Wisdom and Finance

Plan carefully and you will have plenty, if you act too quickly, you will never have enough.. (Proverbs 21:5)

Wise people live in wealth and luxury but stupid people spend their money as fast as they get it.. (Proverbs 21:20)

Squandering and Spending

A. Living as Prodigals 

I learned something new this week in studying our scripture lesson. The story of the prodigal son. I guess I thought it meant someone who wandered away or was lost.  Actually the word prodigal does not mean someone who wanders away or is lost. It literally means “one who wastes money.” A prodigal is one who wastes money, who is a spendthrift. 

Does money slip right through your fingers?  Is there a little month left at the end of your money.  A few more days until the next paycheck? Many of us struggle with being prodigals today. 

 We’re not worried about tomorrow. We want what we want when we want it.  The problem with that kind of thinking is that, for most of us, just like the son who took his inheritance After he had spent everything, there was  a severe famine in the whole country and he began to be in need.  He was a paycheck away from the poor house when the “famine” eventually came. It may be that we have spent everything we have and even a little bit of next year’s income. So we use the credit card and charge it, and we go a little further into debt. Finally, we come to a place where we “find ourselves.”  We have nothing left, not even any credit, and we can’t figure out how we are we going to make it.  

B. The More We Make, the More We Waste

Money just seems to flow through our fingers. We’re not as careful with our money as we should be. There are many ways we waste money, but there are two primary money-wasters that many of us struggle with. It is not necessary to eliminate these two things all together, but we should think more carefully about how we spend our money.

1. Impulse buying

Tips for avoiding impulse buying: You’ve probably read these or heard them already. 

· Never go grocery shopping when you are hungry.

· Shop for what you need only.

· Make a list and stick to it; buy what you need and get out of the store!

· Wait twenty-four hours before purchasing an impulse buy.

2. Eating out

The issue is frequency. Think back to this week.  I’m not going to ask you to raise your hands-  but how many people ate out this week for a meal or two?  The average American eats out an average of four times a week.3 By eating out less frequently, we will have more money to save, spend on something more important, or give away. 

II. Clarifying Our Relationship With Money and Possessions

We do not exist simply to consume as much as we can and get as much pleasure as we can while we are here on this earth. We have a higher purpose. We need to know and understand our life purpose—our vision or mission or calling—and then spend our money in ways that are consistent with this purpose or calling.

A. Be Clear About Your Purpose and Calling

Our society , our modern life , tells us that our life purpose is to consume—to make as much money as possible and then we are encouraged to spend as much money as possible. 

The Bible tells us that we were created to care for God’s creation. We were created to love God and to love our neighbors as ourselves. We were created to care for our families and those in need. We were created to glorify God, to seek justice, and to do mercy. Pursuing the American dream can easily turn into a nightmare as I mentioned last week. 

The President of the UMW for our District Linda Scott came on Tuesday to our UMW meeting and she talked at length about purpose.  She reminded us of the purpose of the UMW.  I have put a poster up that reminds us of the purpose of our Woman’s organization. 

Our purpose as a church of Jesus Christ has been stated often in our bulletins and was created by this congregation several years ago. We are committed to be a loving church spiritually nurturing to ourselves and the community, by living and serving enthusiastically in our faith in Jesus Christ. 

Our money and possessions should be devoted to helping us fulfill this calling. We are to use our resources to help care for our families and others—to serve Christ and the world through the church, missions, and everyday opportunities. We have a life purpose that is greater than our own self-interests, and how we spend our God-given resources reflects our understanding and commitment to this life purpose or mission.

B. Set Worthy Goals

Being able to accomplish the greater purposes God has for our lives requires some measure of planning. Taking the time to set goals related to our lives and our finances is crucial if we are to become wise stewards of our God-given resources. 

C. The Necessity of a Budget/Spending Plan

Once we have set some financial goals, we need to develop a plan to meet those goals. A budget is a spending plan that enables us to accomplish our goals. Some people use an envelope system to help them manage their saving and spending and stay on budget. Others use a variety of different approaches. Many people find it helpful to seek the advice of a financial advisor. For those who find themselves in the midst of a financial crisis, seek help from a financial counselor Whatever approach you choose, the important thing is simply to have a plan. 

