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“Give” Sermon:  “Giving With Eyes Wide Open”
Holy Father, O Lord Jesus Christ, O Spirit of the living God, take the very life that you have created, the very life that you have given to us and let it be this day consecrated, set apart, dedicated for you.  Take every moment, take every day and make each of them flow in ceaseless praise to you.  Now, Lord Jesus, let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts and minds be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen


This is “rug cutting” time. In 50 Days Ablaze, this is the turning point that makes it or breaks it for the church.  It is just that simple.  So far, we’ve looked at two words on this banner:  Learn and Pray.  The church is pretty good at those.  The church over the centuries has been pretty good at learning and praying, but at some point the learning and the praying must lead to something else.  It must.  Plant a seed in the ground, water it and something will happen.  Learning and praying will result in giving—unless human will and human desire enter in and we resist.  I believe that what has paralyzed the church for so long is that it stalls out at this point in the “50 Days,” if you will. There’s learning, there’s praying, but because we serve different masters, because we are not servant to one, the giving is spread out to the point of being non-effectual.

            When I was writing the devotions for 50 Days, I will confess to you that the first 14 devotions went by pretty rapidly.  But when I got to the “Give” devotions, I thought, “Seven devotions on Give.  How many ways can you talk about money?  How am I going to come up with seven devotions on money?”  And I thought about it some more, and I am even ashamed to admit to you that that was my first thought, because the more I thought about it, I thought, “Barry there’s more to giving than money.”  And so as we get into these Give devotions in these coming seven days, you’ll see there’s a focus about giving with an open hand and giving with a servant’s heart; giving what you have; giving extravagantly – let’s stop trying to “just get by” with the cheapest of little gifts. Let’s give extravagant, generous gifts. I’m suggesting that at the next potluck we bring crab legs and lobsters instead of creamed corn.  When we give, let’s with a view and perspective of things eternal and that what we give will be something that will cost us.
When I was growing up as a little boy, when we got ready for Sunday School my mom would always say, “Barry, here is the money for your offering envelope.”  Being a typical kid, I said, “Ok, thanks.”  When I went home this past January to be with my mother who was recovering from an illness, she could not make it to church on Sunday.  But as I was on my way out the door for worship, she said, “Barry, here’s some money for your offering.” Being the smart guy that I am I said, “Ok, thanks.”  No, I said, “Mom, thanks, but I want to give something that will cost me. I will put in your offering for you, but let me give my own offering.”  Give what will cost you. 
The final Give devotion is about giving with cheerfulness and with hilarity. In other words, the Give devotions encompass much more than just money. It has to do with our entire life.  In light of this, open your Bibles to Romans 12:1 and 2: 
“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”  
Keep that open for a second. Let me read to you Philip’s translation of this text:

“With eyes wide open to the mercy of God, I beg you, my brothers, as an act of intelligent worship, to give him your bodies as a living sacrifice consecrated to him and acceptable by him. Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God remold your mind from within so that you might prove and practice that the plan of God for you is good, meeting all of its demands and moving towards the goal to what is true maturity.”  
I like that: ”Don’t let the world squeeze you into its mold, but let God remold you from within.”


When we talk about the mission response of giving, money is way too easy of an answer.  God wants more than that.  He wants you to give all of your life to him as a living sacrifice.  When I look at Romans 12:1-2, there are three things that challenge me to change my mind, change my thinking.  Take a look at it more closely with me:

“Therefore, I urge, you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”  

The first thing these words challenge me to change my thinking about is my view of God.  “In view of God’s mercy . . . .”   If we could take the time right now to read Romans 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11—those eleven chapters—you would get a perspective, a view of the mercy of God.  You would get a portrait of God.  I would venture to say that those eleven chapters would change the thinking a lot of us have about God.  What is your view of God?  What have you been learning so far in these 50 Days?  What have you learned about who God is?  


Let me take you back to a quote that we considered earlier from Emil Brunner, a Swiss theologian.  Listen again to what he wrote:  
“Only at the cross of Christ does man see fully what it is that separates him from God; yet it is here alone that he perceives that he is no longer separated from God.  Nowhere else does the inviolable holiness of God, the impossibility of overlooking the guilt of man, stand out more plainly; but nowhere else does the limitless mercy of God, which utterly transcends all human standards, stand out more clearly and plainly.”  

