then Jesus says, sadlySo is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich
toward God” (Luke 12:21). The key words here are"for himself.O | have seen this parable
fulblled in a personal way. My landlord was an energetic, cunning pursuer of money.
He owned much property, and ran three lucrative businesses. He had no interest in
spiritual things. He boasted that he planned to retire at the age of 55. Then a telephone
call came from his wife one night. He had been killed in an automobile accident while
still in his forties.

In spite of many similar stories that can be told, it seems impossible for American
Christians to think in terms of limiting their THINGS, while expanding their spiritual
pursuits. Their neighbors all have THINGS. Christians can make as much money as
their neighbors, so are entitled to the same number of THINGS.

The necessities of life do not consist of these THINGS. They comprise only what will

sustain life. Every human body needs food, but does not need excess food. Every
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human body needs drink, but not excessive drink. In view of our need for modesty, we
must have clothing, but we do not need the latest styles, or the most expensive designer
jeans. It is pitiful to hear the Christian woman with a walk-in closet full of clothing say,
like her afRuent neighbor, Ol have nothing to wear!O It is pathetic to hear the Christian
man agree with her, and give her the money to buy a new outbt. He knows that this is
the best way to get her approval for his purchase of a new set of state-of-the-art golf
clubs.

“Food and coveringO with contentment was PaulOs rule. If American Christians
could be content with having only half of the THINGS they yearn to possess, or even
with keeping the THINGS they have twice as long before making a new purchase,
multiple millions of dollars could be provided to spread the word of God to a lost
world. They could do even better than this. Our sacribce of costly implements for use in
pleasure and leisure would add even more dollars for the cause.

And what of our “toys?O Children of the depression era would busy themselves with
making their own toys. | have witnessed how scraps of wood could be fashioned into
devices for shooting rubber bands cut from the inner tubes once used to inf3ate car tires.
| have seen girls fashion dolls from remnants of old cloth left over from dressmaking.
Today, however, many children are not satisped, unless their toys run, Ry, talk, and
dance with the aid of batteries and remote controls, some costing hundreds of dollars.
In shopping malls, Large rooms Plled with video games drain thousands of dollars from
the hands of children every hour of every day. And parents smile proudly, when they
see their offspring learning to be as self-indulgent as themselves. Adults with expensive
toys cannot deny their children. | once saw a t-shirt with the veribable inscription, “He
who dies with the most toys, still dies!O

The picture of our indulgences could be painted much darker than this. Our shame
is in our indifference to spiritual and material conditions in the world beyond our
borders. We should have the spirit of some European Christians of another age, when

they learned of needy fellow Christians they had never seen, who lived in a land they
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had hardly heard of. It was said of them by the Apostle Paul that “in much proof of

affliction the abundance of their joy and their deep poverty abounded unto the riches of their

liberality. For according to their power, I bear witness, yea and beyond their power, they gave of

their own accord, beseeching us with much entreaty in regard of this grace and the fellowship in

the ministering to the saints: and this, not as we had hoped, but first they gave their own selves

to the Lord, and to us through the will of God” (2 Corinthians 8:2-5). From this testimony,

we learn that their generosity proceeded from their “poverty,O because of the abundance
of their joy in Christ. They begged to have a part in this “graceO of sharing their small,
pinched “abundanceO with those who lacked. They went beyond the expectations of
Paul, because they brst'gave themselves to the Lord.”

Commitment of this sort is rare (almost non-existent) among American Christians.
The surplus we are willing to share with the unfortunate in other lands must never,
never interfere with our aff3uent lifestyle. We sacribce almost nothing to the cause. Only
the excess funds that bulge our pockets are pledged to meet such needs. All that we
have invested in things must not be disturbed. We worked hard for the good life, and
deserve to enjoy it. Our favorite Bible passage is Ecclesiastes 2:24, which saysThere is
nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink, and make his soul enjoy good in his
labor. This also I saw, that it is from the hand of God.” Yet, in that context, the same inspired
writer said, "I know that there is nothing better for them, than to rejoice, and to do good so
long as they live ” (Ecclesiastes 3:12). Indulgence is not the only use to be made of our
prosperity. The Apostle Paul says, “Let him that stole steal no more: but rather let him labor,
working with his hands the thing that is good, that he may have whereof to give to him that
has need’ (Ephesians 4:28).

As to the necessities of life, God has promised to maintain us as liberally as he feeds
the birds, and clothes the Rowers. And Christ assures us that we need not be anxious
about those necessities. He tells us to pray only for ourdaily bread (Matthew 6:11). Then
He says, “For this reason I say to you, do not be worried about your life, as to what you will eat

or what you will drink; nor for your body, as to what you will put on. Is not life more than food,
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and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air, that they do not sow, nor reap nor
gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth much more than
they? And who of you by being worried can add a single hour to his life? And why are you
worried about clothing? Observe how the lilies of the field grow; they do not toil nor do they
spin, yet I say to you that not even Solomon in all his glory clothed himself like one of these. But
if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the
furnace, will He not much more clothe you? You of little faith! Do not worry then, saying, "What
will we eat?” or "What will we drink?’ or "'What will we wear for clothing?’ For the Gentiles
eagerly seek all these things; for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But
seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. So do not
worry about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its
own” (Matthew 6:25-34).

Two points should be observed in this passage. The brst is that the seeking of things,
and anxiety about obtaining them, is an evil characteristic of “Gentiles.O Jesus is
addressing Jews who have a covenant with God, and who rely on him to provide their
needs. The Gentiles have no such conbdence, because they afeithout hope and without
God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12). It is the godless person who harbors anxiety about
the necessities of life. Such anxiety should be non-existent in the Christian. The second
point we should see in this passage is that receiving the things we need is contingent on
prst seeking the kingdom of God and His righteousness. This is one verse in the Bible
we Pnd hard to believe. We should use the phrase credited to the desperate father of a
boy, whom he hoped could be healed by Christ. He said, “I believe...help thou my
unbelief” (Mark 9:24 ASV).

American Christians need to get their priorities straight. Putting the Kingdom before
the necessities of life is to be coupled with giving ourselves to the Lord before sharing
with others. What tremendous power could be generated for the cause of Christ in the
world, if these priorities ruled our lives! More evangelists could be supported abroad,

and at home. Benevolent work would have the resources to meet all needs. If statistics
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regarding the wealth we possess could be accumulated, and calculations could be made
regarding the right standard of frugal living, we could then make a fair estimate of the
money that would be available for the cause of Christ. This cannot be done, as we all
know, so we will have to depend on the truth to dawn on each Christian. After that
dawning, and the regret for the waste has passed, each disciple of Christ would pledge

himself to make better use of his wealth, in order to build treasure in heaven.

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
I'Living below in this old sinful world,
Hardly a comfort can afford,
Striving alone to face temptations sore,

Where could | go but to the Lord?0O
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Chapter Three
! So Help Me God”

It takes the relentless pursuit of predictability, and a
nearly unnatural devotion to stock-picking to deliver the
growth investors have always loved from
Growth and Income Fund. Looking to do the sensible thing?
Get a little relentless yourself. Stop at nothing less than

Growth and Income Fund.O

(Advertisement for a Mutual Fund)

No nation on the face of the earth has had the divine assistance of God so much as
ancient Israel. God had promised Jacob that He would make of his descendants a great
nation in the midst of Egypt (Genesis 46:3). They were only a family of seventy souls as
they travelled into Egypt under the mighty protection of Joseph, but were delivered by
God many generations later numbering in the millions. They were a composite of
thirteen tribes springing from the twelve sons of Jacob (with two of those tribes named
after the sons of Joseph, one of JacobOs favored sons). While God was bringing sinful
Egypt to its knees with terrible plagues, the Israelites enjoyed complete immunity from
harm (see Exodus 9:4, 6, 26, 10:23, 11:7, etc.). They came out with great substance
(Genesis 15:14), treasure which was pressed into their hands by the desperate
Egyptians, who heaved a great sigh of relief when they were gone.

Even when Pharaoh, famous for his hardness of heart, hardened it again against the
Reeing and trembling Israelites, God caused the pillar of cloud and bre to be an
impenetrable barrier between the Egyptians and his people, until they could pass
through the Red Sea on dry land. Then the barrier was removed, and the sea was

permitted to return and drown PharaohOs pursuing army.
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In the wilderness, God provided that multitude of former slaves with gushing water
out of a rock and abundant bread out of heaven. God would allow them to gather only
their daily portion of manna, however, because any left over would spoil overnight
(Exodus 16:13-21). It is a testimony to GodOs control of the food supply, when he
commanded Israel to gather twice as much manna on the day before the Sabbath, their
day of rest. Whatever was left over of that gathering did not spoil (Exodus 16:22-24). We
see what GodOs intent was, as we follow the events.

