Victor J. Belton-Peace Lutheran Church, Decatur Georgia

Sermon 2- God’s Passion - text: Malachi 4:1-6

One of the misgivings about stewardship and perhaps one of the reasons that we do not like the word ‘stewardship’ is that we think that it always and only concerns money. Some Christians think that stewardship is the way that the pastor and the church find their way into my purse or pocket yet again. We all share that as a concern for what stewardship has become. It is important to note that stewardship is not primarily a matter of dollars and cents. That is a very minor part of the concern of stewardship. 
God says that the pure of heart will see him as He is (Matthew 5:8) and that the pure of heart will know Him and understand Him. God says that the pure of heart will diligently seek Him and as they seek Him they will find Him. (Proverbs 8:17) So it seems that stewardship is a matter first and foremost not of money, time or talent, but rather stewardship is a matter of where our hearts are before Almighty God, our Father. 

I see how some Christians function on the earth, in their lives and how they treat one another. How they despise the weaker among us and this is nothing more than a problem in our hearts. I see among Christians the CME’s, you know those people who show up for Christmas, Mother’s Day and Easter. What does that say about our heart toward God and even the stewardship of our time and talent?

I see people on Sunday who pull out their checkbook when it is announced that it is time to receive tithes and offerings. It is as if we are too busy and we do not even have five minutes on Saturday evening to talk to the Lord and pray so that we can give thanks and ask, “What shall I render to the Lord for all His benefits to me!” Then after praying, write a check for my tithe or offering and pray over it before bringing it joyfully to advance the Kingdom of God on the earth. I even see some go in their pockets to give the Lord some leftover or piddling portion of what is remaining after paying all the bills and doing everything else I “wanted” or “needed” to do. Lack of preparation and coming before God is a matter of the heart!
Doesn’t it make our hearts heavy when we see so many people in our community or neighborhood in distress: financially, emotionally, or physically. But do we as a church reach out to them or do we play it safe not wanting to get involved with the ministry it calls for. Every criminal, every child who gets in trouble at school, every sinner, has passed by churches multiple times and perhaps no one stopped them to invite them in or offer comfort and the message of Jesus. Black Slide It is not a matter of money but a matter of the heart if we esteem ourselves too busy to stop and engage them we could miss the chance that the Lord is trying to speak to them through us. Remember the commission you received when Jesus came into your life, “As you are going . . . make disciples!” Obedience to that Great Commission is not a matter of time management or stewardship of words but a matter of the heart. It a matter of Passion for service.
Stewardship is a manifestation of our love and appreciation to our Father for sending His beloved son Jesus Christ to die for the forgiveness of our sins and then to raise Jesus up on the third day, with all power and all authority so that we might be free to serve. Jesus gives us authority to walk by faith and to achieve ‘greater things’ by faith: it is our responsibility to steward His mysteries in love for all His creation. Stewardship is a matter of faith in Christ but a greater measure of the heart.

Would you like to have a measure or honest estimate of where your priorities really lie? Jesus teaches a lesson on prayer, fasting and consecration in Matthew 6. At one point in the narrative Jesus talks about laying up treasure not in the Kingdom of God but on earth. Matthew 6:21, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” In other words if you would really like to know where your heart truly lay, look at where you invest your treasure. Stewardship then is not primarily about finances and money but money can reveal where you place your trust and what you truly value.
Martin Luther understood this line of thinking regarding stewardship. Luther says at the beginning of each of the meanings of the commandments, “We should fear and love God that . . .” Fear and love are both matters of the heart. Fear has to do with disappointment or anxiety regarding an imminent danger and love has to do with full devotion and undivided attention. Both fear and love are seated in the emotive realm of our being and consequently are matters of the heart.
Take a look at the way that the heart is involved in Black Slide 

1 Samuel 16.  This narrative tells us how Israel selected Saul to be king. Saul is their preference and God allows Israel the choice but he soon falls out of favor with the Lord through faithless acts. The prophet Nathan is out of relationship with Saul as well because of Saul’s failure and we hear the Lord telling the prophet to go and anoint as king over Israel the one the I, the Lord, will show you from the house of Jesse.
Nathan goes and Jesse indeed has some impressive looking sons. Eliab comes out and is certainly the choice of God. He is strong, is able to beat down a host all by himself, handsome and stands a head above everyone in the crowd. Certainly Eliab is the one. God says this 1Samuel 16:7; ‘But the LORD said to Samuel, "Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him. For the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart."’ It is a matter of the heart, neither of size nor of stature but the Lord looks on the heart.

In fact Jesse has seven sons and all of them pass in front of the prophet and God says “no” to every one of them. The one skilled in warfare - NO. The handsome one – NO. The scholarly one – NO! The obedient one – NO! The one who has the green thumb – NO! Nathan asks Jesse if these are all his sons and Jesse says that there is one more but he is the youngest, he is taking care of the sheep. Nathan tells Jesse to go and fetch him. 
David comes into the room, ruddy in appearance, with beautiful eyes and handsome. He is the one, said the Lord. And Samuel anointed David as King as the Lord said with the understanding that God was not looking on outward appearance, credentials or any other attribute. The Lord looks on the heart and in the heart of David God placed humility, obedience, fear, love and trust in God above all things.
Stewardship is a matter not of preference but a matter of the heart. David was inconsequential for everyone else on the planet but he is chosen by God because he is a man after God’s own heart and design. (Acts 13:22) We all know that David was not perfect by any means but God still used him and provided for him using his ability to manage God’s supplies for God’s people. A matter of the heart,

This is reemphasized in Malachi 4. Verses 4-6 say, “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and rules that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel. Behold I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes. And he will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers . . .”
Understand then that the stewardship of the decrees, statutes and commands given at Horeb cannot be fulfilled by a people whose hearts are not right before God. Black Slide Corrupt people cannot rebuild the ancient ruins. Corrupt people have no interest in improving relationships. Corrupt people cannot escape the wrath of God to come. So the Lord sends His servant Elijah to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and the hearts of the children to the fathers.

