“STEWARDSHIP”
(I Corinthians 4:2)



“It is required in stewards that a man be found faithful”


What is the best summary word in the Bible for a Christian?  Would it be the word “disciple”?  Or “saint”?  Or “believer”?  Or “Christian”?  Or “child of God”?   Or “son”?  Or “servant?”  


It is my strong conviction that the best summary word for the Christian and the Christian life is the word “steward” and the related word “stewardship.”  There is nothing in the Christian life that falls outside the Biblical concepts contained in the words “steward” and  “stewardship.”  I read recently that the word “abuse” is a combination of the two words “abnormal” and “use.” Proper stewardship is simply the proper use of the total resources God has given to man for the purposes which God intended them for.  Abuse is the abnormal (in this case, sinful) use of these resources, or employing them for a purpose God did not intend.  

It might surprise many people to discover that the typical employment to which the typical human being puts these resources is in fact sinful.  As hard as it may be to accept, most actions of most human beings are acts of sin.  In fact, all of the acts of most human beings throughout their lives are acts of sin!   The Bible says that “whatever is not of faith is sin” (Romans 14:23).  Think that verse through very carefully.  The New International Version says, “Everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  The Amplified Bible says, “Whatever does not originate and proceed from faith is sin—that is, whatever is done without a conviction of its approval by God is sinful.”  Thus, any thought, word or deed that is not stimulated from a faith-frame-of-reference, that is, from relationship with God, is sin.  To make it even simpler, any thought, word or deed that is directed toward self without a desire to please God, is sin. It is the Biblical view that everything a human being does is done in relationship with God, whether the doer knows it or not.  “None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself (but to the Lord)” (Romans 14:7).  We cannot escape this Godward frame of reference, no matter what we believe.  Man is by nature a God-related creature, and he cannot escape the impact of that relatedness.   While he may not be in right relationship with God, he is still in some kind of relationship with God.  Even an atheist has some kind of relationship with God!  That will help us to understand the Biblical doctrine of sin, and will also show us how desperately serious is man’s condition in sin.  The Bible says, “The heart of man is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked” (Jeremiah 17:9).  Of course, self-centered, self-flattering sinners can neither understand nor admit this truth, but that doesn’t change the truth.  “Even if all the dogs bark up the wrong tree, that doesn’t make it the right tree.”  Sin isolates the man from God, and insulates him in selfishness.  This may be clearly seen in the matter of stewardship. 

I. The Practical Reality of Stewardship

Consider, first, the practical reality of the overwhelming matter of stewardship.  Let me begin by interpreting the word “steward.”  The word translated “stewardship” in the New Testament is the Greek word, oikonomos.  If you heard it pronounced and looked at it carefully, you would detect the English word, “economy.”  The Greek word is a compound word; that is, it is made by joining two smaller words.  One is the word, “oikos,” which means “house”, and the other is the word “nomos”, which means “law.”  So “stewardship” describes the law by which a household is managed or governed.  The word “steward” might be translated “house-keeper,” or “house manager.”  In the individual Christian life, stewardship describes the way in which the Christian manages and controls his total life.  

Two principles form the Biblical foundation of stewardship.  First, God is the Owner of the entire estate, whether that “estate” by the entire universe or the small package of resources He gives to each person.  “The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof” (Psalm 24:1).  This means that none of us really owns anything; it all belongs to God, and we are assigned to manage it for Him.  The other principle is that we are the overseers of the portion of His estate that God has entrusted to each of us.  We are God’s superintendents, or proprietors, or housekeepers, or deputy managers, and we will give full accounting for the way we managed His estate, and whether He received a dividend of glory from our management of His estate.  . 

In Biblical times and for many years afterward, when a wealthy landowner owned an estate too large for one man to manage, or when he owned more than one estate, he would confer upon one of his servants or slaves the job of managing, or overseeing the master’s estate.  The steward was usually a tried and trusted servant, a confidential slave, to whom the master entrusted the affairs of the estate.  The steward was in charge of the whole administration of the household, or estate.  But however much he controlled the household, he himself was still a slave of his master.  A steward worked by himself, in the absence of his master and usually at some distance from his master’s presence, but he was always fully accountable to his master.  The master would make periodic visits to the estate and require a full report from his steward.  This explains the meaning of Luke 16:1-2, which says, “And Jesus said to the disciples, There was a certain rich man who had a manager of his estate, and accusations against the man were brought to him, that he was squandering his master’s possessions.  And he called him and said to him, What is this that I hear about you?  Turn in the account of your management of my affairs, for you can be my manager no longer.”  The office of steward was an office of trust and of responsibility.  The word is in itself a parable of life.  

Now let me present some Biblical illustrations of the principle of stewardship.  We may begin with the original stewards, Adam and Eve.  Genesis 2:15 says that “the Lord God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden, to dress it and keep it.”  That is, God placed the first pair in the Garden to manage it for His glory and for their good.  They were stewards of a resplendent estate, and the estate was named “Paradise”.