The children of Israel ate manna for forty years (Exodus 16:35), and eventually grew
very tired of that tedious diet. They complained with tears about it (Numbers 11:4-6),
and we are not surprised. Even the most tasteful delicacy would become tiresome, if
eaten every day for so long a time. The Israelites began to loath the manna (Numbers
21:5), but God did not change his original intent. In the beginning, when the children of
Israel had begged for bread, God said, “Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you. And
the people shall go out and gather a certain quota every day, that I may test them, whether they
will walk in My law or not” (Exodus 16:4).

What we learn from these passages is that God will provide food to sustain life. It
will be daily provided, and therefore must be daily requested of God (Matthew 6:11). It
will not be lobster humidor, or pheasant under glass. These are the things in which we
are tempted to indulge ourselves in our wealth. By his minimal promise of sustenance,
God wants us to read the message that food is not our focus, but rather His Word.
Borrowing a phrase or two from the Apostle Paul, we say it this way. “...The kingdom of
God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy
Spirit.” (Romans 14:17).

But do we heed the lesson? Americans, in general, eat better than any people on the
face of the earth. Overweight, even obesity, is characteristic in us. Only the rich of
foreign countries fare as well. But this has been true of all generations. Jesus told of a
rich man who “fared sumptuously every day,” while Lazarus, a beggar, lay diseased at his

door, hoping for a few morsels to fall his way from the rich manOs table (Luke 16:19ff).
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Every reader of the Bible is aware of the rest of the story, but we may overlook one of
the reasons why the rich man wakened in torment after his death. His destiny was
closely connected with his indulgence. In his concentration on feeding himself, he
ignored the needs of the beggar at his door, a man more righteous than he, even though
in abject poverty. In the story, Abraham reminds the tormented rich man, “Child,
remember that during your life you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus bad things;
but now he is being comforted here, and you are in agony” (Luke 16:25). His fault, however,
was not in receiving good things, it was in his unwillingness to share his abundance
with others in a spirit of compassion.

Evangelists have the responsibility, therefore to “Instruct those who are rich in this
present world not to be conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God,
who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy.” They are also commanded to “Instruct them
to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, storing up for themselves
the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is life
indeed” (1 Timothy 6:17-19). If American Christians take refuge in the brst part of this
passage, and contend that God supplies us richly, so that we may have many“things to
enjoy,” let them look at the other side of the passage, which commands us to be"rich in
good works” with liberality and a willingness to share. Perhaps it would be better for us
to “enjoyO THINGS less! Savoring a little is better than suffering through a lot.

But we have not followed the fortunes of Israel to the end. After their wandering in
the wilderness, they were given possession of“a land flowing with milk and honey.” While
living in that land, they could depend on GodOs promises of prosperity on the condition
that they “keep the commandments” (Deuteronomy 11:8-17). God also accompanied these
good promises with dire warnings against disobedience, revealing that poverty would
result from it.

The shifty history of Israel runs parallel to their periods of obedience and
disobedience. When they were diligent to serve God according to His statutes, they had

plenty, and were victorious over their numerically superior enemies. When they
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disobeyed Him, they were defeated by armies of minimal strength, and were forced into
penury, oppressive taxes and other extortions. If and when they returned to the Lord, he
saved them, the greatest example being their deliverance from captivity in Persia and
other places. No other nation has been so delivered intact out of the hands of captors
twice in its history.

The Pnal blessing of Israel came in the person of Jesus Christ. As at other times,
many of the nation did not submit to GodOs plan for them. They rejected the Christ, and
separated themselves from God from that time onward. It is my conviction that the
prophecy of Daniel about the cessation of temple and sacribce brought an end to GodOs
remarkable and gracious provisions for the nation of Israel (see Daniel 9:24-27). From
the time of the destruction of the Temple in A. D. 70, the children of Israel have had no
priesthood, no temple, no atonement, and no hope, save in the Gospel of Christ. Only in
this way could they be merged with all the believers of all nations (see Ephesians
2:11-22).

The question now arises: has God transferred his promises of material blessing to
Christians, the spiritual Israel (Romans 9:6-8)? Is there Scriptural support for the sort of
“Health and WealthO doctrine so popular in the religious world today? Probably not. We
have the promise of all spiritual blessings in Christ (Ephesians 1:3), but material
promises of the sort given to Israel are clearly absent from the teaching of the New
Testament. The nearest thing to it may be found in 2 Corinthians 9:3-11. The Apostle
Paul, while urging the Corinthian church to complete their preparations for sending
relief to the poor in Jerusalem, includes a special promise. He says, Now this I say, he
who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap
bountifully. Each one must do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly or under
compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so
that always having all sufficiency in everything, you may have an abundance for every good
deed; as it is written, ‘He scattered abroad, he gave to the poor, his righteousness endures

forever.” Now He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply and
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multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness; you will
be enriched in everything for all liberality , which through us is producing thanksgiving to
God.”

Paul prst states a principle of farming; that sparse miserly sowing will not produce a
bumper crop. The wise farmer sows abundantly....all that the soil can bear, and more.

In the part of this passage which has been highlighted in bold type, a promise is
emphasized. It tells us that when we begrudgingly give of our prosperity in such a
worthy cause, God will re-supply us with more “seed for sowing,” or more means for
doing good works. He will enrich us for the purpose of showing more liberality. This is
all that is promised. He does not tell us that we can bank this re-supply for our own
indulgence. We must use it in the same way we used the original righteous seed we
sowed.

With the help of God, we can begin to be more generous in our giving. We can begin
to enjoy the blessedness of giving that Jesus promised. We can begin to receive more
“seed for sowing.O Every preacher, every elder, longs to see this beginning, when the
contribution is counted on the LordOs Day. If, suddenly, the congregation were to be
converted to this truth, and the contribution jumped 50% or 100%, the leaders in the
churches would certainly rejoice, but there would also be great rejoicing in the halls of

heaven.

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
I Take my silver and my gold,
Not a mite would | withhold;
Take my moments and my days,

Let them Row in ceaseless praise.O
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Chapter Four

I'It is required in Stewards...”

“When others were spending, you were investing!
When others got promoted, you did the promoting!
When others were playing catch-up, you were ahead
of the game!O

(Ad for Insurance)

There was a time when wealthy men depended on talented servants to handle their
Pnancial affairs. As early as the time of childless Abraham, he considered his honest and
loyal steward Eliezer as a possible heir (Genesis 15:1-3). This shows how important
stewards were to those who employed them. The Apostle Paul treated himself as a
steward in the service of Christ. He said, “Let a man regard us in this manner, as servants of
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. In this case, moreover, it is required of stewards
that one be found trustworthy” (1 Corinthians 4:1-2). The Lord had entrusted him with the
mysteries of God, and he considered that such an assignment of trust required a very
trustworthy steward.

Other stewards are mentioned in the Bible, on lower levels of responsibility than
Paul. Elders are to be stewards of spiritual things on their level. Paul says of them, “For
the overseer must be above reproach as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not
addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain, but hospitable, loving what is good,
sensible, just, devout, self-controlled, holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with
the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who
contradict.” (Titus 1:7-9).

The faithfulness needed in an Apostle had to do with his task, as a source of divine

revelation. The faithfulness needed in an elder has to do with “holding fast the faithful
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word,” to enable him to “exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.”

Faithfulness in stewards is critical to their appointment, because they are not
working with their own resources. They handle those things belonging to their
employer. Joseph, in servitude in Egypt, never forgot this. He prospered his master,
Potiphar, and worked so faithfully that he was given control over everything in
PotipharOs house, except his wife (Genesis 39:4-6). The unjust judgment which landed
him in prison did not cause Joseph to abandon his concept of faithful stewardship. He
gradually gained the conbdence of the Jailor, until he had the total responsibility of
running the prison (Genesis 39:20-23). In these circumstances, he did nothing directly to
feather his own nest, even though it ultimately gained him great promotion. He served
the interests of those who had put their goods in his hands. This qualibPed him to be the
unselbsh governor of Egypt, during which time he made Pharaoh the unchallenged
owner of all the land, cattle, and money in the land (Genesis 47:13-26). Not one word is
written suggesting that Joseph skimmed probts for himself from his service to others.

