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Welcome to National Community Church. This weekend we wrap up a series called Time, Talent and Treasure. Turn to Matthew 6 and we will get there in just a moment. I want to share a message this weekend titled Playing the Long Game. In 1785, a French mathematician wrote a parody mocking Benjamin’s Franklin’s optimism. Franklin was not just one of the signers of the Declaration. You probably know he also came up with this thing called Poor Richard’s Almanac. It was the most widely read periodical in 18th Century America. Well, the French Mathematician fictionalized about fortunate Richard leaving a small sum of money in his will to be used only after it had collected interested for 500 years. He was poking fun at Franklin’s optimism but instead of taking offense, the 79 year old Franklin wrote him a letter and thanked him for an excellent idea. Before his death on April 17, 1790, Benjamin Franklin bequeathed 1,000 pounds to his hometown of Boston and 1,000 pounds to his adopted city of Philadelphia. 1,000 pounds was the equivalent of about $4,444 so it wasn’t a huge sum of money but it was given with one stipulation. It was to be placed in a fund that earned interested and support the public good for 200 years. Then and only then could the funds be released. In 1790, a little history, the United States of America was only 14 years removed from the Declaration of Independence. George Washington was in the first year of his first term as President and the Bill of Rights wouldn’t even be signed until the next year.  What I’m getting at is this, this took tremendous faith to set up a 200 year endowment given the fact that we less than two decades into this little experiment called democracy. So fast forward, for 200 years, Franklin’s endowment compounded interested. At the 200 year mark in 1990, both funds were valued at about 20 million dollars. It was Benjamin Franklin who said a penny saved is a penny earned. He understood the power of compound interest, the power of playing the long game, if you will. Franklin said money makes money and the money that money makes, makes money. A little bit of a riddle there but true. I think compound interest is the difference between you working for your money and your money working for you. And it is the key to playing the long game. Playing the long game is all about a long term strategy. It is beginning with the end in mind. It is doing things today that are going to set me up tomorrow. It is long term goals. It is long term planning. It is long term vision. And I think that is what Jesus is advocating in Matthew 6:19
19 “Don’t store up treasures here on earth. 

Let me footnote this for a moment. I think when Jesus says don’t store up treasures here on earth, I don’t think He is saying not to save for retirement. I don’t think that tis the point He is making. In fact, Proverbs 13:22 says
 A good man leaves an inheritance for their children’s children.

So part of playing the long game is planning for your financial future and not just your future but maybe even your children and your children’s children. So I think we ought to save for retirement. By the way, I think you ought to leverage the tax code and tap out retirement vehicle like a Roth IRA. I think it is good stewardship. But here’s the point, when Jesus says don’t store up treasures here on earth, what He is saying is our life on earth is not the long game. There is a much longer game and it is called eternity. 

So don’t store up treasures here on earth where moths eat them and rust destroys them and where thieves break in and steal. Store your treasures in heaven where moths and rust cannot destroy and where thieves do not break in and steal. Wherever your treasure is, there you heart will be also. 

The law of treasures is simply this, where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. Now, let me go on record as saying God doesn’t need your money. He owns the cattle on a thousand hills and He owns the hills that the cattle are on. God doesn’t need your money but He wants your heart, and your heart follows your investment of time and talent and treasure. Wherever you invest those things, that is where your heart is. That who has your heart.

So how do we play the long game? Three things this weekend. 
Number one. It starts with a mindset and the mindset is this, jot this down, it is less than 140 characters so you can tweet it if you want to. It is all from God and it is all for God. James 1:17 says

Every good and perfect gift is from above coming down from the Father of heavenly lights.

In other words, it is all from God, every second of time and every ounce of talent and every penny of treasure. We live on borrowed time. We live on borrowed money. We live on borrowed talent. In fact, turn to your neighbor and say your talent is on loan from God. There you go. It is our job to steward our time, talent and treasure. 
I think King David had this mindset. In I Chronicle 29:12, he said

Wealth and honor come from you. But who am I and who are my people that we should be able to give as generously as this.

