Verses marked NIV are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984 by the International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.
FaithWords Edition
Copyright © 2004 by Winword Publishing
Copyright © 2006 by Word for Winners
All rights reserved.
FaithWords
Hachette Book Group, USA
237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017
Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroupUSA.com.
First eBook Edition: November 2006
ISBN: 978-0-446-54285-2
Contents
2: Attitude Determines Altitude
12: When Going Uphill, Downshift
I DID NOT LIKE THE CHURCH MY FAMILY ATTENDED. THOUGH THE minister and congregation were very nice, there was always an underlying feeling that money and the desiring of money was evil. If you wanted to be rich and financially free, you were made to feel guilty for those feelings. I wanted to be rich and I began to feel very guilty. I had no problem with the other teachings of the church, but I simply could not accept that imposed guilt about money and the love of money.
My poor dad tended to agree with our church’s point of view on money; maybe that is why he did not mind being a member of that church. My rich dad did not go to the same church; he taught me a different point of view about money and God. He said, “Money is not evil, but being a slave to money is. Due to lack of financial education at home, school, and church, most people become slaves to money, allowing it to dictate the limits of their lives, but a little financial education could make you a master of money.”
Rich dad did not believe money had the power to cause people to become evil either:
Money does not corrupt you. Money only reveals to you who you really are. If you are greedy at the core, more money will only make you greedier. If you are cheap, more money will only make you cheaper. If you are a crook, more money will only make you more of a crook. If you are generous, more money will only make you more generous. If you are poor, more money will only make you poorer (which is why most lottery winners are soon broke). If you are a fool, more money will only make you a bigger fool. And if you are a master of money, your money will grow and prosper yourself as well as those around you because your money is doing God’s work.
So rather than growing up feeling guilty about my desire to be wealthy, I learned from my rich dad how to be a master of money and how to use both my labor and my money to do God’s work. Today, I continue to be friends with the families that attended my family church . . . the church I did not like. I notice that many of my friends continue to experience that same feeling of guilt, and also a fear that the desire for great wealth will corrupt them. Instead of learning to be masters of money, most seem to have become slaves to money—they work hard yet are burdened with debt, and they let money tell them what they can and cannot afford.
A mother of a friend I went to Sunday School with even said to me, “Robert, we are not like you. We did not sell our souls for money.” She went on to say their souls were purer than mine because they had not given in to the temptations money brings. Needless to say, it hurt to be condemned for becoming rich.
My rich dad taught me differently. Many times we talked about the fact that you can become rich without selling your soul. In fact, if the truth be known, there are more poor and middle-class people who sell their souls for money; they work at jobs that kill their spirit, and they never become rich. “Money is just money,” he would say. “Money in itself is not good or evil. It is how we acquire our money and what we do with it that reflects back to us if we are good, evil, greedy, crooked, foolish, ignorant, or masters of money. And yet it is very possible to become rich doing God’s work. Many people do become rich in that way, and they never sell their souls. Just because a person is rich does not mean they are evil, crooked, or greedy.
After Rich Dad Poor Dad was published, I was completely surprised by the number of church and religious leaders who thanked me for my book. I was even more surprised to hear that a few preachers were actually quoting from my book during their sermons! I began to realize how much I had been affected by those religious teachings of my youth, even though I thought I wasn’t. I still felt guilty. I still believed the myth that all churches are against people becoming wealthy. I had carried that guilt for years. My eyes were closed and I did not see the other religious leaders who were teaching people to be masters or good stewards of money rather than declaring money to be evil in and of itself.
Because of religious leaders like Tom Anderson, my eyes are open at last. I now realize there are rich preachers and poor preachers, rich churches and poor churches.
Reverend Tom Anderson was one of the first religious leaders to contact me after my book came out. He is also the first preacher to ever ask me to speak to his church, I doubt if my church back in Hawaii would ever ask me to speak because my message about God and money would probably not fit theirs. So it is an honor to write this foreword for Reverend Tom’s book. I did not choose to write this foreword because Reverend Tom uses my book or asked me to speak to his church. I write this foreword because of who Tom Anderson really is. I would never endorse a book written by someone who was not real. But Reverend Tom is real, and Reverend Tom practices what he preaches. In today’s world, that is rare.
Tom Anderson is a master of money who teaches his congregation how to be the same. He is spiritually and financially a rich and generous person. He does not condemn others for being rich. He does not blind people to the power of money. He does not keep people ignorant about the power of money with feelings of guilt. He does not encourage his flock to be cheap—instead he commends them to be generous. Instead of condemning money, he teaches his people to use the power of money in their favor, not against them. When it comes to money, Reverend Tom Anderson walks his talk and practices what he preaches . . . and that is the highest acknowledgment I can give anyone.
ROBERT T. KIYOSAKI
MANY ARE TEACHING MY PEOPLE THAT THEY ARE TO PROSPER, but no one is teaching them how. I was on my way to Dallas and, as I often do, I was using the time to study and pray. As also often happens on such trips, God spoke to me. He told me to teach this series and write this book.
It began during a visit to the airport gift shop. I picked up Rich Dad Poor Dad, a book by Robert T. Kiyosaki that dramatically changed my thinking about money. I read the book in its entirety during the flight, and its contents stayed on my mind as I prayed.
Mr. Kiyosaki wrote very candidly about the different perceptions between his two dads. His “poor” dad was his real father, who raised him with the traditional American views of success. He had a good salary, a nice house, and good benefits. He worked hard all his life for the money he made but was always heavily in debt and never really had anything extra. Mr. Kiyosaki’s “rich” dad was actually his best friend’s father who mentored him in the process of investing and gaining wealth. He did this by helping Robert learn how the rich look at money.
What gripped my attention most was the way Mr. Kiyosaki emphasized the fact that gaining wealth is not a matter of getting a good raise or a better job—it starts with learning a different way of looking at money. It involves a drastic change of perception, a whole new outlook on business and investment. It is this difference in perception that sets the wealthy apart from the poor.
Rich Dad Poor Dad is not labeled a “Christian” book, but it is filled with biblical principles. I am indebted to Mr. Kiyosaki for his inspiration. I believe he wrote by God’s direction for such a time as this. His book opened a whole new approach in my thinking, readying me for what was to come, so that when God spoke to me on that flight from Dallas, I was listening.
