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      The Mission of Money

      I forgot to give my husband a present for his thirty-fifth birthday. Or a card. Or anything. It’s worth noting that my birthday was only two weeks before, and he’d gotten me a beautiful woven hammock. He’s a gracious guy though, so rather than resenting me, it’s become a running joke. But what if it hadn’t been a mistake—what if I never gave gifts to my husband while happily purchasing things for myself? You’d probably question how much I loved him.

      The way we use our money says a lot about what—and who—we love. It reveals the true treasure of our hearts. Perhaps this is why it’s so uncomfortable to talk about. It feels too exposing. That discomfort is actually an expression of God’s grace to us. He wants us to love what he loves—he exposes our hearts so that they can be refined. There’s a reason Jesus spoke more about money and possessions than heaven and hell combined. He wants us to follow him, and following him can’t be separated from giving. Jesus showed his love by giving his life. He became poor so we might become rich. He emptied himself so we could be filled. He died so we could live.

      If God’s love truly abides in us, we will love in both word and deed—it’s impossible to do otherwise. We won’t close our hearts but will lay down our lives to generously tend to those in need. If this fruit is lacking, Scripture questions whether the love of God is in us at all. First John 3:16–18 says:

      By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.

      The primary purpose of our money is about loving God and our neighbors, and giving generously transforms our money into a pleasing sacrifice of worship. But like Cain, we tend to give our leftovers instead of our best. The idols of materialism and financial security beckon us to feed their insatiable appetites and undermine the priority of generosity. If we’re wealthy and successful, we’re tempted to buy superfluous things and save far more than we need. If we’re frugal and financially stressed, we’re tempted to live anxiously tightfisted and trust ourselves more than God to provide. Whatever our situation, living generously goes against our flesh. But it’s possible, because we’ve been made new.

      Because of Christ’s generous grace to us, we can live generously toward others. And as we sacrifice for the sake of mercy, we’ll reap abundant joy. It really is more blessed to give than to receive.

      Common Hindrances to Generosity

      Whether living amidst poverty or plenty, the temptation to idolize money and possessions is universal. Living in a prosperous society accentuates this enticement, as culture fuels our fleshly yearnings to believe we need more, deserve more, and should pursue more. In order to embrace the mission of our money, we must first learn to identify and fight the most common temptations we face.

      Hindrance #1: Subtle Acceptance of a “Prosperity Gospel”

      There is a common false teaching that’s infiltrated the church—the idea that if we love God and have enough faith, we’ll be blessed with health, wealth, and prosperity. Many of us reject this “prosperity gospel.” We know the real gift of the gospel is knowing Christ—that true abundance is found in loving and being loved by him.

      And yet, even when we’re grieved by this twisted “gospel,” we allow it to subtly infiltrate our hearts. Sometimes we do this by confusing presumption with faith. Faith is following and trusting God through the hard circumstances he ordains; it’s not pursuing lifestyles we can’t afford or taking on loans we cannot responsibly repay because we “trust” God to provide for our discontented appetites. There will be plenty of opportunities throughout our lives to exercise faith and trust God for provision; we shouldn’t create them by allowing our own presumption to cause unnecessary financial strain.

      Another subtle way we might embrace prosperity thinking is in how we view God’s gifts. It is tempting to assume that we deserve certain possessions, lifestyles, and experiences. We set expectations based on those around us, following norms within the culture without recognizing how much it’s caused us to compromise Christ’s own warnings to not store up treasures on earth. We might think, “I work diligently and serve God. Of course there’s nothing wrong with using my hard-earned money to feed my desires, just as long as I give thanks and acknowledge it’s from him.” Yes, God does give good gifts for us to enjoy! And in his mysterious sovereignty, he gives some of us more than others. Disparity in wealth isn’t inherently sinful, and neither is enjoying God’s gifts. Scripture actually warns us against the false religious practice of asceticism (Col. 2:18–23). But sometimes our “enjoyment” of God’s gifts is a flashing indicator of selfishness and greed, if we neglect the poor and the gospel mission by consuming or hoarding what should be given.

      I’m thankful that God has provided so that my children never go to bed hungry. I’m thankful for access to exceptional medical care. I’m thankful for our two cars and how they strengthen our ability to work, serve others, and fellowship in our suburban context. I’m also thankful for all those extras I’ve gotten to enjoy—delicious meals, good books, and memorable vacations. God is the creator of beauty and pleasure, and enjoying his gifts often stirs our hearts to delight in him, our glorious giver.

