“MAN’S RESPONSE TO GOD’S BLESSINGS”





(Psalm 116:12)





        “What shall I render unto the LORD for all his benefits toward me?”








Every person reading these words is under the obligation of an unpayable debt.  After all, you owed for nine months of room and board when you were born!  And the debt has increased with blessings received each passing day.  You will never be able to receive a receipt regarding this debt declaring it to be “Paid in Full.”  You may pride yourself in living within your means and always paying your debts, but there is one debt that is unpayable — your debt to God, the Divine Creditor.  No one of us can ever repay God for what He has done for us.  





The Psalmist felt this debt keenly.  In this psalm, he lists the things God has done for him.  Every true Christian will find on the list the exact things that God has done for him, also.  Look at the list:





(1) God has inclined His ear unto me.  This is the symbol of an individual with his head tilted in a position most convenient for listening.  It is like the kind physician who puts his ear very close to the mouth of the sufferer in order to hear the slightest request, or of a busy father who never fails to pause or lean over when a toddling son wants to speak something in his ear.  It is difficult for any one of us to appreciate fully the quality of the Divine love that makes our Father willing to turn His ear in our direction so that even the faintest prayer of a feeble sufferer or a young child can be clearly heard and understood.  The thought is that God is interested in me!  This is His first blessing to me — His interest in me!





(2) God has heard my voice and my supplications.  This is the picture of a Father who not only listens to our cries, but is anxious to know our wants and our needs.  He is always ready to provide even more generously than we imagine.





(3) He delivered me.  This verb is often translated “saved.” Another translation is “rescue.” From unspeakable terrors, God has delivered me.  





(4) He dealt bountifully with me.  As the blessings are numbered, one by one, I am amazed at the number and the richness of them.  God has been overwhelmingly good to me.  If that were true of the Old Testament saint how much more is there for me to count and appreciate today?  He has given His own Son as a Savior and Redeemer and through Him I have become an heir of God.  He has sent the Holy Spirit to me, and He brings to me all spiritual blessings.  Paul sums it all up in Ephesians 1:3 when he says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”  Because of these blessings we owe a debt which we can never pay.





�
The Psalmist in recognizing God’s goodness wondered how he could show his love and appreciation in response to God’s blessings.  This is unquestionably the feeling of every true Christian.  “What shall I render unto the Lord for all His benefits toward me?”  This is a question that ought to throb in our souls until we give it a satisfying answer.  But what is a satisfying answer?  What can I give God in response to His gifts to me?  There are three definite things which everyone of us can give to God.





       I.  OUR BEST SELVES





First, each of us can give our best selves to Him.  This is stated in a beautiful way in Psalm 116.  The Psalmist said in verse thirteen, “I will take the cup of salvation, and will call upon the name of the Lord.”  The Psalmist has learned the secret of the best way to thank God.  There dawns in his heart the discovery that the way that God would have us react to His goodness is to open the heart wider to receive even more.  The answer of a grateful heart includes the hearty and instant acceptance of God’s salvation.  When the Psalmist said, “I will take the cup of salvation,” he implied that salvation is a gift.  In Romans 6:23, the Bible says, “The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  In Ephesians 2:8, “it is the gift of God.”  In II Corinthians 9:15, Paul shouted, “Thanks be unto God for His unspeakable gift.”  Now, the very fact that it is a gift indicates what your reaction is to be.  You are merely to receive it, to “take” it.  There is no greater slight and dishonor to a giver than to have his gift rejected.  If someone tossed your expensive love gift on a junk heap, your would be deeply hurt and offended.  And so it is with God.  Alexander Maclaren said, “Surely of all the follies and crimes of our foolish and criminal race, there is none to match this, that we will not take and make God’s salvation our own.  This is the height of all madness; this is the lowest depth of all sin.”





However, in viewing salvation as a gift, we must not overlook another great truth.  Salvation is a reciprocal, or mutual, relationship.  God gives Himself to me that I may give myself to Him.  And thereafter, He gives Himself to me as I give myself to Him.  When I give Him my heart, He gives me His heart.  And this is what God wants of me in response to His blessings — He wants me to give Him my total self.    





In II Corinthians 8:5, Paul praises the Macedonian Christians because they “first gave their own selves to the Lord.”  This is the ultimate act of gratitude, and nothing short of this will suffice for a Christian.  The stewardship of life is always first and foremost and there is little gained by talking about other phases of stewardship until we have given ourselves.  This surrender encompasses all else we are and do.  All other dedications flow from this common source.  The person who resents the Christian truth about giving has two problems: (1) He has never really seen the many  “benefits” God has given to him; and (2) He has never really given himself.  Consecration must come before contribution, the giver before the gift, self before substance, a man and then his money.





