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What Money Means

Very few of us even pretend to understand
the complexities of today’s economics. I cer-
tainly have no prophetic notion whether we are
in for economic expansion or economic disas-
ter. If 1 did, I suppose I could become very rich
selling the information.

As Christians, we should seek to understand
and then apply God’s view of money to our per-
sonal as well as national finances. That may
sound simple enough, but be assured, it is not
easy to develop a theology of money.

While the Bible says a great deal about
money, Bible scholars and Christian economists
who are well informed struggle to come up with
consistent teaching concerning the Bible’s the-
ology of money. Some claim that Jesus says
more about money than any other topic, with
the sole exception of the kingdom of God. In
many of the parables there is a connection be-
tween the teachings about the kingdom of God
and the Bible’s teachings about money.

Yet, committed Christians differ drastically
on their theologies of money. Francis of Assisi
grew up in a very wealthy home, but he gave up
everything to become poor for Jesus’ sake. His
father thought he was crazy and disowned him.
He took a vow of poverty and literally lived that
vow, going door-to-door and begging alms.
When he found someone poorer than he, he
would take his coat off

Liberation Theology is a strong system in
the Third World, especially in Latin America.
With strong Marxist influence, the liberation
theologians argue that the oppression of the poor
is because of the money of the rich. Money
should be used to overthrow the rich and redis-
tribute the money to the poor and to do it in the
name of Jesus Christ.

Missiologist Ralph Winter has a mission-
based theology of money. He argues that we
should use money to win the world to Jesus
Christ. He has come up with some interesting
ways of attempting that. He has suggested that
Christians in America who are seriously com-
mitted to Jesus Christ should live on a
missionary’s income and give the rest to sup-
port missionaries. He is a Presbyterian who has
figured out that if every Presbyterian in the
United States lived on the average Presbyterian
pastor’s salary there would be $2 billion more
for missions. That is more than three times what
all Americans give to missions!

The Bible has a lot of bad things to say about
money, as well as a lot of good things to say
about money. Let’s look at three basic tenets to
at least begin the structuring of an overall sys-
tem or theology of money.

Tenet Number One is that money is a means.
Again, the Bible speaks both positively and
negatively about money.

and give it to that person.
He believed that as a
Christian he was called to
be the poorest of all.

By contrast, modern
“health and wealth”

To desire money for its own
sake is to love money, and that
is a root of all kinds of evil.

For example, you remem-
ber Abram in the Old Tes-
tament, later named
Abraham. Abram, the
great godly patriarch of
the Old Testament, is de-

teachers claim that God

wants us to be rich and something is spiritually
wrong if we don’t name it and claim it. They
say we have a rich God who wants us to share
in his riches.

Reformed and Puritan theologians take the
focus off money and put it on work and frugal-
ity. They say it doesn’t matter whether we get
money or not. Ironically, many with this view
have ended up being pretty wealthy people be-
cause they worked so hard!

scribed in Genesis 13:2 as
“very wealthy in livestock and in silver and
gold.” This would indicate that richness and
godliness are compatible with one another.

In Deuteronomy 8:18 we’re instructed, “But
remember the Lord your God, for it is he who
gives you the ability to produce wealth.” My,
that sounds like a clear endorsement in terms of
wealth coming as a gift from God.

But then we go to the New Testament. Re-
member the story of the rich young ruler who
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cameto Jesusand asked, “What good thing must
| do to get eternal life?’ Jesus told him to keep
the commandments, and he said he did. Then
Jesus added, “1f you want to be perfect, go, sell
your\possessions and give to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven. Then come, fol-
low me.” One of the saddest versesin the Bible
then follows in Matthew 19:22, “When the
young man heard this, he went away sad, be-
cause he had great wealth.”

It would be interesting to have Jesustry the
sametest on some of us, particularly those of us
who have accumulated great wealth. What
would we say if Jesus asked us to sell every-
thing and follow him? Might we, too, go away
sad because we have “great wealth”?

It'slater in Matthew 19:23-24 that Jesus said,
“1 tell you the truth, it is hard for arich man to
enter the kingdom of heaven. Again | tell you, it
iseasier for acamel to go through the eye of a
needle than for arich man to enter the kingdom
of God.” Or, later in | Timothy 6:10, “The love
of money is aroot of al kinds of evil. Some
people, eager for money, have wandered from
the faith and pierced themselves with many
griefs.”