      But in the midst of thanking God for his good gifts, it’s tempting to believe we’re at liberty to keep his provision to ourselves. Meanwhile there are people around the world going to bed hungry, being sold as slaves, and unreached by the gospel. We have brothers and sisters in Christ—whom God loves just as much as he loves us—enduring poverty and oppression. Instead of hoarding our Father’s provision, will we be faithful to extend it to them?

      It’s a common trap to be thankful to God for prosperity while concurrently dishonoring him with it. John Piper challenges this inclination: “Gratitude for luxury impresses no one with our Savior. No matter how grateful we are, lining our lives with gold will not make the world think that our God is great. It will make the world think that our god is gold. That is no honor to the supremacy of his worth—none.”1

      Hindrance #2: Materialism

      We like to assume that we’re not materialistic. I know I do. But the seduction of materialism is common to man, so we shouldn’t assume we’re above it. Ever so slowly, wants get shifted into categories of need, and we drift into embracing increasing levels of materialism. In order to be generous in the way Scripture instructs, we need to stop comparing ourselves to people who have more than we do and instead be molded by God’s word.

      If we find ourselves claiming ownership over our finances and prioritizing our interests over those revealed in Scripture, we’ll inevitably miss out on the joy of generosity and rob ourselves of opportunities to practice contentment. Neglecting the poor in order to feed our material appetites breeds poverty in our own hearts. Cluttering our lives with the eternally meaningless makes us blind to the eternally meaningful. It’s only our Savior, not our stuff, that will satisfy us.

      We know real satisfaction is found in Christ, but we still seek satisfaction elsewhere. Scripture instructs, “If we have food and clothing, with these we will be content. But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction” (1 Tim. 6:8–9). Yet we dismiss the danger of loving money and continually lengthen the list of things we think we need before we can be content. If I have food and clothing, and a better house, and money for eating out, and an annual vacation, and updated electronics, and a decent retirement fund, and a cable subscription, and a new car—with these I will be content (maybe). Our lists look different, of course, but we’re all tempted to have them.

      Usually our discontentment isn’t very obvious, because most of us aren’t buying luxury cars or expensive jewelry. We assume Jesus’s command to not store up treasures on earth is just meant for those who have more treasures than we do. But he’s speaking to all of us. The current of materialism is strong, and if we fail to fight against it, we’ll tolerate it more and more. Our list of “needs” will just keep growing longer, and our list of excuses to neglect generosity will grow in proportion. All it takes is looking at our bank statements, bills, houses, closets, garages, sheds, and shelves to see that the vast majority of us don’t have a problem with being too generous.

      And though materialism is a common sin, its consequences are serious. It makes us ineffective witnesses as we embrace the same values the world embraces and strive for temporary comfort as if there’s no such thing as heaven. It hurts people because the more we keep for ourselves, the less we can give to those in need. It ties our hearts to things of this earth, distracting us from the mission ahead of us and the kingdom awaiting us.

      Randy Alcorn’s teaching on money, possessions, and the glory of God has profoundly impacted my life. His idea of adopting a pilgrim mentality has been particularly useful in my battle against materialism:

      Pilgrims are unattached. They are travelers, not settlers, who are acutely aware that excessive things will distract and burden them. Material things are valuable to pilgrims, but only as they facilitate their mission. If you were traveling through a country on foot or on a bicycle, what would your attitude be toward possessions? You wouldn’t hate them or think them evil—but you would choose them strategically. Unnecessary things would slow your journey or even force you to stop. . . . I’m convinced that the greatest deterrent to our giving is this: the illusion that earth, as it is now, is our home. Where we choose to store our treasures depends largely on where we think our home is. Those who think of earth as their real home will naturally want to pile up treasures here. Those who think of Heaven as their real home will naturally want to pile up treasures there. It all comes down to the question, “Where’s your home?” To the Christian, God gives a clear answer. The only question is whether we’ll live as if that answer is true.2

      Hindrance #3: Worldly Wisdom

      Wisdom is a gift from God, and by all means, we should pursue it. But sometimes we mistake worldly wisdom for godly wisdom—especially in regard to money. Jesus illustrated this tendency in one of his parables, when he told the story of a man who appeared to be a wise steward (Luke 12:15–21). The guy worked hard, managed his property well, and produced an abundance of crops. He toiled and planned and saved so diligently that he had to build bigger barns just to store his harvest. Then he said to himself, “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry” (12:19).

