Lighter Pine Stewardship
Introduction

Stewardship basics . . . time, talents (gifts), treasure, and testimony (witness). 

· First three are familiar. . . in fact so familiar that many congregations hold off even using the term stewardship because the first and only thing hearers think of is treasure or $money$.
· The last one is less familiar . . . in fact it has been talked about for a long time but only recently written about in District stewardship literature.
· All four are solidly founded in the Gospel . . . there are many familiar references for each.
Stewardship definition . . . “Christian stewardship is the free and joyous activity of the child of God and God’s family, the Church, in managing all of life and life’s resources for God’s purposes. In response to the Gospel, stewardship is part of discipleship.”

Emphasis on the Gospel in a Christian’s life . . . Christ-Centered Giving Focus has been a topic during recent District Stewardship discussions. That is, “Love for Christ, generated by the Gospel, is the motivating factor for true Christian giving.”  

Stewardship challenge . . . So how do we get fired up about Stewardship? Better yet, how does God fire us up about stewardship? We have an ongoing set of Synod-wide programs that use fire, the symbol of God’s Holy Spirit, as a means of returning us to our mission of making disciples for Jesus Christ. You are probably aware of some or all of them--Ablaze, Fan into Flame, Faith Aflame and Spirit Kindle described in multiple venues. 
Fire . . . All fires, and revivals too, start or restart small when the right mix of elements is present. We all recall that to have a fire three things are essential: fuel, heat, and air. This trinity of elements provides some interesting parallels with the Holy Trinity. The fuel is like the Gospel of Jesus, the Word. The heat is like the Holy Spirit. And the air is like the life giving breath of God.
Lighter Pine . . . Lighter Pine is a type of wood that relates to the Gospel in people's lives. For example, the stumps and taproots of old pine trees become saturated with resin and will not rot. This "lighter pine" is in demand as kindling and makes extremely hot fires. A single piece of lighter pine can start a new fire or restart a smoldering fire even in challenging conditions.
Lighter Pine Stewardship . . . We don’t have to be big old stumps full of the Gospel to fuel the stewardship fire. We can be a small piece of lighter pine kindling that responds to the Gospel blessings God has given us by grace through faith. Through personal reflection and stewardship-focused bible study we can become more saturated with the Gospel of what God has done for us in Christ. 
Time
“Maturing stewards do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all they do!”

Christian stewardship is often thought of in terms of three “T’s”—time, talent and treasure.  Time, talent and treasure are certainly important parts of Christian stewardship, but stewardship includes a whole lot more.  There are at least four other “T’s” that are part of Christian stewardship.  These include testimony (Christian witnessing), touch (relationships), tissue (care of our bodies), and trash (care of God’s creation).  Upcoming articles will deal with each of these seven “T’s.”

TIME is a gift from God.  Psalm 139:16 states that “All the days ordained for me were written in Your [God’s] book before one of them came to be.”  Our times are truly in God’s hands [Psalm 31:15].  And, regardless of the number of years God ordains for us, we say with the Psalmist, “You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you.  Each man’s life is but a breath” [Psalm 39:5].  Jesus reminds us that we cannot add a single hour to our lives by worrying about it [Matthew 6:27].  Ecclesiastes 3:1 reminds us that “there is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.”

So, what are we to do with God’s gift of TIME?  St. Paul gives this instruction:  “And do this, understanding the present time.  The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.  The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light” [Romans 13:11-12].  St. Paul also gives us this encouragement in Ephesians 5:15-16:  “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.”

As maturing stewards we receive TIME as a gift from God and strive to make the best use of it in our family relationships, work and other life activities.  We do this not only as an obligation, but also as a free and joyous activity.  At the end of our lives when we stand before the Judge of every human being we will rejoice when the Kings says, “Well done, good and faithful servant” [Matthew 25:21].

In January we probably made a lot of good resolutions and some of them included using TIME wisely.  Now we can reflect on how we’re doing…and resolve again to use our gift of TIME in a way that honors God and blesses others.  And that is only fitting because “maturing stewards do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all they do, including the wise use of their time.”

Talents (gifts)

“Maturing stewards do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all they do!”

Christian stewardship is often thought of in terms of three “T’s”—time, talent and treasure.  Time, talent and treasure are certainly important parts of Christian stewardship, but stewardship includes a whole lot more.  There are at least four other “T’s” that are part of Christian stewardship.  These include testimony (Christian witnessing), touch (relationships), tissue (care of our bodies), and trash (care of God’s creation).  This article deals with the “T” of TALENT.

