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I. Introduction:  Today starts Part 2 of worship series 
“Putting God First” 

A. We began with 3 Sundays examining putting God first with 
probably the most valuable resource we have:   

1. time and the rhythms of time in our lives 

2. Specifically, we focused on the challenge & the gift of Sabbath 

B. Now we turn to the 2nd most valuable resource we have:  
Money 

1. In recent years you may have seen a recurring commercial on TV 
for a particular credit card,  

a) in these they always end with the question, “What’s in YOUR wallet?”  

b) As if having the right answer to that question … the right credit card 

… will make you happy 

2. Today as we turn our focus toward our financial lives as 
Christians, I think there are better questions for us to ask: 

a) Rather than asking “What’s in your wallet?” I would ask, “How did it 

get there in your wallet?” 

b) Even more so, I would like to ask, “Is it really yours to begin with?” 

II.  At the level of beliefs, let’s look at how the Bible answers 
that question 

A. The book we go to as the inspired source and guide for our 
lives as Christians tells us about the beginnings of all things 

1. It is no accident that the Bible (both for Jews & Christians) begins 
with book of Genesis.   

a) The name of the book, in English “Genesis”. means “birth” or 

“lineage” in Greek.   

b) More importantly, since it was written not in Greek but in Hebrew, the 

name of this book in the Hebrew Bible simply comes from its opening 

word “b’reshiit”, which means “in the beginning” 

c) For Jewish people, the first book of their Bible is literally called “In 

the beginning” 

2. This matters because the book called “In the beginning” starts by 
telling us how light & dark, land & sky & water, plants & fish & birds 
& all kinds of animals, and, Yes even us humans came to be: 
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a) We humans & all the resources we depend upon came to be because 

God willed us to be … God created us & everything around us 

It means we are creatures & not the Creator …  

& it means even the ability and the authority to use these 

resources, to “have dominion over” them, as it says in Genesis, 

was given to us by this Creator God 

b) This is part of the meaning of these first 3 chapters of Genesis, even 

though it doesn’t tell us in so many words, “God owns everything” 

c) But if you want that kind of explicit language, there is someplace else 

you can go in the Bible 

B.  Psalm 24:1 gives it to us simple & straightforward:  “The earth 

is the LORD’s and all that is in it, the world and those who live in it.” 

1. In common language, this means that as Christians, all the “stuff” 
that we depend on & that we call “ours”, is not ultimately ours at all.   

a) The plants, the animals, the natural resources & chemical compounds 

used to manufacture fantastic things like concrete & sheet metal & paper 

& gasoline & cloth & plastic … and money… 

b) It all belongs to God.  It’s only on loan to us.  We’re entrusted with it 

for a time, but it’s not truly ours. 

2. And if it doesn’t really belong to us, then we need to use it in 
God-honoring ways, but now I’m getting ahead of myself.  That’s 
territory that Pastors Lyle & Cindy will pick up in the coming weeks. 

C. So this is the basic biblical summary of Christian belief about 
money & resources:  “It all belongs to God” 

1. O that it were that simple in our daily lives! 

2. To help us catch a glimpse of how complicated it really feels 
when you & I as Christians try to manage all of our “stuff”, I invite 
you to enjoy a brief video at this time …  

III.  Show video “God’s pies” (2’ 45”) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upmyrinWq64 

A. A few comments about the video 

1. I acknowledge some unfortunate stereotyping of the appearance 
of characters in this video, including God 

2. I don’t consider this video to really be illustrating the concept of 
tithing 

a) Did you notice how small a sliver of pie was left at the end to even 

consider giving to God? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upmyrinWq64
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b) No, I think the video is a better illustration of God’s ownership & 

provision for our resources, and of how little we recognize that 

B. There’s much more that could be unpacked about this video, 
but that’s not for a sermon.   

1. That’s why I included a bulletin insert with some response 
questions on it.   

2. (Read the 3 questions)  

a) What kind of God do you see portrayed here? 

b) How is this God similar to or different from the God of the Bible? 

c) If you were to make an alternative of this video to show your Christian 

understanding, what would happen in the video?   

3. Encourage you at a minimum to write down your own personal 
responses to the questions.  Much better to use this in a S.S. class, 
or small group setting, maybe today or next Sunday. 

IV. As Xians, this video pushes us from mere belief to 
action in regard to money & resources 

A. Spanish proverb:  Del dicho al hecho hay gran trecho  

1. (lit. “There’s a long distance between what’s said & what’s done.”  
More commonly in English we say, “It’s easier said than done.”) 

2. Sometimes our lives as we live them on the ground just don’t 
measure up to the Christian beliefs that we hold so dear, but we 
don’t realize it until someone holds a mirror up to us & we see how 
what we’re doing contradicts what we’re saying 

B. In the writings of Quaker author Parker Palmer I’ve found an 
example of that kind of mirror that disturbingly questions even our 
basic belief in God … 

1. In Let Your Life Speak, (Jossey-Bass, ©2000, pp. 88-89)  Parker Palmer 
describes a danger that he sees in some religious leaders, a danger 
he calls “functional atheism” 

 “Functional atheism” is the belief that ultimate responsibility for everything rests 

with us. This is the unconscious, unexamined conviction that if anything decent is 

going to happen here, we are the ones who must make it happen – a conviction 

held even by people who talk a good game about God.  …  It explains why the 

average group can tolerate no more than 15 seconds of silence: if we are not 

making noise, we believe, nothing good is happening … 
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2. In other words, we may profess to believe in a God who is 
powerful and in control of the universe, but in reality we live and 
make our choices as if God didn’t exist.   