�
Someone will protest, “But my life has been so full of sin!  I don’t have a ‘best self’ to give to God.”  Good point!  Actually, none of us has a “best self” until God gives it to us.  Sometimes the giving of “your best self” must begin with the giving of your worst self over to God for reconstruction.  Then, when God nails your worse self to the Cross, the decks are cleared for God to construct a “best self” for you.  It will be your blessing to keep that best self yielded to Him and under the administration of Christ’s Lordship.





Paul points out in II Corinthians 8:9 our supreme example in this supreme stewardship.  He wrote, “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, how that, though he was rich, he became poor for our sakes, that we through his poverty might be made rich.”  You ought to give yourself completely to Christ because He has given Himself completely for you.  He was impoverished that you might be replenished.  He divested Himself of that to which He had a right in order that you might be invested with that to which you were not entitled.  He emptied Himself that you might be filled, humbled Himself that you might be exalted, was broken that you might be made whole, became a curse for you that you might have sin’s curse forever lifted from you.  In light of His gift, how can we ever hold back ourselves and all we possess?  In Proverbs 23:26, God revealed the first response we can make to His blessings when He said, “Son, give me your heart.”  





One of the most exciting Christians of modern history was C. T. Studd, the talented British athlete who later founded the Worldwide Evangelism Crusade.  The British press referred to him as a “born cricketer.”  He continued to play cricket -- before vast crowds of people all over England -- after committing his life to Jesus Christ, and he received honors like no other cricketer before him.





One day, Studd realized that cricket had become an idol to him.  It was more than recreation and pleasure; he was obsessed with it.  It had become more important to him than serving the Lord.  He wrote, “The question came to me: ‘What good will it do anybody in the next world for me to have been the best cricket player that has ever been?’” He dedicated his life afresh to Jesus Christ and never played cricket again.  He went to mission fields on two continents instead, because “winning souls is far more important than winning cricket matches.”  C. T. Studd followed the admonition of the old hymn:





          “Rise up. O men of God!  Have done with lesser things;


                       Give heart and mind and soul and strength To serve the King of kings.”





Like C. T. Studd and many others, each believer can abandon lesser things and give his best self to God.  





    II.  OUR BEST SUBSTANCE





Secondly, we can give Him an appropriate portion of our best substance.  In verses 14 and 18 of this Psalm, the writer said, “I will pay my vows unto the Lord now in the presence of all His people.”  





�
It is so much empty talk for us to voice nice-sounding statements of our dedication if our words are not backed by a concrete example of our self-giving.  What we have worked for by sweat of our brow, the labor of our hands and the product of our minds is certainly a vital part of us.  Our money represents the investment of our lives, and if we do not give our money, we do not give ourselves.  





Notice that I said we can give a portion of our substance.  Every Christian should set apart regularly and faithfully a definite proportion of his income for God and His Kingdom.  By giving Him a portion, I acknowledge that God is truly the owner of all I have, that Christ is the Lord of what I have, and that I am only the steward, or trustee, of what I have.  One of the great facts indicated in the Bible is that a worthy portion of anything dedicated to God sanctifies all of that thing.  





Even in the Garden of Eden, one tree was set apart from man’s use in order that man might recognize God’s ownership of the entire Garden.  When Adam and Eve refused to recognize God’s ownership (actually, they embezzled God’s goods for their own use), they were dispossessed and driven out.  Someone has said that “every pay check is a new Eden.  We either recognize His ownership of all we possess by setting a part or we merit His condemnation.”  





In Israel, the first-born in each family was to be dedicated to God in recognition of the fact that the whole family belongs to Him.





Also, one day in seven was to be given to Him in recognition of the fact that all of our days are His.





In the nation of Israel, one tribe, the tribe of Levi, was set apart in recognition of His ownership of the entire nation.





When Israel entered the Promised Land, the first captured city, the city of Jericho, was dedicated to God as a token of the fact that all the land they possessed would belong to God.  And when Achan took of the spoils of Jericho for himself, he brought havoc upon himself and his nation.





Thus we see that a dedicated part sanctifies all the rest, not automatically, but because it gives us a new appreciation of our stewardship of the rest.





A man said to his good friend, “Would you loan me $20, but only give me half of it now?”  Why, yes, I would,” answered the good friend, “but why do you only want half of it now?”  “It’s simple,” said the first man, “if you give me half now, then you would owe me $10, and I would owe you $10, and that would make us even.”  Man cannot simply “call it even” between himself and God.  There are many things on man’s record that call for reckoning and adjustment.  This is true with regard to both man’s salvation and man’s stewardship.  By His grace, God has settled the matter of our salvation, but given the great benefits we have from God, we must settle the matter of our stewardship. Though some believers may try to play such calculating games with God,  every Christian should be as fair with God in his financial stewardship as he would want a business partner to be with him.