      There’s no indication that the man’s wealth was accumulated through stealing or cheating or taking advantage of anyone, so it’s a bit surprising when Jesus continues, “But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God” (12:20–21). The man seemed to have it all together, but he was really a fool.

      Some of us sin by being irresponsible with our money, but some of us sin precisely because we are so “responsible.” We believe that wisdom is to think fifteen or fifty years ahead, but godly wisdom is to think fifty thousand years ahead. Instead of accumulating for ourselves, real wisdom stirs us to be rich toward God and sow to eternal investments. All our resources belong to God and are meant to fill his purposes, not our own desire for security and comfort. This doesn’t mean we never save, but it reshapes our motives for doing so.

      If we follow the example of this fool and consider it wisdom, it is likely that we have fallen into the trap of loving money. This trap is unsatisfying (Eccl. 5:10), foolish (Prov. 11:28), and dangerous (1 Tim. 6:10). It’s easy to believe that the “love of money” only takes the face of Scrooge-like, miserly greed. But, like most sins, ungodly love for money is often subtle, socially acceptable, and easily entangling. We’re not immune to its temptation!

      Hindrance #4: Anxiety

      The final common hindrance to generosity is anxiety. When our hope is in money to keep life stable or to improve our circumstances, we’ll cling to control rather than opening our hands to others and entrusting ourselves to God. Jesus knows our propensity toward anxiety, so before delivering instructions about generosity, he preemptively offers this comfort:

      I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat, nor about your body, what you will put on. For life is more than food, and the body more than clothing. Consider the ravens: they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God feeds them. Of how much more value are you than the birds! (Luke 12:22–24)

      Jesus understands how trapped we become when we place our hope in possessions instead of in him. He wants us to be free. Our joy and peace will be completely unstable if they rest on things that will only pass away. When we’re preoccupied with accumulating for our own security, we forfeit the opportunity to store up treasures in heaven that last forever.

      It’s hard not to trust in money, because money seems to offer deliverance from so many of our problems. But we can entrust ourselves to the God who feeds the ravens and clothes the lilies. How much more does he care about us? He will give us all we need—more than we need—because he gives us himself. We have a loving Father who delights to work for our good and his glory. There is nothing to fear and everything to look forward to when we forgo our wants and give to the needy. God graciously uses the act of giving to free us from the clutches of material anxiety so that we can trust him as our faithful provider.

      Fight Temptation

      What are your weak spots? What are those areas in life that tempt you to be anxious, tightfisted, or materialistic? If you’re unsure, ask God to show you. He will faithfully reveal your sin and patiently help you change. He wants you to experience the joy of giving.

      Meditate on his word too. You’re going to need it. Between our own sinful flesh and a culture that breeds covetousness, we’re constantly fed the lie that we need more. The surest way to battle those lies is with the truth of Scripture. The sword of the Spirit—the word of God—arms us for this battle just like any other. It convicts and encourages and strengthens us. When we’re tempted to hoard, Jesus reminds us, “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal” (Matt. 6:19). When we’re tempted to neglect generosity, Jesus reminds us, “Sell your possessions, and give to the needy. Provide yourselves with moneybags that do not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that does not fail” (Luke 12:33). In the same way we use Scripture to battle against anger, lust, bitterness, anxiety, and pride, let us also use Scripture to battle against materialism, discontentment, greed, and lack of generosity. Without Scripture, we’ll be weak in our fight against sin.

      We also need accountability. While we tend to crave privacy and financial autonomy, Christian brothers and sisters are called to encourage, correct, and stir one another to follow Christ in all aspects of life. This includes our use of money. By living transparently among trusted friends, we’re able to help one another honor God as faithful and generous stewards. The love of money is a dangerous trap, and one we shouldn’t face alone. We need each other. This applies to married couples as well, and it helps to recognize that we might be tempted in different ways. I’m tempted to idolize financial security, while my husband, Andrew, is tempted to accumulate stuff he wants but doesn’t need. He’s helped me fight worry when money pressures arise, and I’ve helped him fight materialism and discontentment. All of us have different areas of strength and weakness, but God graciously enables us to stir each other to live generously.