Human nature, however, will create exceptions to this picture of faithfulness. Jesus
told a parable of an unfaithful steward. He said, “There was a rich man who had a manager,
and this manager was reported to him as squandering his possessions. And he called him and
said to him, "What is this I hear about you? Give an accounting of your management, for you
can no longer be manager.”” He was careless in the handling of his masterOs possessions,
and was caught. He had to suffer the loss of his position.

The curious end of this story is one of the most remarkable lessons of Jesus. He used
the actions of one who was unfaithful as an example for a lesson on stewardship. He
indirectly commended the wasteful steward for using his wit to make a place for
himself after his dismissal. “The manager said to himself, 'What shall I do, since my master is
taking the management away from me? I am not strong enough to dig; I am ashamed to beg. I
know what I shall do, so that when I am removed from the management people will welcome me
into their homes.” And he summoned each one of his master's debtors, and he began saying to the

first, "How much do you owe my master?" And he said, 'A hundred measures of oil.” And he said
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to him, "Iake your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.” Then he said to another, 'And how
much do you owe?’ And he said, 'A hundred measures of wheat.” He said to him, "Take your bill,
and write eighty.” And his master praised the unrighteous manager because he had acted
shrewdly; for the sons of this age are more shrewd in relation to their own kind than the sons of
light” (Luke 16:1-8).

The lesson of the Lord follows in the next few verses. He says,”And I say to you, make
friends for yourselves by means of the wealth of unrighteousness, so that when it fails, they will
receive you into the eternal dwellings. He who is faithful in a very little thing is faithful also in
much; and he who is unrighteous in a very little thing is unrighteous also in much. Therefore if
you have not been faithful in the use of unrighteous wealth, who will entrust the true riches to
you?” (Luke 16:9-11). My study of this parable causes me to conclude that we must use
the wealth of the world as a tool to reach eternal rewards. The wealth we have is from
God, and should rightly be considered as “on loan from God.O James 1:17 tells us that
“Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of
lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.” Just as God reminded the
Children of Israel that He was the one who provided their ability to get wealth
(Deuteronomy 8:18), we should realize that “...we have brought nothing into the world, so
we cannot take anything out of it either” (1 Timothy 6:7). Everything we employ for our
Pnancial benebt, in between our naked entrance into the world, and our penniless exit
from it, is not ours, but GodOs. Therefore, Jesus teaches us to uSenrighteous wealth” to
exploit our friendship with God, managing it faithfully in His service, and for His
cause.

On this passage in Luke, the well known Bible commentator Adam Clarke refutes
the idea that the expression “Unrighteous wealthO means “illegal gain.O Such ill-gotten
gains must be restored by the penitent extortioner, he says. Instead, he interprets the
phrase in this way, “Riches promise MUCH, and perform NOTHING: they excite hope
and conbdence, and deceive both: in making a man depend on them for happiness, they

rob him of the salvation of God and of eternal glory. For these reasons, they are
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represented as unjust and deceitful........ It is evident that this must be the meaning of the
words, because the false or deceitful riches, here, are put in opposition to the true riches,
(Luke 16:11); i.e. those Divine graces and blessings which promise all good, and give
what they promise; never deceiving the expectation of any man.O Riches are neutral,
morally, but are often used in evil ways. So, the relentless pursuit of “mammon,O or
wealth, without moral restraint, can entice us to such money crimes as embezzlement,
or extortion, or addictive wagering, but most of all to self-centered indulgence.

Someone has cleverly said that Christian people who selbshly appropriate wealth to
themselves work for the CIA (Convenience, Indulgence, Appearance). They surround
themselves with expensive toys that help them have a more comfortable life. They
indulge their whims and hobbies to extreme, and their in3ated egos dictate that they
must drive the most recent model luxury cars. They wear the latest fashions for
appearance sake, and dwell in houses equipped with the latest gadgets for convenience.
There is hypocrisy here of the type practiced by the Pharisees, those great'lovers of
money” who were rebuked by Jesus. He said to them "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery
and self-indulgence” (Matthew 23:25).

In Matthew 6:24, Jesus said,”No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
wealth.” In answer, someone is bound to say, "What would a poor carpenter know about
such things? We see people all the time who profess religion, and still pursue wealth.O
Yet, the honest observer will have to agree that we cannot be spiritually schizophrenic,
one side self-reliant, chasing the“American Dream,O while the other side is self-effacing,
seeking to be a humble servant of God. The Christian who “servesO wealth is doing it
mainly for his own pleasure. He is SELF-serving. Yet, the Scripture shows him how he
can serve God WITH wealth, a much better motivation for gaining it (1 Timothy
6:17-19).

It is important to remember that stewardship is always rewarded, whether it is
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faithful or unfaithful, diligent or lax. Jesus spells this out in Luke 12:42-48. He says,
"Who then is the faithful and sensible steward, whom his master will put in charge of his
servants, to give them their rations at the proper time? Blessed is that slave whom his master
finds so doing when he comes. Truly 1 say to you that he will put him in charge of all his
possessions. But if that slave says in his heart, 'My master will be a long time in coming,” and
begins to beat the slaves, both men and women, and to eat and drink and get drunk; the master of
that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and
will cut him in pieces, and assign him a place with the unbelievers. And that slave who knew his
master’s will and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, will receive many lashes, but
the one who did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few.
From everyone who has been given much, much will be required; and to whom they entrusted
much, of him they will ask all the more.” ! What words can we add to these to make them
more forceful? It seems very clear that unfaithful stewards of Christ are destined to be
“cut in pieces, assigned a place with unbelievers, and flogged with many lashes.” This is not a
pleasant end to ponder. Yet, many aff3uent Christians, being unfaithful in the use of
their wealth, will deserve such an end, according to Jesus. It is not even comforting to
consider that the servant who did not know his MasterOs will still suffers punishment,
though it be with but a few lashes. Punishment comes in either case.

The key phrase that we need to commit to deep memory is, “From everyone who has
been given much, much will be required; and to whom they entrusted much, of him they will ask
all the more.” Letting this be our rule, we will know what God expects us to do with our
abundance.

What will our consciences tell us, when we make that honest appraisal of our
stewardship. Will we be smitten with guilt, because we have been CIA Christians? Will
we offer excuses for our neglect of worthy works which we could have supported much
more generously, had we not been so programmed to follow that epitome of indulgence
called the “"American Dream?0

Changing American Christians from indulgent spendthrifts into contented frugal
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stewards of GodOs bounty will not be easy. No campaign will be mounted to bring on
this change. It will only happen when each individual Christian learns the precepts of
such passages as Hebrews 13:5Make sure that your character is free from the love of money,
being content with what you have; for He (God) Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor
will I ever forsake you.”” In the former age, God said to His people, “Cast your burden upon
the Lord and He will sustain you; He will never allow the righteous to be shaken” (Psalms
55:22). Our conbkdence should match that of David, who wrote long ago, “I have been
young and now I am old, yet 1 have not seen the righteous forsaken or his descendants begging
bread” (Psalms 37:25).

Americans, in general, probably agonize more over the gaining and maintaining of
wealth than any other nationality. We hardly know how to be content with having only
necessities. Anxiety over these things drives many to despair. On the day the stock
market threatens a signibcant downward slide, many of those who “plunged on
marginsO jump out of high windows. Yet, the Lord has promised to sustain us in what
we need. He said to His disciples, "Do not worry about your life, as to what you will eat; nor
for your body, as to what you will put on. For life is more than food, and the body more than
clothing. Consider the ravens, for they neither sow nor reap; they have no storeroom nor barn,
and yet God feeds them; how much more valuable you are than the birds! And which of you by
worrying can add a single hour to his life’s span? If then you cannot do even a very little thing,
why do you worry about other matters?” (Luke 12:22-26).

| was impressed one time by seeing a number of plainly clothed Mennonites from
the Midwest, who, out of sympathy for those who lost their homes in a 3ood in
California, boarded an airplane at their own expense, worked for weeks to help total
strangers rebuild their homes, and returned without fanfare to their simple agrarian
existence. How much better if they had been joined by an army of sell3ess Christians in
such a work.

| have also read in FORBES magazine about a man named Brewster Kopp, who is a

wealthy retiree once employed in the Department of Defense managing billions of
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dollars for the military during the Vietham Era. He was also once the chief Pnancial
ofbcer of Digital Equipment Corp. He was always interested in doing charity work, but
one day he calculated that 70% of his days were going to making money, and only 30%
for charity. The Forbes article says, “He Ripped the scales and penciled in 90% for
nonprobt work and just 10% for moneymaking.O According to the article, he drives an
‘88 model Buick, and lives in modest housing. He is said to have done this out of deep
religious conviction. He is an active church-goer, and is loyal to his denominational
connections, but this is an example of what could be done by true Christians, if they
only would.