�
You will also notice that I said we can give God an appropriate portion of our substance.  And what is an appropriate portion of our substance?  And who is to choose what is an appropriate portion for us?  Certainly such a vital matter of our stewardship has not been left to our arbitrary choice which is subject to every whim and fancy of a new moment.  The only portion the Bible ever intimates or suggests or states is the tithe, or one-tenth of all we have.  To me, the issue is not whether we will tithe, but rather how many tithes we will give.  What better arrangement could be imagined than the tithe?  The tithe is a logical, practical, fair basis for stewardship.  It is equally fair (as a base, as a beginning) to rich and poor, to the individual of great means and of small means.  Often we hear people suggest that they are “too poor to tithe.”  However, it is well to remember that most of the tithing in the church takes place among the poor people.  If you are too poor to tithe, you are much poorer than even you realize, because you are also robbing yourself of eternal and imperishable riches.  Others say that they “can’t give as much as others.”  





A few years ago, I stood one summer day on top of the Empire State Building in New York City.  While there, we picked out the landmarks — the Statue of Liberty, the East River, Brooklyn Bridge, the RCA Building, the Chrysler Building, the Woolworth Building.  The Woolworth Building is one of the tallest buildings in New York City.  And do you know what built that building?  Not great contributions, or colossal sales, but the nickels and dimes of millions of customers.  Even a little money from the many can accomplish great things.   





God rightfully expects far more than nickel-and-dime gratuities from us, poor pittance gifts which attempt to bribe His blessings without contributing accordingly.  Every Christian should give his best substance to God in appreciation for “all His benefits” toward us.





    III.  OUR BEST SERVICE





Finally, in grateful. response to “all His benefits” to us, we can give our best service to Him..  





The ideal action of the Christian is described by the word “service.”  The ideal of every Christian should be to serve God and his fellow man for the sake of his Saviour.  The best possible proof of our gratitude is seen in the character and quality of the service that we render in God’s name and for Jesus’ sake.  





Throughout His ministry, Jesus had proceeded to turn the world’s idea of greatness upside down.  In His teachings, He redefined greatness.  Earlier, greatness had been defined in terms of position, power, possessions, and other standards established by the world.  But Jesus said, “Whoever would be great among you must be your servant” (Mark 10:43; Matthew 20:26).  “Whoever would be first among you must be a slave of all” (Mark 10:44).  “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all” (Mark 9:35).  “Let the leader among you be as one who serves” (Luke 22:26).  “For he who is least among you all is the one who is great” (Luke 9:48).  





John Haggai, the head of an international training and service organization, wrote: “I have observed that you can put all high achievers into two classes: Those who are motivated to achieve to enhance their own personal images and achieve their own personal goals, and those who are motivated to achieve in order to help others meet their real needs and develop their own ministries.”





�
Though some of His disciples were very ambitious in seeking greatness and significance, Jesus did not rebuke them.  Rather, He redirected their efforts in reaching these goals.  In His kingdom, the way up is down.  The superior way is through service.  And this service is to be motivated by love and appreciation “for all His benefits toward me.”  Without the motives of love and appreciation, my acts of service may be essentially self-serving.  Negatively, I may fear God will punish me, so I “serve” in order to bribe His favor.  Positively, I may be seeking to earn God’s blessing through my works, so I “serve” to buy His continuing blessings.  Our behavior may appear outstanding to other people by may not be acceptable to God because it does not arise from a motive of love and appreciation for Him.  What would our communities of faith be like in spirit and atmosphere if each believer surrendered his best service to Christ on a daily basis in appreciation for the benefits He has given us?





There once was a saintly, beloved old Christian lady who seemed to just disappear for short periods of time from the fellowship of believers with whom she worshiped.  One admiring Christian friend in the fellowship said quaintly, “She must be going up to heaven to see God.”  One day a friend secretly sought her out as one of her periodic absences began.  She found that the saintly woman first went to the home of an invalid woman and tenderly ministered to her needs, then moved on to several more needy situations, serving each one as Jesus might have done.  When the self-appointed detective returned to the fellowship, someone asked, “Well, did she ascend to heaven?”  The quiet answer came: “Yes, if not higher.”  





One of the greatest pictures of Christ-like servanthood we have ever witnessed is provided by the life story of George Washington Carver.  Carver was born in the state of Missouri, the son of slaves.  His childhood was full of trouble and trauma.  His father was killed and young George was kidnapped, along with his mother and another child.  His mother was never located again, but the sickly child was bought back by their master in exchange for a horse.





However, Carver’s humble beginnings became the launching place for a great life.  As a youth, Carver developed a keen mind and sharp intellect, and against overwhelming odds he finally attained bachelor’s and master’s degrees.  Aware of his ability, Iowa University offered him a teaching position.  Few of his race had ever been afforded such an opportunity, and it looked as if he could settle in and enjoy the position and comforts of his profession.  