Another early steward was Abraham’s servant, Eliezer.  Genesis 24 indicates that Abraham gave to Eliezer the charge over some of the most important affairs in his life and that of his family.  Eliezer was called “the eldest servant of Abraham’s house,” but he was more than that.  You see, a steward is also a servant, but the word “steward” includes the additional ideas of special assignment and special responsibility.  In relation to his master, the steward was a servant or slave, but in relation to his fellow slaves, he was the overseer or foreman—for his master’s sake.  

Another prominent steward who appears early in Biblical history was Joseph, the steward of an Egyptian leader named Potiphar.  The Bible clearly says that “Potiphar left all that he had in the hands of Joseph, and he knew not anything that he had, save the bread which he did eat.”  Joseph was the Prime Minister of Potiphar and of Egypt, just as man is God’s assigned Prime Minister, responsible for faithfully managing God’s estate in order to serve God’s highest purposes.     

According to Jesus and the Bible, the true meaning and mission of human life on earth are set out pointedly and comprehensively in the little word “stewards.”  This is the practical reality of human stewardship as it is presented in the Bible.

II. The Practical Realms of Stewardship   

Second, we will examine some of the practical realms of stewardship.  The concept of stewardship covers even the most minute detail of human experience.  It reaches to every resource God has ever conferred upon man.  Think of a few areas in which you are a steward, totally accountable to the Master who conferred the resources upon you.    

For example, there is the crucial stewardship of  time.  All of the time you have been given by God was conferred upon you with the intent that it be spent in conscious joyful relationship with Him and in happy service rendered to Him. 

A medical doctor said to his patient, “I’m afraid your days are numbered.”  The patient firmly replied, “Well, Doctor, so are yours.”  We all have the same amount of time each minute, each hour, each day, each year, and each decade, but we must remember that our allotment of time, at the longest, is still very short.  Someone described life as “time rushing down the drain.”  The further on we go through life, the more time is a steadily diminishing capital, but one of the greatest problems we have is our tendency to overestimate the amount of time we have.  An old country song said, “Ol’ Pappy Time is a pickin’ my pocket.”  Time is a mystery.  It is both the thief and the commodity that is being stolen.  Someone said, “Time is a river that takes away everything it brings.”  We show real confusion about time.  We say, “Time will tell,” but it can’t speak.  “Time flies,” but it goes at the same steady pace.  “I don’t have time,” but we all have the same amount each day.  We all have the same-sized pie, but everything depends on how each of us slices it.  

A wise man said, “Most people crucify time just like Christ was crucified—between two thieves.  One thief is called ‘Today,’ and the other is called ‘Tomorrow.’”  You see, “Today” is both the “tomorrow” of “yesterday,” and the “yesterday” of “tomorrow.”  Yesterday is in the tomb of time, dead and gone forever. Tomorrow is in the womb of time, it always remains unborn. Today is all the time we have.  “Today, when you hear God’s voice, harden not your heart” (Hebrews 3:7-8).  

Horatius Bonar gave the Christian steward a worthy standard when he wrote,

“Fill up each hour with what will last; Buy up the moments as they go;

 The life above, when this life is past, Is the ripe fruit of the life below.”  

May God grant us the grace of wise management of time.

Then there is the crucial stewardship of thoughts.  Since we are thinking constantly in our waking hours, we tend to underestimate the importance of something we do so steadily.  All of our actions have their birth in our thoughts.  We first think a thing, then it becomes an act.  In the same way, all the crucial things in the Christian life begin in the mind.  Repentance, for example, is first a matter of the mind.  In fact, the word “repentance” translates the Greek word metanoia, which means to “change the mind.”  And faith is also a matter which begins in the mind.  Being a “disciple”, the most often-used word in the Gospels for a follower of Christ, involves a developing use of the mind.  The word “disciple” means a learner, a pupil, a student, a scholar, an understudy.  It is simply not possible to truly follow Christ unless your mind is daily growing and in healthy use.  

The mandate Jesus gave in His Great Commission was to “make disciples in all nations.”  The very word “disciple” means a learner, one who is steadily involved in a developing use of his mind.  In the mandate Jesus gave in the Commission, at least two minds are involved in the activity of disciple-making—the mind of the one who builds the disciple, and the mind of the one who is built.  To go a step further, thinking is one of the most important ingredients of leadership.  The simple fact is that we are never free to do what we do not or cannot think of.  Read that sentence again, slowly and carefully.  We…are…never…free…to do…what we do not…or cannot…think of.  “An idle mind is the Devil’s workshop,” but if you could see the effort Satan spends to keep your mind from thinking God’s thoughts, you would know that he is not idle.  

Someone wrote, “Each of our minds is like a hotel.  We can’t really keep someone from coming into the lobby, but we can keep them from getting a room.”  I would prefer to say that we can be selective of the guests we want in the room, rejecting the evil guest and inviting the holy one.  

      “What if your mind were like TV, Where all your thoughts were plain to see,

        While others watched, what would they find—an honest, pure and Christ-like mind,

        Or would you have to hang the sign of NETWORK TROUBLE all the time?”


Because I and multitudes of others both in this generation and in all future generations are at stake, may God help me to practice Godly stewardship of my thoughts.