Shall others do in a practical way what we acknowledge should be done, but will
not do? James has said; Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it,

to him it is sin” (James 4:17).

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
Ol want to live, dear Lord, for Thee,
O! Keep me every day;
A faithful servant let me be,

Along lifeOs rugged way.O
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Chapter Five

Fatal Fatness?

Ol guarantee! You can lose 70 pounds in 40 days or
your money back!! No DoctorOs prescriptions---no
starvation diets---no calorie counting.O

(Advertisement for a diet supplement)

“Once upon a time,O as some stories begin, there was a priest of God whose fatness
became fatal, in more ways than one. He served in the priesthood at a time when the
Tabernacle had become shabby and neglected. Only a faithful few, like the family of
Hannah, the mother of Samuel, came to bring their offerings. Most of the Israelites had
succumbed to the temptations of idols such as Ashtoreth, and had surrendered their
bodies to the sensual worship characteristic of their cults.

There came a day when Eli, the priest, was to receive the shock of his life. He was to
learn the consequences of failing to restrain his corpulent sons, who were ill-disposed to
live only on their lawful share of the tithes and offerings of the occasional worshippers
at Shiloh. In 1 Samuel 2:12-17, it is reported that"the sons of Eli were worthless men; they
did not know the Lord and the custom of the priests with the people. When any man was offering
a sacrifice, the priest’s servant would come while the meat was boiling, with a three-pronged fork
in his hand. Then he would thrust it into the pan, or kettle, or caldron, or pot; all that the fork
brought up the priest would take for himself. Thus they did in Shiloh to all the Israelites who
came there. Also, before they burned the fat, the priest’s servant would come and say to the man
who was sacrificing, ‘Give the priest meat for roasting, as he will not take boiled meat from you,
only raw.” If the man said to him, ‘They must surely burn the fat first, and then take as much as
you desire,” then he would say, ‘No, but you shall give it to me now; and if not, I will take it by

force.” Thus the sin of the young men was very great before the Lord, for the men despised the
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offering of the Lord.” These greedy practices perverted the sacred will of God. The old
father mildly rebuked his sons for their sinful ways, but did not prevent further evils.

Eli received a visitor one day, a man of God, sent especially to reveal what God
thought about this wickedness. He said to him, “Thus says the LORD, 'Did I not indeed
reveal Myself to the house of your father when they were in Egypt in bondage to Pharaoh's
house? Did I not choose them from all the tribes of Israel to be My priests, to go up to My altar,
to burn incense, to carry an ephod before Me; and did I not give to the house of your father all the
fire offerings of the sons of Israel? Why do you kick at My sacrifice and at My offering which I
have commanded in My dwelling, and honor your sons above Me, by making yourselves fat
with the choicest of every offering of My people Israel?’ Therefore the LORD God of Israel
declares, 'I did indeed say that your house and the house of your father should walk before Me
forever’; but now the LORD declares, 'Far be it from Me--for those who honor Me I will honor,
and those who despise Me will be lightly esteemed. Behold, the days are coming when I will break
your strength and the strength of your father’s house so that there will not be an old man in your
house.....This will be the sign to you which will come concerning your two sons, Hopping and
Phinehas: on the same day both of them will die. But I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest
who will do according to what is in My heart and in My soul; and I will build him an enduring
house, and he will walk before My anointed always. Everyone who is left in your house will come
and bow down to him for a piece of silver or a loaf of bread and say, Please assign me to one of the
priest’s offices so that I may eat a piece of bread’” (1 Samuel 2:27-36).

Eli stood accused by the prophet of sharing in the unwarranted fatness of his sons.
There was no way he could avoid complicity in their evils, if he ate of that which had
been extorted by force from the worshippers. There was guilt by association.

Shortly after this, the boy Samuel, who was to become a famous and righteous
judge, was given his brst prophecy to speak. “The Lord said to Samuel, ‘Behold, I am about
to do a thing in Israel at which both ears of everyone who hears it will tingle. In that day I will
carry out against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. For 1

have told him that I am about to judge his house forever for the iniquity which he knew, because

36



Squeezing Through the Needles Eye

his sons brought a curse on themselves and he did not restrain them. Therefore I have sworn to
the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be atoned for by sacrifice or offering

rn”

forever’” (1 Samuel 3:11-14). From the fact that God would grant no future atonement to
Eli and his house, we can judge the seriousness of sins that spring from greediness and
self-indulgence, especially when it is found in priests who become profane, and forsake

their duty to set an example of holiness. This sin can be compared with the controversial

“unforgivable sinO of Mark 3:29.

On the day that Eli learned of the simultaneous deaths of his two sons, in fulbliment
of the prophecy, he literally suffered from fatal fatness. The Scriptures tell of a battle
fought between Israel and the Philistines. The sons of Eli had accompanied the army
with the Ark of the Covenant, the sacred symbol of the presence of God among them.
On this day, it gained no advantage for Israel, for they were defeated with catastrophic
losses, and the Ark was captured by the enemy. Phinehas and Hophni were slain, also.
A messenger ran to carry the news of the defeat to those gathered at the Tabernacle, and
we are told that “Eli was sitting on his seat by the road eagerly watching, because his heart was
trembling for the ark of God. So the man came to tell it in the city, and all the city cried out.
When Eli heard the noise of the outcry, he said, ‘What does the noise of this commotion mean?’
Then the man came hurriedly and told Eli. Now Eli was ninety-eight years old, and his eyes were
set so that he could not see. The man said to Eli, ‘I am the one who came from the battle line.
Indeed, I escaped from the battle line today.” And he said, ‘How did things go, my son?’ Then the
one who brought the news replied, ‘Israel has fled before the Philistines and there has also been a
great slaughter among the people, and your two sons also, Hophni and Phinehas, are dead, and
the ark of God has been taken.” When he mentioned the ark of God, Eli fell off the seat backward
beside the gate, and his neck was broken and he died, for he was old and heavy” (1 Samuel
4:12-18).

Fatal fatness, indeed! It was a fatness gained by abuse of GodOs provisions. EliOs sons
were thieves of the worst kind. They were like the rich man in the parable told by

Nathan the prophet to King David. ”...A traveler came to the rich man, and he was unwilling
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to take from his own flock or his own herd, to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him;
rather he took the poor man’s ewe lamb and prepared it for the man who had come to him” (2
Samuel 12:4). Greediness leads to fatness. The old and fat Eli, and his sons, would not
live under the restraints imposed on them by the limited share of the offerings
apportioned to them. They lusted after that which remained in the hands of the
worshippers!

The book of Deuteronomy tells the story of some others whose fatness was their
failure. In the 8th chapter, God had promised the wandering children of Israel a secure
home in a land “flowing with milk and honey.” While they were wandering in the
wilderness, however, he tested them. His provision of manna from heaven was meant
to sustain them until they reached the promised land. But it was also a test. God said,
through Moses, "You shall remember all the way which the LORD your God has led you in the
wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what was in your
heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not. He humbled you and let you be
hungry, and fed you with manna which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He
might make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything
that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 8:2-3). Jesus, after fasting for
forty days, used this passage to resist the temptation of the Devil (Matthew 4:2-4). Deep,
gnawing, hunger was not permitted to move Him away from manOs source of real
nourishment, the Word of God. However, most of the Israelites failed the test, and did
not honor the divine precept that “man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by
everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord.” The children of Israel were never in
danger of starvation in the wilderness. They ate this “light bread” for forty years,
eventually “loathing” it, and complaining bitterly about the loss of “the cucumbers, and the
melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlic” which they had previously eaten in
Egypt (Numbers 11:5, 21:5).

These losers left their bones in the wilderness, and a new generation entered the

land of plenty. However, Moses, in his role as a prophet, warned the remnant of GodOs
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people against future “fatal fatness.O He said,"The LORD'’S portion is His people; Jacob is
the allotment of His inheritance. He found him in a desert land, and in the howling waste of a
wilderness; He encircled him, He cared for him, He gquarded him as the pupil of His eye. Like an
eagle that stirs up its nest, that hovers over its young, He spread His wings and caught them, He
carried them on His pinions. The Lord alone guided him, and there was no foreign god with him.
He made him ride on the high places of the earth, and he ate the produce of the field; and He made
him suck honey from the rock, and oil from the flinty rock, curds of cows, and milk of the flock,
with fat of lambs, and rams, the breed of Bashan, and goats, with the finest of the wheat--and of
the blood of grapes you drank wine.” Yet all these generous provisions of the Lord for Israel
were wasted. Moses continued, "But Jeshurun (the Lord’s upright one) grew fat and kicked--
You are grown fat, thick, and sleek--Then he forsook God who made him, and scorned the Rock of
his salvation. They made Him jealous with strange gods; with abominations they provoked Him
to anger. They sacrificed to demons who were not God, to gods whom they have not known, new
gods who came lately, whom your fathers did not dread. You neglected the Rock who begot you,
and forgot the God who gave you birth” (Deuteronomy 32:9-18).

