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March 18, 2012 –Fourth Sunday in Lent – Stewardship III 
With All Your Strength – God’s Gym 
Isaiah 40:27-31 and Luke 10:25-28



“Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your mind.”  Today is part three of our four part series on stewardship, if we don’t count the introduction on covenant.  Today we reflect on what it means to be good stewards of our strength.  God’s claim on us reaches to every part of our experience; no part of us is to be withheld from God.

This third command of stewardship could be seen as marching orders for everyone who believes in God through Christ.  Loving God with our heart and soul are inward, singular, self-directed.  Heart and soul are the foundation on which our heavenly kingdom is built.  Now God asks us to reach out beyond ourselves.  Life lacks realism until it finds expression in a life directed outward.  “Love the Lord your God with all your strength.”  This love cannot be passive; no couch potatoes here.  It also cannot be done by human strength alone.  We must unite with the power of God to love our neighbor, our brother or sister, as we often refer to God’s family.

Jesus is not as vague about the expected response as we are.  We would like to think hymns, prayers and worship are enough to tell God of our love.  We sing, “My Jesus I love thee, I know thou are mine.  For thee all the follies of sin I resign….”  All this is valuable and noble, but it can seal us off from the world in which we are called to serve.   God gives us gifts of life, productivity and imagination.  From these gifts many blessings can and do flow.  

There are two important aspects of our humanity that must be exercised: spiritual and physical.  Faith does not happen by osmosis, it requires action.  Amy Grant has a song that tickles our ears with a message of the necessity for spiritual growth called Fat Baby. 

I know a man.  Maybe you know him too.  

You never can tell, he might even be you. 

He knelt at the altar and that was the end.  

He’s saved and that’s all that matters to him.  

His spiritual tummy, it can’t take too much.  

One day a week, he gets his spiritual lunch.  

On Sunday he put on his spiritual best 

and gives his language a spiritual rest.

Chorus:

He’s just a fat little baby.  
He wants his bottle and he don’t mean maybe.  
He’s sampled solid food once or twice.  
But he says doctrine leaves him cold as ice.  
He’s been baptized, sanctified, redeemed by the blood.  
But his daily devotions are stuck in the mud.  
He knows the books of the Bible, and John 3:16.  
He’s got the biggest King James you’ve ever seen.  
I’ve always wondered if he’ll grow up someday.  
He’s mamma’s boy, and he likes it that way.  
If you happen to see him, tell him I said 

he’ll never grow if he never gets fed.
How do we grow spiritually?  Part of spiritual growth is a matter of time.  What we learn in childhood may be foundational, and properly based on scripture, but living life puts our theology, our study of God, into practice.  I’ve always said if my call to ordained ministry had found fulfillment right out of college my theology would have been very legalistic, a long list of do’s and don’ts...black and white.  My senior year of college included marriage and a child.  Yes, we are to be obedient, and the Bible does offer us directions on moral living, but grace is the greater part of our experience with God.  Experiencing grace takes living life.
Loving God with all our strength also includes Bible study, fellowship with other Christians – especially more mature Christians, reading from masters, prayer, devotional time, learning about our traditions and why we do what we do, pondering the world’s predicament with others to understand how we got where we are in society and reaching out to not make the same mistakes again…and again.  Like Amy Grants fat little baby, we will never mature if all we do is sit in a pew on Sunday and feel pride in our salvation. 

The spiritual side of loving God with all our strength seems easy because we can still be somewhat of a hermit.  When we peek at the physical aspect of our love for God we have to take action. A little barefoot boy was taunted by children on his block.  “You are a Christian.  Why doesn’t God tell his friends to send you some shoes?”  The boy answered, “I think God does tell them, but they don’t listen.”


God’s work takes money.  That’s simple economics.  We don’t live by a barter system where we can exchange labor for goods and services.  Missionaries need financial support, the homeless ask for help, churches require financial backing, Christian radio and television programs consume broadcasting dollars, Christian schools demand huge sums to operate, and fund raising organizations do a special work for the systems that cry for money.  