At the cross, we see two things that change our view of God.  He is a God of great love and great mercy, but he is also a God of great justice. He is a God of intense, passionate anger toward sin; he can’t ignore it.  When you see God in that total view (Paul would say “in view of God’s mercy”), understand him to be a just God, an angry God, but understand too what he does with that to be a merciful God.  It changes my thinking about who God is.  That, literally, is what repentance is.  When you are living in sin, when you are “straying into the far country” away from God, repentance is when you then change your mind not only about yourself, your view of yourself, but when you change your mind about who God is—that he is not this mean ogre who simply wants you to be living in obedience to him, but he is your loving, generous Father who is ready to lavish upon you grace upon grace, upon grace. When I look at Romans 12:1, it challenges me to look at God in a larger picture—not as a doting grandfather, and not as  a stern judge, but one who is merciful and just at the same time.  All that I give in life is with eyes wide open as to who He is.

Romans 12:1 again:  “. . . in view of God’s mercy, I urge you, brothers, to offer your body as a living sacrifice. . . .”   The second challenge to my thinking revolves around the words “to offer your body.”  These words change my view about my body, about who I am.  Listen to the Epistle lesson that was read and it will say that you were purchased not with gold or silver but with blood.  You don’t belong to yourself.  Romans 12:1 should change your thinking about whose you are—whose your body is, whose your life is.  It’s not your own.  God says to offer it to him as a living sacrifice. Let your eyes be wide open not only to who God is, but also to who you are in relation to Him. 

Last week I talked to you about Terry Schiavo and the Pope.  A new poll came out this week—a new poll from Zogby.  They asked a question—a more accurate question—and it was this:  “If a person is disabled but not dying, should you pull the feeding tube out?”  See, they are reflecting more on who Terry Schiavo is.  Seventy-nine percent of Americans—a much clearer majority—say “Don’t pull it.”  When I first read this, I said, “Oh, this is good.”  And then I thought, “Ee-gads!  There’s 21 percent of the people out there who think that if you’re disabled but not dying, yank it.”  Why?  I would imagine that those 21 percent believe that “Because I’m mine own person, I can do what I want.”  That’s the argument of abortion, is it not?  “This is my body—I can do what I want with it.”  (That of course is such a false argument because it’s not your body inside of you.  It’s another living body—but that’s a different sermon altogether.) Do you see how this permeates what we do and who we are?  But you are not your own.  


High school juniors and seniors, if anybody asks you in these coming days what you want to do after high school, it’s the wrong question. It’s the wrong question—what do you want to do after high school. The question ought to be, “What does God want you to do?”  “What does God want YOU to do?” “What’s God been shaping and molding you to do after high school?”  I don’t care what you want to do. What does God want you to do? See, that’s the reflection of Romans 12:1:   “Offer your body as a living sacrifice.” When we talk about Giving, it’s giving ALL of who we are as an offering to God. When I look at Romans 12:1, I see a change in my view of who God is, and I see a change in my view of who I am. 


And that brings us to this: This pencil. 
[Note:  Previously, as worshippers entered the church, they were each handed a brand new pencil.]  

If you would, pick up the pencil you received as you came in this morning, and let me ask you . . . let me ask the kids first.   Let’s give the kids a chance. What is it about this pencil that reminds us about our relationship with God?  I could come up with about seven things. What do you think, kids? 

[Answers]:
“Erase mistakes.”  Good . . . you know what? There is no mistake you could make that can’t be erased. It can be wiped out. Although, for it to be erased, you have to bow down, just as this pencil has to “bow down” to erase mistakes. When you and I make mistakes, we have to bow our heads down before God in humbleness and ask for his cleansing and forgiveness. That’s one. What else? 
“You can write new paths for life.” Very good.  You know, that ties into what I’m thinking. Can this pencil do anything by itself?  No. If I put this pencil down right here, it doesn’t work on its own, does it?  In my hand, this pencil can do some incredible things. Not mathematically—I would have to put it in your math teacher’s hand for that.   Not artistically—I’d have to put it in your art teacher’s hand.  But there are so many incredible things this pencil can do when it is placed in a person’s hand. It’s different for each person.  But on its own, the pencil can do nothing.  You and I can do nothing unless we are in the hands of the Master. But when we are in his hands, incredible things can happen.  And he has gifted each one of us uniquely. 


