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Foreword
Stewardship is one of the most misunderstood and unappreciated 

terms in the Christian vocabulary, though politicians are not shy from 

using it when they want to communicate their commitment and 

credentials as able leaders of governments to manage the resources 

of their countries. But say it in certain situations in the context of 

the church and people will think that you’re talking money—or, 

more specifically, tithe and offerings. For these church members, 

stewardship is a dated concept; an antique from another era and 

generation of the Christian church. This failure to see the depth and 

larger picture of stewardship in the church today is very unfortunate, 

but at the same time, it provides a wonderful opportunity to present 

a wholistic and refreshing paradigm on the subject grounded and 

informed by the Word of God. 

In this book, Dr Benjamin Maxson—pastor, author and former 

Director of Stewardship for the General Conference of the Seventh-

day Adventist Church—explores the richness of stewardship from 

a biblical perspective. He seeks to broaden our understanding of 

stewardship, and challenges us into a life of Christian living and 

relevance. More importantly, he invites the reader into a transformed 

life of discipleship and connection with Jesus Christ.  

Correctly understood, stewardship is about “responsibility and 

service.” It’s about partnership with Christ and the joy of living out 

the real you in the presence and power of God in the here and now.  

This work was first presented as a series of lectures in a seminar-

style format filmed for later use in stewardship training programs 

for church leaders, but the content was invaluable that we felt as 

department of the General Conference that we needed to preserve 

these biblical principles and concepts and share them with the larger 

faith community of the church in a way that it is relevant specifically 

to young adults in the church today.  
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To assist us in this book project, we called upon the expertise and 

experience of individuals who in their life and ministry interact freely 

with our target audience. It was at this point in the process that we 

invited Nathan Brown (editor) and designers, Nathan and Kathryn 

Chee, from Signs Publishing Company in Australia to partner with us 

on this assignment. We’re grateful for their professional support. This 

work would not have been completed without the perseverance and 

focused attention given to it by Jean-Luc Lézeau, Associate Director 

of the department.

As you read and journey with us on this spiritual experience of 

knowing God personally and allowing Jesus to be Lord of every facet 

of your life, our prayer is that you will find joy and peace in your heart 

that will transform you from inside out.

Erika F Puni

Director of Stewardship

General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
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Not long ago, I was talking with a new friend at a seminar I was 

leading. 

He said to me, “Ben, the kind of life that you are describing is 

impossible for me.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“I don’t have time to have that kind of relationship with God,” he 

explained. “I pastor 10 churches and beyond that, we have another 

15 groups. I wake up in the morning, I am busy, I have to get going 

and I never really have time for the kind of life you are talking about.”

It seems to me like there is something wrong with a pace of life that 

says, “I don’t have time for God”—even for those busy doing “God’s 

work.” 

But perhaps the only diff erence is he was willing to admit it. For most 

of us in everyday life, the rhythm of our lives is such that 

often we don’t have the time with God we would 

like to have either. 

Many of us feel we are missing 

something from our spiritual 

lives, so what does “normal 

Christianity” look like? What 

does it mean to walk with 

God in a radically diff erent 

way? Is there a biblical 

model that can inform us 

and help us? 

God’s realities
Yet this is not a rare experience. I 

have seen it many times. Several years 

ago, I had a pastor driving with me to a 

committee meeting. As I listened to him and 

Often we don’t 
hAve the time with 
God we wOuld 
like to have.
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we began to talk, I heard him say something I could not believe. He 

said, “God expects more of me as a pastor in order to be saved than 

he does the average church member.” 

We tend to have this idea that the more we know, the more God 

expects from us. That may be true for service but are there different 

ways of being saved? 

As we continued to talk, I asked him, “Are you telling me that God has 

one way to save a church member and a different way to save you?”

“Well, isn’t that true?” he responded. 

“In other words, you are saying the average church member is saved 

by faith but I have to earn a little bit of salvation by working harder, 

right?” 

No wonder he turned pale and began 

to weep. 

“Ben, how can it be?” he continued. 

“I have taught righteousness by faith 

and I have taught people to accept salvation as a gift, and yet I didn’t 

internalize it into my own life.”

The next morning he phoned me at 6:30. 

“Ben, I hope I didn’t wake you,” he began. “I spent the past hour and 

a half lying here in bed with my wife, telling her what I went through 

yesterday and I am so excited.”

God wants every one of us to have an exciting, vibrant, dynamic walk 

with Him. And yet that’s not what the average Christian experiences 

today. 

Beyond the gold-gilt frames
Some time ago, I had the opportunity to present the material of this 

book for a filmed production. In preparing to do that, I was privileged 

to work with a set designer by the name of Lousan Andanalve, who is 

an Adventist church member who lives near the General Conference 

No wonder he 
turned pale and 
began to weep.
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headquarters in Silver Spring, Maryland in the United States. 

Lousan immigrated to the United States from Bulgaria. His primary 

profession and gift is design work. He has worked with the Kennedy 

Center in Washington DC, designing sets and stages, then building 

them. He works skillfully with plastic, metal, wood and cloth. 

When we talked to him about the subject of the seminar—letting 

God be Lord of every part of our lives—he told us that when he 

fi rst came to America he saw all the large, nice houses and decided 

these people must be ready to meet Jesus. But he came to realize the 

emptiness of so many of these houses.

As he designed our set, he used gold panels to refl ect on the kind of 

things that fancy houses would have. He also used picture frames 

with gold gilding—the kind of picture frames you would 

fi nd in expensive houses—

and extravagant pillars.

But the panels were only 

panels; there was no wall. And 

the pillars were only pillars; 

they did not hold anything 

up and there was nothing on 

them. And the picture frames 

were empty and even a little     

off  square suggesting that 

life focused only on material 

possessions has something 

missing. 

As you looked at the set, when 

you looked beyond the golden 

panels, the pillars, the picture 

frames, you saw white curtains lit 

with a blue light, moving upward, 

lifting our eyes beyond the things 

The pictuRe 
frames were 
empty And even A 
litTle oFf squAre 
sugGesting that 
life focused 
only on materiAl 
pOSSesSionS has 
something miSsing.
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of this world to a spiritual dimension. Lousan was trying to help us 

see that we must look beyond ourselves, reach beyond the material 

world and find God to bring balance to everyday life. 

The “s” word
So how can God become more real in our lives? 

First of all we want to explore what it does mean to have a normal 

Christian life. We want to discover an answer in Scripture for the 

hunger that is in so many hearts and to see how God can reach in 

and make a difference in everyday life today.

We are going to do that by exploring some key points of stewardship. 

Of course, when I say the word stewardship the first thing that comes 

to mind is money. It’s as if I have just attacked the most sensitive 

nerve in your body. There seems to be a direct connection between 

the wallet and the pain center of the brain. And when the preacher 

announces that next week we are going to have a sermon on 

stewardship, that’s the week we decide 

we are going to visit another church. 

But the word itself, steward, is about 

responsibility and service. The term 

steward means there is a master. 

What we are really talking about in 

stewardship is the human side of the 

lordship equation. God’s side is Lord; our side is steward. 

So should we make money the primary focus of stewardship or can 

we say that stewardship is integration of the Lordship of Jesus Christ 

into every area of life? What area of your life would you like to shut 

God out of? 

There is a basic law of physics and of human dynamics: For every 

action there is an equal and opposite reaction. And this applies 

when the preacher mentions stewardship. You feel pressured, so  

we want to 
explore what 
it does mean to 
have a normal 
Christian life.

Of course, when 
I say the word 
stewardship the 
first thing that 
comes to mind is 
mOney.
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you naturally resist and push back. Which 

means in order to get more money, he has 

to push harder, which means you resist 

harder. Right? That’s what happens when 

we make stewardship only about money. 

What we really want to look at is how God can be Lord of every part 

of our lives, everything we are individually and as a church. I hope 

that begins to open up a new dimension of what stewardship is all 

about.
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Values today
As background to our exploration of stewardship, let us consider 

some of the key values we face in many cultures of the world 

today:

1. �The value of independence. People want to be on their own 

and want to survive on their own, not dependent on anyone 

else. This focus on not needing each other has broken down the 

extended family and even the nuclear family, and family bonds 

aren’t as strong as they once were. 

2. �An attitude of self-reliance. Many people say, “I can do it by 

myself, I don’t need anybody else.”

3. �Accomplishment is emphasized, which is really a focus on what 

we can do for ourselves. 

4. �Status comes with focusing on the importance of position, 

power, authority and money. 

5. �Power. Everybody wants more power, especially when we feel 

powerless against so many things in our society.

These values are both symptoms of and contributors to some of the 

big trends of our time, such as secularism, materialism, relativism, 

increasing polarization and globalization.

And it doesn’t take too much reflection to recognize that some of 

these values have had an impact in the church. But if we are going 

to do anything about it, only a biblical lifestyle or a biblical vision 

of Christianity can lead us back to a Christian lifestyle.
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Chapter 2
Discipleship





When you hear the word 

Christian, what comes to mind? 

What is one of the most common 

descriptions or defi nitions of the 

word Christian? How would you 

defi ne Christian? Are you a Christian? 

Are you Christ-like? 

When I have asked these questions in 

seminars, usually almost everyone raises their 

hand saying they are Christians. But when I ask how 

many are Christ-like, only a few hands go up. There is a gap between 

the two because we allow culture to shape and redefi ne Christianity 

to the point where in many places in the world today Christianity is 

virtually synonymous with the culture around us. 

Conversation on a plane
Sometime ago, I was fl ying home to where I was then living, connecting 

from Calgary to Denver and then to Baltimore Washington Airport. 

On the fl ight from Calgary to Denver, I was upgraded to fi rst class. 

That doesn’t happen to me often but I think God had a reason on 

this trip. 

I ended up sitting beside a company executive from a Canadian oil 

company. We got chatting and I asked him who he was and what he 

did, and he asked me who I was and what I did. 

“Stewardship? Director of stewardship of the Seventh Day Adventist 

Church?” he repeated what I had told him as question. “What do you 

do?” 

“Well I travel all over the world training 

leaders and church members—but primarily 

pastors and church leaders—in the principles 

of radical Christianity,” I explained. 

“But let me ask you 
A questiOn: what 
difFerence does their 
ChRistiAnity make in 
their everyday life?”
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He still was looking for more explanation, so I said, “I talk about what 

it means to really be a Christian.”

“I was born and raised as a Roman Catholic and I am really not a 

practicing Roman Catholic today,” he said. “I would like to know a 

little more of what you are talking about here.”

“Well,” I said, “let’s look at it this way. If I were to walk down the streets 

of Calgary and ask the average pedestrian there, ‘Are you a Christian?’ 

what would they say?” 

“Most of them will say, ‘Of course,’” he suggested. 

“In fact, some of them will be insulted that I would even ask, wouldn’t 

they?” I said. “But let me ask you a question: what difference does 

their Christianity make in their everyday life?”

“Absolutely none,” he said without hesitation.

“That’s my point,” I said. “Because it’s really not Christianity if it isn’t 

making a difference in our lives. If we are no different from the rest of 

the culture around us, then are we really Christians? So what we are 

talking about is a radical Christianity that believes God can make a 

difference in our daily lives.” 

“I bet you find people hungry for that all over the world,” he said. 

“I do,” I assured him. 

“I bet you find your greater hunger among lay members than you do 

among the clergy,” was his next suggestion—and I had to agree.

Comparison game 
We have allowed culture to shape and redefine our Christianity. We 

come to a place where we accept mediocrity as the normal, rather 

than the close fellowship with God for which we were created and 

which is our true normal. We experience the gradual drift or erosion 

of values in norms and practices in the church, gradually becoming 

more and more like the world around us.

We accept mediocrity as normal, rather than 
the close fellowship with God for which we 
were created and which is our true normal14
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Over time, we come to consider biblical expectations as unrealistic. 

We tell ourselves, Surely what God expected of Paul, Enoch and Moses, 

He doesn’t expect of me. I mean, I live in the 21st century and society has 

changed. Surely he does not expect that 

kind of relationship with me, does He? 

Yes, He does. 

But in the depths of our hearts, how 

many of us really feel like we could walk 

beside Enoch or David, Paul or Peter 

and be considered normal among 

them? Or have we somehow allowed 

our definitions to shift to the point 

where we are comfortable with not 

quite that high an expectation. 

We naturally tend to measure ourselves by each other. And we do 

much of this in the church, constantly looking for the faults of each 

other. It’s so common because our assurance comes on the level of 

our behavior. I look at myself and I see my problem, so the only way I 

can feel good about myself is if I am a little bit better than someone 

else. So when I look at you I don’t look for your good points, I look for 

your problems. In this twisted reasoning, your good points make me 

feel worse but your problems make me feel better about myself. 

Christ-like? 
God loves us unconditionally and there is nothing we can do to make 

Him love us more or that will make Him love us less. Then why do so 

many of us still tell our children, “You better be good because if you 

are not good, Jesus won’t love you”? I have heard it all over the world. 

If a child grows up hearing that, which are they going to believe—

God’s unconditional love or God’s love depending on their behavior? 

Here our theory and our practice begin to separate. 

How mAny of us 
reaLly feel like 
we could walk 
beside Enoch or 
David, PAul Or 
Peter and be 
considered noRmAl 
amOng them?
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But is it possible to be a little bit Christian? Or does being 

a little bit Christian imply that we are a great deal pagan? 

There is no middle ground. Being just a little bit Christian is 

no more possible than a woman being just a little bit pregnant. It 

just doesn’t happen. She either is or isn’t. There is a nine-month 

process of development before birth takes place but during 

that nine months, everything is changing. It is all or nothing. 

It is the same way with being a Christian. Didn’t Paul say if any 

man be in Christ he is a new creation—“They are not the 

same anymore, for the old life is gone. A new life has 

begun!” (2 Corinthians 5:17)?  

At the beginning of this chapter, I asked, “Are you 

Christ-like?” This is a question many Christians 

struggle to answer. But when we accept Jesus, He 

gives to us His salvation and righteousness. And 

one of the common metaphors used in the Bible 

to describe this gift is a robe of righteousness (see, 

for example, Job 29:14, Isaiah 61:10 and Matthew 22:2-

14). He does not give us just part of the robe. The moment we 

accept Jesus we are fully clothed in a robe of His righteousness that 

covers all of us.

So who knows the real you? You, when you look in the mirror, or God? 

Your neighbor or God? God says you are like Christ. We think we know 

ourselves but what we know is the old self without Christ. Christ’s 

righteousness does not mean I have become like him because I have 

reached a level of performance, it means He has covered me and I am 

like Him because I have Christ and the process of becoming like Him 

has begun. But I am like Him when I am in Him. 

May I suggest that robe of righteousness is also like a portable 

dry cleaning unit. It doesn’t just cover, it also cleanses. John 

wrote, “If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us and to cleanse us from every wrong” (1 John 1:9).

Being 
just a 
litTle 
Bit 
ChristIAn 
is nO more 
posSiBle 
thAN being 
jUSt A 
liTtle bit 
pregNant.
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Deceptions 
We have accepted two deceptions of the devil. 

The fi rst is he has made us think it is diffi  cult to live 
the Christian life. We are told it is going to be a hard road, that 

if we survive it at all, it will be by the skin of our teeth. That is an 

absolute falsehood. 

The easiest thing in the world to do is to live the Christian life. Not 

because there are no problems, diffi  culties or challenges but because 

God has provided His strength and power to help us. 

Peter put it like this: “As we know Jesus better, his divine power gives us 

everything we need for living a godly life. He has called us to receive his 

own glory and goodness! And by that same mighty power, he has 

given us all of his rich and wonderful promises. He has promised that 

you will escape the decadence all around you caused by evil desires 

and that you will share in his divine nature” (2 Peter 1:3, 4). 

If I have to dig a big hole for a house foundation and all you give me is a 

shovel, that is going to be a big job. But if you come along with a large 

bulldozer, a backhoe and front loader, it’s going to be an easy job. 

The power And 
the eQuipMenT 

AvAilable to do 
The job mAKe the 

difFerence.
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The power and the equipment available to do the job make the 

difference. Peter says God’s divine power has given us everything we 

need for life. In other words, living the Christian life is easy because 

of the source of power available to us. That’s why Paul can say, “For I 

can do everything with the help of Christ who gives me the strength 

I need” (Philippians 4:13). 

The other deception is the idea that it is easy to 
become a Christian. All you have to do is say, “I accept Jesus,” we 

are sometimes told. This is true of accepting the gift of salvation but 

to become a Christian and live as a disciple of Jesus is not something 

to be taken lightly. The toughest thing you will ever do is become a 

Christian, because to become a Christian you have to die. Too many of 

us want the benefits of Christianity without dying. We want to decide 

where we have the robe or don’t—but you can’t have a partial robe.

Holiness for beginners 
Similar to our hesitation in describing ourselves as Christ-like is our 

reaction to holiness. Maybe we misunderstand holy. Maybe part of 

the problem is that we have grown up in the world that considers 

holy as being so good that we don’t need outside help. In order to be 

a saint, we are told, we have to be like Mother Theresa, who gave her 

entire life in ministry to the poorest of the poor to the point where 

her church is ready to canonize her as a saint. 

But no church can make a person a saint, only God can make a saint. 