I realized that if the average person has such a mistaken view of wealth, how much more so does the average Christian, who not only doesn’t understand how investment works, but actually believes God wants his people to stay poor? No wonder so many Christians are broke! No wonder God said to me, “No one is teaching them how to prosper.”
The words hit hard. I am a prosperity preacher, and a big part of my twenty-year ministry has focused on teaching people that God never wants His people to be poor or sick or helpless. I am not just preaching prosperity either—I am living it.
That wasn’t always the case, you understand. I grew up dirt poor. I experienced poverty firsthand. A spirit of poverty had been handed down from generation to generation. My father was a good man who worked hard all his life, but he was poor. He remodeled homes. He had two cabins that he rented. He fixed shoes. He sold ice. He was a school custodian and also drove a school bus. He worked hard all his life, but when he died, his total estate was only worth $10,000—to be split evenly between the four grandchildren. He had nothing to show for a life of hard work.
I was set up at an early age to do exactly what he did. At five years of age I worked alongside him. I learned a good work ethic and understood the principle of hard work early on. The Bible teaches that man was created to work. Before there was sin, Adam was told to tend the garden, to work. Proverbs 10:4 describes the diligent and the lazy: “He who has a slack hand becomes poor, but the hand of the diligent makes rich.” A few chapters later, we are told “The soul of a lazy man desires, and has nothing; but the soul of the diligent shall be made rich” (Prov. 13:4). Hard work is a good thing; no one can really know satisfaction in life without it, but I also learned a poverty mentality. I grew up working hard to have just enough to get by and then die with nearly nothing, just like my father and his father and his father. It is the way the world works. As God began to work in my life, I realized that working hard is not enough. Poverty is a belief of the heart, not a condition of being without money. I had poverty because I believed the world system that said I would have just enough to get by. Over the years, God changed my belief system and taught me to not only work hard, but also smart.
I will share many of those lessons later in this book. The first one, however, was really the most important, to change how I thought. To begin with, my wife, Maureen, and I applied the power of the Word. We were poor. Struggling. Trying to get by day by day. Then we heard the prosperity message, that God wanted us prosperous. We began to do something about it.
Because the only thing that really changes anyone is the Word of God, we opened our ears to the message. Maureen made a tape with all the prosperity Scriptures on it. We played the tape continuously, twenty-four hours a day, in our house and in our car, and even as we slept. It played next to my ear all night long. We heard nothing but prosperity, prosperity, prosperity. Maureen made additional tapes with her voice and I made other tapes with my voice because we believe our own voice before we believe others.
As my heart changed, the poverty mentality left me. We began to experience God’s abundance. For many years now, we have preached this message. It is a good message. The body of Christ has believed for too long that God is against wealth, that He wants us to be poor. We have told ourselves that somehow money is not spiritual, that it is instead filthy lucre, the root of all evil. When we get sick we console ourselves with the belief that God is teaching us patience, that He is using our infirmity to glorify Himself as we suffer for Him.
Yet there is nothing biblical about this kind of thinking. The truth is that when we are poor and sick it is because we think poor, we eat poor, and we live poor, not because God wants us that way. We have failed to overcome our own bad habits. We have failed to overcome the past. We have failed to overcome the resistance of the enemy. In short, we have failed to walk in faith. We have tried to justify our failure by convincing ourselves that our suffering is spiritual, and even God’s will.
It is to our own detriment that we don’t take any responsibility for these shortcomings. Neither do we make the effort required to change our thinking. We just continue to suffer and try to find some way of feeling good about it. Changing such thinking is one of the greatest challenges I face as a pastor. Yet until people think differently, they will continue to be poor and sick.
Unfortunately, the prosperity message doesn’t quite go far enough, despite its relevance. Yes, we have taught people to tithe, and we have taught them about giving. We have taught them that God can miraculously provide for their needs. Yet there is an aspect of God’s blessing we have ignored: We have not taught people the process of becoming wealthy. We have taught them that they should be wealthy, but we have not taught them how. It is time to take the next step.
When Israel left Egypt God sent manna to His people every morning. They always had enough for that day . . . all they had to do was pick it up! But God provided only enough for the day; there was never any left over. If the Israelites tried to store more than they needed, the manna spoiled overnight. They could never get ahead.
Abundance, the life of great blessing, was in the Promised Land. That was where Israel wanted to go, but it took forty years for God’s people to get there. The reason it took so long was because they had to learn how to think differently. In Egypt they were slaves who had nothing and never expected to get more than nothing. They were slaves and that was as much as slaves could expect. That’s how the system worked.
In the wilderness they had to rid themselves of their slave mentality, their poverty mentality. God’s people had to learn to rely entirely on Him and His Word. Only when they knew His ability to meet their every need were the Israelites ready to enter the land of abundance—the land promised them. Though they had seen miracles in the wilderness and their needs were met, there was nothing extra. By the time they took hold of the promises of God and entered the Promised Land, they were no longer slaves. They were conquerors who drove out the giants in residence! They thought differently.
An interesting thing happened when Israel entered the Promised Land, however. The miraculous provision of God stopped as soon as they ate of the fat of the land: “Then the manna ceased on the day after they had eaten the produce of the land; and the children of Israel no longer had manna, but they ate the food of the land of Canaan that year” (Joshua 5:12).The manna stopped coming. The people could no longer walk out in the morning and pick up their food for the day. That year the people ate the produce of the land; they moved into abundance. Though they now had to work for what they got, had to plow the ground and plant seeds and harvest crops, at last they could get ahead and have more than just enough for the day.
But with abundance came a need to learn how to produce wealth. God blessed their work, but they had to work, and not just hard but also smart. They had to know some things. The Promised Land flowed with milk and honey, but to get milk from a cow, they had to know how to milk a cow and they had to have the self-discipline to actually go out and milk it every day. To get honey, they had to learn something about bees. God’s people too often think that all they have to do is confess prosperity and wait for it to come. God said He would teach us how to produce wealth, and that He will bless our efforts, but we still have to do something to produce it (Deut. 29:9; 30:9; and James 2:17).