What I love about this is here is someone who is giving and then patting himself on the back saying look at me and what I give. No, he is saying, God I can’t even believe you’ve blessed me to the point that I would be able to give like this. Here is the context. David had pledged his personal fortune of gold and silver to the building of the temple. And we know exactly how much it was. It was 3,000 talents of gold, it was 7,000 talents of silver. That is 110 tons of gold and 190 tons of silver. So I checked the price of gold per ounce this week. It was trading at $1,349 per ounce. So in today’s market this was a $4,752 million dollar gift. And silver is trading at $18 an ounce so that was an addition $109,440,000. Why does David give it? Because David recognizes it was from God in the first place. He says everything comes from you. 
Do you want to experience joy in your life? Just come to terms with this fact, everything comes from God. So here is the great irony. Did you know that you can’t give anything to God? You can only give back what He gave to you. And that is a fundamental understanding and if you don’t get that, it will skew your understanding of stewardship. It is all from God and it is all for God.

A former Cricket player, in fact he was one of the most famous athletes of his day back in the late 19th Century but he gave up a career in sports to become a missionary and has one of the coolest all time names, C.T. Stud. He said only one life will soon be passed, only what is done for Christ will last. 

It is from God and it is for God.

A few years ago, I spoke at a gathering called Generous Giving. It is a gathering of some of the wealthiest Christians in the country, people who have devoted their lives to giving generously and to giving strategically. And while I was there, I met some members of the McClellan family. They are among some of the most respected philanthropists in the world. Their family foundation has given away more than half a billion dollars to kingdom causes since 1945. But the backstory begins a little bit less than 100 years before that. On June 7, 1857, a Scotsman named Thomas McClellan made a covenant with God on his 20th birthday. By the way, he renewed this covenant on his 50th birthday and on his 70th birthday and there is written record of this covenant. Here is what Thomas McClellan covenanted before the Lord. He said 

O God of heaven, record it in the book of Thy remembrances that from henceforth I am Thine forever. I renounce all former lords that have had dominion over me and I consecrate all that I am and all the I have, the faculties of my mind, the members of my body, my worldly possessions, my time and my influence over others all to be used entirely for Thy glory.
More than five generations later, that decision, that seed that was sown is still multiplying with the hundreds of millions of dollars that are being given to God’s kingdom. Here’s my point. Legacy isn’t money. The legacy was someone who completely all that they were and all that they had to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. And God blesses his business affairs, I believe, because God knew that Thomas McClellan knew it was from God and for God. And God can bless a person like that even beyond their ability to contain it.