Let me share a couple more thoughts with you.  If this pencil is to be effective, what has to happen to it?  That’s right.  It needs to be sharpened.  Right now it doesn’t have a point on it.  It needs sharpened.  Every once in awhile, in order for you to be effective, God has to sharpen you—because sometimes life just has a way of making you dull.  Just not as sharp, not as pointed, not as effective. Unfortunately, the sharpening that goes on in our life is a little painful.  But God uses these times in our life to draw us closer to him and to grow spiritually.  That makes us more effective in the work he gives us to do.

This past week our dear sister in Christ, Elda, died and was buried.  I watched a videotape of Elda being interviewed from a few years ago.  On the tape, she was asked the question, “What has guided you in life?” Her answer was incredible!  I never heard anybody say this . . . understand that Elda lost three children in her lifetime.  She buried three children. The question was raised, “What guided you in life?” and she looked into the camera and said, “My trials. My hard times guided me. Because in my hard times, God strengthened me and drew me to him.” I thought, “Hokey smokes! It was in the trials that she was sharpened, that she became more effective.  And she recognized that!”

Next . . . what do you see printed on these pencils?  See the name “Staples?”  That’s where we bought them—at Staples. You and I have a name on us too—from where we were purchased. You have the name of Jesus Christ on you.  I have the name of Jesus Christ on me.  I may carry the name “Barry,” and you carry your own name, but more importantly, you and I have the name of Jesus Christ on us. We were marked with his name in our baptism.  We bear his name wherever we go. In the Lord’s Prayer, when we pray “Hallowed be thy name,” we are saying to God, “Wherever I go in this life, may I reflect your name and your likeness.”  On every life you touch this week, you are going to leave a mark. Spend some time hanging out with your kids and you’re going to leave an indelible mark on them . . . good or bad.  Sharpen this pencil, put it in your pocket, and you’re going to leave a mark.  Not a good mark!  But you’re going to leave a mark that you’ll have to try to wash out. Sharpen this pencil, write a letter to your wife, and you will leave a mark. Enough with the pencil. Wherever YOU go, you will leave a mark. You will leave an impression. And people will sense the effect.  That is what we are called upon to do in our lives—to give people an impression of whose we are and what we are about. 


In 2 Corinthians, chapter 12:15, Paul writes these words, “So I will very gladly spend for you everything I have and I will expend myself as well.”  Friends, I will use myself up too. But—in order for this pencil to be effective, it’s going to get shorter, and shorter, and shorter.  As you use it up, it expends itself, and you have to sharpen it.  It eventually gets used up. Paul understood that in ministry.  He said “I’m going to use myself up.  I’m going to expend myself for your sake.”  Some of you understand that very well. You are willing to use yourself up. You are willing to give your time. You are willing to give your resources. You’re not playing it safe. You’re going to give of yourself for the sake of others.   Some of you just want to hold on and not get used up.  I’ve got a pencil in my desk drawer from a place we visited once. I like looking at it as a little memento. I never use it. It just sits there. You know, that’s the way it is with some Christians. Unused and in good condition. But it’s of no blessing or benefit to anybody. 


When the offering plate goes around in a little bit, what will it reflect about your willingness to be used up, to expend everything for the sake of the Gospel? This pencil reminds me that I could do great things in the hands of the Master, although it will require some painful sharpening to make me effective. When I go into the world, I am marked by his name, so that upon every surface I touch I can leave an impression. As I do that, it will use me up and expend all of my resources. I also understand that it’s not the outside of the pencil that’s most important. I love using mechanical pencils. I’ve got some pretty fancy ones. I’ve got one in particular—a mechanical pencil—that I like a lot. But right now there is no lead inside of it. I’ve run out of that. I need to get some more to put in it. That mechanical pencil is, pretty as it looks, is of no good use, because what’s important is what’s inside. We are told, in 1 Corinthians 13 that we can have all wealth, all the riches, all the gifts, all the talents, but if we don’t have love, we’re a big fat zero. 

I know that when I make mistakes, those mistakes can be wiped out and erased only as I bow my head low in humble confession with God. “In view of God’s mercy, offer your body up as a living sacrifice.”  Those words changed my view about God.  They changed my view about my own self, and they also changed my view about the world.  This is the third way in which these verses challenge my thinking.  Remember what Philips translation said—“don’t let the world squeeze you into its mold. Let God remold you and reshape you.” 