      Biblical Examples of Generosity

      Scripture tells of saints—both rich and poor—who were generous. We’ve already learned of Job’s faithfulness and how he used his wealth for the good of the poor, the widow, and the orphan. His example shows that it’s not inherently wrong to be rich, because riches sown righteously are pleasing to God. But it’s a bit ironic that some of the most memorable examples of generosity didn’t erupt from places of abundance but from people in need. Their examples challenge our own ungodly excuses and compel us to emulate cheerful giving. They also remind us that God weighs generosity by sacrifice, not sum—nothing goes beyond his notice.

      The Poor Widow

      One day, Jesus was at the temple with his disciples. He’d been doing the usual—teaching, riling up the Pharisees, answering loaded questions—when he decided to sit and observe the temple treasury. As the bustling crowd threw heaps of money into the offering, the clanging of metals probably echoed through the temple. But then a poor widow approached and put in two small copper coins. Though they were only worth a penny, Jesus took notice. “And he called his disciples to him and said to them, ‘Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the offering box. For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on’” (Mark 12:43–44).

      Talk about extravagant generosity! A desperately poor and vulnerable widow offered the Lord everything she had. Though we barely know anything about her, Jesus unveils two defining characteristics: the passion of her love and depth of her trust in God. Because God was her greatest treasure, she parted with her meager earthly treasure. And because she trusted God as her faithful provider, she entrusted herself to his care rather than seeking to control what little she had left. We can read this familiar story so quickly and give a quick nod to the poor widow’s faith without ever thinking too deeply about her. There are only a few sentences referencing her in Scripture. But Jesus saw her. Jesus took note of her faith. He knew the overflowing love and trust reflected in those two small coins.

      What she gave was nearly nothing, but Jesus declared it was more than the abundant offerings of the rich. His perspective should reassure us when we feel discouraged over the extent of needs to which we cannot contribute. We might desire to use our money for kingdom purposes but feel we have nothing good enough to offer. We might view our “small coins” as inconsequential. Yet when faith and love stir us to give generously from our circumstances, even what might be deemed meager gifts are considered more precious to God than the substantial gifts that represent the leftovers of abundance. When our congregation was raising money for a church building, offering baskets often included the contents of emptied piggy banks—pennies and dimes and one-dollar bills and even plastic gems. These gifts didn’t make a dent in such monumental expenses, but nonetheless they were gifts that pleased the heart of God.

      And let’s not forget—God doesn’t actually depend on us or our money. That’s not the point of generosity. Just as he used two fish and five loaves to feed the five thousand, he can miraculously stretch a small contribution to accomplish mighty works.

      The Macedonian Church

      We usually don’t tell our congregations about another church’s generosity, but Paul did. In his letter to the Corinthian church he wrote:

      We want you to know, brothers, about the grace of God that has been given among the churches of Macedonia, for in a severe test of affliction, their abundance of joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. For they gave according to their means, as I can testify, and beyond their means, of their own accord, begging us earnestly for the favor of taking part in the relief of the saints—and this, not as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then by the will of God to us. Accordingly, we urged Titus that as he had started, so he should complete among you this act of grace. But as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in all earnestness, and in our love for you—see that you excel in this act of grace also. (2 Cor. 8:1–7)

      The Macedonian church was suffering. We don’t know all the details of their situation, but consider who was writing the letter. Paul had been beaten, stoned, shipwrecked, and imprisoned—I don’t think he’d exaggerate and use terms like “severe affliction” lightly. The Macedonians’ situation was so intense that he actually tried to resist their giving. But they ignored his pleas and gave out of an abundance of joy. Despite their poverty, generosity was the overflow of their hearts—so much so that they begged for the favor of giving. Rather than being absorbed in their own afflictions, they were filled with an earnest desire to use what they had—and more than they could afford—for the glory of God.

      After celebrating the Macedonians’ faithfulness, Paul urged the Corinthians to also excel in generosity—not out of compulsion but as a testament to their genuine love (2 Cor. 8:7–8). Christians give because they’ve received the generous grace of Jesus Christ. He was rich, but for our sake he emptied himself and became poor, so that we might enjoy the riches of forgiveness, relationship, and an inheritance with him (2 Cor. 8:9). Giving generously is one of the most profound ways we can emulate him.

      How to Cultivate Generosity

      If we want to follow the examples of Job, the poor widow, and the Macedonian church, we must learn how to cultivate generosity. As we open our hands to God and our neighbor, his transforming grace will mold us into the cheerful givers he’s created us to be.