What God was saying to me that day on the flight to Dallas was that it is time for the body of Christ to take the next step. Many have come out of the poverty of Egypt and entered the wilderness and begun to learn of God’s miraculous provision. There are testimonies of God changing impossible situations and providing for needs when it was impossible. Many in the body have learned to rely on Him completely. They have learned to tithe and to give and to expect God to meet their every need—yet they only have enough for the day. The time has come to learn how to make money enough for the future as well as today.
God is not going to drop abundance out of heaven. That only happens in the wilderness . . . and it is never more than what is needed that day. He’s not going to counterfeit money for you either. And you can’t pray for someone else to change so they will just give you money—that is wilderness thinking. To enter abundance you have to change. You have to learn the attributes, qualities, and skills to become wealthy. For the promises of God to be effective in your life, changes need to happen inside of you. Rich Dad Poor Dad addressed the difference in perception between the rich and the poor. Becoming a Millionaire God’s Way addresses the same problem of perception as it relates to the church.
You were made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27). If you believe God wants you to be poor, then you are saying you are a reflection of the image of a god who must also be poor. So while you may believe He owns all the cattle on a thousand hills, you also maintain that He doesn’t want His people to share in that wealth. Such perceptions must be those of a poor god. If God is that poor, then it is hard to have much faith in Him. If your perception of God is that He is rich, then you should be rich just as He is. Our perceptions need to change so that they are more like God’s. And His perceptions are not poor (Rev. 3:18).
Consider our giving. The tithe is that part of our income that belongs to God. When we give it back to Him, we protect everything else we own (Mal. 3:11). It’s like an insurance policy. An offering is anything above and beyond the tithe. It is this, the offering, that the Word calls seed. We plant seed in the kingdom of God by giving more than the tithe God requires. It is this seed that produces thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold. Unfortunately, we have not seen that the offering is seed planted in the spiritual world. Seed always produces after its own kind; the benefit of an offering is a spiritual blessing.
Yet for an offering to have any effect on our material wealth, we must also plant seed in the material world—there must be some kind of investment. The spiritual blessing of an offering will multiply the material seed of an investment, yet if there is no investment there is nothing to multiply. Money, a material thing, will not rain out of the heavens as a spiritual blessing. Offerings are an important part of the process, but they must be linked to seed planted somewhere in the world.
As God spoke this message to me, He gave me twelve titles that were transformed into a twelve-week series of teachings. My goal in relating these teachings to you is to help you take the next step. Having picked up this book, you are probably already convinced that God wants you to prosper; you just haven’t figured out how.
That’s what we’re going to learn over the next twelve chapters. We will start by figuring out where you are at now. We will then take steps to develop an enthusiasm and passion for becoming financially literate. We will study how to change bad attitudes and habits. Together we will look at ways to find money to invest. And finally, we will talk about the process of investment. God delivered me from a poverty mentality. In the years since that deliverance, I have been blessed to learn increasingly more about money, both from my own experience and that of others. With a greater sense of financial literacy has come a desire to share what I know. May all who are ready to enter God’s abundance read and learn what they need to know, and may they too reach the place God wants them to be.
Get a Grip
THE FIRST STEP IN ACHIEVING WEALTH IS TO ANSWER A SIMPLE question: “Where am I right now?”
This task may prove a little disconcerting, but it is important for two reasons. First of all, most people are nowhere near arriving at the financial position they ought to be. Don’t be concerned about this fact, but be aware. Don’t throw up your hands in despair and give up; instead, let this reality inspire you to make some changes. Be concerned in the sense that you know you have some work to do—which means bringing your finances under control so you can do something with them.
Secondly, and more importantly, if you don’t know where you are, then you don’t know where you need to start. Most people don’t even know how much money they have in their checkbook, much less where it is going. Many don’t even know how to balance their checkbook. Find out where you are starting from.
To begin this process you need to establish your net worth. This is a simple matter of listing all of your assets and how much they are worth. If you converted everything you own into cash, how much would you have?
You must be very objective in this task in order to assemble an accurate picture. An inflated and unrealistic appraisal of your assets will probably make you feel good about yourself, but it won’t help you reach the goal of becoming wealthy. Be objective and realistic:
For example, if you bought a refrigerator for $1,000 one month ago, you cannot count it as a $1,000 asset today. If you try to sell it you might only get $300 for it, so in reality it is a $300 dollar asset. If you are making payments on it and still owe $500, then it does not even count as an asset.
Determine how much equity you have in your house, your furniture, your car, everything you own. When you add all the figures together, this is your net worth.
Now determine what your net worth should be at this point in your life. Take your taxable income for the last year and multiply it by your age. (If computing these numbers for a husband and wife together, use either person’s age, but you will be better using the older one.) Divide that number by ten and you will have the amount your net worth should be at this point in your life. By subtracting your actual net worth you can see how far off you are.
DETERMINING WHAT YOUR NET WORTH SHOULD BE
Sample of figuring what net worth should be.
Taxable Income for last year: 50,000
Age (in years): 50
$50,000
x 50
$2,500,000 ÷ 10 =
$250,000 liquid net worth
If you are like most people, the resulting figure will be far below your potential. Though some are starting at this figure, most are behind. And even if you are behind, you now have a goal to work toward. This number of what amount should be your net worth is only a guideline, however; don’t let it become a limit. There is no reason you can’t achieve hundreds of times that amount.
The next question to consider: “Now that I know where I am, how did I get here?” This is the focus of the rest of the chapter. It is not an accident of fate that you are where you are. Your current financial picture is the result of a combination of decisions you have made in the past. If you do not change the choices you made in the past, you will end up in the same place in the future. If you are not satisfied with where you are, then you must change some things or the same patterns will continue and you will remain in the same place in the future. Proverbs 23:7 says it very simply, “For as he thinks in his heart, so is he.” Ultimately your thoughts from yesterday put you where you are today. If you are in poverty today it is because you thought and accepted poverty yesterday. If you want to be a millionaire tomorrow, you must start thinking like a millionaire today.