Fatness, then, has the potential to lead us away from God, not into the path of idols
of stone, perhaps, but into the idolatry of covetousness. Surrounded by a land of plenty,
American Christians are caught up in the greediness and indulgence of their
environment. They think they are still serving God, while they pursue more and more
wealth. They may not be physically FAT, the unkind term for “a little overweight,O but
they no longer “hunger and thirst after righteousness.” Mammon, and the application of it
to their comfort, has claimed their interest. The feeding frenzy for money is correlated
with the “American Way.O

Physical fatness can also hinder us. It is statistically true that Americans are the
fattest folks on the planet. Their voracious gourmet appetites are teased by a broad
variety of ethnic restaurants and dozens of cooking shows on television, with chefs
preparing exotic dishes which even average American consumers consider affordable.

However, our physical corpulence might be only a symptom, perhaps, of spiritual
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leanness (compare the description of IsraelOs experience in the wilderness, in Psalm
106:14-15---they"lusted exceedingly in the wilderness, and tested God in the desert. And He
gave them their request, but sent leanness into their soul.”)

Most Christian dieters today, it can be conbrmed, slim down for the sake of the “AOQ
in service to the CIA, "appearance.O Perhaps some do it for the sake of health, but that
can be as self-serving as the other motive. They are not concerned about moderation
simply for the sake of frugality. While slimming, they spend the dollars saved on food
for the purchase of expensive diet books, new slenderizing clothing, and memberships
in Weight Watchers, or with Jenny Craig. The money saved from healthy moderation is
not pledged to the work of the Lord. It is a mere re-direction of personal concerns.

Whether our “fatnessO is physical, or simply mental and spiritual, it robs God of His
portion of our afBuence. To return to the lot of the priests of the Old Testament---we
learn from Numbers 18:26 that they were to give to the Lord “a tithe of the tithe” they
received from the worshippers at the Temple. Christians are a “royal priesthood,”
according to 1 Peter 2:9, and are to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God through
Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5). Where is the sacribce, if we never deny ourselves anything? It
is time to re-think our role as priests of God, and to resist the temptation of yielding

ourselves to “fatal fatness.O

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
Pleasures of earth so seemingly sweet,
Fail at the last my longings to meet;
Only in thee my bliss is complete,

Only, dear Lord, in Thee.
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Chapter Six

I A heart trained in covetousness”

Ol made over $1,000,000 last year....in a zero stress, relaxed,
ideal lifestyle, simple, home-based business! Now | want to
teach my “turn-keyO system to 2 highly motivated people in
your area. FREE info-pack.O

(Want Ad in a Pnancial magazine.)

When the Apostle Peter described a group of men who were a destructive element in
the church (2 Peter 2:10-19), he offered this judgment in verse 14 having eyes full of
adultery that never cease from sin, enticing unstable souls, having a heart trained in greed,
accursed children.” If any nation of people on the face of the earth have been better
trained in the art of Greed than in the USA, | canOt imagine which one it might be.
Certainly, there are greedy folks in many nations, but we are probably the greediest.
This is due partly to the apparent ease by which Americans can obtain great wealth. As
has been asserted before in this discourse, even the American poor are more aff3uent
than the middle classes of most countries in the world. This greedy spirit may
eventually be the downfall of our nation. Other nations, in the midst of great prosperity,
have been brought to nothing by a God who hates covetousness. The ancient empire of
Babylon was one of these. Jeremiah wrote,”Set up the standard on the walls of Babylon;
make the guard strong, set up the watchmen, prepare the ambushes. For the lord has both devised
and done what he spoke against the inhabitants of Babylon. O you who dwell by many waters,
abundant in treasures, your end has come, the measure of your covetousness” (Jeremiah
51:12-13).

Covetousness is an affair of the heart, the deep recess of the inner man. And Jesus,

the partner of God in the creation of man, knew what sort of things could issue from the
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heart. When certain ones contended that deblement can come from what we eat, He
said to his incredulous hearers, “From within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil
thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of covetingand wickedness, as well as
deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness” (Mark 7:21-22).

However, when it comes to the character of Christians, we are taught by the spirit-
inspired Paul that “immorality or any impurity or greedmust not even be named among you,
as is proper among saints” (Ephesians 5:3). Can the problem of greed be named among
us? This is certainly a rhetorical question, because most of us can cite case after case of
Christians being driven by greed for more. Solomon, the holder of great wealth, knew
that wealth would not satisfy greed. He wrote, “He who loves money will not be satisfied
with money, nor he who loves abundance with its income. This too is vanity” (Ecclesiastes
5:10).

To gain wealth by skill and effort is not a sin. Many of the most righteous characters
mentioned in the Bible were extremely wealthy. Of Abraham, it is said, “Now Abram was
very rich in livestock, in silver and in gold” (Genesis 13:2). Many of AbrahamOs descendants
were rich. But to seek wealth from “a heart trained in covetousness” is sinful, and damning
to the seeker.

The Psalmist writes, “Incline my heart to Your testimonies and not to dishonest
gain” (Psalms 119:36). Solomon, again, commends the proverb;'A leader who is a great
oppressor lacks understanding, But he who hates unjust gain will prolong his days” (Proverbs
28:16).

But many descendants of Abraham did not follow his righteous example, or offer an
amen to the prayer of the singer, or heed the wise preaching of Solomon. The decadent
kingdoms of Judah and Israel fell, partly because of covetousness. Jeremiah saw this as
a widespread evil, and proclaimed, "For from the least of them even to the greatest of them,
Everyone is greedy for gain, And from the prophet even to the priest Everyone deals
falsely” (Jeremiah 6:13). These were the people of God in that age, and they had laws

from God to keep them from such evils, but they ignored them, just as many Christians
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do today.

Paul made a convincing argument about the restraining force of the Law of Moses.
He said, “What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the contrary, I would
not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known about coveting if
the Law had not said, *YOU SHALL NOT COVET.” But sin, taking opportunity through the
commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind; for apart from the Law sin is dead. I was
once alive apart from the Law; but when the commandment came, sin became alive and 1 died;
and this commandment, which was to result in life, proved to result in death for me; for sin,
taking an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and through it killed me. So
then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good. Therefore did that
which is good become a cause of death for me? May it never be! Rather it was sin, in order that it
might be shown to be sin by effecting my death through that which is good, so that through the
commandment sin would become utterly sinful” (Romans 7:7-13). A careful study of this
passage shows that the restraining power of the Law was based on the threat of an
extreme punishment applied to every sin....death! With death as the punishment for “a
little olO thing like a little coveting,O that sin is portrayed as “utterly sinful.O Apparently,
the children of Israel succeeded in forgetting this truth, in order to live their covetous
lives.

A greater lawgiver than Moses is here, in the person of Jesus, but his warnings
against covetousness are considered by many to be frivolous and foolish. Pharisees,
who were lovers of money, laughed at His teaching (Luke 16:14). When he said to His
disciples, "Beware, and be on your guard against every form of greed” (Luke 12:15), He stood
before them in the clothing of the peasant. He had drawn them away from their
livelihood, and they were begging their way through the villages of Galilee and Judea.
American Christians, 3ush with Pnancial success, and eager for greater wealth, act as if
Jesus never said such things. They continue to grovel for dollars with a tenacity that
amazes many peasants in the rest of the world.

Adding an inspired exhortation to that of Christ, Paul writes, “Therefore consider the
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members of your earthly body as dead to immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed,
which amounts to idolatry” (Colossians 3:5). Here is another element of greed....it causes
us to put something between ourselves and God. This is the nature of idolatry. When
covetousness leads us to concentrate the majority of our mental effort on the
accumulation of wealth, God has been effectively removed from our sight. If idolatry
was the reason for the fall of Israel, and it was, then the idol of covetousness can be the
downfall of the Christian.