Our TALENTS include the gifts, skills and abilities that God has given to us.  We often hear people talking about their “God-given abilities.”  And this is right on target because all we are and have is a gift from a good and gracious God.

Our TALENTS include the gifts that God has entrusted to us.  The 12th chapters of Romans and 1 Corinthians speak about some of these gifts and remind us that the Holy Spirit gives various gifts according to His will, and He desires that we use these gifts for the common good (1 Peter 4:10).

Using our God-given TALENTS wisely and well produces the fruit of the Spirit that Paul mentions in Galatians 5:22:  “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

Just as God provided skilled workers to help with the building of the Old Testament tabernacle and temples, so He continues to bless His people today with special gifts and skills to be of service in ways that honor God and bless others.  We are members of the body of Christ (in our congregations) and each of us has TALENTS to put to work within that body so that it may be built up to be the worshipping, witnessing and serving community that God intends.

Make every effort to discover your gifts, skills and abilities and find ways to put them to work in your congregation because “maturing stewards do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all they do, including the wise use of their talents.”

Treasure

THE WISE AND GODLY USE OF MONEY

It is rather typical to hear people talking about Christian stewardship in terms of the three “T’s” of time, talent and treasure.  But real Christian stewardship is about more than these three “T’s.”  It involves all of life and life’s resources.  How about thinking of at least four other “T’s” of stewardship?  These other four could include TESTIMONY (Christian witnessing), TOUCH (relationships), TISSUE (care of our bodies and physical welfare), and TRASH (care of God’s creation).  This article deals with the “T” of TREASURE.

TREASURE, or money, is what people most often think about when they hear the term “stewardship.”  And it is true that money and, specifically, the wise use and management of money are important parts of Christian stewardship.  One of the Bible passages that speaks to the wise use of money is 1 Timothy 6:17-19:  “Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.  Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share.  In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of life that is truly life.”

There are only a few things we can do with money—earn it, give it, save it, spend it and bequeath it.  Good stewardship means striving to keep a healthy balance with these uses.  For example, one can get so concerned with earning that he overworks at the expense of his health and relationships.  Or, one can get carried away with spending and not have anything left for giving and saving.

The above Scripture passages affirm that God gives us all kinds of good gifts for our enjoyment, but adds that we are to use these gifts for more than our own enjoyment.  Our cold and selfish natures encourage us to use money and goods only for ourselves, adopting some strange strategy like, “God helps those who help themselves.”  But the new nature within us because of the working of the Holy Spirit urges us to use all our gifts, including the gift of money, for the common good and for the expansion of God’s kingdom on earth.  What joy will follow us into heaven when our glorious Lord commends us for our wise use of money and says, “Well done, good and faithful servant!”  (Matthew 25:21)

When it comes to the handling of money, as with all other gifts, maturing stewards do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all they do!”

Testimony (witness)
THE STEWARDSHIP OF TESTIMONY

It’s so easy to think of Christian stewardship as pertaining only to the three “T’s” of time, talent and treasure.  But our commonly used definition of Christian stewardship indicates that stewardship is about a whole lot more than time, talent and treasure.  Our LCMS definition states that “Christian stewardship is the free and joyous activity of the child of God and God’s family, the church, in managing all of life and life’s resources for God’s purposes.”

TESTIMONY is the “T” for this article.  It might seem a bit strange to talk about the stewardship of testimony.  But Jesus instructed His disciples of all ages to make disciples, teaching and baptizing and encouraging people to follow God’s teachings (Matthew 28:18-20).  He also told His first disciples that they were to be His witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).

As modern day disciples we also desire to be faithful witnesses, saying and doing all that we can to give witness to our Lord Jesus Christ who desires that all people be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth (1 Timothy 2:4).  This certainly ties in with the LCMS “Ablaze!” movement which encourages us together to share the good news of Jesus with 50,000,000 uncommitted or unconnected people by the year 2017 in such a way that the Holy Spirit has the opportunity to work faith in their hearts.

St. Peter in his first letter (3:15) instructs us with these words:  “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.  Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope you have.  But do this with gentleness and respect.”
What a privilege to be able to do the work that the angels of God long to do—that is, give our testimony of the joy, peace and hope that are ours because of the redeeming work of Jesus Christ.  And what added joy we will have to take into eternity when the words of Daniel 12:3 come true:  “Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”

Christian stewardship is definitely about our use of time, talent and treasure, but it is also about our testimony as Christians.  When it comes to our testimony of the good news of Jesus, as with our other acts of stewardship, we desire to be maturing stewards who do the right things for the right reasons and strive for excellence in all we do!