A third area of crucial stewardship is the stewardship of truth.  In fact, the text says that we are “stewards of the mysteries of God.”  What does that mean?  The word “mystery” in the New Testament does not refer to something hidden in a fog of uncertainty, but something that has been previously hidden “from ages (successions of time) and from generations (successions of people), but now is made manifest unto His saints” (Colossians 1:26).  So all Christians are stewards of the revealed truth of God.

It may be difficult to realize, but I will answer to God for the ideas I adhere to, for the philosophy that governs my life.  Do my ideas and convictions agree with God, or are they vagrantly selected?  Is my life philosophy a matter of deliberation or merely a matter of default?   Do I drift along in life waiting for the “prevailing winds” of Godless ideas, or do I let God’s revealed truth govern me?  Even the slightest deviation from the truth is never wise.  “Buy the truth and sell it not” is the counsel of God’s Word (Proverbs 23:23).  “Truth is the most powerful idea in the world, because it is not effected by how we relate to it.”  However, we are decidedly affected by how we relate to truth.  A million years from this moment, we will still be on the course determined by our positive or negative response to the truth of God.


A word of caution and preparation is necessary here.  The teaching and preaching of truth will “needle” some people.  Newspaper man Cal Thomas wrote, “Our society finds truth too strong a medicine to digest undiluted.”  But one cannot accomplish anything by sewing without a needle.  If the thread of our testimony is going to be used to bind men back to God, it must be preceded by the needle of full truth.  Of course, we must never purposely needle people out of resentment.  But the truth in our testimony will always needle those who are in error.  This needling is necessary for repairing the error.                    


A Doctor decided that he should tell his patient the frightening truth about himself.  He said, “You are a very sick man, and probably only have a few weeks to live.  Is there anybody you would like for me to call?”  “Yes,” replied the sick man, “another doctor.”  Human beings tend to want to call another prophet when a real one tells them the truth, but “you can’t put out a fire by turning away from the burning building or by pouring water on the alarm box.”  


For each of us personally, the truth of the Bible and the doctrines of our faith provide us with a map for our thinking and keep us from being limited by our own spiritual experiences or from wandering off into a private mystical religion that we have invented to suit ourselves.  Correct theology is simply thinking rightly about God and everything He reveals.  Such theology enables us to fulfill the Biblical mandate to “love God with all our mind.”  True faith has accurate content, and not merely an adequate object.  “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free,” said Jesus, and every man proves the integrity of His words—either negatively or positively.   The very best stewardship of truth involves the regular detection, distribution, declaration, and defense of that truth.


Let me ask a series of personal, practical questions at this point.  Am I on a regular reading schedule as a Christian, a regimen that enables me to learn and grow spiritually?  Do I stay abreast of the big cultural, national, international, and social issues of my world?  Am I a mere follower of someone else’s thought, or am I thinking God’s thoughts in a pioneer way?  Do I memorize Scripture or stretch my brain spiritually on a daily basis?  These are practical aspects of the stewardship of thought.  


May God help each of us to be faithful stewards of the truth He has given to us.  


A fourth area of crucial stewardship is the area of the total thrust of our lives, or the area of influence.  Influence may be completely invisible, but it is crucially important. 

Human beings tend to catch their values and behavior the same way we catch the measles—by being around others who have them.  In turn, we influence others in the same way.  This is especially true of moral and spiritual influence.  Every movement we make in response to God—whether it is a negative movement or a positive movement—has a ripple effect, touching multitudes of other lives.    


Some years ago, the Communist government of China commissioned an author to write a biography of Hudson Taylor to distort his life and discredit his name.  However, as the prospective author researched Taylor’s life, he was impressed with the integrity of the missionary, and finally gave up the project and received Christ.  You see, God is never helpless in the business of redeeming men as long as He has some convincing samples of His grace through whom He can work.    


Henry W. Longfellow wrote a renowned poem entitled, “The Psalm of Life.”  It is a great nine-stanza poem.  In part, it says,


          “In the world’s broad field of battle, In the bivouac of life,

                       Be not like dumb, driven cattle, Be a hero in the strife.

                       Lives of great men all remind us, We can make out lives sublime,

                       And departing, leave behind us, Footprints on the sands of time.

                       Footprints, that perhaps another, Sailing over life’s solemn main,

                       A forlorn and shipwrecked brother, Seeing, shall take heart again.”

Someone wrote that “both the best publicity for Christ and the worst publicity against Christ is given by Christians.”  You are either a bridge to Christ or a barricade from Christ to every person you meet.  You are either an exhibit of Christ or an exemption from Christ extended to every person you meet.  You should determine every day to be the best exhibit of Christ God can enable you to be.  

An old hermit lived in a forest hut with an old violin.  A famous Norwegian violinist spent the night nearby.  In the evening, he heard the old hermit trying to play the violin.  The guest took the instrument, played it, and the hermit wept.  How many Christians who live out only a tiny portion of the potential God has placed in them realize their failure when they hear the music God has put into other lives!  Let your influence count for Christ!