How does a millionaire think? A millionaire who loses all his money will begin immediately to look for ways to make it all back again. His first thought is of where he can invest. A millionaire who goes broke today will earn it back many times over. We hear about the one who lost all his money in the stock market and jumped out of a window, but we don’t hear about the dozens, even hundreds, who make it all back the next day or the next week. A millionaire thinks of how much he will make, not how much he lost.
Home Environment
Knowing where you came from will help you make necessary changes. The bad thought patterns you have today are really habitual. Though you have had them for so long that you may think of them as natural, you weren’t born with them. You learned them somewhere, mainly from your parents, your family, and your experiences. Those patterns of thinking began in childhood and have influenced your life choices and even the kind of work you have looked for.
For our study, we will identify six types of childhood homes or home environments that have affected many people adversely. Most of us can find our own experience within one of these descriptions.
1. CONTROLLING
If you grew up in a controlling home, you were probably not allowed to do anything for yourself. Controlling parents won’t let children dress themselves, feed themselves, or choose activities for themselves. By the time such children are in school they often can’t tie their own shoes or even butter their own bread. As children they never learned to take on responsibility, and as adults they generally feel they can’t. Such people will shirk responsibility for the rest of their lives. They can’t make decisions because they were never allowed to make decisions. Children of controlling homes avoid any kind of job that carries much responsibility with it. They will believe and will say, “I can’t do it. I don’t know how.”
Parents who are controlling in this way usually gain a sense of self-value by making children feel like they are doing something useful and self-sacrificing by taking care of them. Unfortunately, parents also limit their children’s ability to take on the kind of responsibility necessary to excel in life.
2. FEAR-BASED
A similar type of home is grounded in fear. Children who grow up in fear generally have no motivation. They are afraid to do anything or try anything that might result in failure. They don’t make decisions because they are afraid of making the wrong decision.
Children need to learn responsibility for themselves at an early age. We have two sons, Scot and Jason. By the time they were two and three months old, I was standing them up and holding them so they could do leg lifts and strengthen their muscles. By the time they were seven months old, they were already walking. At two years old, they were tying their own shoes and dressing themselves. Sometimes the clothes were on backwards and their shoes were on the wrong feet, but they were trained to take on the challenge without fear. At an early age they were responsible for themselves.
We never had a problem getting them to go to bed. We trained them to know that when it was bedtime, they went. They never argued. Even if we didn’t tell them, when it was time, they went. We never had to get them up for school. They got up and went. We never had to get them up to go to college. They got up and went. We never had to get them up to go to work. They got up and went. Today Scot and Jason carry a great amount of responsibility. They virtually run Living Word Bible Church. They are not overwhelmed by their responsibilities; they are instead excited. They seek responsibility out. I’m not bragging. I’m giving you an example of how critical it is that children learn to be responsible for themselves at an early age. It has a tremendous impact on their future.
3. INSECURE
A third type of childhood environment is the insecure home, which often occurs when there is divorce or separation. Money becomes a problem and the parents keep telling the kids over and over how bad things are. The children learn to worry about having enough, something that kids would probably not even notice if they weren’t told repeatedly. By the time they are adults, they are constantly striving to gain a little security. If they can just get a few dollars in the bank, just make enough money to get by, just have a secure job that will give them a small retirement, then they’ll be okay. Their whole lives are spent trying to be secure—and never learning to take any risks. They are never able to operate in faith because they can’t step out of that security and into what is likely to be both uncertain and unfamiliar.
Gaining great wealth requires taking some risks. As you become financially literate you will avoid taking foolish risks, but no investment is a sure thing. There is always some risk. In 1806 Napoleon said, “Glory can only be won where there is danger.” Those who seek security find it very difficult to become truly wealthy.
4. ABUSIVE
Some grew up in homes where there was abuse—physical, sexual, or emotional. The message perceived by the abused child is that he has no value. Such children often turn to drugs or alcohol or tobacco—anything that abuses their bodies. They rebel against social norms and have a very difficult time believing that they could ever amount to anything important enough to actually fit into society. They can’t accumulate wealth because everything they gain is squandered in self-abuse, which deep down they believe they deserve. They just don’t fit in.
5. PERFORMANCE-BASED
A fifth type of home is based on performance. You were only loved if you did your job well. Children raised in this environment are always trying to please their parents, their teachers, their employers . . . everybody. I love to hire these people. They always work very hard, but they never learn to respect those they are trying to please. They never learn to build. They also never take risks because they are afraid of failure. If they make an investment and it is not successful, they believe they won’t be loved anymore.
6. HYPER-RESPONSIBLE
A sixth problem is the home where children are given too much responsibility at an early age. We already talked about the importance of training children to take on responsibility for themselves. The problem comes when they are forced to become responsible for others at too early an age. For example, when there is a divorce, a son might become the man of the house at eight or ten years old. Or, Mom is working all the time and one of the children (usually the oldest) has to take care of the younger siblings. In our society where the traditional nuclear family with both a mother and a father in the same home account for less than twenty-five percent of all families, this can be a very significant problem.
These children grow up without their childhood. They mature too quickly and react in one of two ways: Either they spend their lives trying to be kids again or they become so overly responsible they can’t take chances. They can’t risk any kind of investment because it would be irresponsible in their minds.
You may have identified yourself in one of these categories. It is important to realize that you don’t have to simply accept the direction your childhood pointed you toward. Now that you recognize the problem, you can deal with it. A lot of parents did a lot of damage to their kids, but you don’t have to live out the damage. The Bible tells us to honor and love our parents, but we don’t have to honor the junk they put in us. We can move on. In fact, we have to.
Overcoming the Past
The Bible is filled with accounts of great men and women of God who overcame bad upbringing. In Genesis 25-27 we see something of Jacob’s childhood. He grew up in a home with considerable insecurity. His father clearly and openly loved his brother, Esau, more than him and gave Esau preferential treatment. His mom and dad argued religion all the time. She wanted the blessing to go to the younger son, the one God wanted. His dad was more hung up on tradition and wanted the blessing for the oldest son. Jacob and his mother had to deceive Isaac when he was old and blind and so sick he couldn’t tell the difference between a hairy arm and a goat skin.