I’d like to ask the older children to help me pass out some important cards and papers for you.   When was the last time you made a budget? I always ask the couples I am marrying to spend some time doing this.  Our son is trying to buy a house and he has had to take a hard look at his finances. For those of us who could do better-this exercise might help.  Those who want to take the Advent Course on Enough we will get more into this then.  
D. Six Financial Planning Principles

The following financial planning principles can help us to manage our money with wisdom and faith:

1. Pay your tithe and offering first.
Put God first in your living and your giving. Give your tithe and offering from the “top” of your paycheck, and then live on whatever remains.  

2. Create a budget and track your expenses.

Creating a budget is simply developing a plan in which you tell your money what you want it to do. Tracking your expenses with a budget is like getting on the scales: It allows you to see how you are doing and motivates you to be more careful with your expenditures. (Suggestion: Use the bulletin insert “Basic Budget Worksheet.”)

3. Simplify your lifestyle (live below your means).

Because this discipline is critical to the success of any financial plan, next Sunday’s sermon will be devoted to this topic.

4. Establish an emergency fund.

An emergency fund is an account separate from checking or long-term savings that is set aside specifically for emergencies. A financial planner Dave Ramsey recommends beginning with $1,000 and building that to three months’ worth of income.4 When you have this amount, you won’t need to use your credit cards anymore. 

5. Pay off your credit cards, use cash/debit cards for purchases, and use credit wisely.

As you are building your emergency fund, begin to pay off your credit card debt and start using cash or debit cards for purchases. Some experts suggest starting with the credit card that has the highest interest rate. Others suggest paying down the smallest debt first, experiencing that victory, and applying your payments from the first card to the second, and so on, creating a snowball effect to pay off the cards as soon as possible. Cut up your cards as you pay them down so that you are not trapped or leveraged by your future for present-day pleasure, as the prodigal son was. If you must use a credit card, such as when traveling or making purchases online, be sure to pay off the debt monthly. If you are unable to do this, then it is better for you to cut up your cards and stop using them altogether. My problem is-  I’m great at doing this-  then months go by and a replacement card comes in the mail because the other one has expired-  the one I cut up-  and I’ll just put this new one in my purse just for emergencies.  I guess for me the problem is to stick with it! 
6. Practice long-term savings and investing habits.

Saving money is the number-one wise money management principle everyone should practice. We do not save merely for the sake of saving. There is a word for that: hoarding. Hoarding is frowned upon in the Bible as the practice of fools and those who fail to understand the purpose of life. Saving, on the other hand, is meant to be purposeful.  Thinking about saving first this week I have increased my personal retirement plan from the church and have also set up a small amount each month to go to the credit union when I get paid to start building up that three month reserve.  I’ve never been very good about that- 

 We should have different types of savings. There are three types of savings we should have: 1) emergency savings, 2) savings for wants and goals, and 3) retirement savings. I’m pretty good at saving for trips and fun things and have some retirement savings-  but in the category of emergency savings I give myself a big fat F.  I know that this is not God’s will for me.   
Maybe you are the kind of person who doesn’t need this kind of encouragement. Praise God. Then you are the person who can help others. You are the kind of person who can be an example for others. 
If we are clear about our purpose the we need to pay attention to how we spend our resources This doesn’t just happen.  It needs to be purposeful so that we can accomplish our broader life goals.  
Let us pray

God, you know what we don’t even know.  We don’t know where every dime went, but somehow you know what we did with all that we had, last year and the year before that.  You don’t forbid up from having joy in our possessions.  In fact you delight in having joy for us.  But what you know is that just acquiring more and more stuff isn’t where we find you.  Lord, forgive us for being wasteful, for being prodigals.  Forgive us for leveraging our future in order to have pleasure in the present.  And help us to be good managers of the talents you’ve given to us.  Help us to be generous and willing to share, kingdom-minded and focused on accomplishing your purpose for our lives.  In Jesus name.  Amen.
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