Playing the long game starts with a mindset but it is really a heart set. It is understanding this law of treasures. Where your treasure is there your heart will be also. But that mindset has to become a decision. Let me share a little bit of our financial journey, Lora and I. We don’t talk about money much. It is one of those taboo topics, right? But Jesus talked about it a lot so we should probably talk about it more. When we got married, we were fortunate, and I think this is unique in this day and age that we came into our marriage with no debt. Lora has an unbelievable work ethic and she worked her way through school and then I got scholarships for part of my education and then I have a precious grandmother who when she passed, no one had any idea that she had any money to leave but she left an inheritance and that inheritance helped pay off the balance of my college education. God bless her soul, a precious woman. So we got married and we didn’t have any debt. We went on a honeymoon, a gift that someone had given to us. And when we got back, I started a graduate program. We lived on the campus of Trinity International University and Lora got a job working at Walgreens in the corporate office and she brought home the bacon for a couple of years while I took classes. And after that Master’s program, we decided it was time to plant a church and you’ve heard this part of the story, that church plant did not go as planned. The church plant failed and so I decided to do a second masters. That’s what you do when you don’t know what to do. You do another graduate program! So that bought me a year of time and that year I worked a part time job managing a storage facility and we were making ends meet. Then about two years into our marriage, we decided by faith to make this move to Washington DC. You know we had no place to live. We had no guaranteed salary. I directed an inner-city ministry for the first two years that we lived here and basically lived offering to offering. So I was I was an itinerate preacher I guess. We would travel to churches and they would take an offering, primarily Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia and sometimes we would drive long distances and the offering wouldn’t even cover the gas both ways. And then sometimes a church would just bless us in a way that was so humbling that you know you didn’t deserve because of the sermon you just preached! Especially at 24! But we just made ends meets. Then in 1996, we inherited a core group of 19 people and I started pastoring National Community Church. But what you might not know is that we weren’t even a self-supporting church our first three years. We had some other churches that supported us, gifts that were given. So that first year, our monthly income as a church was $2,000 a month and it cost $1,600 to rent the DC public school where we were meeting so that left $400 for our salary and all other expenses. It was the lean years! But I’m grateful for those years. 
What I want to do is look back over 25 years of marriage and just share with you what I believe is one of the best decisions we ever made. It really was a pre-decision. We made this decision before we got married and the decision was this, that we would never not tithe. No matter much or how little, we would never not tithe. Now the tithe literally means 10 percent. But here is the key, it is not any 10 percent and it is certainly not the last 10 percent if you have money left over. The Bible calls it the first fruits. It is the first 10 percent. So what we’ve done since the day we got married is give at least the first 10 percent of our income back to God. And part of it was just us believing a promise in Malachi 3. Listen, no matter how many promises God has made, they are yes in Christ and that goes for the promise in Malachi 3. It doesn’t start out so good, it says you are under a curse, your whole nation because you are robbing from me. In other words, they were withholding the tithe from God. But then God gives this promise. Bring the whole tithe. In other words, the entire 10 percent, not two percent, not seven percent. Bring the entire tithe into the storehouse that there may be food in my house. And then God says test Me in this. This is incredible. This is the only place in the Bible where God says test Me. And He says test Me in this and see if I do not throw open the flood gates of heaven and pour out more blessing than you can contain. I want you to know God’s heart towards you. There is a God in heaven who wants to bless you. No good thing will God withhold from those who walk uprightly before Him. But we have to meet the requirement and that means walking in obedience and walking in faith. 

Now let me step back right here and just say I know that when a message begins to skew towards giving, some of you start thinking about your financial status right now and some of you are in a tough spot and I want  you to know I have empathy for that. I think sometimes we get school debt or maybe credit card debt or things happens that you live under this cloud of debt and that is a tough place to be. Or maybe you are in one of those situations where you lose a source of income and you can hardly figure out how to make ends meet. I just want you to know that we want to help you with that. Historically, we have had opportunities to help you in that way to manage your finances in a biblical way. But here is what I want you to hear. The goal isn’t getting out of debt. The goal isn’t producing income. The goal isn’t financial independence. Those are wonderful things but those are means to an end. The end goal is generosity. It is experiencing the joy of having margin financially to be able to give to God’s kingdom. Why? Well, first because it honors God. Second because it is the best investment you can make. It is compound interest for eternity. And because it produces joy. 
Jesus said it so simply. It is more blessed to give than to receive. And my prayer for us and for you is that you would experience the joy on the giving side of life.

Let me make a couple of observations. Money gets a bad rap from those who misinterpret the Bible. Some people say the Bible says that money is the root of all evil. That is a terrible misinterpretation. I Timothy 6:10 the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. The love of money. And the love of money is what? Greed. Can I go first? I’m greedy. Enough is never enough. I have shared a little bit of my investment history before. For several years in my 20s I traded options on a daily basis. The worst thing that can happen to someone who is day trading happened to me, I tripled my money the first month. And I got hooked. And for several years I traded options until finally for the sake of my heart, I quit. Because I realized I wasn’t investing, I was gambling. I didn’t know enough to do what I was doing and the motivation was pretty simple, I wanted to get rich quick. I didn’t have the patience for the long game. 