When comparing the Old Testament and the
New Testament, it appears that money is spo-
ken of much more positively in the Old Testa-
ment and much less positively in the New Tes-
tament. Perhaps that is why those who like
money prefer to build their theology more on
the Old Testament than on the New Testament!

These and other verses |lead me to a theo-
logical premise that money itself is primarily a
means to something else. It isintended by God
to be understood as a means and not as an end.
This premise has numerousimplications. It im-
plies that money may serve positive ends or
money may serve negative ends. And, it implies
that money must always serve some end.

Let’'s pause on this third implication. Many
people want money just for the sake of having
money. Thisismaking money an end rather than
ameans, and thisiswrong. God never intended
money to be an end in itself. To desire money
for its own sake is to love money, and that is a
root of all kinds of evil.

There are days when | would like to have a
lot of money. | have fanaticized about it. | have

imagined what it would beliketo have hundreds
of thousands or even millions of dollars. | have
imagined winning it, inheriting it, receiving it
through a clever business transaction or a best-
selling book. Who knows? Maybe even arecord
album! Some imagination! But such fantasies
are seldom tied to a purpose. | want riches in
thosefantasiesfor their own sake. Biblically, that
iswrong because it makes money an end in it-
self rather than a meansto an end.

However, al that being said, | fear therere-
ally is a subtle but unstated purpose, and that
purpose is power. | imagine that if | have great
wealth | will then have power over other people.
| can buy and sell, hire and fire, influence oth-
ers and seem better than my neighbor.

That isabsolutely contrary to what it means
to be a Christian. Jesus has caled me to be a
servant, not alord. He wants me to be humble
and not haughty. To desire money asameansto
exercise power over othersistotally contrary to
the example of Jesusin Philippians 2:5-7:

Your attitude should be the same as that
of Christ Jesus:

Who, being in very nature God, did not
consider equality with God something to be
grasped, but made himself nothing, taking
the very nature of a servant, being made in
human likeness.

Let me tell you candidly, many of us as
Christians have a defective theology of money.
We view money aseither anendinitself or asa
means to power over other people. That defec-
tive theology of money then ricochets through
our livesuntil we become tempted to greed, cov-
etousness, selfish ambition and a host of other
sins.

What then are the legitimate ends to which
money may be ameans? Well, our primary zeal
should beto glorify God, to enhance hisreputa-
tion. Thismay be expressed in proper provision
for our families, care for the poor, evangelism
and even in the enjoyment of God's giftsto us,
including the gift of life.

So how do we put thisinto practice? | sug-
gest that every Christian who is serious about
developing a theology of money sit down and
decidewhat isthe purposefor themoney | have?
What am | saving for? What are my goals? What
do | spend my money on? For example, | may
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be saving for ahouse or for acar. Why?Isthere
a God-centered reason for owning a house or
having acar? | believe there may well bel

Too often we begin in the wrong place. We
try to decide on a budget, on how much to owe
or not to owe, on whether to save or give. These
are not the first questions. The first question
should begin with God: what is my purpose for
God that money can fulfill? A clear theology of
purpose will control our budget, it will direct
our responseto financial lossesand gainsand it
will give meaning to money

which we have thettitle. It is ours!

But theologically, we own nothing. Every-
thing we have belongsto God and we are merely
temporary caretakers. Everything is his!

Stewardship is using and caring for that
which belongs to another. Obviously, we treat
something differently when we know it’s not
ours. We may even enjoy it more because we
know we have it only temporarily.

A few years ago someone backed into my
car. Only the door was dented so | wasn’t in a

hurry to get it fixed. A

that is not humanly-centered,
but is divinely centered.

Well, let's move on to a
second tenet in trying to build
thissuperstructure of aninitial
theology of money, and that is

_ . thing ishis!
that money isastewardship. If

Everything we have belongs
to God and we are merely
temporary caretakers. Every-

friend was going away on
atripand said | could use
his car whileminewasin
the shop. His car was a
brand new Porsche. It was
great — except when |
drove it to church one

Tenet Number Onewashardto
understand, Tenet Number Two is hard to ac-
cept. That's because we live in a culture where
the possession of private property is basic. One
sure word in a two-year-old’s vocabulary is
“Mine!”

Charleen and | went for awalk in the woods
awhile back. We were on a public path near a
park and some neighbors had posted signs that
said, “Private Property, Do Not Trespass’.

| even seethisterritoriality at church. When
people come to church and find someone else
in “their” seat there's a tension between trying
to get that seat and trying to display Christian
virtue at the same time. It's areal struggle for
many of us because we have this sense that
something ismine. It's possession. It’sterritori-
ality. Yet, that’s not what the Bible teaches.