The Apostles also knew that covetousness could claim those who posed as preachers
of the Gospel. Peter warned against this by saying, “But false prophets also arose among the
people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive
heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon
themselves. Many will follow their sensuality, and because of them the way of the truth will be
maligned; and in their greed they will exploit you with false words; their judgment from long
ago is not idle, and their destruction is not asleep” (2 Peter 2:1-3). To make his work distinct
from theirs, Paul said to one church, “For we never came with flattering speech, as you know,
nor with a pretext for greed --God is witness--" (1 Thessalonians 2:5). Many preachers
known to us have been vulnerable to the seductive appeals of a multitude of promoters
of “get rich quickO schemes, and many American Christians have gone along with them.
None seem to heed the dire warnings against greediness found in the sacred pages of
GodOs Word. Do we not believe God? Let our hearts be greedy of salvation, and hungry
for righteousness, and avid in our love of the brethren. But may greed for self-indulgent

wealth die a quick death in all children of God.

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
I Nothing between my soul and the Savior;
Naught of this worldOs elusive dream;
| have renounced all sinful pleasure;

Jesus is mine...thereOs nothing between.O
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Chapter Seven

'WOE UNTO YOU THAT ARE RICH”

A minister delivered a beautiful sermon describing the
plight of the poor and how it was the duty of the rich to share
their wealth with the less fortunate. Later in the day, a friend
asked how the sermon was received.

“Well, it was partly successful,” said the minister, “I

convinced the poor.” --- Anonymous

This is the chapter where I make my strongest bid to gain a reputation as a radical,
because I intend to recall to our minds those words of God which condemn the sins of
the rich. Having asserted repeatedly that American Christians are all rich (by many
comparisons), I am compelled to speak of the woes of the rich, and to apply them to all
of us.

Yes, there are woes pronounced on other kinds of sinners in the Bible. Drunkards
bring woe on themselves---"Woe to those who rise early in the morning that they may
pursue strong drink, Who stay up late in the evening that wine may inflame
them!” (Isaiah 5:11).....Those who have an inverted sense of morality---"Woe to those
who call evil good, and good evil; who substitute darkness for light and light for
darkness; who substitute bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter!” (Isaiah 5:20).....Those
who rule unjustly--- “Woe to those who enact evil statutes and to those who constantly
record unjust decisions” (Isaiah 10:1). Add to these all persons who attempt to cover up
their sins (Isaiah 29:15), those who oppress their employees (Jeremiah 22:13), those
who prophesy falsely (Ezekiel 13:3), Those who are hypocrites (Matthew 23:27), and
worst of all, the one who betrayed Christ (Matthew 26:24). Here we have a partial list of
the woeful wicked. To them, God says, “Woe unto the wicked! it shall be ill with him; for
what his hands have done shall be done unto him” (Isaiah 3:11)

But, alas, the Lord also dolefully pronounces a woe on the self-indulgent rich person.
He says, "But woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort in full. Woe

to you who are well-fed now, for you shall be hungry” (Luke 6:24-25). The rich man
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certainly cannot feel very comfortable in the woeful company of drunkards, perverts,
corrupters, oppressors, false teachers, hypocrites, traitors---sinners of every kind.
Divine judgment condemns all of them alike. The Lord is not condemning the status of
being rich, but His observations through the ages have proved to Him that rich people
engage in a glut of evils.

Are there some common evil traits to be found in most wealthy people? One writer of
the Psalms confirms this by telling us to "Behold the man who would not make God his
refuge, but trusted in the abundance of his riches and was strong in his evil
desire" (Psalms 52:7). If David was the author of this psalm, he failed to warn his son
Solomon of the danger of defection that often came from having extraordinary wealth. It
is said of Solomon that he “"became greater than all the kings of the earth in riches and
wisdom” (2 Chronicles 9:22). It impresses us to read in 1 Kings 10:21 that “All of King
Solomon's drinking vessels were of gold, and all the vessels of the house of the forest of
Lebanon were of pure gold. None was of silver; it was not considered valuable in the
days of Solomon.” Yet, when God gave Israel the Law of Moses, and looked into their
future to the distant time when they would have kings, he commanded that the king
"shall not....greatly increase silver and gold for himself” (Deuteronomy 17:17).

Extravagant wealth enabled Solomon to build a magnificent Temple, but also other
places of worship for heathen Gods, after his heart was turned away from the true God.
He should have heeded the wise words of Agur, which were included in his volume of
Proverbs. Agur prayed, “Two things I asked of You, do not refuse me before I die: keep
deception and lies far from me, give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the
food that is my portion, that I not be full and deny You and say, ‘“Who is the LORD?’ Or
that I not be in want and steal, and profane the name of my God” (Proverbs 30:7-9).
Both poverty and riches have their evils, which must be avoided at all costs.

Another common trait among the rich is the inability to consume as much as they
accumulate. Again, one of the writers of the Psalms says, "Surely every man walks
about as a phantom; Surely they make an uproar for nothing; He amasses riches and
does not know who will gather them” (Psalms 39:6). The fabulously rich King Solomon
knew this truth also, and wrote, “There is an evil which I have seen under the sun and it
is prevalent among men--a man to whom God has given riches and wealth and honor

so that his soul lacks nothing of all that he desires; yet God has not empowered him to
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eat from them, for a foreigner enjoys them. This is vanity and a severe
affliction” (Ecclesiastes 6:1-2).

A third trait common in the rich is haughtiness, bred of the confidence they have in
their own financial skills. Paul speaks of this problem in 1 Timothy 6:17, when he says to
the young evangelist, “Instruct those who are rich in this present world not to be
conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly
supplies us with all things to enjoy.” In the Old Testament, the prophet Jeremiah voiced
the same theme, but offers a correction of this fault. He says, “Thus says the LORD, ‘Let
not a wise man boast of his wisdom, and let not the mighty man boast of his might, let
not a rich man boast of his riches; but let him who boasts boast of this, that he
understands and knows Me, that I am the LORD who exercises lovingkindness, justice
and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,” declares the
LORD” (Jeremiah 9:23-24).

A fourth fault of the rich is the failure to see the transitory nature of riches. What we
gain we can also lose. In the Old Testament, one of Jeremiah’s more picturesque figures
argues this point. He writes, "As a partridge that hatches eggs which it has not laid, So
is he who makes a fortune, but unjustly; In the midst of his days it will forsake him,
And in the end he will be a fool" (Jeremiah 17:11).

A fifth fault of the rich is that they often try to gain even more riches through
oppression of those who are helping them to gain a profit. Jacob, through his skill in
animal husbandry, succeeded in enriching both himself, and his father-in-law, Laban.
But Laban’s greediness is seen in that he changed Jacob’s wages ten times (Genesis
31:41). Jacob finally escaped from this sort of vacillating oppression, and many
employees today wish they could do the same.

The Law of Moses condemned the holding back of the laborer’s wages overnight
(Leviticus 19:13). The prophets also rebuked this kind of oppression. Jeremiah says,
"Woe to him who builds his house without righteousness and his upper rooms without
justice, who uses his neighbor's services without pay and does not give him his
wages” (Jeremiah 22:13). Malachi, another prophet speaking for God against such
oppression, says, "Then I will draw near to you for judgment; and I will be a swift
witness against the sorcerers and against the adulterers and against those who swear

falsely, and against those who oppress the wage earner in his wages, the widow and
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the orphan, and those who turn aside the alien and do not fear Me,’” says the LORD of
hosts” (Malachi 3:5).

In the New Testament, the loudest voice against the rich oppressor is James. He
rebukes those Christians who show partiality toward rich people, and argues, “Listen,
my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith and
heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him? But you have
dishonored the poor man. Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you
into court? Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been
called?” (James 2:5-7). James uses nearly 20% of his letter to address the subject of the
pitfalls of riches. In James 1:9-11, he says, “...the brother of humble circumstances is to
glory in his high position; and the rich man is to glory in his humiliation, because like
flowering grass he will pass away. For the sun rises with a scorching wind and
withers the grass; and its flower falls off and the beauty of its appearance is
destroyed; so too the rich man in the midst of his pursuits will fade away.” Then, in
chapter 5, he really rises to high decibel vociferation, when he cries, “Come now, you
rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are coming upon you. Your riches have
rotted and your garments have become moth-eaten. Your gold and your silver have
rusted; and their rust will be a witness against you and will consume your flesh like
fire. It is in the last days that you have stored up your treasure! Behold, the pay of the
laborers who mowed your fields, and which has been withheld by you, cries out
against you; and the outcry of those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of the
Lord of Sabaoth. You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of wanton
pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned
and put to death the righteous man; he does not resist you” (James 5:1-6). There is no
more forceful indictment of the rich in all the Bible.