When is the last time you read First Corinthians? We would not 

consider those people very saintly. There were all kinds of problems 

in that church. But Paul still calls them saints. 

So what makes a saint? Three words in the English—saint is the noun, 

sanctify is a verb, holy is the adjective—go back to two basis words, 

one in Greek and one in Hebrew.

But the ground 
itSelf wAsn’t 

holy, rather the 
presence of GOd 

mAde it hOLy.



19

Moses is looking after 

the sheep in the desert 

and sees a burning 

bush in the distance. His 

curiosity overwhelms 

him. He comes up to 

that bush and a voice 

speaks to him and says, 

“Take off your sandals, 

for you are standing on 

holy ground” (Exodus 

3:5). 

But the ground itself 

wasn’t holy, rather the 

presence of God made it holy. That’s the only thing that can make 

anything holy. And if God is with you and in you, doesn’t that make 

you holy? 

Holiness is not based on what you do. It is based on Who is with you. 

• �And Jesus said, “And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to 

the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

• �And Paul wrote, “When I think of the wisdom and scope of God’s plan, 

I fall to my knees and pray to the Father, the Creator of everything 

in heaven and on earth. I pray that from his glorious, unlimited 

resources he will give you mighty inner strength through his Holy 

Spirit. And I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your 

hearts as you trust in him” (Ephesians 3:14-17). 

• �Paul also wrote, “For in Christ the fullness of God lives in a human 

body, and you are complete through your union with Christ” 

(Colossians 2:9, 10). 

• �When Jesus gave the promise of the Holy Spirit to His disciples, He 

said, “On that day, you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are 

in me, and I am in you” (John 14:20, NIV). 
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can do everything with the help of Christ who gives me the strength 

I need” (Philippians 4:13). 

The other deception is the idea that it is easy to 
become a Christian. All you have to do is say, “I accept Jesus,” we 

are sometimes told. This is true of accepting the gift of salvation but 
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With God dwelling in us and with us, aren’t we saints? The issue for 

holiness and sainthood is not how good am I but have I accepted the 

living presence of Jesus Christ. 

Describing a disciple
Biblical Christianity is dynamic. It is focused on Christ. It is committed 

100 per cent. It is passionate. It is transformational. It is fruitful. It is 

peaceful and it is loving and accepting. God makes us stewards or 

partners with Him—and that’s a diff erent way of living. 

A disciple is one who walks with, learns from and lives in submission 

to a master in order to become like the master. There are fi ve biblical 

descriptions of discipleship that need our attention:

1. A disciple passionately loves Jesus Christ. 
Jesus said, “Love me with all your heart, mind, soul and strength. Let 

me be the consuming passion of your life” (see Mark 12:30). You have 

been His consuming passion for the entire history of this earth and 

Secular life?

One of the strange habits we have is describing non-church activities as 

secular. But with the understanding we have of God’s presence, can a Christian 

have a secular life? 

If a Christian is a Christian, he or she has God with them wherever they go. 

Therefore, every part of our life is sanctifi ed by God’s presence. 

At times, as a church, we have told our young people to stay out of the movie 

theaters, because “if you go in there, God stays outside.” But the reality that 

should really infl uence our entertainment choices is the realization that when 

we are watching that television program, movie or online video clip, God is 

beside us. So how comfortable are you in that activity with God beside you?

A disciple is One 
who wAlks with, 
leArns from and 
lives in SubmiSsion 
to a masteR in 
order to become 
like the master.
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He simply says, “Love me like I love you.” A disciple passionately loves 

Jesus Christ fi rst. 

2. A disciple maintains intimacy with God through a 
daily devotional life. 
In any relationship, the level of passion is in direct proportion to the 

level of intimacy. If you want more passion for God, the intimacy with 

God has to grow. 

3. The disciple integrates Christ into every area of 
life. 
A husband and wife don’t become fully intimate until they are also 

friends, which comes from sharing and growing in everyday life.  

4. The disciple makes Christ the priority in every 
decision. 
Decisions like where I live, what I drive, what I wear, everything, 

must have Christ as the priority. Standards of behavior are useless if 

this internal relationship is not dealt with. Only the living presence 

of Christ can lead a person to make the prior decision they need to 

make. 

5. A disciple actively shares Christ with those around 
him or her. 

Christian researcher George Barna has 

spent time exploring what he describes 

as “transient Christianity” in our world 

today. He suggests that less than half 

those who attend Christian churches 

are really Christians. And refl ecting on 

the biblical descriptions of discipleship 

perhaps even fewer of our members are 

truly disciples. 

With God dwelling in us and with us, aren’t we saints? The issue for 

holiness and sainthood is not how good am I but have I accepted the 

living presence of Jesus Christ. 

Describing a disciple
Biblical Christianity is dynamic. It is focused on Christ. It is committed 

100 per cent. It is passionate. It is transformational. It is fruitful. It is 

peaceful and it is loving and accepting. God makes us stewards or 

partners with Him—and that’s a diff erent way of living. 

A disciple is one who walks with, learns from and lives in submission 

to a master in order to become like the master. There are fi ve biblical 

descriptions of discipleship that need our attention:

1. A disciple passionately loves Jesus Christ. 
Jesus said, “Love me with all your heart, mind, soul and strength. Let 

me be the consuming passion of your life” (see Mark 12:30). You have 

been His consuming passion for the entire history of this earth and 

Secular life?

One of the strange habits we have is describing non-church activities as 

secular. But with the understanding we have of God’s presence, can a Christian 

have a secular life? 

If a Christian is a Christian, he or she has God with them wherever they go. 

Therefore, every part of our life is sanctifi ed by God’s presence. 

At times, as a church, we have told our young people to stay out of the movie 

theaters, because “if you go in there, God stays outside.” But the reality that 

should really infl uence our entertainment choices is the realization that when 

we are watching that television program, movie or online video clip, God is 

beside us. So how comfortable are you in that activity with God beside you?

A disciple is One 
who wAlks with, 
leArns from and 
lives in SubmiSsion 
to a masteR in 
order to become 
like the master.





Chapter 3
Story



24



25

When we start to think about where we are as a church and as 

Christians, most of us have to face the reality that we are a long way 

from where we would like to be. But there is a greater reality. We need 

to learn to see things as God might see them. 

God created
It begins at Creation. God steps out on space and creates this world. 

He speaks and it comes to be. By the power of His voice, light appears 

and waters are separated. Land masses appear, plants appear. Fish 

swim through the waters. Birds fl y through the air. Animals walk on 

the land. All by the power of His voice. 

He could have spoken one more time, and Adam and Eve would have 

walked on the land. But the picture is radically diff erent. God wants to 

become intimately involved in the creation of humanity. 

God says to Themselves—bad grammar but good theology—“Let 

us make people in our image” (Genesis 1:26). 

Perhaps we can imagine God stooping beside 

the river, gathering the soil and clay, putting 

it together and beginning to shape it in His 

own image. 

Here in the creation story we discover the 

foundational principles of stewardship and of 

the Christian walk with God. God shared His image with humanity and 

we were created for the purpose of refl ecting His image throughout 

eternity. 

The image of God
The first principle tells us that the process of redemption has 

the restoration of the image of God in humankind as one of its 

goals. 

God wants to 
become intimAtely 
involved in the 
cReAtion of 
humanity.



26

Picture with me the scene of the Creator God shaping that clay with 

His hands. I have often asked myself, “How did He do what He did?” 

Did he start with the skin of the back, then the backbone, the 

ribs, connecting all the bones, one bone connected to the next 

bone, then take the organs and shape 

them and put them each in its place and 

then begin to apply the tendons, muscles 

and finally the flesh, the skin, the hair? Or 

did He simply form the exterior with His 

hand and allow the breath of His mouth to 

shape the interior? 

I don’t know. But one day I want to find out. 

When I get to heaven, I want to ask God to 

play this back on the giant screen. Surely God can replay the creation 

story for us, however He did it. 

In my imagination, I can picture Him working but standing up 

from time to time, like any artist would, leaning from one side to 

the other, seeing how it looks, bending down to make a few more 

adjustments. 

Some time ago, I was in the city of Florence, Italy. When I walked 

into the plaza in front of the old Palace, there on the corner was a 

reproduction of Michaelangelo’s David. The original is in the museum 

to protect it from the elements and vandals. As I stood looking at 

that sculpture, which is probably the most famous sculpture in all the 

world, I saw its perfect symmetry and its beauty and I couldn’t help 

but think, That can’t begin to compare with what God must have done. 

When God is finished shaping that clay into the form that would 

become Adam, it must be perfect. But it is still just a lump of clay. 

Intimacy with God
God could have said, “Live”—and in an instant that lump of clay would 

Picture with me 
the Scene of the 
Creator GOd 
shAping that 
clay with HiS 
hAnds.
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have jumped to his feet and walked around. But what an incredible 

act of intimacy. 

We see this Creator God bending over one more time, placing His lips 

over the nostril and lips of clay and breathing in the breath of life and 

man becomes a living being. 

Do you realize what happened in that instant? 

Faster than we could explain or describe, what was clay becomes 

living flesh. 

What was clay becomes bronchial tubes, taking the oxygen down 

into the lungs. 

What was clay becomes those fine alveoli, fragile air sacs where the 

exchange of gasses between the air and the blood takes place. 

What was clay becomes veins and arteries. 

What was clay becomes blood flowing through. 

What was clay becomes a heart, pumping 60 to 80 times a minute on 

average, taking life and nutrition to the rest of the body. 

What was clay becomes living bone and tissue, muscle and flesh. 

What was clay becomes a nervous system, shaping the signals and 

impulses back and forth throughout the body. 

What was clay becomes the human brain with all its incredible 

capacity and functions. 

And as that life reaches those brain cells, the eyelids flicker open and 

the first bit of information to register on the human brain is a picture 

of the face of the Creator God, lifting 

from the intimacy of a kiss of life. 

Can you imagine that first 

conversation? 

“Excuse me God, who are you?” 

“Who am I? I’m God the Creator. And 

you, Adam, are the first man. I have 

just finished shaping you with My 

hands and breathing into you the 

“I creAted you 
thROugh an 
Act of intimAcy 
beCauSe I wAnt 
to be friends with 
you thrOughout 
eteRnity.”
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breath of life. You look at Me and you see a little bit of yourself, where 

I have shared My image with you. I have created you in My likeness.” 

“But Adam, I have also shared intimacy with you. I created you 

through an act of intimacy because I want to be friends with you 

throughout eternity.”

You and I were created for friendship with God. It is normal to live in 

step with God.

As He looked down through the ages of eternity, God could not 

imagine an eternity without us and He created us for that friendship. 

And stewardship must have the restoration of that intimacy as one of 

its foundational principles.

Shared governance
I can also imagine that conversation going on as God turns to Adam 

and He says, “Do you see this beautiful world I have created for you? 

You see this beautiful garden called 

Eden; I have created it for you. It is My 

world and My garden but I am willing to 

share their governance with you. I will 

give you dominion over this world and I 

will make you My representative, My 

agent, managing My a­ airs on earth.” 

Not only does God share image with us and share intimacy with us, 

the third principle of stewardship is shared governance. He allows a 

human being to become His agent in managing His a­ airs on earth. 

Interdependence
If God continued with one more principle, He would have said 

to Adam, “In order to manage My a­ airs on earth and share My 

governance, you must realize you are totally dependant on Me and I 

He AlLowS a 
human being tO 
become His Agent 
in mAnaging His 
AFfairs on eArth.
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am dependant on you.” 

For some reason, God chose to be dependant on humanity. It is hard 

for me to imagine that God would depend on me for anything, not 

because He had to but because He chose to. 

Creation lost
From Creation come these fi rst four principles of stewardship and a 

daily Christian life: 

•  God shares His image with us and we are created to share that image 

throughout eternity.

•  He shares His intimacy with us for we are to be friends with God. 

•  He shares His governance with us. We are to be His agents. 

•  And He shares His dependence or interdependence with us.

We are to work hand in hand with Him as partners with God. 

But we didn’t stay there. With one simple act, the human race became 

a fallen race. These four foundational principles of life are totally 

destroyed and turned upside down by sin.

What was shared image became a sinful nature. What was shared 

intimacy became a shattered union. What was shared governance 

became a slavery to sin. And what was shared dependence or 

interdependence became a false independence. 

But God didn’t leave us there. When we 

could no longer come to Him, He came to 

us and we are redeemed as we look to God, 

and realize who He is and what He 

has done. 

•  When we can no longer share His 

image because of sin, He comes 

and shares with us the likeness 

of our sinful fl esh, yet without sin. 

Paul says He made Him to be sin 

When we cOuld 
no longer Come 
tO Him, He came 
To us.
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•  When we could no longer share His governance because we were in 

slavery to sin, He came and redeemed us and turned us from slaves 

of sin to slaves of God (see Romans 6). 

•  When sin replaced our dependence on Him with a false 

independence, He came and modelled a total dependence on the 

Father. Over and over in the Book of John, Jesus said that “I assure 

you, the Son can do nothing by himself” (John 5:19; see also John 

8:28). And in following Him, we are restored to total dependence on 

and interdependence with God.

•  But He didn’t just redeem us. He also has adopted us as His children. 

He restores us to our status in Him and we share a deeper intimacy 

with Him. Jesus said, “I no longer call you servants, because a master 

doesn’t confi de in his servants. Now you are my friends, since I have 

told you everything the Father told me” (John 15:15). 

Called to more
The restoration of this relationship is a call to a more radical 

obedience. A slave obeys because he has to and a child obeys only 

as long as he has to but a friend obeys because he or she 

wants to. 

But it doesn’t stop there because God also promises to 

enthrone us. Remember the promise to the church 

in Laodicea: “ I will invite everyone who is victorious 

to sit with me on my throne, just as I was 

victorious and sat with my Father on his 

throne” (Revelation 3:21). 

Victory to overcome comes in Jesus Christ 

through His power and His victory on Calvary 

A slAve obeys becAuse he has to and 
a child obeys only as long As he hAs 
to but A friend obeys becauSe he or 
she wAntS to.



when we accept Him. So the moment I accept Jesus Christ as Savior, 

that moment I am a conqueror and overcomer. And in that moment I 

am enthroned with God and have the privilege of sitting with God. 

A royal priesthood
In Revelation 1:6, we are told that Jesus “has made us his Kingdom 

and his priests who serve before God his Father.” In 1 Peter 2:5, we 

are described as “God’s holy priests.” In verse 9, Peter says, “You are a 

kingdom of priests.” But what do these statements really mean?

In the patriarchal system, the patriarch of the family functioned as 

priest and king. That is the situation of Melchizedek, described as “the 

king of Salem and a priest of God Most High” (Genesis 14:18). 

That combination continues until we come down to God’s people. 

Moses and Aaron separate the two roles, kingly and priestly roles. 

They are rarely combined except in a 

couple of judges like Eli and Samuel 

and once a king was selected, it was 

a permanent separation until we 

come to Jesus, who was the priest-

king and sacrifice on Calvary. 

According to the Bible texts we have looked at, you and I are priests 

after the order of Jesus Christ, who is the priest after the order of 

Melchizedek. We are a royal priesthood. 

Ephesians 1:19-21 describes God’s power resurrecting Jesus Christ 

and seating Him at His right hand in heavenly places. In the next 

chapter (see Ephesians 2:6), Paul says that in Christ you have been 

raised and seated with Him in heavenly places. In other words, the 

Christian begins life from the very throne of God. And a person on 

the throne has all the power of the throne. All of the power of God is 

available to you to live every day in Him. 

Is it any wonder that James can say, “So humble yourselves before 

The ChRistian 
begins life from 
the very throne of 
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God. Resist the Devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7)? He 

has no other choice. When you resist him in Christ, the power that 

overcame him on Calvary is working in you to resist him and drive 

him away. Is it any wonder that Peter wrote, “As we know Jesus better, 

his divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly life” 

(2 Peter 1:3)?

More closely united to God
This is a picture of where Christian life begins. We are not merely 

redeemed, trying to make it to the throne. We start life as Christians 

from the very throne of God. 

Can you think of any greater vision than to realize who we are in Jesus 

Christ? Holy, transformed, clothed in His righteousness, seated on His 

throne, co-heirs with Christ. That excites me. 

It reminds me of the devil’s first deception in this world. If you eat of 

this tree, he said, “you will become just like God” (Genesis 3:5). 

But they shared His image. They shared intimacy with Him. They 

shared his governance. They were interdependent with Him. The 

only thing they didn’t have was the ability to be God in themselves—

Lucifer always offers a counterfeit substitute. He wanted to be on 

God’s throne. It must be galling to him when he thinks of where the 

Christian is in Christ, exactly where he wanted to be. 

Remarkably, The Desire of Ages tells us that because of 

sin and the plan of redemption, we will be closer to 

God than if we had never sinned: “By His life and His 

death, Christ has achieved even more than recovery 

from the ruin wrought through sin. . . . In Christ, we 

become more closely united to God than if we had 

never fallen” (page 25). Because of what God has done 

for us, we can know the fullness of God’s love and 

redemption. 

“By His liFe and 
His deAth, Christ 
haS achieved 
even more 
than recoveRy 
from the rUin 
wrought 
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It’s amazing what happens when we begin to catch a vision of who 

God is and who we are. That’s where Christian stewardship really 

begins. 