Jacob’s own brother hated him so much he wanted to kill him. Jacob had to run for his life. It is hard to imagine a more unlikely candidate to achieve wealth. He would probably have been voted least likely to succeed by his graduating class. In his lowest moment, however, he made a promise to God.
Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me, and keep me in this way that I am going, and give me bread to eat and clothing to put on, so that I come back to my father’s house in peace, then the LORD shall be my God. And this stone which I have set as a pillar shall be God’s house, and of all that You give me I will surely give a tenth to You. (Gen. 28:20-22)
Jacob promised he would start tithing. This was the beginning of change in him but for fourteen years, he didn’t make a dime. He worked seven years for a wife and it was the wrong one. He worked another seven years for the other wife. He still didn’t have any money to tithe on. He finally went to his father-in-law, Laban, who was also his employer, and complained.
Thus I have been in your house twenty years; I served you fourteen years for your two daughters, and six years for your flock, and you have changed my wages ten times. (Gen. 31:41)
Many could make the same complaint about their employer. Your boss is ripping you off, paying you minimal wages while you make him wealthy. It is a common complaint. But somewhere along the way Jacob made a big change in his thinking. He began to work smarter. Back in chapter 30, we find him making a proposal to his boss.
And it came to pass, when Rachel had borne Joseph, that Jacob said to Laban, “Send me away, that I may go to my own place and to my country. Give me my wives and my children for whom I have served you, and let me go; for you know my service which I have done for you.” (Gen. 30:25-26)
In other words, “I’ve been here all this time. I’ve got nothing to show for it. I haven’t experienced any blessing, haven’t even had enough money to tithe. I’m tired of wasting my time. I want to get out of here.”
In verse 28 Laban said, “Name me your wages, and I will give it.” So Jacob got smart. He said to Laban, “Let me have all of the animals with blemishes on them. You don’t want them anyway. You keep all the others.” Jacob was no longer just working hard and he was not thinking anymore in the way that his early life taught him to think. He was thinking like a millionaire. Instead of seeking security and just getting by, he decided to do something, take a few chances, change some things—and God finally had something to bless. Jacob peeled some bark from tree branches and put it in front of the animal’s watering troughs. God blessed Jacob’s obedience and his efforts, and the flocks bore speckled and spotted young. Scripture makes it clear that his life changed: “Thus the man became exceedingly prosperous” (Gen. 30:43).
Jacob overcame his past by starting to think differently. He gained a new perspective on his life. Later he attributed the change to a dream.
And it happened, at the time when the flocks conceived, that I lifted my eyes and saw in a dream, and behold, the rams which leaped upon the flocks were streaked, speckled, and gray-spotted. Then the Angel of God spoke to me in a dream, saying, “Jacob.” And I said, “Here I am.” And He said, “Lift your eyes now and see, all the rams which leap on the flocks are streaked, speckled, and gray-spotted; for I have seen all that Laban is doing to you. I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed the pillar and where you made a vow to Me.” (Gen. 31:10-13)
The pattern Jacob went through to become exceedingly wealthy is shown in these verses. First he committed himself to tithing and it is significant that, while this commitment did not make him wealthy overnight, it was at that moment that God took notice of his situation. God was working on him from that moment on. But he had a lot to overcome. For a while he worked hard but had nothing to show for it. Then he got hold of a new vision from God in a dream and, as a result, started thinking like a millionaire. He looked for ways to change his position and God blessed him because of it.
Many others in the Bible overcame their past in the same way. Moses was abandoned by his family, left to float away in a basket. He was driven out of Egypt as a murderer and lived for years on the back side of the wilderness. Joseph was sold into slavery by his own brothers. He spent years in prison because of the lies of a vindictive woman, even though he had done nothing wrong. Abraham, David and Solomon all had stuff to get over. But they all did it. Paul said it this way:
Brethren, I do not count myself to have apprehended; but one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those things which are ahead, I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. (Phil. 3:13-14)
In other words, to achieve real success, you have to leave behind abuse, unfair treatment you have endured, the insecurity and fear. You must move on. Faith doesn’t work in the past. You can’t change the past. You can’t even change the present. But you can change the future. However, you have to leave the past behind to get there. The biggest hindrance to wealth is our past.
Vision for the Future
Like Jacob we must get a vision of the future God wants for us. A vision is about being able to see what is possible and being unhindered by the past. It is the ability to look past the obvious and see opportunity.
Some of the richest men in the history of America started with nothing—John Rockefeller, J.C. Penney, Frank Woolworth, LeTourneau. They all share one thing in common with the wealthiest men of the Bible. They got a vision from God and left their past behind. Proverbs speaks about vision. The King James Version is most familiar to us—“Where there is no vision, the people perish” (Prov. 29:18).
In other words, without a vision for the future, without setting a purpose in your heart to pursue, you will go backwards and accomplish nothing. There are things you can do. No one is devoid of all skills or knowledge and no one is incapable of learning. Your mind is like a muscle. The more you use it the better it works. You just need a vision of where you are going so you can get started. You need to get a grip, not only on your finances but also on your thinking. Your first step to wealth is to think differently.
By this time many of you are thinking, “I don’t really have a vision, other than a vague concept of becoming wealthy.” You need to begin by looking at your strengths. As you seek God you will find that there are things you like to do, even love to do, because that’s where your talent is. Find out what you love to do and learn to do it better than anyone else. When you do that, someone will be willing to pay you for it.
I found that I like to preach. I like to teach. I like being a pastor. Every day I set out to do it better than I did the day before. I want to be the best at it that I can be. And people pay me to do it.
Beyond that, there is a vision from the Word of God that we all need to have. It is in Proverbs 13:22. We have all heard the second part of that verse, “But the wealth of the sinner is stored up for the righteous.” We get very excited about that but we need to recognize that it is only half of a two-part statement. This verse is an example of a form of Hebrew poetry construction called antithetical parallelism. That means that it makes a statement in the first line and then contrasts it with its opposite. In simple terms, it makes a positive statement and follows it with a negative. The part we just read is the negative. The first half of Proverbs 13:22 is important for a complete understanding of the verse, which reads:
A good man leaves an inheritance to his children’s children,
but the wealth of the sinner is stored up for the righteous.