For all these sins, and perhaps others, Jesus is moved to say to His disciples, "How
hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God!’ And the disciples
were astonished at His words. But Jesus answered again and said to them, ‘Children,
how hard it is for those who trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for
a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of

God.” And they were greatly astonished, saying among themselves, ‘Who then can be
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saved?’ But Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With men it is impossible, but not with

m

God; for with God all things are possible™ (Mark 10:23-27). The disciples probably
thought that a rich man would find it more “affordable” to offer the many personal
sacrifices required by the Law of Moses, and were astonished that Jesus would refute
this assumption. To be more receptive to this amazing truth, they needed to read again
the many sentiments found in the Old Testament scripture regarding the sins of the
rich.

In another context, Jesus taught that the riches and pleasures of this life are like the
thorns which choke the word in the third soil of His Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:14).
But in Mark 10, the only ray of hope which Jesus offers the rich person is in his
statement, "With men it is impossible, but not with God; for with God all things are
possible.” Unconditional surrender to the will of God is the only salvation for the rich. It
is worth repeating that Paul echoes this principle, when he commands the rich to “do
good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, storing up for
themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold
of that which is life indeed” (1 Timothy 6:18-19). By letting God form our attitude

toward wealth, through his word, we will certainly find it possible to “enter the Kingdom

of God,” and “take hold of that which is life indeed.”

Can we sing this song, sincerely?
“With forbidden pleasures would this vain world charm;
Or its sordid treasures spread to work me harm;
Bring to my remembrance sad Gethsemane,

Or, in darker semblance, cross-crowned Calvary.”

49



Squeezing Through the Needles Eye

Chapter 8
IS IT TIME FOR A CHANGE?

Thus speaks the LORD of hosts, saying: this people says, ‘The time has
not come, the time that the LORD'S house should be built."" Then the word
of the LORD came by Haggai the prophet, saying, "Is it time for you
yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses, and this temple to lie in
ruins?” Now therefore, thus says the LORD of hosts: "Consider your
ways! You have sown much, and bring in little; You eat, but do not have
enough; You drink, but you are not filled with drink; You clothe
yourselves, but no one is warm; And he who earns wages, earns wages to
put into a bag with holes." Thus says the LORD of hosts: "Consider your
ways! Go up to the mountains and bring wood and build the temple, that

I may take pleasure in it and be glorified," says the LORD. (Haggai 1:2-8)

Haggai the prophet was compelled to condemn Israel for their abandonment of duty.
They dwelt in paneled houses, and neglected to build the Temple, a structure which was
vital to their service of God. God told them that they could eat and drink and earn
wages, but that none of this would satisfy. It is my opinion that American Christians
have forsaken the building of the New Testament temple, the church, while they dwell in

comfort in their own version of the “paneled houses” of Israel.

As a teacher, I have diligently trained myself to “speak the oracles of God.” When
anyone, in my hearing, prefaces his remarks with “I think,” I have trained myself to treat
those remarks with less trust than quotations from the inspired word. Many preachers
who should have learned the difference between faith and opinion still express their
opinions freely, and often impose those opinions on their hearers. The gullible audience,
not discerning the difference, often accepts the preacher’s opinions as Scripture. This
inevitably leads to practices and customs that have little or no support from the Word of
God.

However, I feel compelled at this point in my “dissertation” to express some strongly

held opinions on the subject of Christian affluence.
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I am of the opinion, previously expressed in this writing, that American Christians
could give much more of their income to the work of the Lord than they do. The phrase,
“Let each one of you lay by in store, as he may prosper,” seems to have little reference
to our American prosperity, when the sums offered on the Lord’s Day into church
treasuries are contrasted to the sums we spend in frivolous and unnecessary ways.
Professing Christians with incomes that run into the thousands, weekly, give only a
pittance, compared to their prosperity. To gain a certain lifestyle, they spend fabulous
sums for new houses, new cars, closets full of new clothes, and many luxuries. In fact,
most American Christians could live very comfortably on half of all they expend to
maintain such a standard of living.

And speaking of “standards,” does the Lord have a standard by which we are to live?

To his own generation, Jesus said, “Sell your possessions and give to charity; make
yourselves money belts which do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where
no thief comes near nor moth destroys” (Luke 12:33). Could you imagine a modern
Christian taking this instruction to heart, selling his $200,000 home (in exchange for
adequate quarters costing a mere $80,000), and using the difference in the mortgage
payments to support the poor, or to contribute to the work of some evangelist in a
foreign field? I have heard of no such sacrifice. Perhaps the “unfailing treasure in
heaven” promised by the Lord does not have enough appeal to bring about the change.

I am of the opinion, therefore, that many American Christians are sinning, having
been seduced by the general opinion that Americans deserve to live on much higher
levels of income and indulgence than those in other lands. Their commitment to the
work of the Lord is not nearly as strong as their commitment to the “American Dream.”

I can be even nastier still in criticism of affluent Christians. Where are those who
follow the model of Zachaeus, who gained the unstinting commendation of the Lord
when he promised to rectify all his dishonest transactions, and give half of his goods to
the poor? The Lord did not tell this tax collector to quit his lucrative occupation. He
merely commended him for using his wealth in merciful ways. To be fair, I have heard
of a few brethren who left occupations that promised great wealth, in order to preach
the gospel. Would that we had more such men.

But who would support them in their new profession, if the rest of us selfishly hoard

our belongings to the point that evangelistic funds dry up? Jesus once said to His
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disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Therefore beseech the Lord
of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest" (Matthew 9:37-38). I am of the
opinion that we should not pray for the Lord to send more harvesters into the field, until
we are willing to support them. Hundreds of workers already in the fields abroad now
need more support, but their pitiful appeals have to be turned down by churches filled
with rich, indifferent, self-indulgent members. For fear of being cut off from their erratic
support, many prospective evangelists educate themselves in some secular occupation,
in order to have “something to fall back on.” This is a scandal, in view of the fantastic
wealth of American Christians. The Lord, when he sent his disciples out to preach the
kingdom among the Children of Israel, told them, "Do not acquire gold, or silver, or
copper for your money belts, or a bag for your journey, or even two coats, or sandals,
or a staff; for the worker is worthy of his support” (Matthew 10:9-10). Every faithful
evangelist should be able to go forth in the confidence that adequate support will follow
him. If the churches were more generous in their support, more harvesters would
volunteer for the work, I believe.

I think, also, that the church is blessed with educated people, and clever people with
less education, who know how to earn a lot of money. There are shrewd investors, and
entrepreneurs, and managers, and bankers among us who have learned how to use the
American system to accumulate wealth. The problem is that many of them think that the
accumulation of wealth permits, or even requires, a corresponding indulgent and
luxurious lifestyle. It doesn’t. God requires us to be content with the “food and
covering” provided by God’s loving care for us. The clever accumulator can live
modestly and comfortably on much less than he earns, and can free his wealth for
service to God. If any one of these Christians accepts this premise, he must also heed the
divine admonition, “He that knows to do good, and does it not, to him it is sin” (James
4:17). Those who have not accepted the premise may be doomed to hear the same
judgment that the Lord gave to the self-indulgent rich man whose soul was taken from
him before he repented, "So is the man who stores up treasure for himself, and is not
rich toward God" (Luke 12:21).

I also think that there has never been a time since the Restoration Movement of the
early 19th Century when the Gospel needs to be preached more than now. The moral

decline of our society: high divorce rates, scandalous birthrates of illegitimate children,
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lawlessness and corruption in political leaders, the rise and spread of militant foreign
religions...all demand more diligent and effective proclamation of the Christian way of
life within our borders. Yet, much of our preaching avoids the subject of this book. The
persistent rich lifestyles of many Christians would seem to render such preaching as
futile. Most American Christians have made an accommodation with our society’s
general view that wealth is for self and not for others.

Then there are the billions of souls beyond our borders, who cause us great concern.
The huge task of converting them has been so daunting to some that they have tried to
ease their conscience about our failures to “go into all the world” by supposing that God
will save the lost somehow---without the gospel! There is no verse of Scripture that
suggests such an option. Every time we quote Mark 16:16 to prove that belief of the
gospel, plus baptism, will save, we need to remind ourselves that the previous verse
places the task of “preaching the gospel to every creature” on all disciples. The sending
of evangelists requires the support of evangelists, and I am of the opinion that the
limited number of evangelists who “go into all the world” is caused by the limited
amount of support American Christians are willing to commit to them. Our luxurious
lifestyle is robbing the world of the Word of Salvation!