   Each of us should choose his own heroes, or those that will influence us, carefully.  Then, we should seek to so live for Christ that our unseen influence will change others even when we are least conscious that it is being exerted.  A Lisu Chinese man who was converted under the missionary ministry of J. O. Fraser said, “He is the kind of man who makes things difficult for you—if he’s not around!”  Suppose someone followed you around for a week, and followed one of the devil’s disciples, too.  Would he see a difference?  How much impact for Christ would he receive through your influence?  

Everything we say is a profession of faith or of faithlessness.  Everything we do is a pleading, an encouragement, an allurement in favor of good, or of less good, or of evil.  We influence our immediate circle, then through them, many more beyond.  The stone thrown into the pond does not merely disturb the water in the spot where it hits it.  Around that point of impact, great concentric circles form.  What impact is exerted within and around  your circle of influence?

The two words “influence” and “influenza” derive from the same root.  Influenza is defined as “an acute, extremely contagious, commonly epidemic disease,” and influence has the same epidemic impact.  When the last wave of your influence has died away on the distant shore of eternity, what will be the impact that it exerted on others?

May I be faithful to Christ at each moment so that He can build in me the kind of character that will “turn many to righteousness,” though I may not know of these victories until eternity.  May I be a good steward of my own personal influence.

 A fifth crucial area of stewardship is the stewardship of the tongue, or of speech.  This is for most Christians a very difficult area of stewardship simply because our mouths pour out such a torrent of words every day.  One old lady pin-pointed our common problem when she asked, “How do I know what I think until I hear what I say?”  When I was a boy, I often heard this adage:  “Don’t talk unless you can improve the silence.”  An old proverb says, “Nothing is often a very good thing to say,” but we are conditioned to speak at every opportunity, and then create the opportunity when it isn’t available!   Another proverb says, “Be silent lest thy tongue keep thee deaf.”  One day a little boy asked his mother, “Mommy, why do all the idiots come out when Daddy drives?”  A typographical error in a church bulletin read: “Oh, for a thousand tongues to sin.”  Most of us have never prayed a prayer like that, but we may have practiced the sentiment of it, anyway.  

A woman once said to John Wesley, “I think my talent is to speak my mind.”  Wesley replied, “Madam, I don’t think God would mind if you bury that talent!”

Do you ever wonder if some of us will have anything to talk about when we get to heaven?  After all, we won’t be able to run down the leadership!  We won’t be able to say, “Everything has gone to the dogs!”  The weather will be perfect!  There will be no aches and pains to complain about!  There will be no gossiping and sniping at others!  No wonder the Book says that “silence prevailed in heaven for the space of half an hour”!

The book of Proverbs suggests the importance of the stewardship of speech when it uses the words “tongue,” “lips,” “mouth,” and “words” just slightly less than 150 times—just under five times a chapter.  Speech has been defined as “persons going outside themselves in an active and revealing way.”  How wise we would be if we would consciously discipline our speech until we had victory in the stewardship of the tongue.  I saw an intriguing sermon title on a church sign in a town in North Carolina.  The sermon was entitled, “Don’t Let Your Tongue Lick You.”  Will Rogers, the Oklahoma cowboy comedian, said, “One should so live and speak that he wouldn’t be afraid to sell his pet parrot to the town gossip.”    

We must not leave the impression that the mere correction of bad speech is a proper stewardship of the tongue.  It isn’t!  Every Christian should be able to testify to the power of dedicated speech.  One of the greatest compliments paid to Job in the Bible was spoken by one of his “friends,” who said, “Your words have kept men on their feet”(Job 4:4).  It is not nearly enough to merely be clean, or cautious, or casual, in our speech.  Our speech must be constantly and aggressively Christian and committed to the advance of Christ’s cause.  

One of my favorite historical characters is the remarkable Scottish author, Sir Walter Scott.  I find Scott’s own story to be better than any of his books which I have read.  In A. N. Wilson’s A Life of Walter Scott, Scott is quoted as telling of a special moment that occurred “at Trinity College one evening in the mid-1850s, when several of the boys were crossing the new Gothic quadrangle.”  One of the boys casually remarked, “I say, we look just like the monks of the nineteenth century proceeding to evening Vespers.”  What an innocent statement!  But God used that casual statement mightily.  One of his companions decided, on the basis of this passing statement, to re-establish a Holy Club in the Church of England, and it grew to mighty proportions.  Christian, don’t be hesitant to speak happily and favorably about Christ; God may give more power to your words than you can imagine.   

May my tongue express Christ!  May I be a faithful steward of my speech, for Christ’s sake and the sake of multitudes of people who need to hear of Him.

Another crucial area of stewardship is the stewardship of your treasure, or your possessions.  When I look around me in our American culture, I see a desperate need to be much more alert and faithful in the stewardship of possessions.  I see a nation that has made Mammon its god, and “affluenza” is its ailment instead of its health.  We have far too much to live with, and not nearly enough to live for.  America has created a “credit culture,” and has extended itself far beyond its means.  The “desire to acquire” has become a passionate lust that apparently cannot be controlled.  I see individuals who are mortgaging their futures to misery by practicing an insanely poor management of their resources today.  A comedian sadly revealed our dilemma when he said, “An income is something impossible to live without, but difficult to live within.”  Actor Orson Wells once said, “Living in the lap of luxury isn’t at all bad, except that you never know when luxury is going to stand up.”  A bumper sticker quipped, “Life is free, but acquiring the luxuries will send you into bankruptcy.”  