It starts with recognizing who God is and learning to let God be God, 

because stewardship is based on who God is. 

But what does it mean for God to be God? 

We cannot explore it all because we would never run out of material 

to cover. Throughout eternity we will be exploring the wonder of 

God. But let’s explore a little. 

Incomparable
First of all, God is incomparable. No one can compare or compete 

with Him. 

Think about it: Who else could have created life? 

In Central America where I grew up, we had a tree called the devil’s 

tree. I’m sure you have eaten its fruit or its nut at least as a cashew nut. 

The reason they call it the devil’s tree is they say that when God 

fi nished creation the devil said, “I can create something, too.” So he 

created this beautiful tree with a beautiful fruit. It is bright orange 

when its ripe and highly acidic. But the story 

goes, he forgot the seed and so he had to put 

it on the outside of the fruit. And so to this day, 

the cashew nut hangs on the end of the fruit 

outside. 

Of course, that is just folklore but it points out that nobody can 

compare with our God. He is beyond comparison and yet He has 

chosen to deal with us. 

Transcendent 
The second aspect of Him being creator is He is transcendent. He 

No one can 
cOMpAre oR 
compete with Him.
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is far beyond this and all that we 

know. He is a God who can deal 

with issues you and I cannot even 

begin to comprehend. 

Let me give you one example that 

absolutely boggles my mind. Remember 

the story of King Hezekiah in 2 Kings 20:1-11. 

He falls sick, he prays, the prophet comes and says, 

“You are going to die.” 

Hezekiah prays again, and the 

prophet returns and says, “OK, God 

will heal you.” 

“How do I know?” asks Hezekiah. 

“He will give you a sign,” replies the 

prophet. “Do you want the sun dial 

to move forward 10 degrees or back 10 

degrees?” 

“Everybody knows the sun dial is going to move 

forward 10 degrees,” says Hezekiah. “So let’s turn it 

back 10.”

God is pretty busy for this moment. Do you realize 

everything He has to do to stop the world in its 

rotation on its axis, back it up 10 degrees and 

restart it? 

If you know anything about physics, you 

would understand that action of stopping, 

reversing and restarting should have torn 

asunder the tectonic plates of this planet. 

Continents should have shifted in their place. 

There should have been massive earthquakes 

destroying everything in this world and 

massive tidal waves sweeping across the land, 

God kept it 
aLl in balAnce 
with the touch 
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destroying all life. 

But God kept it all in balance with the touch of one fi nger—just to 

strengthen the weak faith of a sinful king. It is hard to understand a 

God with that kind of capability. 

Immanent 
But God is not only transcendent, He is also immanent. This is a 

theological and technical term used to describe God, meaning He is 

intimately involved in our 

lives. He is there with us. 

His name is Immanuel—

“God with us” (see Matthew 

1:23). Think about how far 

that goes. At one moment 

in time, God became one 

fertilized ovum in the 

womb of a young woman 

named Mary. For a moment 

in time, God—all the 

fullness of God that dwells 

in Christ in bodily form—is 

now one fertilized cell that 

a moment later becomes 

two, then four, then eight, 

then 16, then 32, then 64, 

and on and on until that 

duplication begins to diff erentiate. Blood vessels appear and a tiny 

pumping heart develops, then arms and fi ngers and toes and head 

and ears, all begin to appear as God chooses to become the God–

man. “God with us”: the transcendent God who controls the universe, 

intimately involved, immanently present with us. 

For a moment in 
time, God—all 
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Creative
When we see God as Creator, of course we also recognize that God 

is creative. 

I have visited Australia a number of times and I have enjoyed coming 

to know a little about that incredible continent. It seems like God 

dealt with Australia specially when He got through creating all the 

rest of the world. 

What kind of God would create a platypus? It 

is as if He had a bunch of left over parts that 

He just stuck together. A fur-bearing animal 

that suckles its young and lays eggs. It has a 

duck bill and the males have a poison gland 

for defence. It’s amazing. And then there are 

animals like koalas and kangaroos. 

You know your creativity comes from God. Think of the creative 

gifts expressed or represented among your group of friends. Then 

recognize that this is just a sampling of God’s creative ability. 

Sovereign
God is also sovereign. He is free, autonomous. He is the God of the 

universe, which makes it even more amazing that He would stop and 

think about us. The Lord God, Who is, Who was and Who is to come, 

Who has no beginning or end. 

How do we comprehend eternity and God’s sovereignty in the scope 

of eternity? I can try to understand life without end. I have it now in 

Christ. But I cannot comprehend life without beginning. What was 

there before that? Our logic breaks down. And yet God was there. 

As far back as you can begin to imagine, God was there and He was 

Sovereign. God is Savior. God is involved. The Father is intimately 

What kind 
of God 
would 
create a 
platypus?

I cannot 
comprehend 
life without 
beginning.
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involved as He gives His son. In a sense, God the 

Father gives more than does the Son, for He 

gives His Son. Those of us who are parents can 

understand that would be a greater sacrifi ce 

than to give ourselves. And the Holy Spirit is also 

involved in that process. The Son becomes human to live and die with 

us—and He is coming back to rule and be with us forever. 

This sovereignty also applies to the things of this world. God is owner 

of all: “For all the animals of the forest are mine, and I own the cattle 

on a thousand hills,” says God in Psalm 50:10. 

So why do we so arrogantly think we are owner of anything? We say, 

“My car, my house, my family, my church.” But God reminds us that He 

owns it all.

Love
God is also love. 1 John 4:7,8 helps us realize that each of his actions 

originates from and is based on love. Romans 5:8 points that out. But 

God is love. Everything about Him comes from a God of Love. 

I love the “Confl ict of the Ages” series. This epic re-telling of the history 

of humanity begins with the book Patriarchs and Prophets. What are 

the fi rst words in Patriarchs and Prophets? “God is Love.” 

The whole 
pRoceSs of 
redemption iS To 
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AlL eternity and 
all the universe, 
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And what are the fi nal words in the concluding book of the series, The 

Great Controversy? Again, “God is Love.” 

The whole process of redemption is to re-establish, for all eternity 

and all the universe, the fact that God is Love. He needs to express 

Himself because love without expression is meaningless. Creation is 

a manifestation of His love. And unselfi sh love belongs to Him and 

keeps stewardship from becoming slavery. 

It’s a point worth remembering: Stewardship without a love 

relationship with God is nothing more than spiritual slavery. 

Present
And God is present. He wants to be with us through every part of 

our lives. 

It is hard for me to 

imagine that 

God would 

want to 

be with 

me. There 

are times 

when it embarrasses me. There are 

time it shames me. But it always 

overwhelms me. 

In this truth we can catch a glimpse 

of the reason for our existence as 

human beings: 

1. To be an object of God’s love. 

2. To be a vehicle of God’s love to the 

world around us. 

3. To manifest God’s love to the world and 

It is hard for me 
tO imAgine thaT 

God would wAnt 
to be wiTh me.
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to the universe. 

I love the verse in Zephaniah 3:17 that describes God in this way: 

“For the Lord your God has arrived to live among you. He is a mighty 

savior. He will rejoice over you with great gladness. With his love, 

he will calm all your fears. He will exult over you by singing a happy 

song.”

Imagine God in Heaven stepping down from His throne, raising His 

hand and stopping the angel choirs. He says, “Stop, it’s My turn to 

sing. Down there is a group of people who are gathering together to 

study about Me. It brings joy to my heart and I can’t help but sing. I 

want to rejoice over them with singing.” 

And a deep wondrous voice like the sound of many waters begins to 

sing a song of joy over His re-creation, over us. Then the angel choirs 

join in with the background harmonies and it is a song of redemption 

and joy over us in heaven, in God’s heart. 

And in diff erent ways, we are called to manifest and express this love 

of God in the world.
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Judgment: good news

When we recognize we are to vindicate God’s love and justice, we gain a better 

picture of what the judgment is all about. At times, we have become lost in 

the issue of the investigative judgment. We have used it to scare people into 

making decisions. We have argued about whether it is biblical or not. 

But Daniel 7—the chapter on the judgment—tells us that the judgment 

does four wonderful things. There are four ways of answering the four issues 

of the challenge to God in His government that is at the heart of the “Great 

Controversy”: 

1. The fi rst thing that judgment does is vindicate God. At the close of 

that judgment, every knee bows to worship God because God has been 

vindicated before the universe. 

2. The judgment vindicates Christ and gives Him the kingdom. Christ’s position 

in heaven was questioned by Lucifer but He has overcome this challenge. 

3. The judgment vindicates the saints. God’s people have judgment 

pronounced in their favor and they receive the kingdom. 

4. The judgment demonstrates God’s right to destroy sin and sinners. The little 

horn, as the representative of sin, is cast in the fi re and destroyed. The issue of 

God’s character and His government is resolved on the universal scale. 

Ephesians 3:10 says, “God’s purpose was to show his wisdom in all its 

rich variety to all the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms.” We 

vindicate God’s character. That is part of our reason for existence. In us, God 

fi nds character witnesses to testify before Him and in His favor before the 

universe. 

So why should I fear the judgment? I am standing there to talk about Him. 

Whose robe am I wearing? His robe. 

Who is my judge? Christ is. 

Who is my advocate? Christ is. 

Who has already paid the price of sin? Christ has. 

What do I have to be afraid of? As 1 John 4:17 puts it, “we will not be afraid 

on the day of judgment, but we can face him with confi dence.”
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Imagine . . .
So what would happen if what we have considered here became 

reality in our hearts and minds, if we really began to live from the 

perspective of who God is and who we are in Him? 

Letting God be God and recognizing Him for Who and What 

He truly is must transform us, our lives, our attitudes and 

our confi dence.

When Jesus’ disciples Peter and John healed 

a lame man, they were brought before 

the Sanhedrin—the religious authority of 

the day—to examine their actions and 

probably to try to intimidate them into 

being quiet about Jesus. But it seems 

it was the religious leaders who were 

overwhelmed: “The members of the 

council were amazed when they saw 

the boldness of Peter and John, for they 

could see that they were ordinary men who had had no 

special training. They also recognized them as men who had been 

with Jesus” (Acts 4:13).

When we confront these realities of God we can have that same kind 

of transformation and confi dence.

Letting God 
be GOd and 
recognizing Him 
foR Who and 
WhAt He truly is 
muSt transform 
us.





Chapter 5
Stewardship



48



What we have been talking about is not just idealism. God doesn’t 

give us a picture of who we are without assuring us He can make it 

happen. It will only happen as He becomes Lord of every part of our 

lives and we realize this is who we already are in Christ. Our history 

and our life change the moment we accept Christ. 

Writing in Romans 5, Paul ends with that incredible promise, “God’s 

law was given so that all people could see how sinful they were. 

But as people sinned more and more, God’s wonderful kindness 

became more abundant” (Romans 5:20). Paul knows there are some 

narrowed-minded people, who are going to have the thought, I want 

more grace, I will go out and sin a little more.

Paul says, “Well then, should we keep on sinning so that God can 

show us more and more kindness and forgiveness? Of course not! 

Since we have died to sin, how can we continue to live in it?” (Romans 

6:1, 2). Then his argument is, “Have you forgotten that when we 

became Christians and were baptized to become one with Christ 

Jesus, we died with him? . . . Now we also may live new lives” (Romans 

6:3, 4). 

He gets down to verse 11: “So you 

should consider yourselves dead to 

sin and able to live for the glory of 

God through Christ Jesus.” In verse 

14, he continues, “Sin is no longer 

your master, for you are no longer 

subject to the law, which enslaves you to sin. Instead, you are free by 

God’s grace.”

When we accept Christ, we are part of a new kingdom, a new reality. 

We are part of his family. We are not trying to get there or work our 

way to the kingdom. We are not trying to earn the throne. We are on 

the throne. We are in Christ. The rest of life simply becomes living that 

out, which is what stewardship is all about. 

But we need to redefi ne stewardship. So let’s look at some basic 

Our history and 
our life chAnge 
the moment we 
accepT ChriSt.

49



50

biblical presuppositions that form the foundation for the lordship 

relationship of Jesus Christ. 

Presupposition 1: A personal God
God is a personal God, intimately involved in every part of our lives. 

1 Corinthians 6:19, 20 is an interesting text in this regard: “Or don’t 

you know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who lives 

in you and was given to you by God? You do not belong to yourself, 

for God bought you with a high price. So you must honor God with 

your body.”

We use these verses as an argument for healthful living totally out of 

context. The principle applies but the passage deals with fornication. 

We are often tempted to tell people to clean up their lives so God can 

live in them. But Paul says something 

radically diff erent. He says, “Don’t unite 

yourself with a prostitute because you are 

one with God.”

We say, “Clean up your life to be good 

enough for God.” 

God says, “Clean up your life because I am 

already with you and in you.” 

His personal involvement in our lives is not dependent on our behavior. 

Rather, our behavior is dependent on His personal involvement. The 

motivation for changing is that He has already entered our lives. 

Without Him, we have no desire to change. 

Presupposition 2: God is in control
God is in control, guiding the history and aff airs of this world and its 

people.

Some years ago, I was teaching this in a seminar in Europe. One of 

God says, “CleAn 
up youR life 
because I am 
AlreAdy with you 
and in yOu.”
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the more infl uential pastors in the group stood up and challenged 

what I was saying. 

“I can’t believe that you from the General Conference would come 

and teach this kind of childish scribble that God is in control,” he said. 

“If God is in control how do you explain the 

Holocaust? How do you explain the 

thousands and thousands that 

were killed in Rwanda?” 

The Bible doesn’t explain all 

these tragedies, outrages 

and disappointments 

but part of the issue is 

learning to deal with 

the mystery of God, 

learning to let God be 

God even when we don’t 

understand all the issues. 

But the Bible clearly states 

that God is in control. Paul went 

so far as to say that He sets up and takes 

down kings (see Romans 13)—and he was talking about the Roman 

Emperor! 

Presupposition 3: God is owner of all
As Creator and Redeemer, God is owner of all. Thus, He is Provider 

of all. 

If God owns everything, why do you and I worry about anything? 

Jesus said, “So don’t worry about having enough food or drink or 

clothing. Why be like the pagans who are so deeply concerned 

about these things? Your heavenly Father already knows all your 

needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if you live 

The Bible 
doesn’t explain 

alL thesE 
trAgedieS, 

outrages And 
disApPoinTments.



for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern” 

(Matthew 6:31-33). 

In other words, when I worry, I am 

claiming to be owner. I am claiming 

to be the one who has to be in 

control of things. I am trying to be 

my own god. 

If God is really God, owner of 

everything, He provides everything we need. And that is what Peter 

said, “His divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly 

life. He has called us to receive his own glory and goodness!” (2 Peter 

1:3). That includes all of life. 

Presupposition 4: God is in control of His 
church
God is in direct control of His church, while allowing room for human 

decisions. 

This one is a little tougher for me. I have wrestled with God over this 

one. At one time when I was wrestling with these questions, I had 

little problem concluding that the church is God’s and that God is big 

enough to be in control and to take care of His church. The question 

I am claiming 
to be the One 
who hAs to be in 
control of things.
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I had to spend time on was, “Is God in control? Is He taking care of 

His church?”

I wanted to say, “Yes, as long as we let Him.” But if I can block Him from 

being in control of the church, I am bigger than He is. 

As I wrestled with God on this, I wanted to say, “But God you don’t 

know the church I know. You don’t know the situation or the people I 

have to work with.” 

But what was driven home to me was the reality that not only is God 

in control, the real problem is He just doesn’t consult with me as often 

as I think He ought to. In other words, the problem is my problem. I 

am really not trusting Him to be God. 

As I have travelled around the world working with church members 

and leaders, I have seen a lot of the good of this church but I have 

also seen a lot of the problems and struggle we have in this church. 

Pastors and church leaders and 

members have opened their hearts 

about the struggles they face within 

and without—but they have also 

told me what God can do. 

When I am tempted to think God 

may not be in control, He reaches 

out all around us and touches 

people. He is still a big God. 

Presupposition 5: God provides everything 
we need
In His time frame, God provides everything we need to accomplish 

His will in His church. 

Sometimes I am not willing to wait for God. Or sometimes my faith 

isn’t big enough—I know 

what has to be done but I 

God is in control, 
the reAl problem 
is He juSt doesn’t 
conSult with me 
as often AS I thinK 
He Ought to.

Could it be thAT I Know 
my StaFf beTter Than I 
know GOd?



54

just don’t see the resources and I begin to say, “We’ve got to fi nd the 

money, we have to raise it somehow.” 

When working on major projects, I have often had an assistant or 

secretarial staff  and because of time constraints I have simply had to 

say, “You folks are going to handle all that.” Then I work on my part of 

the project and trust they will do theirs.

But if I can trust my staff  like that, why is it I struggle to trust God? 

Could it be that I know my staff  better than I know God? Maybe our 

real struggle is not just to know the theory but to know Him well 

enough that we can integrate the theory in everyday life. 

Presupposition 6: God works in partnership 
with us
God works in partnership with human agents. 

Only rarely does God choose to work alone. He usually works in 

partnership, working through human agents. 