In other words, the goal for all of us should be to leave an inheritance. If we are “good” and “righteous,” then we will strive for that. If we do not strive for it, then our wealth will be given to others. Locating a vision to help you get a grip is a good place to start.
Attitude Determines Altitude
ONE DAY A MAN WALKED BY A LITTLE CHINESE TATTOO SHOP AND happened to notice a customer in the middle of having “Born to Lose” tattooed on his arm. Curious, he waited until the operation was completed and the man left. Seeking out the owner of the shop he asked, “Why would anyone ever get ‘Born to Lose’ tattooed on his arm?”
The Chinese man looked at him and said, “Tattoo in heart before on arm.”
It is a fact of life that what is in the heart will eventually come out. We all love to put on a good front for people to see but it is only a front. The attitude hidden behind it will bear fruit and it will limit your potential. Your attitude will determine your altitude. You will never achieve or succeed in life higher than your attitude.
Consider these thoughts about attitudes. Attitude has its roots in words and its fruit in actions. The things we speak not only reflect our attitude but they also help mold our attitude. Sooner or later the attitude will erupt in action. Your behavior is directly connected to what you believe in your heart. If you have a good attitude, you will have good action. If you have a bad attitude, you will have bad action. What you believe in your heart produces the action of your hands, and what you believe is directly reflected in your attitude. What you believe is your attitude.
Attitudes are never content until they are expressed. You can hide them for a while but they will find a way out. You can’t just ignore them. You have to change them. Your attitude will take you where you want to go or it will keep you where you are. When you meet someone and they are introduced with the phrase, “This is George. He’s an investor,” you immediately have a different perception of him. You think of wealth because an investor must be wealthy. Why then do we continue to struggle, instead of learning to become an investor? A right attitude will inspire us to break out of the mold we have been in and try something new.
Attitude is your best friend or your worst enemy. Which one it becomes will largely depend on the choices you make. You can’t blame outside circumstances. A bad attitude might seem to be justified, given the way you have been treated or the hardships you have to endure but it is still a bad attitude and it will affect your future. Change it before it does. Your attitude will draw people to you or it will drive them away.
Attitude is the library of your past, the speaker of your present, and the prophet of your future. Your attitude tells much about your past experiences. It also indicates where you are right now and gives a good indication of where you will end up if you don’t change it now. Attitude is also a measure of maturity. When you finally realize you are responsible for your attitude, you have grown up at last.
If you condensed all of the Bible to its most basic essence, you would find one resounding theme: God is interested in the thoughts, attitudes, and intentions of the heart. All of creation, with the exception of Noah and his family and the animals in the Ark, was destroyed because the world had become so wicked that every thought and attitude was continually evil. God cares about attitudes. It’s not that we don’t have justification for bad attitudes. We often do. That’s not the point. It’s just that the bad attitude will keep you from getting to where you want to be, no matter how justifiable it is.
Joseph certainly had ample reason to develop a bad attitude. His brothers hated him. That alone is enough for most of us. “My family doesn’t like me. Life is tough. I have really low self-esteem.” In Joseph’s case they hated him so much they threw him into a pit and sold him into slavery. He ended up in Potiphar’s house where, because of his good attitude, he was given charge of virtually everything.
Yet Potiphar’s wife accused him of attempted rape and in no time he was in prison. He certainly would have been justified in having a bad attitude after that. It seemed that he was just cursed. But instead, he ended up running the jail.
He had an opportunity to get out when he interpreted the dream of the cupbearer who promised to mention his plight to Pharaoh. But once the cupbearer was free, he forgot about Joseph for two full years. He could have felt very abandoned at that point and developed a perfectly justified bad attitude. But he didn’t and ultimately God not only freed him from prison but made him one of the most powerful men in the world, the source of salvation for his own family and for the entire nation.
If Joseph had reason for a bad attitude, then Jesus had even more. He never did anything wrong, yet all kinds of people hated him and tried to kill him. Yet he was happy. He expected good in all circumstances. He was confident. He was forgiving. He was compassionate. He was content. He was motivated. He was a peacemaker. In trouble he drew closer to God rather than blaming Him. He was diligent, focused, flexible. He was not a legalist. He was pure in heart. He was a helper. He was full of mercy. The attitude Jesus demonstrated was never dependent on outside circumstances. He chose to have a good attitude. Without it He could never have fulfilled His mission in life.
The Right Attitude
A good attitude is absolutely essential for a good life. Knowing that, we should look closely at our attitudes toward money. What do we really believe concerning money? We seem to know that we can’t get by without it, yet we have been told our whole lives that it is the root of all evil. It is really not surprising that Christians have such a difficult time with it. We want to be spiritual and not bothered with all this worldly stuff, yet we can’t seem to find any other practical way to live. Let’s examine, then, our attitudes concerning wealth. Ask yourself the question, “How important is money?” Your answer will say a lot about your attitudes.
The tendency has always been to say it is not important at all. We love the nobility of declaring, “I don’t do it for the money.” It sounds so much more godly and spiritual that way. “You can’t serve God and Mammon.” “It’s all filthy lucre.” The odds are we don’t know what Mammon and lucre even are, but we know they must be awful. The moment our paycheck is short a couple of dollars, however, the superficiality of that kind of thinking comes blatantly to the forefront. We get upset. We complain about the stupidity of the payroll department. We attack our boss. We tell everyone who will listen so that they will know we have been wronged.
The contrast is interesting. The average person may claim that money doesn’t matter much, yet he still works very hard for money. He knows that without it he can’t have a house, a car, clothes, or even food. He devotes tremendous effort to obtaining it and tremendous worry to not having enough of it. His real attitude is manifested in his actions.
“Ah, but,” you might say, “but in the ministry, things are supposed to be more spiritual. Money doesn’t matter there.” I don’t think the electric company would agree if the church refused to pay its bill. The church building costs money. The furniture in the building costs money. It costs money to turn the lights on. You cannot even pass out tracts and witness to people on the street if someone doesn’t pay for the tract. Missionaries need money. Ministries need money. The work of the church simply cannot happen without money.
How important is money? It is extremely important. If we try to say that it is not, then our attitude is shallow at best and in most cases downright hypocritical. We need a new attitude.