Many (probably, most) Americans would experience a sudden and boundless new freedom if they just submitted to “plastic surgery” and got rid of the credit cards that make slaves of them.  A family or personal budget is you telling your dollars where to go, instead of having to ask where they went.  Many Americans have wall-to-wall carpeting, and back-to-wall financing.  For many Christians, the tithe is not the ceiling for giving; it’s the floor.  “When it comes to giving, many ‘Christians’ stop at nothing!”  

Money distracts many Christians from full commitment to Christ and His cause.  A young man proposed to a young woman in these words:  “Darling, I love you more than anything else in the world.  I want you to marry me.  I’m not wealthy like Johnny Green is.  I don’t have a yacht or a Rolls Royce like Johnny Green has, but I do love you with all of my heart.”  She wistfully replied, “I love you, too, but tell me more about Johnny Green.”  You see, money often distracts us from total commitment.  

Most of the money-miseries people experience would have been easily prevented if men had only obeyed God’s admonitions about the management of money.  Note the similarity between the words “miser” and “miserable.”  In Charles Dickens’ Christmas Carol, Morley’s ghost explains its misery in these words:  “I wear the chain I forged in life.  I made it link by link, and yard by yard; I girded it on, and of my own free will I wore it.”  

Josiah Stamp, an old-fashioned financial authority, often said, “There is only one scale of values that really matters, the one introduced into this planet by Jesus of Nazareth.”  Peter Marshall, the famed former chaplain of the United States Senate, often said, “Give according to your income lest God make your income according to your giving.”  

Many focus their lives on money in order to feed their own tastes.  This is sinful stewardship, even if it looks innocent and the individual protests that he is doing the right thing.  C. S. Lewis exposed our problem and its solution when he wrote, “Our Father refreshes us along the journey of life with some pleasant inns, but He will not encourage us to mistake them for home.”  Leo Tolstoy wrote a very perceptive short story entitled, “How Much Land Does a Man Need?”  It is the story of a man who could have all the land he could pass around in one day from the crack of dawn to sunset.  The man ran himself to death!  Tolstoy concludes that man really only needs the four-by-seven plot of land in which his body is finally buried.      

According to the Bible, the love of money is deadly.  Ask Gehazi, and Ananias and Sapphira, and the rich young ruler, and the rich man who “fared sumptuously every day,” and if you could interview them today, they would have a stern story to tell in warning people about the dangers of focusing on money.  

In George Eliot’s literary classic, Silas Marner, it was discovered after many years that Marner’s gold was stolen by a drunk man who put it in a money belt and bound it around his waste, only to fall in a local quarry and sink to the bottom due to the weight of the gold around his waist.  It was not until years later when the quarry was drained that the body and the money belt were discovered.  How many people have sunk themselves into sad oblivion by focusing on money,  misappropriating money, or mismanaging money.

A hunter was in the woods, hunting wild turkeys.  He set a box in their path with a trap door attached to a string.  He put corn in the box to attract the turkeys.  Eleven wild turkeys were lured to the trap.  Ten went into the box; one remained outside.  He waited—to lure the last one in.  Instead, one came back out.  He waited once more, trying to lure them all in.  Instead, two more came out.  Frustrated, he waited again, thinking the ones outside would go back in.  But soon, they were all out, and he had none.  When all you want is to get, you can never get enough.  Furthermore, you will soon lose all you have!  

Now “the rest of the story.”  The world has been unspeakably blessed by the attitudes and actions of people who give generously.  It surely often seems to be true that “the bird of Paradise alights upon the hand that does not grasp,” but such as assessment should never be used to generate more income for the giver.  A millionaire once testified in church about a sacrifice he made for God when he was a boy.  “I gave fifty cents,” he said, “and it was all I had.  I believe that this is one reason God has so abundantly blessed me through the years.”  When he sat down, an elderly lady beside him leaned over and said, “I dare you to do it again.”  One pastor said, “If all Christians were reduced to a welfare income and they tithed on that amount, the church would double its receipts.”  This rule holds:  A person reveals his wealth not in what he has but in what he gives.

Christian, be careful about how you make money, manage money, and multiply money.  In Dickens’ Christmas story which I referred to earlier, a baffled Ebenezer Scrooge asked  Morley’s ghost, “What was your business?”  Let me slightly paraphrase Morley’s answer, “My business?  My business, Ebenezer, was mankind.  Indeed, mankind is every man’s business—but it seems that most men never get around to their main business.”  The best way to multiply your money to secure eternal dividends is to invest it in the lives of people for Christ’s sake.  One Christian adviser said, “Let me tell you how to double your money—fold it over and put it in your pocket.  Now, let me tell you how to maximize your money—walk in the Spirit, then pull the folded money out of your pocket and invest it in God’s work.”    