Listen, here’s what I believe, we have to check our motivations. When you give God the first 10 percent, here’s what I know, something happens. It begins to break the stranglehold on greed. And without it, I’m not sure what kind of person I would have become. But here’s what I know for sure. The tithe is the key to overcoming greed. Let me take it a step further. I don’t think tithing is the goal, I think it is a starting point. Some people say the tithe belongs to God but no, it all belongs to God, He just lets us keep 90 percent. But you start with the tithe and then I think you turn it into a journey of generosity where you try to give a greater percentage back to God. If you want to have twice the fun, don’t just tithe, double tithe. Begin to give God 20 percent. Or do what Zacchaeus did. He made this defining decision and said right here and now I give half of my possessions away. Our goal ultimately is to live off of 10 percent and give 90 percent. You can’t out-give God. Here’s the bottom line, God can do more with 90 percent than we can do with 100 percent.

One last little observation. The more you give, the more you are going to enjoy what you keep. When we started tithing, what I discovered, and I want to be careful because I don’t want to turn this into an exact mathematical ratio, but you start giving 10 percent, I think you will enjoy the 90 percent 10 percent more! If you start double tithing, I think you will enjoy it 20 percent more. You start living 50/50, I think it will double your joy. And the more you give, the more God can bless you because He knows you are going to leverage that blessing to bless others. 
That brings me to my third and final point. Playing the long game starts with a mindset, the heart set, that it is all from God and all for God. The second step is a decision, a pre-decision, in our case for Lora and I to never not tithe. I think it is the first step toward generosity. I think it is the first step towards financial freedom and I think it is the first step toward joy. And if you are already tithing, push the envelope a little bit further. So the mindset becomes a decision and then the decision becomes a way of life. And at that point, you don’t just love to give, you live to give. It is the thing that brings you to life. It is the thing that rings your bell. 

Let me go all the way back to the book of Genesis, the Abrahamic Covenant because it is so important that we understand again God’s heart towards us. It says I will bless you and you will be a blessing. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you. 

Here’s what I’ve discovered, if you don’t use the blessings of God to bless others, those blessings become a curse. Your assets become a liability. If all you do is raise your standard of living and not raise your standard of giving, those blessings backfire. But when you use those blessings to bless others, when you flip the blessing, it now becomes a double blessing. 
I’ve share this before but let me share it again. I live by this little mantra, flip the blessings. Don’t surprised if that becomes a book someday! I has become a way of life. Here’s what I challenge you to do. Survey your life. When and where and how have you been blessed? Do a blessings survey and begin to identify. For me, a grandmother who left an inheritance for me. I wonder if I could do that for someone else? Someone gives me something, first of all, I promise you I will receive it with a grateful heart but I’m going to look for an opportunity to flip the blessing and bless someone else in the way that I’ve been blessed. And I’m not just talking about finances. For some reason, my mind went back to a lunch up in Maryland. I called a pastor who had written a book and I wanted to write a book. I was probably in my early 30s. And I just asked him if I could pick his brain. This guy was too busy to meet with me but we went to lunch and two weeks later, he was speaking at some conference and he met a book agent and he said, ‘I met this guy in DC a couple of weeks ago and I wonder if maybe the two of you should connect.’ We connected and he became my first agent and that’s what opened the door for me to write that first book. One of the ways I want to flip the blessing is to help other people who dream of writing a book and maybe try to make a connection for them the way that someone else made it for me. This has to become a way of life. Can you imagine a church where every person, when they are blessed by God or blessed by someone else, all they are thinking about is how to flip the blessing? That is a church that will turn a city upside down! We will see his kingdom come. We will see his will be done.

Winston Churchill said we make a living by what we get, we make a life by what we give. 