And that brings us to this . . . [brings out some Playdough] . . .  Do you like Playdough? Are you good at making things with it? You know, I was never very good at working with clay or Playdough.  The best thing I could do was make ashtrays. Or coin collectors, or snakes. That’s about as good as it got . . . or maybe a cross.  I could make a cross.  But this I know about Playdough . . .  that as it sits here, and I wonder what to make with it, it doesn’t suddenly jump up and say, “Ooh, ooh, make this!” Or as I start to make one thing, I don’t hear it saying, “I don’t like what you’re doing. I’d rather be this, thank you.”  This Playdough is in my hands, to be molded and shaped according to whatever I want it to be.  What we are told in Scripture is that you and I are earthen vessels. We are clay.  And we have two choices:  to be molded, shaped by the influences of the world—watch enough TV, listen to certain types of music . . . every song you listen to shapes and molds you . . .do you believe that?  I wish we had the time, that I could play some songs from the 50’s and 60’s, because as soon as I did, some of you would remember the words as soon as you heard the music.  If I asked to you to recite the words to certain Beach Boys songs without hearing the music, you wouldn’t be able to do it. But play the music, and the words come back like that [snap fingers]. You’ve got to understand that when you listen to music, your mind, and your values, and your heart are being shaped and molded. 


You have two choices. You can the let the world mold and shape you, or let God’s Word mold and shape you. We are told to give ourselves over to the Lord so that he can mold and shape us into being vessels that would contain what?  The precious Gospel of Jesus Christ. Each of you is an earthen vessel.  You are a clay pot, being molded and shaped by God. God wants to pour into you the grace and love of God so that in your life this week you can spill out his grace upon those whose lives you touch. You may think, “Wait a minute. I’ve got my flaws. You don’t even begin to understand what’s going on inside of my head. How can God use me?” 

Open your Bibles to Jeremiah 18, verse 1:
 “This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: ‘Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.’ So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel. But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him.” 

You know what I love about this passage? The potter is working with the clay. The clay is marred. The clay has a flaw. The potter, instead of just throwing the clay away, he reshapes it. He still uses it—just for a different purpose, in a different way. We all have flaws, but God can still use us. He can use those flaws in your life. Rick Warren said God will never waste a hurt in our life. He’ll weave and mold those hurts and flaws into our life to bring out something beautiful—a masterpiece, if you will.

If there is anybody here this day saying, “I want to give myself to the Lord, but I’ve got too many flaws, I’ve made too many mistakes, there are too many things that hold me back . . .” remember that we are clay in the Potter’s hands, and he will take our flaws and shape and mold them into the masterpiece he wants to make. We must not allow the world to mold and shape us. 

There is a movie that came out a few years ago called “Bird Cage.” It starred Robin Williams and Nathan Lane. They portrayed two homosexual people—a homosexual couple. Gene Hackman was in the movie as a concerned politician who was messing up their lives with all his rules and regulations. Bird Cage is a cult hit among many. Time magazine, in reviewing this movie, called it a warm, humorous, family film. Think about that! Think about the subtle ways that Time wants to mold and shape us into the thinking of the world. 

During the time of Martin Luther in Florence, Italy, they had brought a slab of marble and asked a sculptor to sculpt something out of it. But he was really not that well trained, and as he began to sculpt, he caused a severe crack and crevice into the marble, damaging the whole slab—21 tons of it! And they didn’t know what to do with it. And so it sat there in the courtyard for over a hundred years until another sculptor came along. And they asked this sculptor, whose name was Michelangelo, “Can you do something with it?” And out of that slab of marble he sculpted one of his most famous sculptures—King David with a sling over his shoulder. Michelangelo used that flaw, that crevice, and worked it into the masterpiece. 

That’s you and me. There’s not one of us who doesn’t have a flaw. There’s not one of us who doesn’t have things that we look back on and regret. Satan would love to say to you, “You can’t give anything to the Lord. You remember what you did? Remember that thing that you don’t want anybody to know?” When we come to learn of the grace of God and, through the power of prayer, when we understand his Spirit within us . . . it is amazing how the Lord will move you to give your whole life in service to him. This is “rug cutting” time. We can learn.  We can pray.  But now the call before us is to give.  To give up our life as an offering to him. To give with eyes wide open. Will you rise and pray with me?

 Lord Jesus Christ, you gave up your life for us. You held nothing back. You offered up your entire life as a sacrifice unto your Father on our behalf. May we in response be willing to give up our life unto you . . . that our whole life might be lived with the praise of your name . . . that our worship in this hour continue in lives that are given over to you—to serve you and to praise you, and to pour out the precious Gospel of Christ that is within these earthen vessels.  In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen
Rev. Barry J. Keurulainen
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