But Carver’s history was not to be lived out in comfort and convenience.  One day a letter came, signed by Booker T. Washington.  Washington invited Carver to join him in educating the black man in the South.  It was a daring adventure.  He was to head the newly organized department of agriculture at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.  The future was uncertain, the salary considerably less than what Iowa offered, and the advantages of a well-endowed, established institution were not to be his.  But what beckoned him was a people and a region that desperately needed the service he could render.





�
He quickly accepted the invitation.  He moved south for a lifetime of sacrifice and years filled with insult from those who refused to accept a black man in their region, regardless of his supposed genius.  Carver’s contributions were many.  He developed ways to add life to the soil through restoration of mineral content and crop diversification.  He discovered that peanuts and sweet potatoes produced impressive yields in the Alabama soil.  With that knowledge, his next step was to find avenues (over three hundred ways) to utilize these products.  In doing so, he revolutionized the economy of the South.  His lengthy list of accomplishments included a cross between short-stalk and tall-stalk cotton know as “Carver’s hybrid,” collaboration with Henry Ford to perfect a process for extracting rubber from the milk of goldenrod, the institution at Tuskegee of a “visiting day” for small farmers to come and learn about soil fertilization and a “school on wheels” for those unable to make  the trip.  





For his service, Carver became a legend in his own time.  Thomas Edison offered him the huge salary — especially in that day — of $100,000 a year and a beautiful new laboratory in which to continue his research.  Industry wooed him to engage in various enterprises for increased prestige and monetary gain.  Carver shunned them all.  Even Booker T. Washington offered to raise his meager starting salary ($1,500) at Tuskegee; Carver turned it down.  His critics thought he was crazy.  “Just imagine,” they said, “what you could do if you took these jobs, this money, those opportunities.  Imagine what you could do for your people!”  His reply way, “If I had all that money I might forget my people.”  The epitaph on Carver’s grave could have been carved into Jesus’ tombstone — had He stayed in the grave long enough for one to be inscribed.





“He could have added fame and fortune, but cared for neither,


                         He found happiness and honor in being helpful to the world”





Could a Christian possibly be more helpful to the world than by lovingly giving his best self, his best substance, and his best service constantly to Christ?  





Let me conclude this message with a personal testimony.  I became a Christian in April of 1952 (on my eighteenth birthday!).  At the time, I was a senior in high school.  Later the same year, I enrolled as a freshman student at the University of Arkansas, which is located in Fayetteville, my home town.  My family lived only two blocks from the campus of the University, so it was an easy matter for me to traffic back and forth from home to campus.  On the particular day isolated by my testimony, I had college classes at 10 a. m. and 2 p. m. (among other times).  Because of the two-hour break in the middle of the day, I went home for lunch.  After I had eaten a quick meal, I went to the small desk where I studied at home to read my Bible and a small devotional book which I was using at the time, and to spend a short time with God in prayer.  The devotional of that day was on the verse which is my text in this study.  “What shall I render unto the Lord for all His benefits toward me?”  For months (actually, ever since I was saved), I had been struggling intensely with a call from God to preach the Gospel.  My struggle was over my sense of inability and inadequacy.  I was thrilled beyond words that God might call me — me! — to preach, but I simply did not believe I could do it!  As a complete novice in spiritual things — a true amateur — I thought God was as simple-minded as I was, so I proceeded to supply Him some information about myself and His call.  I said, “You must be mistaken!  Why, I couldn’t even give an oral theme in class during my high school years.  I was mortified, petrified, to stand before people.  I appreciate Your flattery, but I simply can’t do it!”  You see, when I first became a Christian, I was so shy I couldn’t even lead in silent prayer!





�
But that day, God circled this verse in my Bible and spoke it poignantly in my heart: “What shall I render unto the Lord for all His benefits toward me?”  While I meditated on “all His benefits toward me,” I realized that those benefits had buried me under an avalanche of His mercy.  The God Who had reached me and saved me and was working in me was capable of anything!  Suddenly, my heart broke, and I said, “I still don’t believe I can do it, but You are saying that I can, so I am taking Your ‘faith’ as mine — I surrender.”  And, as they say, “the rest is history,” nearly forty-seven years of Christian ministry, in which I have proved over and over again that I can’t, but he can.  That which is humanly impossible is Divinely Him-possible.  So you see, this is no mere incidental verse in my Bible; this is no mere preaching text in my Bible; this is no mere verse to try to stimulate stewardship.  It is still circled in my Bible, in my heart, in my thanksgiving, and in my daily surrenders to Him.





Hear the verse again, ask God to so speak it to your heart as well, and rise up “to render unto the Lord” your best self, your best substance, and your best service.  “What shall I — I — render unto the Lord for all His benefits toward me?”        
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