Help, where’s my money gone?

A friend told me about a housewife, mother of two kids, who said recently, “If I had sold my shares in January, they’d have fetched £500,000; now they’re almost worthless.”

The markets’ upheaval has affected everyone, not just shareholders; and the numbers are huge. Christians are not exempt from financial catastrophe; but we are meant to have an outlook on money modelled on Jesus. The Bible says:

1 People are expected to work, and to be paid a fair wage. The Old Testament slated employers who failed to deliver the promised wage on time.

2 In Jesus day, it was not immoral to have a lot of money, if it was:  a) earned honestly, not by exploitation,  and b) handled responsibly, caring for the poor.

3 All of life is dependent on God; so crops and other productivity should trigger a response of thankfulness, partly expressed by giving the first share back to God.

4 The Old Testament state was run by priests, from a tribe that was not allocated land; so their income derived from a 10% levy on the population. But the tithe (as it was called) had to cover health and legal services, so it was more akin to income tax. 

5 Jesus criticised people who slavishly gave God a tenth of tiny things like herbs, while forgetting to be just and honest. 

6 Motives for giving were crucial in determining the worth of a gift. Jesus challenged people to give privately, not for self-publicity; he compared a rich man’s large gift unfavourably with a poor widow, whose offering, tiny by our accounting was great in God’s eyes because it was all she had to live on. Not 10% but 100%!

7 We can never by generosity earn our way into God’s favour; we love, and therefore give, because God first loved us.

The first followers of Jesus practised generosity. Zacchaeus gave half his capital to the poor; Barnabas sold a field and gave all the proceeds to the church leaders to fund distribution of food to the poor.

Paul organised overseas offerings for the poor where the giving was to be in proportion to income (but the proportion was chosen by the giver) free, joyful, generous, sacrificial, and used for Christian purposes. The only ‘compulsion’ lay in the generosity of Jesus, ‘who, rich as he was, made himself poor, that he might make many rich’. He left the comfort of heaven to become a man on earth. From birth, laid in a manger borrowed from animals, to death, laid, temporarily(!) in a borrowed tomb, he lived simply, with ‘nowhere to lay his head’. Trusting him, following him, Christians find a security that goes deeper than a bank balance. 

Worry – about food, clothes, shelter?  Not if we remember that our heavenly Father knows all we need. The question for us, and the government, during an economic downturn, is: does our giving come from the first part of our income, or the left-overs? 
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