3. It has to do with an illustration Ervin Stutzman used last week @ 
leadership retreat  

a) Called us to pray as if it’s all up to God, and work as if it all depends 

on us.  Ervin was describing a proper dual focus on both what God is 

doing for us AND what we are doing for God.   

b) Unfortunately, sometimes in churches, we lose that dual focus, and 

slip into patterns where, if you look at our documents & spoken language, 

it’s all about us, our ministries & what we think, say & do.   

c) When that happens in our church documents, in our church meetings 

& in our personal lives, we may become functional atheists, saying we 

believe in God but not really living as if we do 

V. (Functional Idolatry) 

A.  I hope that this light-hearted video about God’s pie might 
serve as another challenging mirror, to reflect back how our beliefs 
& practices with money may not be in sync with each other 

B. Today I also want to provide us with one more such “mirror”, 
if I can take that “functional atheism” image from Parker Palmer & run 
with it in a different direction  

1. As we enter into the financial part of our series, “Putting God 
First”, I wonder if there is something parallel to functional atheism 
going on with how we Christians use resources in real life.   

2. When it comes to money & “stuff”, are we guilty of a variation on 
functional atheism, something I would call “functional idolatry”?   

a) More specifically, instead of acting as if everything depends on us, in 

functional idolatry, we live as if everything belongs to us. 

b) Another way to describe it within the church would be “Christian 

consumerism run amok”, where we take the basic identity that our society 

gives us (“consumer”) & then lay some Xian language over top of that.   

c) So rather than being “Consumerist Christians” we’re more accurately 

“Christian Consumers”  In other words, at the core of our identities, we’ve 

become consumers who happen to be Christian, rather than being 

Christians who live in a consumer society.  

C.  OK … You may say “Functional idolatry sounds like an 
intriguing concept, but what does it look like?”  
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1. Frankly I see functional idolatry at work constantly in the personal 
lives & the institutions of our secular world that tells us, “It’s all about 
me and my stuff”.  Among unbelievers, functional idolatry is the way 
of the world. 

2. Let me give you some examples within church life of living as if 
everything belongs to us.  It could be functional idolatry when …  

a) we value the worship & corporate life of a congregation only as long 

as it “meets our needs”.   

b) We contribute financially to the work of the church only “if we can 

afford it.”.    

c) We channel the vast majority of the church’s annual budget into 

programs & ministries that benefit those of us who already attend here 

because, after all, it’s “our church,” here to serve us.   

d) We contribute personal effort to the ministries of our local 

congregation or other church institutions, but we do it only from our 

“spare time”, which, after every other commitment in our busy lives, 

means almost no time at all 

e) We make financial decisions purely on a calculating & rational basis, 

or on the basis of what feels good, but seeking God’s will in prayer rarely 

factors into these financial decisions. 

f) And when a particular church no longer “meets our needs”, we feel 

free to begin what is commonly called “church shopping”, as if looking 

for a community of faith were an exercise comparable to choosing the best 

mouthwash or test-driving a car. 

On topic of “church-shopping” I recognize that sometimes for 

good reasons you need to move on and connect with a different 

congregation 

But it shouldn’t feel casual, and it shouldn’t be frequent 

Ref. to excellent article by Pastor Michael Danner in current Feb. 

issue of The Mennonite … entitled, “Go to a church you want to 

leave (and stay)” 

3. In a world of functional idolatry, we say it all belongs to God, but 
we live as if it all belongs to us.   

a) In a lifestyle of ultimate personal ownership, what do you think is the 

most common & most important word in our vocabulary?   

I suggest it might be the word “MY”.   

Here’s a challenge for you:  Try counting some time just while 

you’re at church on Sunday how many times you hear yourself and 

other people use the word “my”.   
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(a) My money, my car, my stuff …  

(b) my business, my career, my education … 

(c) My body, my lifestyle, my decisions …  

(d) My friends, my family, my church … 

(e) And by the way, it doesn’t change anything just because you 

may be married and use the word “our” more than “my” 

b) Please hear me on this:   

I’m not saying that if you find yourself using these words in your 

normal life, that you’re any more selfish than anyone else.  

I’m as guilty of being a functional idolater as anyone.  We all have 

our ways of crowding God out from being the ultimate owner of 

everything we have. 

VI. Conclusion  

A. As I said earlier, functional idolatry in our consumer society is 
the way of the world all around us.   

1. It infects us even when we’re not aware of it, even in the church.   

2. But in the end, what it comes down to is we’re denying the 
sovereignty of God when we act like we own everything.    

a) In essence, we claim ourselves as gods in our own lives. 

b) Lord have mercy on all of us! 

B. This may sound hopeless to you, but God has not left us w/out 
hope, and money does not have to be our ultimate master. 

1. Stay tuned in this worship series, because I think some of the 
best antidotes to functional idolatry are things that Pastors Lyle & 
Cindy will be preaching about in coming weeks 

2. In the meantime here @ Waterford, we will continue to proclaim 
our trust in one triune God:  Creator … Redeemer … & Sustainer … 
the One who made us, redeemed us from sin, and sustains us on 
this journey 

C. As for me, I’d rather continue claiming Jesus Christ as Lord, 
even while I struggle with functional idolatry, than to 
unknowingly be a slave of money and not have the power and 
the hope in my life that Jesus Christ brings! 

 

 