Labor calls for physical strength.  The strength being asked for in stewardship can be built up by anyone regardless of age, gender, social standing, physical or mental health, educational background or geographic location.  We are called on to love and love requires strength.


In Jesus’ teaching he said again and again, in so many ways, “this is my commandment, that you love one another.”  If we keep our common definition of the word “love”, Jesus’ command holds little value.   We use the word “love” for everything from pizza topping to scenic sunsets.  Jesus’ kind of love has to be exercised and made an integral part of who we are. 


Christian love does not depend on fickle emotions. Love in the God sense is not brought into activity simply because human feelings are stirred.  Love is the very context in which life has been set. God’s love requires exercise and strength so that it is evident in who we are and how we live.  We are all familiar with Matthew 5:43-48.  “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy’ but I tell you: love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others?  Do not even pagans do that? Be prefect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

 The more a person gives of themselves to others, the more they want to give, because the experience of the grace of God grows with exercise.  No one is an “only child” in God’s family.  Because God loves us, commands us to love one another, we must love our brothers and sisters.  Sibling rivalry, yes, there is plenty of that.  It is also said “blood is thicker than water” and since we are all children of God, it should be in our blood to love and protect all humanity.

In Ernest Gordon’s Miracle on the River Kwai, two young soldiers, Corporals Miller and Moore, put it this way: 

“No one could tell me where my soul might be; 

I sought for God, but God eluded me; 

I sought my brother out and found all three,

My soul, my God, and all humanity.”
Robert Schuller was fond of saying, “God loves you and so do I.”  One day after having a difficult encounter with another church member he qualified it to say, “God loves you and I’m trying really hard to.”  Not everyone is easy to love.  Not everyone who we love in the Christian sense of the word is going to love us back.  It takes strength to love as God loves.  It takes physical, mental, emotional and spiritual strength to love as God loves us.  When we give of ourselves to Christ we become stewards of God’s grace, commanded by God to share his grace and to make disciples of all nations.  God loves everyone and it is up to us to let everyone know it!  If that doesn’t require strength, what does?

In the parable of the talents found in Matthew 25:14-30, one of the servants is given a talent which he promptly buries. When the master returns home for accounts he is furious.  He removes the one talent from the servant and gives it to a servant who is already well endowed.  Whether we consider this “talent” literally to be an amount of money or figuratively to be a skill, good stewardship means putting to use whatever is given us, even if the amount is small.  Jesus said that this worthless servant should be thrown “outside, into the darkness, where there will be a weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  Those are pretty harsh words.

One of the interesting insights made about the $1,000 Kingdom Building Even was that each church considered the money as “seed” money to be multiplied before it was put to use in mission.  With that mindset all the missions created by that seed money could have been done without the $1,000 jump start.  Why are churches not more involved in mission ministry, reaching out to the world from our door step to the other side of the planet?
Not using our God given talents should make us uneasy.  Much has been given to each of us, even to those who consider themselves too old to be traveling to Haiti for a work mission or pounding nails for Habitat.  If we are too old to haul bricks and dig ditches we can sit on the Habitat Board to mentor new families or scoop up soup at the local soup kitchen.  Mrs. Lucille Ogden, at Port Huron First UMC, is in her 90’s.  She still walks the CROP walk, works the soup kitchen, attends Bible study faithfully and is active in the United Methodist Women.  
Where do we get the strength to love?  God gives us the gifts of grace, love, peace, hope, and resurrection, not to mention food, shelter, water, family and so much, much more.  God even assures us that he will not put us to any task without the means to complete the task.  All we have to do is respond.  In the words of Isaiah: “Do you not know?  Have you not heard?  The Lord is the everlasting God, the creator of the ends of the earth.  God will not grow weary, and his understanding no one can fathom.  He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.  Even youths grow tired and weary, young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.  They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not be weary, they will walk and not be faint.”  
Our sign outside should read: God’s gym, power for eternal body building and life.  God’s gym, everyone welcome!