Let me close with this. Dick Foth called me this weekend and we had a little conversation and somehow we got to talking about a defining moment in his life. In October of 1964, Foth was a graduate student at Wheaton College who was working on his Master’s thesis. He said to me, ‘Mark, it might be the longest Master’s thesis ever.’ He said, ‘The title was An Exploratory Investigation Into the Transition from Missionary to National in the Administration of Latin American Bible Schools.’ He said there wasn’t a whole lot written on that subject! So he said to do his primary research he had to send out 150 surveys and then he had to do primary interviews with people. So he said there was this event called Urbana that InterVarsity held every year and his professor, his advisor on his thesis, Lois LeBar who is a legend in Christian education circles. By the way, Foth taught a Sunday School class at Wheaton Assembly of God and he said Lois LeBar, his professor in college went to all 13 of those classes to help him cultivate that teaching gift. Wow! So they were talking about Urbana and she asked Dick if he was going to go. She said there would be 200 missionary organizations, that’s who you need to interview. He said, ‘I can’t afford to go. It costs $50 and Ruth is making $50 a week and we just can’t afford it.’ Lois LeBar excused herself and went in the other room and comes back with five crisp twenty dollar bills and said, ‘Dick, you and Ruth go to Urbana.’ 
Dick said to me this morning that one gift totally changed the trajectory of his life. Then he said, ‘And I’m not overstating, because sometimes I overstate things.’ And Ruth started laughing in the background! Because of that one hundred dollar gift, they went to Urbana and 18 months later, they would return to Urbana, Illinois and plant a church and that is where they would spend the first decade of their ministry. If they didn’t go back to Urbana, I don’t think they would have met my in-laws and if they didn’t meet my in-laws, he doesn’t know me from Adam and I don’t’ think we ever become friends. I would have missed out on a spiritual father and I don’t think this church would have had a wonderful spiritual grandfather named Dick Foth. So do you know what I’m grateful for? Lois LeBar’s one hundred dollar gift. It impacted my life. See, this is the beautiful thing, when you give your treasure to God, you are taking your hands off of it and you are putting it into the hands of God, the hands who can turn two fish and five loaves and fee 5,000 with it and have more left over than He started with. But you have to take your hands off of it. Listen, if you keep it, you lose it. If you give it, you get to keep it forever. That is the law of treasure. That is how you save up treasures in heaven. That is the beauty of giving. 

Let me make one last observation. How did Jesus make ends meet? How was his ministry funded? I’m pretty sure He quit his job. He stopped doing carpentry and that was his livelihood. Then how did He provide for the 12 guys that followed Him around? I’ll tell you how. Luke 8 reveals that there was a group of women who supported Him. And we know three of their names, Mary, Joanna and Susanna. It says these women were helping to support them out of their own means. I would suggest that these were the first three shareholders in the ministry of Jesus. These were the first three shareholders in this new expression of God’s kingdom. They got in on the IPO, the initial public offering. You want to talk about a return on investment! And that is what we are doing when we give. We are investing in this thing called the kingdom of God so that his kingdom can come and his will can be done. And I think this would be an appropriate place. 20 years into this thing, I am overwhelmed by the generosity of this church and your faithfulness in giving. And I want you to know that I know that when you invest in this thing called National Community Church and this thing called the kingdom of God, you are not really giving money, because you traded time for that money and you traded talent for that money. So as I see it, when you give in an offering or give online, you are not giving money, you are giving a piece of yourself. And I would even go so far as to say you are taking a piece of your heart and you are giving it back to God. And I want to say a genuine thank you.
Jim Elliot said it best. He is not fool who loses what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose. That is playing the long game.

Here’s how I want to end this weekend. I’m going to invite all of our campuses to stand now and I want to pronounce a blessing on you. This is an ancient blessing. I believe no matter how many promises God has made, they are yes in Christ but let me give you the original context. This is so cool! In God’s providence, He tells the leaders of Israel to climb a mountain, which is pretty cool, and then He said when you get to the top of the mountain, I want you to pronounce a blessing on the people, this is key, a blessing for their obedience, pronounce a blessing on their obedience. And that is what I want to do this weekend. 

We are going to put it up on the screen so that as I pronounce it, you can let this promise get in your spirit. 

You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country. I guess that means from Capitol Hill to Gainesville! 

You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country. The fruit of your womb will be blessed and the crops of your land and the young of your livestock, the calves of your herd and the lambs of your flocks, your basket and your trough will be blessed. You will be blessed when you come in and blessed when you go out. The Lord will grant that the enemies who rise up against you will be defeated before you. They will come at you from one direction but flee from you in seven. The Lord will send a blessing on your barns and on everything you put your hand to, the Lord your God will bless you in the land He is giving you. The Lord will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty to send rain on your land and to bless all the work of your hands, in Jesus name, Amen. 
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