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Luke 19:1-10
“To Whom Do You Belong?”

Gelt, dinero, moolah, argent, coin, cash, dough, capital…

They are all names for it.  There is another name for it -  “god.”

It might shock you to hear me say that.  It is shocking.  

It is probably God’s greatest competitor on the face of the earth for the allegiance of men and women.  People kill, steal, cheat and even murder for it.

It is no accident that our American culture acknowledges money’s omnipotence – there is a phrase everyone knows about money – “The almighty dollar.”

The dollar is mighty.  

Over half of what Jesus taught about had to do with money and possessions.  He knew the perils of money.

Jesus said so much about it.  One of the most important things he said was “you cannot serve God and mammon.”  The word mammon means money or wealth.  In fact, the Aramaic root of the word mammon is the root for “put trust in.” 

See what I mean about the divinity of money?

It is a wonderful thing that on our money are the words “In God We Trust.”  It is like the Surgeon General’s warning on packs of cigarettes – These can kill you!

On our money is a warning – this greenback cannot save you.  Don’t worship it.  Don’t serve it.  Don’t devote your life to it.  It is NOT God.  In GOD we trust.
Watch out!

Jesus says that about money – earlier in Luke’s gospel, Jesus said, “Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed!”  Timothy Keller
 points out what a remarkable statement this is!  He says, compare it to another sin Jesus talks about – adultery.  Jesus does not say – “Be careful you aren’t committing adultery!”  You don’t need to be warned to watch out – you know darn well whether or not you are committing adultery!  
Not so with greed.  That’s why Jesus talked about it so much.  Ministers hear many confessions of sin.  But no one goes to the pastor and says, “You know, I think I might be getting a little anxious to accumulate money.  Or, you know, I think I might be spending a little too much on myself.”  Money is sneaky.

You might be spending an inordinate amount.  You might be saving thinking saving and investment are your security.  Money can steal our loyalty away from God.

The comedian George Carlin died recently.  One of the clips of his old routines had him saying “The church asks for money.  What does God need with money.”  Uneasy laughs in the audience.  Atheists think they are so clever.  Well, being clever and being shallow are two different things.

Why does God need money?  Because he knows money steals human hearts from him.

Jesus said an amazing thing – “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

Listen carefully to that.  We usually think Jesus said your treasure is where your heart is.  No – “where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

If you give sacrificially to God and to Jesus in the church, where will your heart be?  Where your treasure is.

Several years ago the President of our General Synod said, “People say the church has a money problem.  The church doesn’t have a money problem.  The church has plenty of money,” John Ornee said.  “The problem is the money is in our pockets.”

I cannot understate the danger of money for us.

Consider how the clergy give.  Three local religious leaders were at lunch.  A rabbi, a Roman Catholic priest and a protestant minister.  Their conversation turned to how they give to the church or synagogue.  The rabbi said, “It is easy for me.  On payday, a go to the bank with my check, cash it and bring home all twenties.  I draw a Star of David in driveway.  Throw all the money up in the air and what ever lands in the Star of David is the Lord’s.”  The priest listened, shaking his head in affirmation.  When I get my check I go to the school playground and draw a triangle with chalk for the Trinity.  I throw all the bills in the air and whatever lands in the Trinity belongs to the Lord.”  It was the protestant minister’s turn, and they looked at him in anticipation to hear how he gives to God.  Well, he sort of scoffed at the silliness of drawing on the driveway or the playground.  “On payday,” he said, “I cash my check and get all small bills.  I go into my backyard and throw it up as hard as I can.  And whatever God catches, he can keep.”
God gets the first fruits.  God gets the best.  And God wants our giving to start at the tithe.

Recently two Northwestern airline pilots were flying their commercial jet from San Diego airport to Minneapolis – St. Paul.  But they over shot the Minneapolis airport by an hour and a half.  The FAA said they endangered their passengers and the public while on a “frolic of your own.”  They were preoccupied with their laptops and lost all track of their flight.  The FAA accused them of several violations including “failure to comply with air traffic control and clearances and operating carelessly and recklessly.”
Are we guilty of that in handling our money?  Giving to the church?  Are we winging along distracted, or are we intentional?  Are we careless and reckless in our giving?
My friends, money can come to own us.  It is the biggest threat to become an idol in our lives.  It can come to own us and demand our allegiance and we won’t even know it.

We heard the story of Zacchaeus this morning.  He was a tax collector, in fact the Greek is architelones – arch-tax collector.  Tax collector were loathed in ancient Israel.  You see, the Romans would hire someone to collect taxes – thus your were already a traitor to your people.  The Romans would tell you how much to collect.  You had to get that and turn it over to Rome, but you could collect as much as you wanted and keep anything beyond your quota.
To understand just how hated Zacchaeus was, he was a combination of Bernie Madoff and Osama Bin Laden.  Jesus was coming to town, and Zacchaeus wanted very much to meet Jesus.  We’ll find out why in a minute.  Crowds thronged the road.  But Zacchaeus couldn’t get to the front of the crowd.  Why?  Because people despised him.  He would ask to be let in, and he would get an elbow in the nose, giving him a bloody nose.  Or he’d say excuse me, and without looking, the person in front of him would dig his heels into Zacchaeus’s toes.  So Zacchaeus, who was short of stature, climbed a tree to see Jesus.  Jesus stops and looks up at him and invites himself to diner.  Come down, Zacchaeus.  I eat at your house today.  Jesus goes there for diner and Zacchaeus tells Jesus that he has repented.  Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.’

Only one thing could change Zacchaeus.  Jesus.  Zacchaeus had become a moan who worshipped money.  Having money was more important to him than anything else, even his reputation and the feelings of his neighbors.  But Jesus came along and broke his idolatry.

Don’t underestimate the power of money.  “You cannot serve God and money,” Jesus said.  Money will come to own you.  But our only consolation in life is that we belong to our savior, body and soul, in life and in death.
The dollar is mighty.  But it is not the almighty dollar.  God is stronger.  Zacchaeus discovered that and became a whole new person.  Jesus brought him salvation – before he gave back the money to those whom he cheated by the way.  Jesus is like that.  Though he is rich, the Bibel says, for our sakes he became poor to make us rich.  Rich in faith and love.
Jesus is better than money.  In fact, Jesus is better than anything.

We have a word for that in the English language.  Jesus is the best – way better than anything else.
He is the only to whom you should turn over your life.

Fred D. Mueller

He entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2A man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax-collector and was rich. 3He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. 4So he ran ahead and climbed a sycomore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. 5When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.’ 6So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7All who saw it began to grumble and said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.’ 8Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, ‘Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.’ 9Then Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.’
� Counterfeit Gods, p. 58
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