Presupposition 7: Christ is Lord of all
Christ is Lord of all and lordship is a choice of our will. 

His lordship is not something that is forced upon us. It is our choice 

whether Christ is going to be Lord. 

Presupposition 8: The Holy Spirit is the active 
lordship agent
The Holy Spirit is the active lordship agent in our lives. 

It is not about me working on you, you working on your child or 

neighbor, or us working on anybody else. It is God working in 

others. 
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What makes 

us think we can change 

anybody? But how often do we try 

to change each other in the church? Whose 

job is it to convict of sin and righteousness and 

judgment? 

If it is the Holy Spirit’s job to convict, then when I try to 

do that in your life or that of anybody else, including 

my own children, am I not usurping the role of the Holy 

Spirit?

And if He is not controlling the church and its leadership 

the way we think it ought to be, what makes us think 

that we can do so by withholding tithes or channeling 

tithes or money to other places? 

In a sense, could this be seen as denying the Spirit of 

God? That sounds serious to me.

Presupposition 9: We receive the Holy 
Spirit by faith 

Paul explained it like this: “Through the work of Christ Jesus, God 

has blessed the Gentiles with the same blessing he promised to 

Abraham, and we Christians receive the promised Holy Spirit 

through faith” (Galatians 3:14).

Jesus said, “If you sinful 

people know how to 

give good gifts to 

your children, how 

much more will 

your heavenly 

Father give the Holy 

Spirit to those who 

ask him” (Luke 11:13). 

Ellen White wrote about how this works in 

The Desires of Ages. She reminds us that 

the power of the Holy Spirit is not 

ours if we seek to

In A senSe, could 
this be seen as 
denying the Spirit 
of GOd?
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control Him instead of allowing Him to control us: “We cannot use 

the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is to use us” (page 672). But there is also the 

promise: “Only to those who wait humbly upon God, who watch for 

His guidance and grace, is the Spirit given. The power of God awaits 

their demand and reception” (page 672).

By faith, this blessing brings all other blessings. I never dreamed I 

had the right to demand anything of God but we are told this power 

claimed by faith, awaits our demand. 

By faith, I can know I have the Holy Spirit. 

Have you accepted it? It is that simple. 

Presupposition 10: In Christ we are able to 
do anything He wants us to do
In Christ, we are able to do anything and everything He wants us to 

do. 

Philippians 4:19 puts it like this: “And this same God who takes care 

of me will supply all your needs from his glorious riches, which have 

been given to us in Christ Jesus.” 

Which brings us to de� ning stewardship. 

Stewardship is the lifestyle of one who accepts Christ’s lordship, 

walking in partnership with God and acting as His agent to manage 

His a� airs. 
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Lordship
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This chapter is for the little Pharisee in each one of us. Often when we 

are talking about salvation and the Christian life in the way we have 

been, someone will ask, “But what about obedience?”

Obedience is important but it can come to be seen as a condition of 

our salvation. Obedience needs to be in the right place. The moment 

I think my obedience helps save me, I am in trouble. It becomes 

nothing more than legalism or salvation by works. Some of us have 

gotten to the point where we say, 

“We are saved by faith, but now we 

have got to work like the devil to 

stay saved.” So we need to consider 

where obedience comes from and 

how it fi ts in the equation. 

Don’t be too hard on yourself if 

you fi nd a little bit of Pharisee in 

yourself. The ideal of a Pharisee was to obey the law of God perfectly. 

The problem came when God walked in their midst and they didn’t 

accept or recognize Him. 

Model lordship
Perhaps we can use a model to help us understand the balance 

between a faith walk with God and obedience. This model describes 

diff erent kinds of relationships with God using high and low ratings 

of performance (measured horizontally) and relationship (measured 

vertically).  

Dabbler
Where both performance and relationship are low, we have people 

who could be described as dabblers. This is the person who only 

plays with their religion. 

The picture I have of a dabbler is a person who goes out to the ocean, 

The ideal of A 
PhArisee wAS 
to obey the 

law of God 
peRfectLy.
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puts on their swimsuit but only splashes around with their toes in the 

water. They really don’t enjoy the ocean. They are just kind of playing 

with it. 

And we probably all know people who act like that with their faith.

They don’t take religion seriously. 

Slave
But if we only emphasize performance—obedience, works—we 

produce a slave. 

There are two sides to the legalism coin. The one we normally think 

of is a person who has a long list of things they have to do. They start 

checking them o� , one after the other. And they put all kinds of things 

on the list. People even argue about what should be on the list. 

Legalism is simply a focus on our own performance. 

The other kind of legalist is the person who says, “God doesn’t require 

this long list of things for me. All God wants is these three things.” But 

the focus remains on performance. We might think that person is a 

liberal because they don’t have as much on their list. Yet they are just 

as legalistic because the focus is on what we do. And when we put 

the emphasis on performance, on obedience, on works, it produces 

a slave. 

There are problems with performance by itself because, if we only 

have performance, the focus is on us. Not only that, it will make us 

judgmental because we begin to compare ourselves with others. But 

Religion without God 
is nothing but another 
form Of pAgAnism oR 
slavery.
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when we honestly look back at the 

mirror, we will always see our failures, faults and problems. 

Performance is still what we are tempted to emphasize as a church. 

All our lifestyle issues, how to keep the Sabbath, our health message, 

Christian standards, all those things can draw us toward focusing on 

performance. And if focusing on performance without a relationship 

with Christ, it becomes a master–slave relationship. Religion without 

God is nothing but another form of paganism or slavery. 

But we don’t want to be in slavery. Slavery is the worst possible place 

to be. With all the right externals, it might look good but it is the 

subtlest form of paganism. 

 
Jesus meets a performance slave
Remember the story of the rich young ruler who came to Jesus (see 

Matthew 19:16-22). He said to Jesus, “Teacher, what good things must I do 

to have eternal life?” (verse 16).

Jesus tells him to keep the commandments. 

“I’ve obeyed all these commandments,” the young man said proudly (verse 

20).

Here is a man who has all the performance. Looking at him, everything was 

right. But what happens down deep? 

Jesus tells him that he still lacks one thing: “If you want to be perfect, go 

and sell all you have and give the money to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (verse 21). Jesus pointed him 

back to the relationship. 

The story ends with the statement that “when the young man heard this, 

he went sadly away because he had many possessions” (verse 22). The Bible 

writer could have written that, “for many possessions had him.” 

This young man was a slave to his performance. He looks good; he has even 

been made a ruler in the Synagogue. That’s why this is the worst place to 

be. We can look at ourselves and say, “What more do I need?”—until we 

recognize the emptiness in our hearts.

puts on their swimsuit but only splashes around with their toes in the 

water. They really don’t enjoy the ocean. They are just kind of playing 

with it. 

And we probably all know people who act like that with their faith.

They don’t take religion seriously. 

Slave
But if we only emphasize performance—obedience, works—we 

produce a slave. 

There are two sides to the legalism coin. The one we normally think 

of is a person who has a long list of things they have to do. They start 

checking them off , one after the other. And they put all kinds of things 

on the list. People even argue about what should be on the list. 

Legalism is simply a focus on our own performance. 

The other kind of legalist is the person who says, “God doesn’t require 

this long list of things for me. All God wants is these three things.” But 

the focus remains on performance. We might think that person is a 

liberal because they don’t have as much on their list. Yet they are just 

as legalistic because the focus is on what we do. And when we put 

the emphasis on performance, on obedience, on works, it produces 

a slave. 

There are problems with performance by itself because, if I only have 

performance, the focus is on me. Not only that, it will make us 

judgmental because we begin to compare ourselves with others. But 
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Have you ever been accused of being a legalist? Have you ever heard 

Seventh-day Adventists being accused of being legalist? Could it be 

because we are? 

But when we tell people why we obey, what do we tell them? A 

common answer would be that we obey because we love God. Still 

many of us would say that we love God, yet how many of us obey 

completely?

This equation does not work in practice. We have said that if we love 

Him, we will obey, but love is not a motivation for obedience. Rather, 

love is a motivation for surrender and only the indwelling Christ can 

produce the obedience. 

I am tired of a faith that focuses on doing and has little relationship. I 

am tired of a church that has a standard of behavior at one place and 

lives diff erently in another place. And the only diff erence I can tell is if 

God comes into our lives in a passionate love relationship. 

Many people respond to these thoughts by saying that they are not 

comfortable with the use of the word passion when talking about our 

faith and walk with God. Passion deals with the basic things of life 

and it controls our emotions. It is what 

moves us and causes us to do things. 

But God says, “I have loved you, my 

people, with an everlasting love. With 

unfailing love I have drawn you to 

myself” (Jeremiah 31:3). God’s 

passionate love is so great for us that 

it took Him to the cross.

Any relationship without a passion grows stale and cold. But we 

cannot build a long-lasting relationship only on passion. There must 

be commitment and performance. But the issue is which fuels which. 

And they must work together. 

There is only one cure for a slave. We call it death—and rebirth. 

•  On one occasion, Jesus said, “I assure you, unless you turn from your 

I am tired of 
A fAith that 
focuSes on doing 
and hAS liTtLe 
RelAtiOnship.



65

sins and become 

as little children, 

you will never get 

into the Kingdom 

of Heaven” 

(Matthew 18:3).

•  One night He talked

with a Pharisee 

called Nicodemus 

and said, “Unless 

you are born again, 

you can never see 

the Kingdom of God” 

(John 3:3). 

Jesus emphasized that

what is needed is not 

simply to work harder 

or “better” but rather a new kind of life, a rebirth experience. If we 

begin with performance, we are only ever going to be slaves.

Child
If we put the emphasis only on relationship, it produces a child. 

The problem with focusing only on relationship comes because this 

kind of relationship tends to look at the emotions, meaning how I 

feel today, and again that is a tendency to look at myself. Such 

an imbalance can also tempt us to be passive when it comes to 

performance, suggesting that obedience doesn’t matter.

I think we would rather be a child than a slave because that means 

there is a relationship. But we don’t want to be children forever. 

If we have a two year old and all he can do is walk across the room that 

is OK. We don’t expect that a two year old can walk across a busy street 

safely. But if he is about to turn 18 and he still can’t walk across the
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street, we would be concerned that 

this child has a problem. We want 

our children to grow—and if they 

don’t, we will become concerned 

that they are not healthy.

A young child can communicate love to a parent or grandparent. 

He or she does it in simple ways—by a smile, a hug, a small gift or 

simply by saying so. But that child can do little for him or herself or for 

anyone else, no matter how much he or she loves them. They cannot 

care for or help anyone. They are high on the relationship scale but 

low on the performance scale. As we have said, that is OK when they 

are young but a healthy parental relationship will encourage them to 

grow up, mature and increase their performance abilities.

It is easier for a child to mature than for a slave to become passionate. 

While a child might not have high performance, the child has a deep 

relationship and is on a path that will draw them toward becoming 

a partner–friend. Because they already have a relationship, with 

disciplining, teaching and maturing, their relationship can grow into 

performance. That’s why Jesus said becoming like little children (see 

Matthew 18:3) is a good place to be.

Partner–friend
In this model of lordship, the highest and deepest relationship to God 

is that of partner–friend. This is a relationship of high relationship and 

high performance. Like a slave, the partner–friend has high obedience 

but this obedience is in the context of the high relationship. The 

relationship is not based on the obedience.

“Partner–friend” is another way of describing the “normal  

Christian”stewardship relationship and experience we are exploring 

throughout this book. 

It iS eAsieR fOr 
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A new birth—at 80

As a departmental church leader and a travelling speaker, I have had the 

privilege of leading more than 100 pastors to know Jesus Christ, many of 

them for the fi rst time. 

I will never forget a retired pastor who lived next door to the church 

where I met regularly with a small group of pastors. Every time we would 

meet there, he would argue with me as we explored what it meant to be 

a Christian and a pastor, what the biblical models of church and ministry 

are all about. He would always become uncomfortable when we talked 

about the relationship with God and he would struggle with what I was 

saying. 

One day he was arguing with me and I had had enough. “In other words,” 

I said, “what you do helped save you.”

“What do you mean?” he said.

“You just said that your obedience helps earn part of your salvation,” I 

continued. 

“Well, isn’t that right?” he replied.

“So it isn’t a gift?”

And suddenly he realized what we had been saying. Then almost in his 

80s, this man had been a missionary for more than 40 years and more 

years in pastoral ministry. And he began to weep as he realized that this 

whole time he had been teaching in a way that was producing slaves. 

God had used him and his ministry to touch lives but he had realized 

that, in the way he was presenting it, obedience was part of the salvation 

equation. In his former understanding, what you did determined whether 

you were saved or lost, not whether or not you accepted the gift. And 

that day he wept tears that mixed sorrow and joy. 

“Everybody needs to understand this,” he said. “Everybody needs to see 

what I have just seen and that is that salvation can only be a gift. 

“I have known in my head but I didn’t realize I was teaching something 

else.”

Through his tears, I believe that man became a partner–friend of God that 

day and his experience reminded me of the incredible gift God off ers to 

us in such a relationship.





Chapter 7
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Remember when you used to do tests at school. Were these for the 

benefi t of the teacher or the student? A good teacher knows whether 

that student is a good student or poor student without any need for a 

test. But the teacher needs the test to justify the grade they are going 

to give that student. 

But, more importantly, the student needs a test in order to know 

whether they have learned and understood the information. 

In the same way, God has given us tests of our loyalty and relationship 

to Him. He knows where we are but He knows we need to be tested 

to know where we are in relation to Him.

The fi rst test
The fi rst test came in the Garden of Eden. Set 

in a perfect world, perfect human beings in a 

perfect relationship with God were tempted 

to become like gods (see Genesis 3:1-7). 

But who were they already like? They 

already shared God’s image and they shared 

intimacy, governance and dependence with 

God. The only thing they did not have was 

to be God themselves. 

Satan off ers a counterfeit. He doesn’t off er anything true and vibrant. 

The real question is that of ownership: Am I willing to let God be 

owner or am I going to be the owner? The questions behind this 

temptation are: Who really is God? To whom are we loyal? Who do we 

trust? Who do we obey? Who is lord of our lives?

Tests today
Today, God still wants us to test our relationship with and loyalty to 

Him. Two of those tests are the Sabbath in time and our use of tithe 
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and possessions. But we must understand that these tests are for our 

benefi t, not for God who knows us already or for others in the world 

around us. Remember, Jesus said the sign for the world that we are 

His disciples is how we love one another (see John 13:34, 35).

Recalling the sign of the covenant used most often in the Old 

Testament emphasizes the personal nature of these tests or signs. 

Circumcision was a sign for the believer himself. That was a way the 

believer acknowledged in his body that he accepted a covenant 

relationship with God. But it is not a sign you would go around 

showing off . 

It is the same with the Sabbath and the tithe. Only two persons know 

if you are keeping the Sabbath. Only two persons know if you are 

tithing—you and God. 

Because if you don’t have the faith 

relationship with God and have not 

accepted Jesus as Savior, you can’t 

keep the Sabbath and you can’t tithe. 

It does not make any diff erence how 

much money you put in the off ering 

envelope and mark it as tithe or how 

many days you keep holy.

The test is not the Sabbath or 

giving tithe. The real issue is, who 

is God? Behind every temptation, 

is a temptation to be our own 

gods and to be in control of our lives. 

Whether it’s Sabbath or tithe, the issue is 

still loyalty to God. Am I willing to do it God’s 

way and to trust Him? 

You remember what Jesus said: “You have heard that the 

law of Moses says, ‘Do not murder. If you commit murder, you 

are subject to judgment.’ But I say, if you are angry with someone, 
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you are subject to judgment! . . . You have heard that the law of Moses 

says, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I say, anyone who even looks at a 

woman with lust in his eye has already committed adultery with her 

in his heart” (Matthew 5:21, 22, 27, 28).

In His teaching, Jesus takes the rule and internalizes it into an attitude 

of where the heart is. That’s why only the person who has a saving 

relationship with God can truly worship God in the Sabbath or in 

tithe and off erings. 

Sabbath
Exploring Sabbath as a test of loyalty can help us understand some of 

the questions about tithe.

Sabbath is a question of putting God fi rst and the Bible gives us a 

number of reasons for doing that:

1. Sabbath is a sign that I accept God as Creator.

In the Ten Commandments as recorded in Exodus 20, God’s people 

were commanded to remember the Sabbath “for in six days the Lord 

made the heavens, the earth, the sea, and everything in them; then 

he rested on the seventh day. That is 

why the Lord blessed the Sabbath 

day and set it apart as holy” (Exodus 

20:11).

2. Sabbath is a sign that I accept God 

as Redeemer.

When the Ten Commandments are repeated 

in Deuteronomy 5, the Fourth Commandment 

gives a diff erent reason for remembering the Sabbath: 

“Remember that you were once slaves in Egypt and that the Lord 

your God brought you out with amazing power and mighty deeds. 
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That is why the Lord your God has commanded you to observe the 

Sabbath day” (Deuteronomy 5:15).

3. Sabbath is a sign that I accept God as Sancti� er.

There is another reason given for remembering the Sabbath in 

Exodus 31: “It helps you to remember that I am the Lord, who makes 

you holy” (Exodus 31:13). In other words, God says, remember I am 

your sancti� er, I can take care of your present life.