May I hold my possessions in a tight grip as a steward and in a loose grip as a giver, and open my hand to generously give for God’s glory and the good of many.  

The last area of stewardship I would mention is another very important one, the stewardship of my temple, or my body.  The human body is identified as a “temple” numerous times in the Bible.  Speaking of His own body, Jesus said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19), and twice more in the following verses, His body was referred to as a “temple.”  Interestingly, there are two Greek words which are translated by our English word “temple,” but one (hieron) means “the temple precincts,” or the total temple property, but the one used here and in the places which refer to our bodies is the word naos, which is the word for the Holy of Holies in the temple.  Let this register deeply in your mind and heart:  the holiest spot on earth today is the body of a Christ-indwelt Christian believer!  God dwells not in buildings made by human hands, but in the bodies of His born-again children.  Almighty God, through the Presence of the Holy Spirit, literally resides in the body of every saved person.  Greek scholar A. T. Robertson expressed the intimate relationship in these words:  “Our spirits dwell in our bodies and the Holy Spirit dwells in our spirits.”  We can draw this principle from these tremendous truths:  just as a Jew would draw back in horror from any thought of defiling the Holy of Holies, so a Christian should do with respect to his body.  

When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he said, “What?  Know ye not that your body is the temple (naos, the Holy of Holies) of the Holy Ghost who is in you, which you have of God, and you are not your own?  For you are bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s” (I Corinthians 6:19-20).  The entire context (I Corinthians 6:15-20) should be studied carefully as a commentary on the Christian’s respect for and responsibility regarding his own body.  The passage tells us that your body is: (1) God’s purchased property; (2) God’s private possession; and (3) to be used permanently and exclusively for a God-prescribed practical purpose.   Christian, your body is God’s purchased property:  “You are not your own, for you are bought with a price.”  Your body is God’s private possession:  “Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, Who is in you, Whom you have of God.”  And your body is to be used permanently and exclusively for a God-prescribed practical purpose:  “Therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s.” 

Note the two phrases in the last sentence, “in your body, and in your spirit.”  Many, many Christians seek to glorify God spiritually while giving little or no regard to what the Bible teaches about the stewardship of their bodies.  For you (a Christian) to use your body selfishly, or to misuse it sinfully, or to abuse it indulgently, is sin.  Clearly, the Christian is responsible to take care of God’s dwelling place.  Question:  don’t most of us Christians practice generic Lordship at this point, professing loudly that Jesus is Lord, while setting the limits of our hearing, our responsibility and our stewardship with regard to our bodies?  Both the question and our honest answers are embarrassing!  Amy Carmichael, the great Christian missionary to India, wrote, “Our souls are more or less securely fastened to our bodies, and as you can’t get the souls out and deal with them separately, you have to take them both together.”  Could we even say that our total stewardship is no better at any point than our stewardship of our bodies?  Remember that your body is God’s purchased property and His private possession.  He reserves the right to inspect His property at any time, and His standard of inspection is seen in the text in I Corinthians 6:18-20.  In his classic daily devotional book entitled Daily With the King, Glyn Evans recorded this personal prayer, “Lord, do not let me use what Jesus so painfully purchased to do that which Jesus personally despises.”  

Your body is the house where Jesus lives through the mediating Presence of the Holy Spirit.  Does it look like it?  Is there any regimen or practice in your life that reflects that understanding?  If the President of the United States called you and said that he wanted to borrow your car for a few days, or come to visit you in your home, would you not give careful attention to the condition of the car or the home?  What about Jesus as the Guest/Host inside your body (see Revelation 3:20c)?  Remember, you don’t even own this “house” since you have been saved; your living quarters have been provided you by the King of glory, and He cohabits the “house” with you.  He purchased the “house” at Calvary, and He possessed it at your conversion.  Is my body in such condition that I can “glorify God in my body”?

The sin of “grieving the Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 4:30) is a sin against His indwelling Presence in a Christian.  It is reasonable that I cannot grieve the Holy Spirit within me and then expect the full work He wants to do in me and through me.  But that is exactly what many of us believers have done by carelessly ignoring the temple of the Holy Spirit, and in many cases, abusing that temple with a form of careless vandalism.  Spiritual vandalism is the deliberate, willful damaging of property belonging to God.  Remember that the temple (naos, the Holy Place) of the Holy Spirit is the most sacred and holy place on the face of the earth.  To be guilty of carelessly damaging or destroying this temple is a very serious and dangerous thing.  It is an “amazing dis-grace” because it is done so frequently and flagrantly by Christians.

A cautious word of warning is necessary at this point.  Everyone remembers the tragic story of Samson in the book of Judges.  He was a man of enormous potential for God and for good, but he never fulfilled that potential.   Instead, he broke every vow he ever made to God.  Along the way in his story comes this sad sentence:  “But he did not know that the Lord had left him.”  We grieve the Holy Spirit into silence quite often (though not into absence) by our poor stewardship, but we also consign ourselves to ignorance (“Samson did not know…”).  There is a definite connection between our stewardship sins and the ability to perceive the full truth about ourselves.  As a believer, I must beware of “turning a deaf ear” when God speaks about some aspect of my stewardship.  