What a difference would be evident....what an example we could set---if we, as a
body of true believers, were to accede to the teaching of the Lord in these matters....
earning our fabulous salaries....reaping the dividends of our clever investments.... yet
living modestly and frugally....giving to the coffers of the churches in proportion to our
prosperity....relieving the needy that come within our circle of acquaintance....
responding generously to every calamity we learn about....sending more harvesters into
the field....and building more modest meeting houses. If this were to happen, churches
of Christ would become again the model for the reformation of every religious
institution in America. Who knows? Perhaps that sort of radical reformation might
captivate others, and cause them to a renounce denominational false doctrines, and
causing primitive Christianity to rise as the dominate spiritual force in a world that is
strongly critical of its present hypocritical representations.

Is this an ideal that is unrealistic? I do not believe that it is beyond imagination. It
has certainly never been tested in the latter part of the 20th Century!! Churches of

Christ in the first half of this century were poor and struggling, because the American
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economy had not become so diversified. Hardscrabble farm families made up the
majority of church members. There were few opportunities for schooling, especially
higher education. One decade of the century was spent in a Depression that hindered
investment opportunities. Not until the aftermath of World War II brought about a
transformation in economics did most Americans have the inspiration and motivation to
take better advantage of higher education and the free market system. Now, the United
States of America is the place to be, if one is ambitious, and innovative, and perhaps
greedy. The Agrarian Society is gone. In its place are high-tech industries, and computer
accelerated business practices, which have brought the promise of faster growth, and
faster gathering of riches.

The super management of an already super economy carries the promise of even
greater opportunities for accumulating wealth in the 21st Century. The greater the
wealth, the more greed and self-indulgence will follow close on its heels. I am of the sad
opinion that the traits of self-indulgence that prevail today among many of us in the
church will become even worse, unless we repent. Spiritual satisfaction cannot be
obtained in selfishness. Greed only leads to more greed.

There is great hope for us, however, if we yield to the teaching of the Lord, and follow
His example in the matters of earning and giving. A poor widow, remember, gave her
total wealth to the Temple treasury, in the form of two insignificant coins. The Lord said
she had given much more than those who only gave a small portion of their abundance.
He did not tell her to reach into the vessel and pull out either one or both of her pitifully
small gifts. Yet, what he said in her honor is preserved for all Christians to read. Can we
profit from the reading?

Let us sing with sincerity.....
All to Jesus | surrender,
All to Him | freely give;
| will ever love and trust Him,

In His presence daily live.
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Epilogue
I Physician, Heal Thyself!”

When Jesus visited His home city, Nazareth, and taught in the synagogue, He put
words in the mouths of His hearers. He said, “Doubtless you will say this parable to me,
‘Physician, heal thyself.” As one of my readers, you could be saying the same thing to
me. I accept the challenge.

You will have to know a little about me, and my background. I have been preaching
for about 61 years, with only very short interludes in which I had no regular place to
work. Twice in my life, I discontinued preaching as a livelihood, and worked at secular
jobs for a short period of time.

My preaching career began in a time when ministers of the Word were not always
considered “worthy of their hire.” The complaint was often expressed that the preacher
was making more money than other laborers in the congregation. In spite of this, it
hardly ever occurred to me in those days to ask for even a small increase in my financial
support. Yet, with a careful watch over family finances, it was possible to live without
feeling any pinch of need.

As American Christians prospered through the years, the wages of preachers grew in
proportion, but there were still many in congregations who had passed through the hard
times of the Depression, and they sometimes objected to any increase in the preacher’s
pay. Preachers were often driven, for their family’s sake, to take “side jobs,” or to invest
in “pyramid” get-rich-quick schemes, in the hope that they could become as affluent as
their fellow-members. Most were disappointed in their efforts to earn more, and simply
resigned themselves to continue living under a little financial strain. Some, however,
quit preaching in frustration. I never felt the need to quit my vocation, and I tried to
make our family finances cover all needs, without holding two jobs, or having my wife
earn some of the living.

During the whole 61 years, I purchased only two new cars, one in 1951, and the other
in 1962. Used cars have served us well otherwise. On one occasion, I priced a medium-

sized new car, and discovered that I had not spent that much money on purchasing the
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last five used cars I had owned! I decided to continue to buy used cars from that time on.
Oh, yes, one time I bought a Cadillac car, a Fleetwood with all the bells and whistles---it
was eleven years old, and proved to be a lemon. I sold it, quickly (at a loss).

I have purchased and sold three houses in my lifetime, and have gained a total of
only about $1200.00 in value in these transactions. The rest of the time, I have rented
our houses or apartments. Some preachers have had the good fortune to work with a
single congregation for a period of many years. I did not have this experience. Like many
others, I followed the custom of short term employment, and moved my family at least a
dozen times. This is an expensive custom.

Without the extra income that a wife might bring in, there was never a surplus of
money for any regular investment. Children’s needs came first with us.

Yet, I have come to realize that we are now well-supported in our work, and we have
come to live on a level that could be described as lower middle-class. Fudging here and
there, we have accumulated some comforts---good furniture, entertainment equipment,
and median range appliances (most acquired on credit). Our latest and most expensive
used car at this writing is a Toyota Avalon. Somehow, though, through a lack of caution,
and some bad luck, I have managed to accumulate some unsecured debt. When I write
the checks to pay my credit cards and loans, I realize that the sum of all them could
support several native preachers in Africa, or provide a good portion of a domestic
evangelist’s support at home. For the most part, it is money that I have wasted on
myself. The debts I made were avoidable, if I had been a better manager. Therefore, I
tremble at the admonition of Paul, who said, “Owe nothing to anyone except to love one
another” (Romans 13:8).

Nevertheless, I am now trying diligently to get out of debt, and to manage my income
better. I am too old now for long term investments, and I have accumulated little in
assets, but I am trying hard to “downsize,” and be content with less than I have, so that I
can do more in the work of the Lord.

Those who know me personally will testify that I am too FAT (what an unkind cut!).
They could have been more subtle. Many of my friends try to help me lose weight with
generous amounts of advice. At long last, after realizing that I am sinfully fat, I am
shedding the excess pounds. I have vowed to myself that bread will have a less

important place in my thinking in the remaining years of my life. Many of my fellow
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Christian friends need to make the same vow.

In short, I am no longer deceiving myself that the American standard of indulgent
living is the best policy for Christians. I will no longer avoid saying that I now think it is
sinful for American Christians (including myself) to live on the same level as their
means. Such a lifestyle leaves us no surplus. We are commanded to have a surplus, in
order to give liberally to the work of the Lord, and generously relieve the needy (1
Corinthians 16:1-2; Ephesians 4:28). If we are determined to keep our wealth for
ourselves, the Lord will tell us bluntly what to do, as he did to the rich young ruler. He
said to him, "One thing you lack: go and sell all you possess and give to the poor, and
you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me" (Mark 10:21). Even without
such a drastic divestment, the collective surpluses of all American Christians who would
follow the teaching of their Lord in these things could provide a vast sum for spreading
the Gospel.

The story of my life you now know....what is your story? How do you justify the
affluent lifestyle you have, while the “Temple” lies neglected? Can you see yourself living
on a lower level, and working hard to make your prosperity a source of service for God?
Stewardship is every Christian’s business, even if you are a widow with only two “mites.”
The scriptures we have read in this volume should convince us that we must do better
with our wealth. We need to convince ourselves that it is pleasing to the Lord to be
frugal, or to "downsize” our style of living to enhance the progress of “The Cause.” Then
we can sincerely sing the songs in church that echo that theme, and perhaps even say
amen to these stanzas from a song written by story-telling singer, Tom T. Hall.....

A good ol’ boy and a pretty little girl
Start all over in a little bitty world;
A little bitty plan and a little bitty dream;
It’s all part of a little bitty scheme.
It’s alright to be a little bitty
In a little home town, or a big ol’ city,
Might as well share, might as well smile,
Life goes on for a little bitty while.
You have a little love on a little honeymoon,

You've got a little dish, and you got a little spoon,
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Little bitty house, and a little bitty yard,
A little bitty dog, and a little bitty car.
It’s alright to be a little bitty
In a little home town, or a big ol’ city,
Might as well share, might as well smile,
Life goes on for a little bitty while.
You know you got a job, and a little bitty check,
A little bit of food, and a television set.
A little bitty world goes round and around,
A little bit of silence, and a little bit of sound.
It’s alright to be little bitty
In a little home town, or a big ol’ city,
Might as well share, might as well smile,
Life goes on for a little bitty while.
The Lord Jesus should have the final word in all this, and He says, “Do not be afraid,
little flock, for your Father has chosen gladly to give you the kingdom. "Sell your
possessions and give to charity; make yourselves money belts which do not wear out,

an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near nor moth destroys” (Luke

12:32-33).
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