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Sermon Text: Ecclesiastes 5:10-20
Occasion: 22nd Sunday after Pentecost, 20 Oct 2024

Wealth of Sacrifice

Grace, mercy and peace be to you in the name of God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

10 He who loves money will not be satisfied with money…13 There is a grievous evil that I have seen under the sun: riches were kept by their owner to his hurt…19 Everyone…to whom God has given wealth and possessions and power to enjoy them, and to accept his lot and rejoice in his toil—this is the gift of God. 20 For he will not much remember the days of his life because God keeps him occupied with joy in his heart. (Ecc 5)

It is that time of year again—the time we start counting the coins in our coffers and fill out our Stewardship Commitment forms for the congregation. I could go on and on about how it is important to give to our church and other godly ministries but I don’t want to focus so much on counting wealth in this sermon. When we do, we move further away from the real focus of why wealth is important. That’s what our reading from Ecclesiastes is speaking about. Because when you consider your wealth too much in relation to your faith, then your faith is deposited in your wealth and your mind dwells upon money. Instead, we should look to the wealth of Christ’s gifts and how they supersede any worldly wealth we have. Christ’s blessings are gifts you cannot buy—the things which are absolutely priceless. There is more joy in the love of God than there is peace in constantly counting coins. There is greater wealth in God-given purpose than there is in the bricks and mortar of a property. And there is greater security in the promise of eternity than in money which comes and goes. 

First, let’s look to money against eternity. Money comes and goes. Money is also usually a problem, especially if you are living in Victoria—a problem of which I have become increasingly aware in the past few years. And there are trade-offs. Do I buy the good quality stuff, or the knock-off brands? Should I hold onto every penny I can or spend money on myself—creature comforts, vacations, and whatever else? Personally, I have struggled with this all my life. 

I don’t know if you have felt the same, but there were and still are times when I question all my spending habits. Should I get some grapes or apples? Apples are a lot cheaper so if I only eat them for the next few months, I can save on my grocery bills. But this doesn’t stop at the store. Heating and electricity aren’t free. How much can you save per month if you deliberately turn off the television or lower the thermostat? These sorts of things dwell in my mind because I want to be a good steward of God’s gifts and be able to afford living, save for the future, and have money left to help the church and love my neighbour. You might do this too. You might be doing this now. But is this what we should spend our time and energy doing? Not exactly.

Stewardship and economic practices are helpful for the worldly stuff but they should never be the focus of the faith. When we go out and spread the good news, we never proclaim, “Save big dollars with Jesus.” That is not the point of our faith. Our faith is about how Christ sacrificed everything he had to save us. And we join in that sacrifice by sacrificing our time and money, but not for the sake of sacrificing. We should be sacrificing of ourselves for the same reason that Christ sacrificed himself for us: love.

Christ so loved the world that he gave himself up at the cross. Christ so loved us that he died so we may live. Christ so loved you that he wrote your name in his blood in the book of life. You are not an afterthought or happenstance to our Lord. Our Lord and God came into this world to seek and save you, who were lost, that he might call you by name and bring you into his eternal kingdom (John 10:3). This is love: the Lord coming to you to place eternity into your heart apart from anything you have done for Him. It is sacrificial and caring. There are no forms, or checklists, or dollar amounts. He loved you when you were in the fullest debt of sin and still chose to pay that debt with his blood (Rom 5:8). 

Christ never tallied your contributions to the Church to see if you contributed enough to inherit eternity. That would not be loving but tax collecting. For there is no payment you could have made that would equal the wealth of heaven. That payment could only be afforded by the blood of Christ. When we are counting coins, determining what to give in the offering plate or to various ministries in the Church, we are not securing our place in eternity. Christ has already brought us into it. We are sacrificing of ourselves because we want to love our Lord by loving our neighbours (John 15:12-13). When we sacrifice, that is: when we love one another, we are doing so in imitation of Christ. Dollar amounts and good works don’t contribute to your salvation. But your neighbour needs help and the ministry of the Church needs funding. 

How much should we give to God’s mission to spread the Gospel? And I am not limiting the conversation to your Sunday morning offerings. For example, what organizations do you support to love your neighbour? Are you devoting money alone or can you also devote precious time out of your schedule to such things? These are the questions we are more interested in this morning. We know our Lord commands us to love our neighbours and proclaim to them eternal life in Christ. But how much do we invest from our lives to do so, materially and timewise? This is a different type of accounting than adding up some bills. We have to account for our efforts and intentions. 

So, let’s look to how there is greater wealth in our God-given purpose of loving one another than there is in our money and property. This is something particularly pressing for us in this congregation as we tally the costs of keeping things running as they are and also consider what really needs to be done. For what gives our lives meaning? Loving one another. Just looking at Christ tells us that. His love for us at the cross shows us how important it is to love. We love because he has loved us. But we also see the honour in sacrificial care within society. Everyone aspires to be the one who loves another, giving of yourself to help and save other people. Some of the most respected people in our communities are those who save others, like firefighters, nurses, and doctors. We daydream about being the hero, the white knight, the leader of a nation, because all these things showcase helping others and overcoming evil. This is the role Christ fulfills in our lives. He is our Saviour who heroically saved us from death at great personal sacrifice. Now we desire to love and help others even an iota like he loved us. 

We can agree that if we are living out our desire and purpose to love and help others—doing so as those in the Church—that means we are to provide material, emotional, and spiritual support. We give donations to the poor. We comfort those who grieve. We share the good news of Christ’s salvation to those in despair. That is what we do. That is our purpose as the Church. We love as Christ loved. So then, the question we need to be asking is: how can we fulfill this purpose? 

Christ has called us to proclaim and live out the Gospel. How can we do that in this church? But remember: our focus is Christ crucified for our salvation. He saved us without our contributions. Our contributions of time and money are for others to hear the good news from Hope Lutheran Church. How do we get this done? Does this mean staying in this building unaltered? Redeveloping the building into a new space? Or even doing something as drastic as selling everything we have, giving it to the poor, and renting a new location? (Mark 10:21) I cannot tell you the exact answer because each path has its virtues and flaws. But we should address the question of how to proclaim the Gospel as those with eternity in our hearts, not as those who love money more than people’s salvation.

As Christ said in our Gospel reading, “How difficult it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” (Mark 10:23) Having money does not bar you from heaven, but loving money more than your neighbour is a sin (cf. 1 Tim 6:10). Loving possessions and a building more than spreading the good news of salvation is a sin. We can get distracted with what we possess or desire and thus seek joy from this world instead of the promises of the world to come. We should seek peace for our hearts which surpasses all understanding, not anxiety about our net worth. 

In the end, let us do away with distractions. Let’s toss out the unhelpful focus on money and possessions and redirect our thoughts to what truly matters: Christ and salvation in his name. The joy of Christ is what propels us forward in the faith, not devotion to a building or counting costs. The solution to our money woes as a congregation is and always has been: spreading the Gospel. When people receive the Gospel, they will come to His Church, and they will give of themselves to continue the ministry there. Is that not what you’re doing right now? And you aren’t doing it under compulsion but because you care about Christ’s Church and receiving his grace here in worship. This isn’t a private club you attend on weekends. This is God’s house which dispenses the love of Christ through God’s Word and Sacrament. Let’s focus on that. Let us focus on the promises of God and how to ensure they persist here in Victoria. That will direct all our financial conversations and bring people through the door. Now, in the name of Christ who offers an inheritance imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, deposited in heaven for you (1 Pt 1:4), may you be occupied with the joy of salvation in your heart. Amen.

The peace that surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