      Give in Ways That Make No Earthly Sense

      Scripture sets the precedent that true generosity makes no earthly sense. It didn’t make sense for the poor widow or the Macedonian church to give the way that they did, yet their examples illustrate the paradox that even when we’re in need, we can overflow in generosity.

      Proverbs instructs, “One gives freely, yet grows all the richer; another withholds what he should give, and only suffers want. Whoever brings blessing will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be watered” (11:24–25). The wisdom in this passage is so counterintuitive. As we freely give to others, God will care for us. As we seek to bless others, he will enrich our lives. But when we cling to our finances and possessions, we’ll only end up with a greater sense of need. If we seek satisfaction where it can’t be found, we’ll just crave more stuff and more security. Giving freely refreshes our hearts and sharpens our vision to behold the blessings God has already provided.

      Sometimes God’s provision doesn’t look like we’d expect. In the midst of saving for adoption, God led us to increase our monthly giving. As we obeyed, we were hit with various financial challenges. I lost my part-time job, and when I got a new one, it came with a significant pay cut. Then we had unforeseen expenses and bills due to healthcare costs and home repairs. It seemed that the more generously we sought to live, the more financial setbacks we faced. Yet God continually provided for all of our needs and worked to align our desires with his.

      Sometimes his provision was miraculous. Right after I lost my job, friends gave us a substantial check toward our adoption. It would have been a blessing regardless of what had been going on, but at that particular time it was an especially encouraging display of God’s faithfulness to meet our needs. By God’s providence, Andrew had frequent opportunities to work overtime. We hadn’t realized how much this added up until doing our taxes—we were blown away when we realized that all his extra work more than covered my decreased income. God provided later when friends, family, and our church generously supported us with adoption costs. Over the course of several months, our church’s food ministry helped us save hundreds of dollars on groceries. And I’m confident there are countless expressions of provision we didn’t even realize. Growing up, my parents often pointed out God’s less obvious gifts—none of us needed orthodontic care, our old vans ran way longer than they should have. Everything that doesn’t go wrong can be viewed as God’s provision.

      We’ll all walk through seasons when there are sensible reasons to refrain from giving. But clinging to the promises of God as we seek to obey him is so much better than clinging to financial security. If we neglect to give in situations that require faith, we rob God of opportunities to prove himself more trustworthy than money.

      Essentially, our lifestyles should be so generous that they make no sense to the world. If our spending habits appear responsible but our giving practices appear foolish, we’re probably on the right track. Ultimately, whether poor or rich, the generosity of disciples should confound others and testify to the greater worth of Christ.

      Give Wisely

      If we could only choose one passage to live by when it comes to money, it could be this: “Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:20–21).

      This passage conveys such simple instruction about how to direct our love. If we love God and want to love him more, we should give to his purposes. If we love our church and want to build the body of Christ and witness to our surrounding area, we should give to our church. If we know that Scripture commands us to care for the poor and oppressed but we lack a heart of love for them, our hearts can be changed by giving. God has given us a surefire way to cultivate love for his purposes and people—giving! Our hearts will follow our treasure. Randy Alcorn says it this way:

      Do you wish you cared more about eternal things? Then reallocate some of your money, maybe most of your money, from temporal things to eternal things. Put your resources, your assets, your money and possessions . . . into the things of God. Watch what happens. As surely as the compass needle follows north, your heart will follow your treasure. Money leads; hearts follow.3

      When we give generously and strategically, God not only affects our hearts but furthers his mission. Through giving, Scripture can be translated, enabling people to read the riches of God’s word in their native tongues. Through giving, churches can be planted and sustained all around the world to preach the good news, disciple believers, and witness to the lost. Through giving, water filtration systems can be installed, providing safe water for the rural poor. Through giving, starving children can be fed and naked children can be clothed. Through giving, urgent medical care can be provided, diseases can be treated, and surgical operations can be completed. Through giving, holistic healing can be offered to sexually trafficked women and children. Through giving, orphans can be provided for and adoptions can be funded. Through giving, education can be offered to the illiterate, and vocational training can be given to the outcast. There are endless and effective ways to give.

      Many voices point to failures in charity as an excuse to refrain from giving. And, sadly, there are many examples of millions of dollars of aid being recklessly mismanaged and used in ways that have aggravated problems rather than helped them. But
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