In Job 41:11 God tells Job, “ Everything un-
der heaven belongstome.” In Exodus 19:5 God
said to Moses and to the people of Isragl, “ . ..
thewhole earthismine.” David writesin Psalm
24:1, " Theearthisthe Lord'sand everythingin
it.” And, in1l Corinthians 6:10 St. Paul describes
himself as “having nothing, and yet possessing
everything.” He knew that he may have hold of
things as temporary possessions, but he didn’t
own them because they were God's.

Legally, we own whatever isin our name. It
may be money in the bank, the car in our ga-
rage, the furniture in our home or a house to

Sunday during a series of
sermons on stewardship. After that | parked sev-
eral blocks away and walked.

| treated that Porsche differently because it
wasn’'t mine. | drove more carefully. And | think
| enjoyed it more because | knew | would have
to giveit back.

In our theology of money we should believe
that everything we have is God's. It is ours to
manage for a while, but whenever he wants it
back, it’shisto claim. We' re accountableto him.
What we have is not ours. Furthermore, it must
always be used in away that is consistent with
who heisand what hewants. Thisisan extraor-
dinarily freeing concept.

When John Wesley’s house burned, he ex-
claimed, “The Lord’s house burned. One less
responsibility for me!” When we believe that
money is astewardship we arefreeto give God
the responsibility. We don’t hold the ultimate
responsibility for our investmentsor our carsor
our houses. We don’t have to impress anyone
but God. We are liberated from greed.

Charles Finney was one of America's great
19" century theologians and preachers and the
President of Oberlin College. In 1835 he pub-
lished a series of lectureson revival inwhich he
gave instructions to young Christian converts.
Here's how he started: “ Young converts should
be taught that they have renounced ownership
of all their possessions, and of themselves, or if
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they have not donethisthey are not Christians.”

Wow! Those are strong words! But they are
words worth hearing. Stewardship!

This tenet needs a great dea of reinforce-
ment. Perhaps we need to write on every piece
of furniture, on the inside of our cars and on
every stock and bond — “Thisbelongsto God!”
We need to constantly be reminded that nothing
that we have is ours. We are simply stewards.
Essential to any biblical theology of money is
the firm belief and commitment that MONEY
ISA STEWARDSHIP.

A third tenet, and maybe the most contro-
versia of the three, is that money isagod. In
Matthew 6:24 Jesus made an astonishing state-
ment: “No one can serve two masters. Either he
will hate the one and love the other, or he will
be devoted to the one and despisethe other. You
cannot serve both God and Money.” Jesus here
personifiesmoney asif it wereaperson, or, more
specifically, asif it wereagod. Money isagod
that isin competition with the God of Heaven
for our allegiance.

Some may say, “That’s stupid. Money isn't
agod. It'sjust paper or metal or plastic or com-
puter data. It's not agod like the God above.”

But money is a god. Money is as much a
god as the carved images of the Old Testament
or of modern India. It can be loved, worshiped,
trusted and lived for. It has extraordinary spiri-
tual power. It is the basis of trust for healing
illnesses, solving problems, making happiness
and giving meaning to life.

Married couples really believe money can
solve their problems. Those who are depressed
believe money can lift their mood. Money can
buy forgiveness for certain types of sins like
breaking the law. Money is areward for doing
what is right and good. In fact, money may be
an easier god to understand and relate to than
an unseen Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Think this through. Money is the god of a
materialistic society. It hasextraordinary power
and influence to the point that it can and often
does control our lives.

You may think this is farfetched, but there
isasensein which money has become the reli-
gion of our country. It has its temples called
banks, itsclergy called financiers, its numerous

religious publications and its multitude of litur-
gies. We take it with us wherever we go. We
value one another according to how much money
we earn and have. It’s frightening!

Because of this, money must be theologi-
cally perceived as more of an enemy than a
friend because it is often THE primary compe-
tition for our spiritual allegiance to the lordship
of Jesus Christ in our lives.

Martin Luther observed that “there arethree
conversions necessary: the conversion of the
heart, mind and the purse.” Luther understood
that money is a competing god from whose
power we must be converted.

The pressureto live for and worship money
as agod is extraordinary. It takes a deliberate
spiritual commitment to serve Almighty God
rather than the almighty dollar.

Quick review:
Money is ameans.
Money is a stewardship.
Money isagod.

God has been great in hisfaithfulnessto us.
Let usresolveto live his theology of money in
faithfulness that honors him!
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