Why is it so important? A few years ago Peter Daniels, one of the wealthiest men in the world, conducted a seminar here at Living Word Bible Church. He spent several days teaching about how to gain wealth. One afternoon, between sessions, one of our staff spoke with a young man in the congregation and asked him how he was enjoying the seminar. With a tone of superiority in his voice, he explained that he had not been to any of the meetings, because he was not interested in money. That wasn’t where God was leading him.
Exactly twenty-four hours later he was back at the church, tears in his eyes, asking if the church could help with some money for his neighbor. A fire had destroyed everything she owned and she was left destitute with several children to care for. Suddenly money mattered. If this young man had seen the importance of money in ministry somewhat earlier in his life, he might have been in a better position to minister to his neighbor without having to ask someone else for the support, without having to depend on others who did care about money.
Our attitude toward money has left us unable to really participate in effective ministry. We have to get over the attitude that money is bad. In fact, the Bible never says that. First Timothy 6:10 says the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, not the money itself. If you love money, then you have a wrong attitude, but if you desire money so that you can do all of the things God has called you to do, then you have your priorities right. God wants to bless you. If you think this book is designed to get you rich just so you can sit back and be comfortable, then you have missed the point, but recognize that God would love to have you enjoy your wealth. He just doesn’t want it to control you. He wants your attitude to be right.
Understanding Tithes and Offerings
In the introduction, I alluded to a concept I want to explain in more detail. I was introduced to this understanding of history by a good friend, Del LeTourneau, whose insights have been valuable in producing this book. He shared this with me during a recent golf game.
Through most of history, society has been very rural and agricultural. Virtually everyone worked on farms or in jobs associated with the products of farming. When Jesus spoke parables about sowing seed, everyone understood Him perfectly. He taught about sowing seed into the ground that had the potential to produce a hundred seeds from the one. Depending on the weather and the condition of the soil and how well it was cared for, it might only produce thirty or sixty times but everyone listening to Him understood the potential of a seed to multiply. A seed produces more seed after its own kind. If a farmer plants one sack of seed he can expect to harvest one hundred sacks.
A farmer in biblical times always knew he had to do certain things with the harvest in order to insure another harvest the next year. First, he took the tithe, the first tenth, the firstfruits, into the storehouse, which in Old Testament times was the Temple, and he gave it to the Lord. This was his insurance that God would protect everything else that he owned. The tithe was the only thing God required of him.
Next, he might also choose to give an offering. By doing so, he would be planting seed in the kingdom of God. He could give any amount over the tithe. God didn’t specify any exact percentage for an offering. This seed would produce a spiritual blessing that would cause multiplication. The tithe was never intended to be seed sown in the kingdom of God. The offering served that purpose.
The same principle holds true for our giving. Our tithe is that which belongs to God in the first place. It is not seed. When we give it, we protect all of the rest of our possessions. On the basis of the tithe, God rebukes the enemy for us so that he cannot touch anything that belongs to us (Mal. 3:11). The tithe is an insurance policy.
When we choose to give an offering above and beyond our tithe, we are planting seed that has the capacity to multiply thirty, sixty, or a hundredfold. The problem is in our expectation of what happens after that. We have heard the message “Money Cometh.” We believe the windows of heaven are going to be opened and that God is going to pour out a blessing so great it cannot be contained. We have the Scripture to back up that belief.
Unfortunately, the blessing that is poured out is a blessing that multiplies the seed we have planted somewhere in the world. The farmer knew that the tithe and the offering that he took to the Temple would not produce anything directly. He could not come back to the Temple in a few months and collect a harvest. The tithe protected his stuff and the offering produced a spiritual multiplication but if he did not plant something in the ground, there would be nothing to multiply. One hundred times zero is still zero.
After the tithe and offering, all of the rest of the seed was available for the farmer to eat. But if he ate the rest of it, there would be no harvest next year. Therefore, in addition to the tithe and the offering, he always kept another bag of seed out of the harvest to plant in the ground. The tithe went to the storehouse. The offering was planted in the kingdom of God. The other seed was planted in the ground. In a way, the offering was a spiritual seed and the planting was a material seed. But they were linked together. The spiritual offering resulted in a multiplication of the seed in the ground. To be successful, he needed both.
When we give an offering today, it produces a spiritual blessing on everything we touch. But if we have not planted anything in the ground, if we have not invested anything anywhere, there is nothing for the blessing to affect. We have to give God something to work with. Malachi 3, where the promises to open the windows of heaven are given, talks about blessing on things planted in the ground—crops, vines and fruit, not the things brought into the Temple or the storehouse.
As history moved into the industrial age, many of our attitudes began to change. We started getting paychecks instead of seed. We learned to spend every penny. We charged and spent until we often could barely get a tithe in. In fact, most people have to fudge a little and even skip the tithe on occasion because there just isn’t enough money left at the end of the week. Occasionally we get an offering in but we rarely even think seriously about saving some of our seed, our paycheck, to make an investment.
As a result, even when we have a spiritual blessing, there is really nothing planted in the ground that God can multiply for us. We wonder why we don’t see the abundance that the Word talks about but we have eaten most our seed instead of planting it in the ground.
When Jesus told the parable of the ten minas, He was demonstrating an attitude toward money. The story is found in Luke 19:11-27. A man went to a distant country to be made king. He called ten of his servants in and gave them each one mina to invest while he was gone. A mina was a measure of money equal to about three months wages for the average person. The king gave them very specific instructions in verse 13 about what to do with it: “Do business till I come.” The New International Version phrases it this way: “‘Put this money to work,’ he said, ‘until I come back.’”
While the king was gone, some of his servants sent word that they did not want him to be their king. But he became the king anyway. When he came back he called his servants in to see what they had done with the money he had given them:
Two out of the ten had invested their money and multiplied it. The first increased the total to ten. The second had five. In both cases the king showed that he approved by his words to them: “Well done, good and faithful servant.” It is interesting to note that this is the only place Jesus ever says these words, in a context dealing with the handling of money.