4. Sabbath is a sign that I accept God in my future.

Sabbath is also described as a sign and part of our eternal life in 

the New Earth: “All humanity will come to worship me from week 

to week and from month to month” (Isaiah 66:23). God says, on 

the Sabbath, remember I will care for your future. 

In the gift of the Sabbath, God says to His people, “I am 

the God of the past, present and future. I take care of every 

part of your life.” And Sabbath-remembering tests our 

acceptance of God’s provision for us. The only person who 

can worship on the Sabbath is the person who has his or 

her faith placed in God: “So God’s rest is there for people to 

Four principles for remembering Sabbath:

1.  Accept the gift of salvation and eternal life. If we don’t have 

that, we can’t keep the Sabbath. 

2. Seek intimacy with God. 

3.  Lay aside the burdens of life and the things of everyday life. 

Put God � rst in a specially focused way on the Sabbath. 

4.  Make it a day of worship and fellowship. Let the life focus 

around worshiping God and fellowshipping with Him and 

with other Christians. 
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enter. But those who formerly heard the Good News failed to enter 

because they disobeyed God” (Hebrews 4:6). 

It is not just a matter of what I do or don’t do on the Sabbath, it is 

about who has my heart. 

Talking about money
Money was one of the themes mentioned most often by Jesus. 

Many of His parables deal with money or material possessions. 

Throughout the Bible, there are more than 2000 references dealing 

with money or material possessions, which is interesting to compare 

with only about 500 on prayer and less than 500 on faith. So many 

references suggest that God thought it an important topic for us to 

think about.

It is so important because money is life. Money does not buy life—

but money is life. We can lose sight of this in today’s world but it 

makes more sense if we recall the bartering system that is the 

beginning of our money systems.

In a bartering system, people trade time, 

service, talent or product for someone else’s 

time, service, talent or product. But the 

bartering system is awkward. If you had to 

exchange 50 bushels of wheat for a service, 

it was a big job to transport those 50 bushels. So people 

developed money as a medium of exchange. They started 

out with things like shells, rocks, precious stones or gold 

until they developed coins and � nally paper money. 

Issues of money are a spiritual battleground in the world, 

in the market place and in the home. Larry Burkett, a 

Christian � nancial counselor, reported that 80 percent of 

the divorcees in the United States list � nancial struggles 

as the primary contributing factor to a divorce. 

Money does not 
buy life—but 
money is life.
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Money is also a battleground in the church. The worst fights I have 

seen have been over how money is going to be spent. I remember 

one church board meeting where we went 45 minutes arguing 

about how to spend $25. That church board included a number of 

millionaires among its members. It wasn’t an issue of $25; it was an 

issue of who was in control. 

Money/God
God uses money. He uses it to advance His kingdom and to fund 

ministry. But money also competes with God in our lives.

In only a few places in the Bible is there a direct comparison between 

God and another god:

• �Joshua made a call to following God at the time the Israelites 

were establishing themselves in the Promised Land: “But if you 

are unwilling to serve the Lord, then choose today whom you will 

serve. Would you prefer the gods your ancestors served beyond 

the Euphrates? Or will it be the gods of the Amorites in whose land 

you now live? But as for me and my family, we will serve the Lord” 

(Joshua 24:15).

• �In his showdown with the priest of Baal on Mt. Carmel (see 1 Kings 

18), Elijah put out a challenge: “How long are you going to waver 

between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him! But if Baal is 

God, then follow him!” (1 Kings 18:21). 

• �And Jesus used that same kind of contrast: “No one can serve two 

masters. For you will hate one and love the other, or be devoted to 

one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money” 

(Matthew 6:24). 

Jesus makes such a direct comparison between God and money 

because money competes directly with God like other gods humans 

have devised. Money can be seen to represent life, power and 

Time and money 
most quickly 
reflect our 
walk with God 
and impact on 
our walk with 
God.
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assurance. It can give us a sense 

that we can take care of ourselves. 

We can even fool ourselves that if 

we have enough money, we don’t 

really need God. And even the 

church is not immune to these 

temptations.

And because we use money as a 

means of exchange and sell our 

time to earn money, time and money are linked together in relation 

to God. If we change the way we deal with time, it will change the 

way we deal with God. If we change the way we deal with money, it 

will change the way we deal with God. 

Time and money most quickly refl ect our walk with God and impact 

on our walk with God. Maybe this is why God gave us the Sabbath 

and tithe as thermometers of our spiritual walk. 

But, while money is an important part of stewardship, proper 

fi nancial stewardship can only come in the context of the Christian 

lifestyle stewardship. We are not focusing just on money but 

we cannot ignore it because it refl ects where we are in our 

walk with God. 

Tithe with purpose
The usual purpose given for tithing is to support the 

ministry of the church. For example, the Bible story 

records one occasion when Abraham tithed to 

Melchizedek. This is the fi rst time that tithe is 

mentioned in the Bible. The second time is 

when Jacob pledged to return a faithful 

tithe, but which church did Abraham 

and Jacob support with their tithe? 

Money is also a battleground in the church. The worst fi ghts I have 

seen have been over how money is going to be spent. I remember 

one church board meeting where we went 45 minutes arguing 

about how to spend $25. That church board included a number of 

millionaires among its members. It wasn’t an issue of $25; it was an 

issue of who was in control. 

Money/God
God uses money. He uses it to advance His kingdom and to fund 

ministry. But money also competes with God in our lives.

In only a few places in the Bible is there a direct comparison between 

God and another god:

•  Joshua made a call to following God at the time the Israelites 

were establishing themselves in the Promised Land: “But if you 

are unwilling to serve the Lord, then choose today whom you will 

serve. Would you prefer the gods your ancestors served beyond 

the Euphrates? Or will it be the gods of the Amorites in whose land 

you now live? But as for me and my family, we will serve the Lord” 

(Joshua 24:15).

•  In his showdown with the priest of Baal on Mt Carmel (see 1 Kings 

18), Elijah put out a challenge: “How long are you going to waver 

between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him! But if Baal is 

God, then follow him!” (1 Kings 18:21). 

•  And Jesus used that same kind of contrast: “No one can serve two 

masters. For you will hate one and love the other, or be devoted to 

one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money” 

(Matthew 6:24). 

Jesus makes such a direct comparison between God and money 

because money competes directly with God like other gods humans 

have devised. Money can be seen to represent life, power and 

Time and money 
most quickly 
reflect our 
walk with God 
and impact on 
our walk with 
God.
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There was no church. There was no corporate “church” until Israel 

hundreds of years later. 

And in Abraham’s story, tithe is mentioned as if it is something 

normal and natural. Had he tithed at other times? Probably, but we 

have no record of what he did with the tithe. All we can assume is 

it was part of the worship service, perhaps burned up in off erings 

to worship God. 

One of the purposes of tithe is to provide for full-time gospel ministry 

but this should not be seen as the primary motivation for tithing. 

Tithe as worship means I accept my relationship with God.

Worship by tithe
So the fi rst and primary purpose of tithing is to worship God—to 

acknowledge Him as creator and owner, redeemer. When I worship 

God with my tithe, I accept God’s ownership in everything that I am. I 

recognize God’s care, His guidance and His love. I accept redemption 

as restoration of God’s ownership. He is back in control. 

Thankfulness is also part of the act of worship. And we understand 

that tithe is holy and belongs to the Holy One.

It is not about supporting the church. When we talk about tithe as 

designed to support the church, we 

rob people of the understanding of 

worshipping God. We don’t tithe to the 

church; we tithe in worship to God. 

When I think I am supporting the 

church, I am tempted to think it is my 

church and I have the right to manage it through my tithe. But it’s 

God’s church. I worship God by returning tithe to Him, acknowledging 

Him as owner and Creator. He then handles the tithes and supports 

the church. The tithe is His to administer, not mine. 

That’s not just words; it’s a deep change of attitude and heart. 

We dOn’t tiThe to 
the ChurcH; we 
tithE in worship 
to GOd.
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Combating selfi shness
The second purpose for tithe is to combat selfi shness by making God 

fi rst. Tithe does not cure selfi shness, the root of all sin for which the 

only cure is Jesus Christ. But for the person who walks with God, tithe 

becomes part of God’s system for combating the selfi shness in my 

old sinful nature and in the infl uences of the world around me. 

As we have seen, tithe is the minimum test of loyalty in the material 

possessions. Do I acknowledge God as owner by giving back to Him 

what He says is His? Tithe reminds us of an unconditional surrender 

of everything we have. 

Tithe is not a merit system. It is not a 

substitute for love, justice, mercy and 

loyalty. It is not a suggestion that the 

remainder is ours. But to not tithe 

denies God sovereignty, ownership, 

holiness and lordship. It denies His 

care and love. 

To not tithe denies His honor and glory, and it denies a divine 

partnership with Him. 

Tithe is about who I am with God. 

TIthe reminds us of 
an uncoNdItionAl 
surRender of 
evErythiNg we 
haVe.
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We have talked about the tests of loyalty—Sabbath, time, tithe, and 

financial and material possessions. But how are these tests?

It’s like this. God says: “That is mine.” Then we choose whether we are 

going to let Him have what is His. Are we going to claim ownership 

and say, “I have the right to do what I want to with my money”? That 

is something we say in different ways. 

Do I recognize it as God’s money, 

God’s time, God’s life, God’s 

possessions? Or do I think I am the 

owner? 

So this is the test. In every issue 

of life—whether it’s time, talent, 

treasure or our own minds—the 

bottom line is who we allow to be in control. 

When it comes to the issue of tithe, a number of Bible passages 

challenge our choices when facing these tests. Let’s explore the issue, 

the major conclusions of the Bible writers and the conclusions we 

can draw.

 

Abraham tithes
Read the story in Genesis 14.
The first mention of tithe in the Bible is the story of Abraham. God has 

already spoken to Abraham on several occasions. He has told 

Abraham that He will bless him and 

make him a blessing for all nations 

(see Genesis 12:1-3). And Abraham 

lives the balance of his life in response 

to these promises and blessings. 

In fact, Abraham lives with a sense of 

God’s presence in everything he does. 

This is not something he arrives at overnight; it is a growth process. 

Do I recognize it 
as God’s money, 
God’s time, 
God’s life, God’s 
possessions?

He does not tithe 
in order to be 
blessed. He tithes 
because he has 
been blessed.
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We see Abraham developing and growing spiritually in his trust of 

God. 

But we also see that Abraham is responding to these blessings. He 

does not tithe in order to be blessed. He tithes because he has been 

blessed. 

At the beginning of the story in Genesis 14, Abraham receives the 

news that Sodom and Gomorrah have been attacked by a group of 

enemy kings. Sodom has been ransacked and the people of Sodom—

including Abraham’s nephew Lot and his family—have been taken 

captive.

Abraham gets together the 318 men of his household, which is 

obviously quite a large community. But even 318 men are not many 

to march against the combined forces of fi ve kings. So the victory 

Abraham achieves is obviously something God has done. He has 

experienced God’s blessing. He has been protected in battle and 

turns for home with the rescued prisoners and possessions of Sodom 

and Gomorrah. 

On his way back from the battle, Abraham comes face to face with 

Melchizedek, the king of Salem. In response to God’s blessing, his 

natural reaction is to give a tithe to God through Melchizedek. 

You don’t fi nd God saying, “OK, Abraham, because I have blessed you 

now, you are to give me one-tenth.” Nowhere in the earlier stories 

do we fi nd a place where God tells Abraham what to do with tithes. 

We just see the fi rst example as a normal practice. It seems it is 

something Abraham is used to doing already—a natural response to 

God’s goodness to him and his family. 

Jacob tithes
Read the story in Genesis 28.
The second mention of tithe in the Bible story is found in the story 

of Jacob. 
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Jacob has deceived his father. He had deceived his brother. He has 

tricked them into giving him the family birthright. When it is done, 

his mother says, “You better go. Go to my brother’s house, because 

your brother will kill you the moment your father dies.”

So Jacob is running away from home. He has been a deceiver and he 

is alone. Night comes and he lies down with only a rock for a pillow. 

But he is so tired he manages to sleep. 

During the night, he is awakened by an incredible vision. He sees 

angels ascending and descending 

on a glorious ladder. God is at the 

top of the ladder. He says to Jacob, 

“I will be with you”—and He repeats 

the covenant of Abraham to Jacob, 

almost word for word. 

As before, it is an unconditional covenant. God says, “I will do this 

because I am God. Not because of anything you do, but because of 

who I am. I will bless you and I will make you a blessing.”

And then He adds to Jacob, “I will bring you back to your home—and 

I will be with you and bless you.” 

Jacob awakens. He says, “I have seen God.” He calls the place 

Bethel, which means “the house of God.” Jacob takes oil and 

pours it on the stone he has used as a pillow as an act of 

worship and then he says, “God, if you will be with me as you 

promised, if you bring me back and bless me with possessions, 

If you haven’t 
received any 
blessings, how can 
you tithe?
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out of everything you give me, I will return to you a tenth.”

Which comes fi rst: the blessing or the tithe? The blessing. Throughout 

scripture we see the sequence: God blesses—and the response is 

worship through tithe. If you haven’t received any blessings, how 

can you tithe? If you haven’t been given anything, you don’t have 

anything to tithe to God. This fl ow is repeated over and over again. 

Blessings from God: tithe as a response. 

Jacob experiences God’s presence. He hears God’s promise. He 

commits to tithe as God continues to bless him. 

Clear instructions
Those are the two fi rst stories dealing with tithes. From here on, it is 

no longer the stories. Instead, there are clear instructions. 

In Leviticus 27:30-33, the Israelites—the descendants of Abraham 

and Jacob—are told how to deal with tithe. Tithe belongs to God. 

Every tenth animal is “holy to the Lord.” Interestingly, God shares in 

the risk with no selection by quality. In other words, even if the tenth 

animal is blind, lame or sick, it’s still His animal. This contrasts with the 

instructions that animals given as off erings 

were to be perfect—without blemish. In 

tithing, God partners with His people, willing 

to share in the risks of this partnership. 

In Numbers 18, God gives this tithe to the 

Levites. And this is the picture throughout 

the Old Testament. God gives blessing and 

the tithe is always returned to God as an act 

In tiThiNg, GOd 
partners with 
His people, 
wilLing to 
ShAre in the 
riSks Of THiS 
partnerShip.
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of worship to God, not to the Levites. 

Then God gives the tithes to the Levites, but even the Levites were 

to tithe. No-one is exempt from tithing. It was part of the lifestyle of 

the Israelites.

Diff erent tithe?
Verses in Deuteronomy Chapters 12, 14 and 26 suggest a diff erent 

kind of tithe. It’s the same word but the description is radically 

diff erent. In Leviticus 27 and in Numbers 18, tithe is to be given to the 

Levites. But Deuteronomy suggests a “second tithe,” uniquely diff erent 

from the other tithe. 

Of course, all tithe is about 

worshipping God. But the “second 

tithe” is about sharing God’s blessings 

with those around us in a celebration 

feast together as a family and every 

third year it is given to the Levites and 

the poor. So it is diff erent from the 

tithe of Leviticus and Numbers. 

But there are other specifi c 

The Average 
ISraelite gAve 
between 25 and 33 
peRcent of their 
income BAcK to 
GOd on A regular 
bASis.

What about “off erings”?
“Off erings” suggest that we off er something to God. We tend to think of 

off ering as sacrifi ce—and that is true—but we tend to think of sacrifi ce as 

something we give up, something we surrender, something that costs us. 

But the only sacrifi ce God can accept from us is ourselves. Romans 12:1 urges, 

“And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God. 

Let them be a living and holy sacrifi ce–the kind he will accept. When you think 

of what he has done for you, is this too much to ask?”

We are to off er all of ourselves to God. When we off er to God, He usually puts our 

off ering back in our hands to administer for Him, in partnership with Him.
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instructions here about tithing, particularly about where the tithe is 

to be brought. God says, “Bring this tithe to the place the Lord your 

God chooses for his name to be honored” (Deuteronomy 14:23). 

Comments in Patriarchs and Prophets and other historical sources 

tell us the average Israelite gave between 25 and 33 percent of their 

income back to God on a regular basis. The tenth specifically called a 

tithe as we use it today was used by the Levites for their support. The 

other tenth—and more—came in first fruits offerings, wave offerings 

and all the different kinds of offerings that they gave, as well as this 

other tithe talked about in Deuteronomy. 

Revival = tithe
Many years later, Israel’s King Hezekiah sparks a time of spiritual 

revival, recorded in 2 Chronicles 29 to 31. The temple is restored. The 

worship services are restored. The Passover is brought back and 

celebrated. People are called to return to God. In this context, the 

Levites are restored to their ministry and there is a call to return to 

tithing. 

This is the first time we see a call to 

revival along with a call to return to 

tithing. Tithe is clearly presented in 

the context of God’s blessings and 

2 Chronicles 31:5-8 tells how the 

people responded. 

Another time of revival is recorded 

in Nehemiah Chapters 10, 12 and 13. When Ezra reads the law, there 

is a commitment to faithfulness to God in tithes and offerings. In 

Nehemiah 13, we have storerooms built at the temple as a place to 

store the tithes and offerings brought in. This is the first time the term 

“storehouse” shows up in relation to tithing. 