Rehearse again the Biblical truths about your body:  (1)Your body is a temple.  (2) This temple is where the Holy Spirit lives.  (3) God is the One who gave you the Holy Spirit as a “Helper” in your total life.  I might add that His help is necessarily limited in any area of our lives in which we “grieve” Him. (4) Jesus Christ purchased your temple for Himself with His own blood, at Calvary.  (5) Your temple does not really belong to you.  (6) Jesus Christ is both the Lord and the landlord, the Owner and the Operator, of His temple.  All of these truths are conditioned by this stewardship truth: (7) You are the manager, the steward, of your temple and are to honor God by managing it well.  May I confess to you that I have been seriously challenged and severely rebuked by my own words (God’s Word) at this point, and some serious updating of my personal stewardship is mandatory with regard to my body.  And I am certain that I am not alone.  All of God’s people need to learn more about the stewardship of the body.  We must understand that everything we do in Christ and for Him in this life must be done through the only vehicle we have, our bodies.  

Let me conclude this sifting section of the message of total stewardship with a few crucial remarks.  One, a deduction must be drawn:  physical conditioning is crucial for a Christian.  My physical condition must not be neglected while I am maintaining that everything is okay “spiritually.”  Physical condition and spiritual living are interdependent; one cannot be “right” if the other is “wrong.”  Two, discipline is mandatory in  “temple maintenance,” and regular exercise and responsible diet are important parts of this discipline.  Three, this discipline and this maintenance will likely only occur if I refresh my Christian “contract” (Romans 12:1) and commitment to “present my body a living sacrifice, holy (then it is unholy to fail to do it), acceptable unto God (then it is unacceptable not to do it), which is my reasonable service (then it is completely unreasonable for me not to do it).”   Again, I confess that I have been sifted by God’s Word in each of these points, and must seek to faithfully deal with the sifting.

A Christian wife said to her unsaved husband, “Did you ever buy something and then didn’t possess it?”  He answered, “No, did you?”  She replied with compassion and firmness, “No, but Jesus did.  He paid for you on the Cross, but you have not surrendered to His possession of you….”  Lord, help me to not be a walking contradiction as a Christian—paid for and purchased by the Son of God, but maintaining my own independent possession of His purchased property.  Let me be a good steward of the one body which you and I share together.  

These, then, are some of the practical realms of your personal stewardship—the stewardship of your time, thoughts, truth, thrust, tongue, treasure, and temple.

III. The Practical Requirement of Stewardship

Finally, the text directs us to the practical requirement of stewardship.  It says, “It is required in stewards, that a man be found faithful.”  Note the two words that reveal personal responsibility:  “required” and “faithful.”

Today’s western society at large does not like to be reminded of what is required.  It would rather be told of its rights and privileges, not its requirements.  “Freedom” in this culture is not freedom to do what we ought, but total, unqualified freedom to do everything we want.  Every day, multitudes make the bargain of Dr. Faust and sell their souls to the devil for the momentary benefit of getting to do just what they want to do.  In one version of the Faust play, the conclusion shows Faust being dragged kicking and screaming off to hell, lamenting his lack of sense in the barter that put him in Satan’s hands with “payday coming.”  By the time he realizes what he has done, it is too late to correct his deliberate error.  

The word “required” seems to be a binding word, but it is actually a quite liberating word, setting us free to responsibly enjoy a present and eternal estate with God.  

Again this week, I heard a number of people make glib “confessions of sin” which were actually mere self-justifications.  “I know I have lied, and stolen, and hated, but that doesn’t make me a bad person,” one defiantly declared.  Friends, how many bullets must be fired to create a murderer, and how many persons must be killed for a murder to occur?  Jesus said to the Sadducees who were vagrantly and willfully ignorant of the Scriptures, “You do err, not knowing the Scriptures, nor the power of God.”  Let me suggest to any such glib person that he seriously examine the word “required” in the Bible, and judge himself by the checklist these texts present.  For example, Deuteronomy 10:12-13 says, “What does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all His ways, and to love Him, and to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, to keep the commandments of the Lord, which I command you this day for your good.”  Here are five clear and unmistakable requirements, and these are beyond our vote.  These are Divine requirements imposed on human beings in virtue of their humanity.  Dear friend, since this is the standard of God’s Judgment both now and for eternity (and remember, you don’t get a vote; He is God, all prerogatives are His), how well are you doing?  If you met these requirements and fulfilled them perfectly, you wouldn’t need any help getting to Heaven.  Your own performance would merit, deserve and earn an entrance into God’s Heaven.  Lest you flatter yourself, remember that this would mean that you are as perfect as God’s sinless Son, Jesus Christ Himself.  Don’t deceive yourself; if one violation of these requirements deserves hell (and it does), then you will not be in Heaven if you depend on your own morality and/or performance—that is, if you remain independent of God’s “so great salvation” provided freely in Jesus Christ.  