In society today we see the depravity that comes when the hearts of the fathers grow cold and they no longer steward their families as gifts of a gracious God. They do exactly what the bible says they will not do in Matthew 7:9, “Which one of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent?” We see fathers all the time in this society doing things and acting in ways that are contrary to the will of God. Today we have fathers who do not know or care, who or where their children are. Their children see their fathers actions and ultimately do the same things. If we love our children, we do the things that lead to their benefit and blessing rather than their destruction. The deeper concern is that it is a matter of stewardship of the relationships the Father has given and once again it is a matter of the heart.
One of my preacher friends tells a story about a sermon he delivered in which he once told the congregation, at the risk and ultimately the cost of his employment with the church, Black Slide that they do not love their children. He challenged them by saying, “You do not love your children. Don’t tell me you love your children. Your children are not here with you to hear the word of the Lord. You do not regularly pray with your children or encourage them in the Lord. But you do make sure they make the basketball game, movies, the video game store and everywhere else in a timely fashion. If your heart was turned toward your children then you would do everything possible to be sure they were blessed and given access to the love and grace of Almighty God! Until you are doing that you do not love your children and are not providing for their eternal, spiritual welfare.” 

The Lord says through the prophet Malachi that if Elijah does not come and the hearts of the fathers are not turned to the children, and the children to the fathers that he will come and strike the land with a curse. It may seem on some days like we are living under that curse in this society and indeed some may well be. The hearts of the fathers are not turned to God and their children, so the hearts of the children are not turned to God and their fathers and society falls apart. It is a sad thing when love turns cold and there is disregard for what really matters. Where there is no fear, love and trust, in God above all things there can be no responsible, God pleasing, Kingdom stewardship. 

Look at Gospel of Jesus Christ in Luke 21:5-6 says, “And while some were speaking of the temple, how it was adorned with noble stones and offerings, he said, "As for these things that you see, the days will come when there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down." Remember, “Fear, love and trust in God above all things.” Well, take a look at where the disciples are putting their trust and the things that are impressing them. In verse five (5) it is the temple adornment, the great and precious stones and the offerings with which they are impressed. Jesus warns them, in paraphrase, “If your heart is there, then you are in big trouble! Do not put your fear, love and trust in the architecture or the stones because the days will come when there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down.” If you put your trust there, your love there, it will fail you. Have no doubt about it. If you became compassionate about it?
Think about it for a moment. What are some of the things that impress you? What are some of the places in which you put your trust? How would your life and that of your family, co-workers and friends be enhanced if you began putting love first as your regular act of Godly stewardship? 

Look then at verse 8 in which Jesus says, “See that you are not led astray. For many will come in my name saying, ‘I am he!’ and ‘The time is at hand!’ Do not go after them. And when you hear of wars and tumults, do not be terrified, for these things must first take place, but the end will not be at once. Many things in the world are designed by the enemy to take us off message and to destroy our stewardship for the Kingdom as our hearts are ruined and we cease to care. Think about this when you are truly passionate about something do you let anything stop you?  Why should stewardship be any different? 
This stewardship of the heart, this Christian confession, this responsibility of Godly stewardship of all that God has given is serious business saints. Black Slide Watch out that you are not deceived! The very souls of our children and grandchildren, the souls of many people depend on us not being complacent, but depend on us being faithful to the Gospel, they depend on us being obedient to the call to go and make disciples baptizing in the name of the Father , Son and Holy Spirit. There is no other place on the planet where you can receive the blessings attained under a Godly, confessional, Lutheran ministry. The life giving gospel of Jesus Christ is only proclaimed here in His Church, those faithful ministries that seek to know nothing among us except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. You can receive law almost anywhere and yes the law is spoken here too to show us our sins and the need for a Savior – the only Savior Jesus – but the Gospel is proclaimed and through it now we receive salvation, by grace, through faith, in Christ Jesus. Be a part of this amazing ministry and follow the Passion of Christ in your stewardship walk. With a real relationship with Jesus you can understand and know managing the resources God has given you is a matter of what? . . . The heart!

A song by Margaret J. Douroux, in the hymnal, This Far By Faith: An African American Resource for Worship, is one that captures the spirit of this message and encourages stewardship of the heart as a prayer to the Lord that asks:

Give Me a Clean Heart






(Chorus)

Give me a clean heart so I may serve thee.

Lord, fix my heart to that I may be used by thee.

For I’m not worthy of all these blessings,

Give me a clean heart and I’ll follow thee.

I’m not asking for the riches of the land.

I’m not asking for the proud to know my name.

Please give me, Lord, a clean heart, that I may follow thee.

Give me a clean heart, a clean heart and I will follow thee. (Chorus)

Sometime I am up and sometimes I am down.

Sometimes I am almost level to the ground.

Please give me, Lord, a clean heart, that I may follow thee.

Give me a clean heart, a clean heart and I will follow thee. (Chorus)
The destiny of our personal consecration, our congregations, our districts and our synod is all wrapped up in faithfulness to the Word of God and stewardship of His mysteries. The first step in God pleasing stewardship is to have our heart transformed, cleaned, renewed and strengthened so that we may follow Jesus! Stewardship, after all is said and done, is a matter not primarily of finances, or skill, or ability, or time, or capacity but Godly stewardship is a matter of the heart.
Make it so Lord for the advance of Your Kingdom and purposes in the earth. In Jesus’ sweet name we pray. Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding rule in our hearts and minds until life everlasting Amen. 