ThiS is the firSt time 
we seE a cAlL to 
reviVal Along with 
a cAll to retuRn 
to tiThiNg.
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Tithing tests?
In Amos 4, God is mocking 

His people. He says, “Go on 

with your diff erent kinds 

of sin. And go on with 

your tithes and off erings. 

See if they do you any 

good.” In other words, He 

is challenging their tithes 

in the context of their life 

of sin. Can you separate 

tithe from your heart 

relationship? No. God 

is really saying that 

tithe is an external 

act refl ecting where the heart is. 

But Malachi 3:8-12 is probably the worst used, most often misquoted 

passage on tithes and off erings: “‘You have cheated me of the tithes 

and off erings due to me. You are under a curse, for your whole nation 

has been cheating me. Bring all the tithes into the storehouse so 

there will be enough food in my Temple. If you do,’ says the Lord 

Almighty, ‘I will open the windows of heaven for you. I will pour out a 

blessing so great you won’t have enough room to take it in! Try it! Let 

me prove it to you! Your crops will be abundant, for I will guard them 

from insects and disease. Your grapes will not shrivel before they are 

ripe,’ says the Lord Almighty. ‘Then all nations will call you blessed, for 

your land will be such a delight,’ says the Lord Almighty.”

How often have we presented stewardship as business bargain with 

God? If we are faithful with our tithes and off erings, we say or think, 

God has to bless us and make us rich. 

But what do we say to the old lady or the family who remain poor 

But what do we 
sAy to the old lAdy 
or the family who 
remain poor all 
their lives, despite 
being fAithful with 
tiThe? Did GOd lie?



90

all their lives, despite being faithful with tithe? Did God lie? No, the 

preacher just did not understand scripture. Because that is not what 

the promise is about. 

Malachi 3 comes in the context of an extended dialogue about 

apostasy. It begins with Chapter 1. God says, “This is what you have 

done.” 

And the people argued with Him: “What do you mean we have done 

that?” 

So God explains to them how they have gone wrong. And this 

dialogue continues, back and forth, between God and His people. 

Finally, in Chapter 3, God says, “Come back to me.” 

“How should we come back to you?” the people ask.

“In the areas where you have robbed Me,” says God.

“How have we robbed you?” 

“In tithes and offerings,” God replies. 

God is saying, “I have been blessing you and you have been robbing 

Me. Now test Me and see if faithfulness to Me is not better than 

unfaithfulness.”

He is not saying, “If you are a tither, I will bless you.” Rather God is 

saying, “I have blessed you and you have robbed Me. Now return 

what is Mine, what belongs to Me.” 

Clearly, there is a promise of God’s blessings tied with it. But the tithe 

is never a condition of God’s blessings. It is always a response to God’s 

blessings, even here in Malachi. 

Again, there is a call to return to God, this time one of the ways to do 

this is to acknowledge their “robbery,” where there has been a failure 

to recognize God’s past blessings. 

New Testament tithing
Jesus’ teaching about tithing both affirms the responsibility and puts 

it in a right perspective. Matthew 23, Luke 11 and 18 are basically 



91

parallel passages where tithe is presented as an expected response 

to God, in explaining how the religious practices of the Pharisees fell 

short. 

Jesus says, “How terrible it will be for you teachers of religious law 

and you Pharisees. Hypocrites! For you are careful to tithe even the 

tiniest part of your income, but you ignore the important things of 

the law—justice, mercy, and faith. You should tithe, yes, but you 

should not leave undone the more important things” (Matthew 

23:23).

Jesus is saying that tithe is important but must be recognized in 

context of a worship lifestyle of justice and mercy. If you don’t have 

the right heart relationship with God, your tithe is not acceptable. 

The final mention of tithing in the Bible is found in Hebrews 7. Again, 

tithing is presented as a command and the Levites are presented as 

having been commanded to receive the tithe. 

This passage reviews the story of Abraham and Melchizedek. Jesus is 

presented as a priest “in the line of Melchizedek” (Hebrew 7:17). He is 

a greater priest than Aaron or the Levites because they were priests 

in a merely human linage and their ancestor Abraham had tithed to 

this higher line of priesthood.

But the point in relation to tithing: it is still presented as a command, 

as something expected in a relationship with God.

JeSus iS Saying 
thAt tithe is 

important but 
must be recognized 

in cOntext of a 
worship lifestyle 
of juStice and 

mercy.
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Loyalty determines who we serve. Attitude determines how we serve. 

And we need to consider both. 

It is not enough just to say I am going to serve God because He says I 

have to. It needs to be a response out of a positive, loving attitude 

that knows and walks with God. A test of attitude is just as true as a 

test of loyalty. 

Jesus said, “You must love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, all your 

soul, and all your mind” (Matthew 

22:37). He said, “Take my yoke upon 

you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will 

� nd rest for your souls. For my yoke � ts perfectly, and the burden I 

give you is light” (Matthew 11:29, 30). Jesus was talking about a new 

attitude to living. 

Questions of attitude
Attitude is about how we serve God and whether we serve Him fully. 

The setting is daily life. It is what we do with God—not on Sabbath, 

not with the 10 percent, but the other six days of the week and with 

the other 90 percent—with everything that we are. Where are our 

mind and our heart? Where do we invest our time? Where is our 

treasure? 

To examine our attitudes, consider the following questions: 

1. Who do we live for? 
Paul’s answer to this was “For to me, living is for Christ” (Philippians 

1:21). 

The Romans had a problem with Paul: What do you do with a man 

who is already dead? All you can do is bury him. 

A test of ATTitude 
iS just as true as 
A test oF lOyaltY.

PAul’s wholE Life wAs wrapPed up in 
WhO he lived for iN JesuS ChRisT.
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They tried to threaten Paul, saying, “If you don’t quit preaching, we 

are going to send you to Rome in chains. 

To which Paul would respond, “I would do anything to go to Rome 

and preach the gospel there.”

Then they would say, “Paul, if you don’t quit preaching, we are going 

to beat you.”

And he says, “I rejoice in the suff erings of my Lord.” 

Again they threaten Paul, “If you don’t quit preaching, we are going 

to put you to death.” 

Paul says, “For me to die is gain.” 

“OK, Paul, if you don’t quit preaching, we are going to keep you alive 

but in prison.” 

Paul just smiles and says, “For to me, living is for Christ.” 

So what could they do? Paul’s whole life was wrapped up in Who he 

lived for in Jesus Christ. 

2. Who do we live with? 
And Paul’s attitude is also with Christ: “I have been crucifi ed with 

Christ. I myself no longer live, but Christ lives in me. So I live my life 

in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of God, who loved me and 

gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:19, 20). 

This is the attitude portrayed in Ezekiel 36:26, 27: “I will give you a new 

heart with new and right desires, and I will put a new spirit in you. I 

will take out your stony heart of sin and give you a new, obedient 

heart. And I will put my Spirit in you so you will obey my laws and do 

whatever I command” (see also Philippians 2:13). 

It is the same idea through it all: Do I live in such a relationship with 

God that I live with Him?

3. How do we live? 
Romans 6 is written for narrow-minded people. Paul begins by asking, 

“Should we keep on sinning so that God can show us more and more 
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kindness and forgiveness? Of course not!” (verses 1, 2).

Why not? Because if you have been baptized in Christ, you have been 

baptized into His death and raised into 

His life. We all die the second death but 

the choice is when and where. Do we die 

on our own at the end of the millennium 

or do we die in Christ at Calvary? 

When you accept Christ, you have died with Christ and been raised 

into His eternal life. That is why Paul writes in verse 11, “So you should 

consider yourselves dead to sin and able to live for the glory of God 

through Christ Jesus.” 

In verse 14, Paul exults in the new power that is now controlling our 

lives: “Sin is no longer your master, for you are no longer subject to the 

law, which enslaves you to sin. Instead, you are free by God’s grace.”

Today’s attitude tests
There are two important tests of our attitude to God in our lives 

today:

Time
There is a two-fold intimacy in time. Do we take time with God daily 

in devotional time and do we integrate Him into every area of life? In 

any relationship, the level of our passion—our attitude to the other 

person—is in direct proportion with the level of intimacy. If you 

want more passion, build intimacy—which comes from time spent 

together. 

Possessions
God also has a contemporary test in relation to our material stuff . 

Tithe comes fi rst—God says, “That is Mine.” That is a test of our loyalty 

and as we have seen God expects one-tenth of our income as tithe. 

We alL die but 
the chOice is 
When And whEre.
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Then come offerings, regular systematic support given as offerings as 

part of worshipping to God. 

Then comes giving to special projects. 

The integrated life
When our relationship with God is integrated into our life, we apply 

the love and passion everyday by 

answering the question who or 

what is the practical passion of my 

life. For example, how does my love 

for God change my relationship 

with others? 

We are testing our attitude. Because of what being a Christian 

means, we walk with and live with God, making Christ a priority in 

all our decisions. How does my passion control my use of time and 

possessions? Is it focused on me or is it focused on God?

We are coming back to the same issues that we discussed earlier 

when describing disciples. It’s about accepting Him as Lord and 

accepting the Holy Spirit as the active agent and seeking His will first 

before acting, before making a decision. 

Somebody asked me once when we were studying this subject, 

“Does that mean that if you accept Christ, you can do anything you 

want to?” 

“Absolutely not!” was my reply. 

God has clear boundaries. He said, “These things I want you to do; 

these things I don’t want you to do.” We discover those boundaries in 

God’s Word. And these are part of living in God and having the right 

attitude in doing that. Usually an attitude problem will reveal itself 

when we begin testing or resisting God’s boundaries. 

How dOes my 
pasSion control 
my use Of time And 
pOsSeSSiOns?
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Giving better
Before we can have the grace of giving, we must have the grace 

of receiving. Jesus told His disciples to “Give as freely as you have 

received!” (Matthew 10:8). And “God so loved the world that He 

gave . . .”  We accept Christ, then we have something to give. 

The grace of giving is preceded by making God � rst. This includes 

giving of one’s self, o� ering 

ourselves as a living sacri� ce 

(Romans 12:1). You can’t buy 

God o� . You can’t give Him 

money, if He doesn’t have your 

heart.

As an antidote for sel� shness, 

o� erings become an 

expression of gratitude. Tithe 

is a recognition of who He is; 

o� erings are an expression of 

gratitude. O� erings are an agent of transforming grace. As we give, 

we participate in God’s grace, thus combating sel� shness. It is a 

response to God’s giving, implementing the partnership of God and 

working from God’s abundance, rather than humanity scarcity. 

When giving o� erings, we are tempted to think that God doesn’t 

have enough money, so He is going to use some of ours. But when 

we look at Bible examples, we soon recognize that these gifts 

were not about God’s need but were concerned with the 

attitude of the giver:

•  When God asked Abraham to o� er his son, He was 

not needing or wanting a human sacri� ce, instead He 

was testing Abraham’s priorities and faithfulness (see 

Genesis 22). 

•  When Elijah asked the widow of Zarephath to bake a cake 

When giving 
ofFerings, we are 
tempTed to think 
that God doesn’t 
have enOugh 
money, sO He iS 
going to uSe some 
Of OurS.
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for him fi rst, she was blessed with enough food for her and her son 

to continue to eat—and when her son did die, he was resurrected 

(see 1 Kings 17).

•  Jesus recognized the attitude of the woman who gave just “two 

pennies” at the temple as more valuable than the large off erings 

others were giving (see Mark 12:41-44).

•  Paul praised the Macedonian believers for their generosity amid 

poverty: “Though they have been going through much trouble and 

hard times, their wonderful joy and deep poverty have overfl owed 

in rich generosity” (2 Corinthians 8:2).

When we consider off erings, the motive is always more important 

than the amount. God operates on maximums, not minimums. 

We should give as the Holy Spirit convicts and give with no strings 

attached, without control. If we are still trying to control it, we have 

never really given it—all we are doing is managing our investment 

somewhere else. 
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How much should I give?
When it comes to giving o� ering, there are just two principles: 

• As God has blessed you; and 

• As He convicts you in your own heart. 

I can’t say you ought to give a second tithe or third tithe because, if 

I tell you the minimum you ought to give in the o� ering is a second 

tithe and all God expects you to give is 3 percent, you are going to feel 

guilty. But if I tell you, you have to give you a second tithe and God is 

trying to tell you, you ought to give 30 or 40 percent, you are going to 

feel satis� ed and I am going to rob either one of you of that worship 

experience with God. 

Neither should the church tell us how much to give. If it does, it is 

trying to do God’s work. 

Only the Holy Spirit can move somebody’s heart to that point. 

O� erings are a test of my attitude and it is not about how much I give 

but who guides my giving.

God’s purpose for o� erings

1. To extend the partnership of humanity. 

2. To give a testimony of praise to God. 

3. To support His mission on earth. 

4. To strengthen the unity of the church. 

5. To provide for His church in order to help the needy. 

The Holy Spirit’s role in giving: 

1. To convict and guide the giver. 

2. To empower or make it possible for the giver to give. 

3.  To guide the corporate body and its leadership in using what is 

given. 
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Sharing Him
Another aspect of this intimacy is actively sharing Christ with those 

around us, particularly by telling our own story of what God is 

currently doing in our life. It is wonderful to tell how Jesus transformed 

us when we accepted Him. But a testimony that might be decades 

old is not as meaningful as a story of the God I walked with and who 

touched my life yesterday. 

Sharing our stories of God’s actions in our lives and making disciples 

are an extension of life lived with God. I help make disciples by telling 

my stories and helping people know how to walk with Jesus. That’s 

my ministry. When we do this, we have the joy of seeing people grow 

with God. 

The gospel commission is “As you go, make disciples” (see Matthew 

28:19, 20). This is a privilege all of us can have as Christians. And if you 

think what you do is not focused on 

this, perhaps you need to check your 

attitude. What does a mother do with 

the children? What does a teacher do? 

What does a deacon do? As ministers of 

Christ, whatever we do is about making 

disciples. 

I help make 
disciples by 
teLling my storieS 
and HelPing 
people Know how 
to wAlk with 
JesuS.
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Chapter 10
PartneRs
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EvEry pArt of our 
lives belongS tO 
GOd.
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Let’s return to our defi nition of stewardship: “Stewardship is the 

lifestyle of the one who accepts Christ’s lordship and walks in 

partnership with God, acting as His agent in managing His aff airs on 

earth.” 

Every part of our lives belongs to God. We walk with Him—and we 

manage His assets and His business on this earth. One of the key 

things this means is that we have to 

learn to transfer ownership. There are 

some real problems with ownership. 

If we think we are owners, it leads to 

a confused identity and gives us a 

false sense of responsibility, tempting us to worry beyond our level 

of responsibility.

Jesus said, “So don’t worry about having enough food or drink or 

clothing. Why be like the pagans who are so deeply concerned 

about these things? Your heavenly Father already knows all your 

needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if you 

live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern” 

(Matthew 6:31-33).

Reality check
It is important for us to face the reality of ourselves: 

•  We give lip service to God as owner 

but few of us really accept God as 

owner. Most of us in our Christian life 

would like to think that God is owner 

but, in our everyday activities, it is 

not so simple. Too often we would 

rather try to live the Christian life 

in our own strength than die to 

ourselves. 

If we diD reaLly 
give cOntrol to 
Him, some Of the 
thingS we dO 
and try to force 
eAch otheR tO do 
wOuld change.
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•  Few of us have learned to release control of all 

to Him. This applies to our everyday lives, the big 

decisions and events in our lives, and to God’s 

control of the church. If we did really give control 

to Him, some of the things we do and try to force 

each other to do would change. 

•  We have an ingrained premise that ownership means security 

and independence, success, happiness, status and absence 

of worries. In reality, ownership means just the opposite.

“Ownership” problems
Ownership produces responsibility but if you are not the owner, is 

it a false responsibility? And it is a responsibility that you can never 

fulfi ll.

We are afraid that we will never have enough, that somebody is going 

to take it away from us and we always want more. This constant fear 

adds to our worry and sense of frustration. 

A sense of ownership also leads us to think we are in control. And 

when we don’t feel in control when we 

think we are supposed to be, it leads us 

to try harder and push harder, starting 

a vicious cycle. We have to break this 

cycle and let God be in control.

If we want to control something, it eventually ends up trying to 

control us. So one of the real problems with claiming ownership and 

trying to control things is we end up submitting the control of our 

lives to that thing. We become the owned instead of the owner. 

We are really not even responsible for our next breath. We think we 

are going to get up tomorrow but tomorrow we might not even be 

here. Ultimately, we are not in control and never can be. 

And, of course, we cannot take possessions with us. They don’t belong 

We becOme the 
owned insteAd of 
the Owner.
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to us anyway. Somebody asked the lawyer of a great wealthy man 

when he died, how much he left behind when he died. The lawyer 

simply answered, “Everything.” We can’t take it with us. 

As Jesus said, “Why be like the pagans who are so deeply concerned 

about these things?” This is the reality. This is a pagan lifestyle. 

Letting God be owner requires a total surrender of our self to Him. 

Prioritizing God’s way
There are a number of practical ways in which we can prioritize God’s 

way:

 

Put Him fi rst.
As Jesus put it, “Live for him and make the Kingdom of God your 

primary concern” (Matthew 6:33).