Micah 6:8 adds, “He has revealed to you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you, but to do justly (justice), and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”  Are you a champion of justice on earth, espousing the interest and cause of all of the socially and culturally abused and economically deprived people on earth?   Do you aggressively receive God’s mercy every day, and aggressively transmit it to needy people everywhere?  Do you walk (step by step, with every step you take in life) humbly (lowly, prideless) with your God?  Do you?  Do you really?  
At a musical concert, a concert pianist played brilliantly.  The audience erupted with a long, standing ovation.  However, the pianist himself moved away from center stage, dropped his eyes, and began to weep.  A friend asked, “Why are you weeping?”  He sadly answered, “Because I failed.”  “You failed?  Didn’t you hear that thunderous applause?  How can you think that you have failed?”  The pianist answered, “Do you see the old gentleman on the front row?  He did not applaud.  He is not pleased. I have failed!”  “But that’s just one man!”  “No, he is not just any man.  He is my mentor, and he did not applaud.  If he is not pleased, I have failed.”  Knowing full-well that he has failed many times and will surely fail again, still the Christian’s goal is “to be well-pleasing unto Him” (II Corinthians 5:9).  

God looked at the corrupted worship of His own people and asked, “When you come to appear before Me, who has required this at your hand?” (Isaiah 1:12).  Note the words, “When you come to appear before Me.”  Remember that God is always your audience; your life is always played out “before Him.”  Everything you do is done in relation to God.  He is your frame of reference.  He has chosen your “stage,” and He has recorded the “script” you are to play by.  But you have torn up His script, preferring your own—and there are no “innocent bystanders.”  Then follows in the Isaiah Scripture a long list of religious and moral practices that the people used for their own justification, but God said, “When you spread forth your hands (unto Me), I will hide my eyes from you, and when you make many prayers, I will not hear.”  You see, all of our shallow, ignorant pretenses and protests about how “good” we are simply will not hold up under God’s scrutiny and in light of His requirements.  Many of the things which we place great stock in, which we elevate to the status of justifying virtues, God gives no favor to at all.  God’s requirements must be understood and honored, else we attract His displeasure and His judgment. 

Think of the stark possibility of failure in your personal stewardship.  Every sin of human beings could be interpreted as a sin of failing stewardship.  In Genesis one and two, God placed Adam and Eve in a perfect atmosphere, but He established a requirement.  “Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you shall not eat; for in the day you eat thereof , you shall surely die” (Genesis 2:16-17).  But Adam misappropriated God’s goods as his own and violated God’s requirement.  Satan’s appeal to them was to take full possession for themselves and leave God out, which appeal they obeyed.  When they did, all Hell broke into the human heart and into human history.  A sin of stewardship plunged the entire race into Godlessness and selfishness.   Please give attention to the startling language that is associated with stewardship failures in the Bible

--weeping, wailing, gnashing of teeth, beating with stripes, dismissal, even cutting into pieces.   These are drastic results, but no more drastic than the sin that attracted them.  

Finally, think of the possibility of faithfulness in your personal stewardship.  I Corinthians 1:9 says that “God is faithful.”  I Thessalonians 5:24 says that “Faithful is He who calls you.”  I Thessalonians 3:3 says, “The Lord is faithful.”  Hebrews 10:23 says that “He is faithful who promised.”  Himself absolutely faithful, could He expect less of us, the managers of His Family Estate?   

Remember that the office of steward is an office of trust and responsibility.  The word “faithful,” or “trustworthy” means that the character and conduct of the steward are such that his master may always rely on him.  Rearrange the two words that make up the word “faithful” so that it reads instead, “full of faith.”  The word and its meaning are to be interpreted solely from the master’s standpoint.  Can you imagine what gratification you would experience if you stood before Christ at the Day of Accounting for your Christian stewardship of total life and heard Him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant, you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things; enter into the joy of your lord” (Matthew 25:21, 23)?   Remember, too, that this (His) is the assessment that will determine your eternal reward.     God’s desire for each steward is that he be not merely fitful or flashy, but faithful.  And God will see to it that faithful translates into fruitful.  

A young woman who loved flowers planted a rare vine at the base of a stone wall at the edge of her property.  It grew vigorously but it had only a few paltry blooms on it.  Day after day she cultivated and watered it, trying in every way to get it to bloom.  One day as she looked again in disappointment at it, her invalid neighbor, whose property adjoined hers, called out from beyond the wall and said, “You can’t imagine how much I have enjoyed the blooms of that vine you planted.”  The owner looked and on the other side of the wall was a mass of bright and beautiful flowers.  The vine had crept through the crevices in the stone wall and had flowered luxuriantly in the abundant sunshine of the other side.   It doesn’t matter whether our flowers bloom on our side of the wall or in a neighbor’s garden, but they will bloom if we are faithful in Christian stewardship.  Let me repeat:  faithful means fruitful, also, and faithful and fruitful combined will mean fulfilled—“enter into the joy of your Lord.”  We are talking about God, our responsibility as stewards, and the possibility of His approval and His reward.  With all that is at stake, is faithfulness not the only right option?    
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