Transfer. 
Peter wrote, “Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares about 

what happens to you” (1 Peter 5:7). 

Some of us need to look around our lives and transfer all parts of our 

lives back to Him. We need to put our hands on the doorpost of our 

house and say, “God I transfer ownership of this house to You. This is 

Your house. I thought it was mine but I now give it back to You.” 

Perhaps we need to put our hands on the 

steering wheel of the car we drive and say, 

“God this is Your car. I have claimed it as mine 

but it’s Yours.” Look at the other stuff  we have 

in our homes and ask ourselves whether we 

need to give them back to the God who 

really owns it all.

The same applies to our families, whether 

parents, children, spouse, brothers or sisters. We need to say, “God, 

Some Of us nEed 
to lOok ArounD 
our lives and 
trAnsFer AlL 
parts of ouR 
lives bAck to Him.
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I give this person to You. I love them and recognize that You’ve put 

them in my hands to care for on Your behalf but I know they are 

Yours.” Imagine how this might change our relationships. We are 

tempted to think it is our job to change people and exercise control 

over them. But we need to surrender our loved ones to God and see 

what happens in their lives and our relationships.

We need to transfer ownership of everything. We only hold these 

things in trust. They don’t belong to us. 

Treasure. 
Jesus said, “Wherever 

your treasure is, 

there your heart and 

thoughts will also be” 

(Matthew 6:21). 

Put your heart 

where your 

treasure is and 

put your treasure 

where your heart 

is, which for 

someone seeking 

to follow God 

means placing 

your treasure with 

God. This does not necessarily mean giving everything you have in 

off ering. But make sure He has all the treasure anyway so He can do 

with it what He wants to. It is not yours. It belongs to Him. So follow 

His guidance. You manage—He guides. 

Let God supply. 
“And this same God who takes care of me will supply all your needs 
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from his glorious riches, which have been given to us in Christ Jesus” 

(Philippians 4:19).

God’s divine power has given us everything we need for life—so let 

God supply all your needs. There is nothing you face that He can’t 

change for you. 

A signifi cant aspect of this is how we relate to money. As we have 

seen, God’s greatest competitor is money. It can give us a sense of 

confi dence and power. But no-one can serve two masters, so let’s 

compare God’s way or the way of money off ered us by Satan: 

Satan has a golden chain with which he binds us: “People who long 

to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many foolish and 

harmful desires that plunge them into ruin and destruction. For the 

love of money is at the root of all kinds of evil. And some people, 

craving money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves 

with many sorrows” (1 Timothy 6:9, 10). 

But contrast that with the way God looks at things: “Stay away from 

the love of money; be satisfi ed with what you have. For God has said, 

‘I will never fail you. I will never forsake you.’

God’s way Satan’s way
Love Jesus Love money
Provide all our needs Death
Freedom to depend on Him Slavery
Trusteeship Ownership
Partnership with God Rob God
Giving is better Bigger is better
Contentment More is success
Trust Distrust
Restore His image in us Despise
Give to help others Hoard
Joy Grief
Now and eternity Now only
Peace Anxiety
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That is why we can say with confi dence, ‘The Lord is my helper, so 

I will not be afraid. What can mere mortals do to me?’” (Hebrews 

13:5, 6). 

It is two diff erent lifestyles. Either we are tied with God’s golden 

chains of love and a full reliance on Him where He provides all we 

need, everything we need for life and godliness, or we are bound by 

the devil to the chains of greed and selfi shness, looking for power 

and control, status and standing in our own strength. 

Partnership
God is seeking that we live in partnership with Him, meaning shared 

relationship. This was a principle of the story of Creation. This includes 

intimate sharing in a number of important ways:

1. Shared image and governance. In God’s plan, God’s 

image and governance are restored in His people as they were 

originally created in human beings.

2. Shared respect. God respects our freedom of choice. He does 

not force us. In turn, we respect His power and who He is. 

3. Shared values. As we open our lives to Him, God’s values for 

life become ours. 

4. Shared tasks. We become participants and partners with Him 

in the mission of redemption, reconciling the world to God. 

5. Shared goals. We let God’s goals become our goals and defi ne 

success diff erently than when the world is in control. 

6. Shared resources. Everything we have belongs to Him. 

But that is not the half of it. Everything He has is available to us as 

resources for everyday living and for working with Him. We can easily 

EveRything He has is avAilAble tO uS as 
resourceS for eveRydAy lIving and for 

working with Him.
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forget about the huge amount in God’s bank account and operate 

just from our poverty instead of His wealth and riches. 

7. Shared risks. Partnership means God shares the risk with us. 

Look at how much God risked in giving His Son. Compared with that, 

is there any risk on our part when we invest with Him? He is really the 

One who takes all the risks. 

8. Shared rewards. Describing us as co-heirs of God, the Bible 

says, “Everything God gives to his Son, Christ, is ours, too” (Romans 

8:17). Imagine living the rest of eternity as God’s representatives from 

and on His throne. I am not quite sure what that means but I can’t 

wait to fi nd out. 

Diff erent prosperity
When we have this kind of partnership relationship with God, we 

begin to measure prosperity diff erently from how it is often judged 

by the world around us.

Prosperity can be a blessing or a curse, depending on how we react 

to it. For example, if being a millionaire would make it more diffi  cult 

for you to walk with God, would you really want to be a millionaire? 

But real prosperity is making sure there is enough—and God does 

that.

We sometimes give the idea that if somebody has a lot of money, 

they have been blessed and God is 

good to them because they were 

good. But at other times, we say, if 

someone has a lot of money, it must 

be because they were crooked in 

some way. And if they are poor, they 

are holy. But prosperity is not a sign of spirituality. Neither is the 

opposite—poverty—a sign of spirituality. 

There is a danger in trusting in money instead of God. But we need 

We neEd to deFine 
how much is 
enough the way 
GoD dOeS.
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to understand the difference between hoarding and saving. Saving 

and being careful with money is an attitude of prudent planning but 

it should not be about trying to build power or security based on 

money in the bank. There is wisdom in saving so we don’t have to go 

in debt and to take care of an emergency. But that is different from 

hoarding. A lot of people save because they are afraid to trust in God. 

They want to have enough to take care of themselves and hoarding 

is an attitude that there is never enough. 

The purposes of prosperity and resources are to provide for the 

needs and comfort of the family, help the needy and help finance 

God’s kingdom. Any other reason is hoarding. In considering this, 

we need to recognize the difference between needs, wants and 

desires. 

But how much is enough? That’s something I can’t answer for you. 

There are two—or three, if you are married—people who will know: 

you, your spouse and God. Some of us need to open up our bank 

accounts to God and let Him have full control, but that does not 

necessarily mean emptying our bank accounts and giving all our 

money to the church. As we have been saying, this is about letting 

God have such control that He can do what He wants, when He 

wants to.

True contentment or peace comes from God. We need to define how 

much is enough the way God does. Let God transform your needs, 

wants and desires. 
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Chapter 11
TransfoRmAtiOn
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In our exploration of discipleship, we have talked about transferring 

ownership and making decisions about Who is in control. But the 

most incredible asset God has given us is the human mind. Paul 

explained it like this: “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this 

world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the 

way you think. Then you will know what God wants you to do, and 

you will know how good and pleasing and perfect his will really is” 

(Romans 12:2). 

Your mind
There is a lot of new research on the mind today—medically and 

psychologically. The mind is an incredible gift and it has incredible 

potential.

The mind is God’s ultimate gift in the creation of human beings. In the 

human brain, all of our life is controlled. Much of even the physical 

side of things is determined by the mind, with many diseases linked 

to people’s state of mind. 

The mind is also where the habits are formed, which are physical 

pathways laid down in the brain. And the mind is where the 

relationship with God takes place, as 

well as where the battle with sin is 

fought.

The human brain is incredibly 

complex. On average, we have 

between 80 and 100 billion brain 

cells. Each of those brain cells can 

have up to 1000 interconnections 

with other cells and has the 

information storage capacity equal 

to 30 times the entire Encyclopedia Britannica. Then add in the 

processing and judgment capacity, and the brain’s capacity to grow 

The mind is where 
ThE RelAtionShip 
with God tAkes 
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as where the 
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fought.
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and develop. Within each brain cell, they have discovered traces of 

every hormone and every chemical substance found in the body. 

As I mentioned, thoughts and actions are electrical chemical 

messages and their pathways are physical structures that are created 

in our brains. If we repeat the same reaction to the same stimulus 

over and over again, it begins to build a habit, with reactions to 

certain situations becoming easier and more direct. 

The good news is this process has incredible potential but, negatively, 

once a habit is built, it can never be completely done away with. 

At best, we will always have a tendency or temptation to respond 

according to our established habits when we receive suffi  cient 

stimulus.

Changing your mind
Because our old natures want to go down the old pathways, we have 

to immerse our minds in Christ, focusing on Him everyday. This sets 

our lives in the context of Jesus and His sacrifi ce. And over time this 

changes our old pathways and builds new habits in our minds. 

That’s why it is so important that we resist the devil because we 

need to say a defi nite no. It puts the brakes on the old pathway 

and, submitting to God, it opens a new pathway. But if we play with 

temptation in our minds, our mind will eventually be triggered 

toward the old pathway. 

Of course, this is a physical, scientifi c explanation of how God works 

in the human mind, transforming the mind on a structural level. But 

let’s also consider some Bible references about the mind:

•  Quoting Deuteronomy 6:4, 5, Jesus said, “You must love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your 

strength” (Mark 12:30).

•  As well as urging that our minds be transformed (see Romans 12:2), 

Paul urged that “all of us have had that veil removed so that we can 

Over time this 
chAnges our old 
pathwAys aNd 
buildS new hABits 
in ouR minds.
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be mirrors that brightly refl ect the glory of the Lord. And as the 

Spirit of the Lord works within us, we become more and more like 

him and refl ect his glory even more” (2 Corinthians 3:18).

•  He also assured us we can understand the things of God, with the 

help of the Holy Spirit, “for we have the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 

2:16).

•  In Philippians 2:5-8, Paul expanded on what it means to have the 

mind of Christ: “Your attitude should be the same that Christ Jesus 

had. Though he was God, he did not demand and cling to his rights 

as God. He made himself nothing; he took the humble position 

of a slave and appeared in human form. And in human form he 

obediently humbled himself even further by dying a criminal’s 

death on a cross.”

•  “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell 

God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. If you do this, 

you will experience God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than 

the human mind can understand. His peace will guard your hearts 

and minds as you live in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6, 7).

The Bible is clear that we should focus our minds on true and heavenly 

things. 

Make the change
So let me recommend some practical steps toward making a change 

in our thinking and allowing God to transform our minds: 

1. Prayerfully face your sinful reality. 
We are sinners. Without Christ, we 

have no hope. And every morning we 

have to face this reality. Throughout 

his letters, Paul did it regularly. Even 

though there is nothing negative 

and develop. Within each brain cell, they have discovered traces of 

every hormone and every chemical substance found in the body. 

As I mentioned, thoughts and actions are electrical chemical 

messages and their pathways are physical structures that are created 

in our brains. If we repeat the same reaction to the same stimulus 

over and over again, it begins to build a habit, with reactions to 

certain situations becoming easier and more direct. 

The good news is this process has incredible potential but, negatively, 

once a habit is built, it can never be completely done away with. 

At best, we will always have a tendency or temptation to respond 

according to our established habits when we receive suffi  cient 

stimulus.

Changing your mind
Because our old natures want to go down the old pathways, we have 

to immerse our minds in Christ, focusing on Him everyday. This sets 

our lives in the context of Jesus and His sacrifi ce. And over time this 

changes our old pathways and builds new habits in our minds. 

That’s why it is so important that we resist the devil because we 

need to say a defi nite no. It puts the brakes on the old pathway 

and, submitting to God, it opens a new pathway. But if we play with 

temptation in our minds, our mind will eventually be triggered 

toward the old pathway. 

Of course, this is a physical, scientifi c explanation of how God works 

in the human mind, transforming the mind on a structural level. But 

let’s also consider some Bible references about the mind:

•  Quoting Deuteronomy 6:4, 5, Jesus said, “You must love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your 

strength” (Mark 12:30).

•  As well as urging that our minds be transformed (see Romans 12:2), 

Paul urged that “all of us have had that veil removed so that we can 
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hand in the place of honor and power. Let heaven fi ll your thoughts” 

(Colossians 3:1, 2). We are to live our lives with an awareness of Him 

and in tune with Him. 

4. Be willing to live with the mystery of God. 
When we come to a relationship with God, we need to accept 

that there are some things about God we cannot understand and 

some questions we cannot answer. You have to just accept some 

things based on the fact that God says it. God is so much bigger 

than we are. 

5. Practice the presence of God. 
Practicing God’s presence is opening our mind to the reality of God, 

accepting His promise to be with us always (see Matthew 28:20). It is 

accepting the Holy Spirit by faith. It is opening the imagination to the 

reality of God and making room for Him in our life.  

6. Actively resist sin. 
We need to make a choice. 

James said, we should “resist the 

devil, and he will fl ee from you” 

(James 4:7). So make a solid, fi rm 

decision and resist him. 

7. Practice devotional skills. 
We will explore this below. 

Practicing devotional skills
Spiritual disciplines are the tools of discipleship and the devotional 

skills are what we want to focus on. 

We neEd to hAve a 
regulaR plAnned 
time for the 
devOtional life.

recorded about the prophet Daniel in the Bible story, when he prayed 

to God about a problem he was facing and he didn’t understand the 

prophecy, he began by confessing his sin before God (see Daniel 9). 

2. Gratefully accept your reality in Christ Jesus. 
Don’t just accept how you feel as a sinner but accept what God says 

about who you are in Him. If you have accepted Him as your Savior, 

you can know you are forgiven. You are cleansed and clothed in His 

righteousness. You are holy. You are a saint. You are sitting on the 

throne and living from the throne. It is a choice of the will to accept 

His Word, not because of anything we have earned or done but 

simply because He promised it. 

3. Focus your mind on Christ and things above. 
Hebrews 12:1, 2 explains it like this: “Let us strip off  every weight that 

slows us down, especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress. 

And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us. We 

do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from 

start to fi nish. He was willing to 

die a shameful death on the 

cross because of the joy he 

knew would be his afterward.” 

And what is the joy Jesus was 

pursuing? It is us—we are His 

joy (see Zephaniah 3:17). So set 

your mind on things above and 

remember this perspective on who 

you are. 

Paul described this attitude similarly: 

“Since you have been raised to new life 

with Christ, set your sights on the realities 

of heaven, where Christ sits at God’s right 

Resist the devil 
and he will flee 
from you.Set 

your 
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hand in the place of honor and power. Let heaven fill your thoughts” 

(Colossians 3:1, 2). We are to live our lives with an awareness of Him 

and in tune with Him. 

4. Be willing to live with the mystery of God. 
When we come to a relationship with God, we need to accept 

that there are some things about God we cannot understand and 

some questions we cannot answer. You have to just accept some 

things based on the fact that God says it. God is so much bigger 

than we are. 
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accepting His promise to be with us always (see Matthew 28:20). It is 

accepting the Holy Spirit by faith. It is opening the imagination to the 

reality of God and making room for Him in our life.  
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James said, we should “resist the 

devil, and he will flee from you” 

(James 4:7). So make a solid, firm 

decision and resist him. 

7. Practice devotional skills. 
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about who you are in Him. If you have accepted Him as your Savior, 

you can know you are forgiven. You are cleansed and clothed in His 

righteousness. You are holy. You are a saint. You are sitting on the 

throne and living from the throne. It is a choice of the will to accept 

His Word, not because of anything we have earned or done but 

simply because He promised it. 

3. Focus your mind on Christ and things above. 
Hebrews 12:1, 2 explains it like this: “Let us strip off every weight that 

slows us down, especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress. 

And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us. We 

do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from 

start to finish. He was willing to 

die a shameful death on the 

cross because of the joy he 

knew would be his afterward.” 

And what is the joy Jesus was 

pursuing? It is us—we are His 

joy (see Zephaniah 3:17). So set 

your mind on things above and 

remember this perspective on who 

you are. 

Paul described this attitude similarly: 

“Since you have been raised to new life 

with Christ, set your sights on the realities 

of heaven, where Christ sits at God’s right 
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Regular planned time for devotional life.
We need to have a regular planned time for the devotional life. If we 

don’t, it isn’t going to happen. We will be so busy dealing with the 

urgent, we will never get to doing the important. 

We don’t want to go to the other extreme of thinking we earn 

salvation through a devotional life. I have been there. I used to have my 

devotional life so well planned out that for three months in advance 

I could tell you what I was going to study. We are not talking about 

that. One of the freedoms I have found was to surrender control of my 

devotional life to God and give Him the right to change my plans. Now 

I am more relaxed about it and I enjoy devotional time a lot more. 

Common devotional practices
In the devotional life, every great man and woman of God through 

history has had four common practices and many of them have 

had a fi fth one. These common practices are: 

1. Regular study of the Bible. 

2. An active growing prayer life with God. 

3. Memorization of scripture. 

4. Meditation on God’s word. 

5. A written spiritual journal. 

Expect
Come to your devotional life with an open and expectant attitude. 

Expect to fi nd God there. He has called and He is waiting for you. He 

wants that appointment with you so expect Him to be with you and 

to speak to you. Expect Him to touch your heart with His Word. 

God said, “If you look for me in earnest, you will fi nd me when you 

seek me. I will be found by you” (Jeremiah 29:13, 14). It is His promise. 

You’ll fi nd Him there. 
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Listen
When seeking God, stop to listen to Him and what He has to say. 

Don’t make it just a one-way conversation. For many of us, prayers are 

like emergency telephone numbers or a catalogue wish list. Instead, 

we should stop and listen to God, and expect Him to guide.

Be honest and open
As Ellen White wrote, “Prayer is opening the heart to God as to a 

friend” (Steps to Christ, page 93). So what do you tell a close friend? 

We tell them anything and everything. 

This means it is OK to be angry with God and to tell Him so. He knows 

you are anyway, so why not be 

honest with Him? 

You can’t fi ght with God at a distance. 

We fi ght best with Him inside the 

circle of His arms. That’s what Jacob 

found out that night as he wrestled with God (see Genesis 32:22-32). 

There are some questions God cannot answer at that time. But it is 

enough to know that He never lets go of us.

The real test of our spirituality is not the good times but when we 

experience those dark times and hang on to God through them. In 

order to do that, I have had to be able to express myself to God and 

tell Him exactly what I was feeling.

Study
Bible study should not just be about getting to know facts. Rather we 

should read the Bible to discover the God of the Bible. 

For example, which book in the Bible tells us the most about God? 

Most people can’t guess, so think about the book of Revelation. No 

book in scripture has more names for God and more descriptions 

of God than the Book of Revelation. It is almost the summary of the 

entire Old Testament. 

You can’t fight 
with God at A 
distance.
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Remember how it starts out: “This is a revelation from Jesus Christ, 

which God gave him concerning the events that will happen soon. 

An angel was sent to God’s servant John so that John could share the 

revelation with God’s other servants. 

John faithfully reported the word of 

God and the testimony of Jesus 

Christ—everything he saw” (Revelation 

1:1, 2). It is a revelation about Jesus 

Christ. We usually study this book to 

understand the end of time. That isn’t bad, but why not go back and 

study it meditatively, devotionally, looking for the God of Revelation.

And that is how we should study the Bible. Bible study should be a 

search for the God of Scripture.

Memorize
We should saturate our minds with God’s Word—and memorization 

is one way to do this. Have a plan and a regular process. 

It has been proven with intelligence tests that memorization 

of scripture and studying scripture will actually improve your 

intelligence scores. It works. Our memorization ability might be rusty 

but we can put it to work and it will improve. 

Meditate
Meditation is simply going into the Word of God and spending 

time with the content of the passage, reflecting on the depth of its 

meaning. Or you can take a narrative story and imagine yourself 

as one of the characters or a spectator in that story, and use your 

imagination to picture the scenes of that story. When we do this, the 

words of the Bible come alive to us in new ways. 

Pray
Pray before the throne of God. He invites us: “So let us come boldly 

Bible Study 
shOuld be a 
search foR the 
God of Scripture.
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to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, 

and we will find grace to help us when we need it” (Hebrews 4:16). 

Imagine going arm and arm with Jesus, clothed in His righteousness 

before the throne room of heaven and saying, “God, I am answering 

your call. I am coming boldly before you in Jesus’ name.” Imagine 

talking to Him in Heaven. 

We are not creating something new. We are simply accepting who 

God is—and He creates something new in us, renews our minds and 

our lives. 





Chapter 12
PResEnce
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In recent years, quite a number of Christian writers have been 

exploring spiritual formation as a core component of the life of faith. 

It is another way of talking about and understanding discipleship. 

Spiritual formation is about opening every part of life to God and 

letting Him work in our lives. We let Him do what He wants to do in 

us and grow more like Him, so we draw closer to Him. 

Spiritually formed 
Spiritual formation has four dimensions:

1. Vision
By vision, we mean a picture of God and who we are in Him. It was this 

vision that drove many of the men of faith in the Bible. For example, 

Hebrews 11 describes Moses: “Moses kept right on going because he 

kept his eyes on the one who is invisible” (Hebrews 11:27). 

The bigger and clearer our vision of God is, the easier it is for us to 

walk with God. And the better our vision of who we are in God, the 

easier it is to walk with God.

 

2. Gospel
The gospel is the good news that Christ has solved the sin problem. 

By faith, the gift is ours—and we have salvation now. 
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3. Lordship
As we have seen, lordship is about God’s right to ownership in our 

lives. He has the right to be in control of and to guides our lives. 

4. Presence
Remember, Jesus said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the 

age” (Matthew 28:20). He is with us every moment of our lives, not 

because we feel it but because He said it. 

These four dimensions overlap at the cross. 

In the cross, we have the clearest vision of God. 

In the cross, we understand the gospel and understand His lordship 

best of all. 

In the cross, we best experience the presence of Jesus Christ because 

in the cross God becomes human and fully shares with us. 

Where our vision of God equals our experience of the gospel, our 

understanding and acceptance of His lordship and our acceptance of 

His presence in our lives, we grow in oneness with God.

Spiritual trouble-shooting
Most spiritual problems come from either a failure to integrate the 

gospel into our life or a failure to accept the lordship of Jesus Christ. 

In the crOsS, 
we have the 

cleAREst 
visIon of GOd.
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But this usually is the result of a problem with vision and presence: 

• A loss of vision distorts the gospel. 

• A loss of presence distorts the lordship. 

So the solution to these problems is to live 

with vision and presence. It will transform the 

way we live. 

With a clear vision of God and with His 

presence beside us, we cannot stay the same. 

The presence and awareness of God’s presence 

in our lives raises sin to what it is—that which 

interferes with our walk with God. 

A father’s story
When my daughter was 19, she was living at home and commuting 

to an academy about 20 miles away. She would leave about 10:30 in 

the morning and come home about 9:30 at night. 

One evening, I discovered she had been recording a particular TV 

series and watching it the next 

morning, when she was home 

alone before she left for the day. It 

was a TV series that could be easily 

described as just one sin after 

another, so I was concerned—and 

upset. 

When she arrived home that night, 

I said, “Honey, come sit beside me.”

“What is the matter?” she asked. 

I told her I had noticed that she had 

been recording the TV program. 

“So what?” she said. “I am 19 years 

old. I am an adult. I can do what I 

With a cleAR 
vision of GOd And 
with His presence 
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want to. I am old enough to make my own decisions. I can watch 

what I want to watch. 

Her response bothered me. “That’s my television,” I said. “This is my 

house. I am paying for the electricity. As long as you are in my house, 

watching my television, with my electricity, you are not going to 

watch that.” 

A fi ght erupted, both of us with raised voices.

But as our argument continued, I realized what I was saying: “If you 

don’t do it my way, you can get out.” Her only option was to defend 

herself. 

I am so glad the Holy Spirit works even in those times. He reached 

into my heart and said, Practice what you preach. I said quietly, “Time 

out.” 

“What’s the matter?” she said, not sure what I was playing at.

“You are right,” I said. “I am wrong. Please forgive me.” 

Her mouth dropped open. 

“You’re absolutely right,” I continued. “You are 19 years old. You are 

old enough to make your own decisions. You are an adult. You ought 

to be making your own decisions about what you watch. Please 

forgive me.” 

Now I knew my daughter has a good vision of God. As parents, we 

have worked over the years to try to improve the picture of God our 

children have. I also knew she understood the gospel because on 

several occasions, we have presented the gospel to our children to 

lead them to accept Jesus as their personal Savior. We did it regularly 

as a family. 

I also knew the lordship issue was clear. She knew she shouldn’t have 

been watching that. Of course, that’s why she had been so defensive. 

My pushing just triggered a sensitive point. So knowing how people 

grow and function spiritually, I knew what was missing was the 

presence of God to give her the victory. 

“Honey,” I said, “if Jesus was visibly beside you, how would it be when 

I knew what 
was misSing wAs 
the pResence of 
GOd to give her 
the victOry.
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you watch that program?” 

“Oh Dad,” she said quietly, “I don’t think I would enjoy that.” 

“Why not?” I asked gently. 

“Because He wouldn’t enjoy it and 

if He wasn’t enjoying it, I wouldn’t 

either,” she said. 

“But, honey,” I prompted, “hasn’t 

Jesus said, ‘I am with you always, 

even to the end of the world’?” 

She began to cry. “I know, I know,” 

she sobbed, “but it is so hard. I try so hard and I can’t. I try and try—

and I can’t.” 

So I said, “Try to lift your right arm”—and she lifted her arm.

“You see, there is no such thing as try. You either do or don’t. And 

when it comes to sin, it doesn’t matter how hard you try, you never 

will gain the victory. Because only God can. If you will let Him, He will 

give you the victory. Honey, do you think you can do that?” 

“Yes, I can do that,” she said. 

“Would you like to do that?” I asked. 

She said yes and together, we knelt on the fl oor in our family room, 

put our arms around each other and prayed. She asked God to take 

over and to walk into that area of her life and give her victory. 

Whatever area of life we are talking about, the living presence of God 

becomes real and changes our lives. It is up to us whether we are 

going to practice His presence or not. It is that simple. 

Do we choose to live in Him, with His presence beside us? Or do we 

try to do it on our own? 

A student’s story
Back in college, I was feeling miserable one Friday. I had been 

working an average of 50 to 55 hours a week. And I had a heavy class 
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have worked over the years to try to improve the picture of God our 
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several occasions, we have presented the gospel to our children to 
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load. I had failed a Greek quiz that 

morning and I knew it. There were 

challenges at work and struggles 

with a girlfriend. 

That night, I took her to the Friday 

night meeting and we walked back 

to the dormitories. But I don’t know if 

I said eight words to her either way. We 

got back to the dorm and I realized the last 

place I wanted to be was the dorm on Friday 

night. 

I went to the dean and asked for a leave pass. 

Surprisingly, he gave me leave that night. 

He asked where I was going and I told him I didn’t know, that I 

was just going for a drive.

He asked who I was going with. I 

told him I was going alone—but 

with God. And I told him I didn’t 

know how long I would be gone. 

If I had been that dean, I don’t think I would have signed that leave 

pass. But he did. 

I went out to the car and it was one of those few evenings in college 

when it had snowed that afternoon and there was still snow on the 

ground. A full moon was out and it was shining brilliantly across the 

snow. 

I went to the car and opened the passenger’s door. I said, “God, I need 

you to ride beside me. I need you tonight like I have never needed 

you before.” 

I shut the door and walked around to the other side of the car, got in 

and started driving.

I drove back roads for almost three hours before I again recognized 

where I was. To get there, I had to have crossed a major highway at 

“God, I need yOu 
to ride beside me.”
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least once—but I didn’t remember 

it. 

All I remember is wandering 

through the back roads, talking to 

God. I can’t tell you that He talked 

to me audibly but I can’t tell you He 

didn’t. He was obviously there with 

me because He promised. And I talked 

with Him, opening my heart to Him. A 

Bible verse would come to mind and I 

would repeat it and think about it. A chorus 

would come to mind and I would sing it. 

Three hours later, when I realized how far away I was, I 

decided I had better head back. When I pulled into the parking 

lot of the dorm, I parked the car. I told Him thank you for riding with 

me then went around, opened the 

door and let Him out. 

I had still failed my Greek quiz. I still 

had an extra hard workload. I was still 

struggling with my girlfriend. But I 

knew God was with me—and I could 

deal with the other issues with His 

presence. 

His transforming presence
All over the world, I have had the privilege of teaching this skill as 

something we can all practice, even in the ordinary moments of our 

everyday lives. 

I have friends who use traffi  c lights as a prompt. They drive a lot and 

every time they come to a red light, it is a trigger to stop and think 

about the presence of God. 

AlL I remember 
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thrOugh the 
back roAdS, 
tAlking tO God.
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I have another friend who is a housewife. She uses a certain doorway 

and every time she goes through that door in the house, she thinks 

about the presence of God. It is something simple to trigger the mind 

to her heavenly reality. 

When we learn to open our lives to God’s presence, we begin living 

in intimate partnership with Him. Everything changes, which is what 

stewardship is all about.

God-centered living means: 

• Allowing God to be God. 

• Maintaining confidence in God. 

• Accepting God’s view of reality. 

• Depending on God and His ability to provide. 

• Accepting God’s boundaries for life. 

• Accepting the crucifixion itself and focusing life through Him. 

So what will your life be like as you implement this intimate 

partnership with God in a deeper way? 

What would your church be like with more people who are living 

with awareness of the real presence of God? 

How could God touch your life and make a difference?

Everything 
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There are 12 principles we have explored in this book that set 

priorities for making choices in all aspects of our life and faith—our 

“normal Christianity.” When we choose to live as disciples of Jesus, 

these priorities will change how we think, how we relate to other 

people, how we spend our time, how we arrange our fi nances, how 

we care for our health and will have an impact on every choice we 

make. 

Lordship
Letting Christ be Lord has been a dominant theme of this exploration. 

There is only one Lord and no one else can be in charge. Christ is Lord 

of all or He is not Lord at all. It is that simple.

But love is the foundation of this Lordship relationship, without 

which it is just slavery. 

It is like when I put together a swing set for my children. I thought 

I should be able to put something like that together. So I got it all 

together but I had a handful of left over pieces. The swing set looked 

good but it wobbled all over the place. 

When all else failed, I went back and read the directions and 

discovered the handful of pieces I had were the supporting units that 

went inside some of the other components to make them rigid, to 

lock them together. 

When all else fails, let’s read the directions. Let’s go back to the basics 

of the walk with God and let Him be in control. 

Ownership
Only God is owner and He is owner of all. We are only managers, 

trustees or stewards and we have the privilege of managing in 

partnership with him. God wants us, not just our gifts. 
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God—first and last 
Jesus said, “Seek God first and He will provide” (see Matthew 6:33). 

We must make Him first. If anyone or anything else comes first in 

life, we are practicing a form of idolatry. Putting Him first places 

everything else in His context. Making Him first and last assures that 

everything remains in Him. 

Making God first and last means we put Him first in life now and after 

we die. We make provisions for what happens to our possessions after 

death, including God even in this planning. God makes a difference 

from the beginning of life until everything He has placed in our hands 

is back under His guidance in some way or another.

Present
God is with us. Christ has promised to be with us at all times. The Holy 

Spirit brings the presence of Christ into our lives and we accept His 

presence by faith. 

There are wonderful moments in our lives when we feel His presence. 

But can I believe He is with me even when I don’t feel His presence? 

This is the present principle. 

Pilgrim 
We don’t belong to this world. We are only resident aliens here. This 

world is it not our home. We are only pilgrims on earth. We belong to 

a better land, a better kingdom—and it is already ours. We are already 

on the throne of Christ, living in the light of eternity. We face the day 

as visitors in this world and we live by the principles of heaven. 
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Debtor
Paul said that salvation makes us debtors to God (see Romans 8:12). 

And because of what Christ has done for us, we are debtors to those 

around us and we are called to a lifestyle of sacrifi cing ourselves to 

God. 

Cheerful attitude 
Stewardship is about attitude more than mere actions. It begins with 

loving, not giving. Stewardship means Christ provides the example for 

how we are going to live. And His was an attitude of open surrender, 

open giving, openly placing Himself in His Father’s hands. 

Open hand 
If you were to close your hand right now, how many marbles do you 

think you could hold with your hand closed like that? Perhaps two or 

three? Now open it and cup it. How many can you hold that way? 
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An open hand gives God ownership and control, as well as giving 

Him room to put more in there or to take it out as He wills. 

A closed hand also implies ownership, so how we hold what He gives 

us demonstrates who is in control of “our” lives and “our” stuff.

Big shovel 
We can’t out-give God. God emptied heaven in giving His Son. And 

the more we give, the more He can place in our care. 

Multiplication 
God multiplies the effect of what we surrender to Him. Remember 

the story of the widow’s offering in Mark 12:41-44. She only placed 

two mites in the offering at the temple—but it was all she had. But 

God had multiplied that effect over the years as He has used her 

story to inspire countless others to give with a similar attitude and 

generosity. 

As we surrender to Him and practice stewardship, we grow. Our 

trusting Him grows. Our spiritual gifts grow. Our ability to give time, 

talent, energy and ourselves to Him grows. And our relationships 

grow—with others as well as with God. 

Vision 
It can take practice but it is living as though we are seeing the 

invisible. We see God at work in everything around us. We trust that 

He is there. 

We also can begin to see from the reality of God’s perspective and 

begin living from the throne of God. We accept His view of us. 

Eternal realities break through the present realities. We are not just 

dependent on or confined to what we are dealing with here. 
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Partnership
We are created to be dependent on God. Paul wrote, “For I can do 

everything with the help of Christ who gives me the strength I need” 

(Philippians 4:13). 

Can you imagine anything left out of that? That includes everything—

all things. 

We are part of the bigger fold, the body of Christ, and we work with 

other believers. But Christ does not ask us to work for Him—we are 

not employees, we are partners. 

This is the normal way to live with God and by accepting all He off ers 

us, we begin to get normal. And that will transform our lives.