His reaction to the third servant was markedly different. This man brought back the mina he had been given and explained what he had done with it, or rather, what he had not done:
Then another came, saying, “Master, here is your mina, which I have kept put away in a handkerchief. For I feared you, because you are an austere man. You collect what you did not deposit, and reap what you did not sow.” (Luke 19:20-21)
In other words, the third servant operated out of fear and insecurity. He did nothing with the money. His attitude was to play it completely safe and not lose anything. He neither took risks nor made investments. His king was disappointed in him, to say the least.
And he said to him, “Out of your own mouth I will judge you, you wicked servant. You knew that I was an austere man, collecting what I did not deposit and reaping what I did not sow. Why then did you not put my money in the bank, that at my coming I might have collected it with interest?” (Luke 19:22-23)
The servant who was afraid to take chances and make investments was considered a wicked servant. In verse 24 the king showed his displeasure even more: “Take the mina from him, and give it to him who has ten minas.”
It was worse still for the other seven servants. They didn’t even bring the one mina back. Apparently they just spent it. They are probably the ones who the king refers to as not wanting him to even be their king. They ate their seed and, rather than face their master, they preferred to rebel against him. Their fate was the worst of all: “But bring here those enemies of mine, who did not want me to reign over them, and slay them before me” (Luke 19:27).
Another verse we are familiar with is in 2 Timothy—“Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2:15). We usually look at this verse and say that we need to study the Bible more so that God will approve of us. But there are some words here that we need to look at a little more closely. First of all, note the word “diligent.” It means to work hard and faithfully at something, to be diligent and intense. Another word in this same line is “worker.” This verse has something to do with intense and consistent effort.
The word “truth” in this context is very easy to miss. It doesn’t actually mean the Bible. It refers rather to that which is true in the Bible, a subtle distinction but an important one. “Approved” actually means to use your mind, to have been thinking. To come before the Lord approved means to come with proper preparation and thought.
Among the ten servants discussed above, the ones who came before the king approved were the first two. They were the ones who had taken the time to diligently work, think and prepare for the return of the king by doing what he had told them to do, which was to put the money to work. They took what they had and they multiplied it. Thus they were approved as “good and faithful servants.”
This parable has many applications, but all of them point to the fact that Jesus left this earth to become king and He expects His servants to deal wisely with the material things of this world while He is gone. It’s the same message as Proverbs 13:22. A righteous man builds an inheritance. It’s difficult to get around the idea that God intends His people to have an interest in money.
Thinking Like a Millionaire
There is a distinct difference between the attitude of the wealthy toward money and the attitude of the average person. Here are some keys to understanding how the wealthy think:
THE AVERAGE PERSON WORKS FOR MONEY.
The wealthy make money work for them. We have already talked about how desperate we become when our paycheck is taken away. We can’t get by without money. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus made a relevant statement.
No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon. (Matthew 6:24)
Jesus said you cannot serve two masters. We have always thought that any effort to become wealthy was somehow serving mammon or money. If we stay poor then we could not be serving money since we have so little of it.
Yet, in spite of this belief, we depend so much on the paycheck at the end of the week that our whole life is scheduled around the need to work for it so that we can pay our bills and have enough to eat. We serve that check. It controls our time, our thoughts, and our actions.
The wealthy have learned to make investments that bring in money without controlling every minute of their schedule. They make the money work for them, which leaves them free to pursue other interests, such as serving God. The average person works to produce something. The wealthy have gone beyond producing and have become multipliers; it was the servants who learned to multiply the minas that were considered “good and faithful.”
I am not saying you should just go out and quit your job and start investing in stocks. If you haven’t taken the time to become financially literate, you will just make your situation worse. Instead, you need to start learning how investments work and make plans to put yourself in a position to take advantage of that knowledge so you can make yourself a good and faithful servant. God wants His kids to start serving His kingdom instead of serving Money.
THE AVERAGE PERSON HAS A BELIEF THAT WAS DEVELOPED FROM CHILDHOOD.
Go to school. Get good grades. Graduate from high school and go to college. Find a good, secure job and work faithfully and diligently at it. If you do these things you will get regular salary raises and promotions, buy a nice house and a nice car and live comfortably until you grow old, when you can no longer afford your house and car and have to move to a smaller house and eventually die with little or nothing to pass on to your children except maybe enough to bury you.
There is nothing wrong with getting good grades and graduating from school and working hard at a good job. Everything we do should be done the best that we can. But all too often, we find that a person spends years working for a corporation, expecting to have a nice comfortable retirement. Then one day the corporation says, “We’re losing too much money. Let’s downsize.” By eliminating some of the higher-paid employees, the company profits improve.
And who are the higher-paid employees? The ones that have been there the longest. So suddenly the secure job is gone and a comparable job in another company is not available because the other corporations have done the same thing. So this person has to take a lesser-paying job just to survive and now runs the very real risk of losing his house, car, and security. Money has demonstrated a considerable control over his life.
While all of that is happening, the profits of the company increased. The company’s stock went up and the wealthy who invested in the company made all kinds of money while the average guy worried. The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. It happens because the wealthy don’t think about money in the same way as the poor. They have become financially literate enough to make money serve them.
THE AVERAGE PERSON BUYS LIABILITIES INSTEAD OF ASSETS.
The average person, as he gets raises and accumulates a little bit of money, buys a better house, a bigger car, or nicer clothes. All of these things are expenses. They are things that take money away from us.
The wealthy minimize their liabilities and buy assets—things that increase money, things that create dividends. They buy stocks and bonds and real estate that give them income. They cause their money to multiply rather than just spending it. They plant seed for a harvest while the average person is eating his. The key to becoming wealthy is not to win the lottery. The most important thing is your attitude. When you begin to have the attitude of a millionaire you will be well on your way to becoming a millionaire. It is absolutely essential that you learn how money works.
There are many good books available that will help you learn what you need to know. A suggested reading list is included at the back of this book to get you started. Without that knowledge, you will never be able to manage money in a profitable way. Set your attitude to educate yourself in financial matters. Purpose in your heart to become financially literate.
If we can take anything from the thoughts of this chapter, it should be that God is pleased with people who take what He has given them and multiply it. He wants His people to have great wealth because He has called them to do things that require much money. Without the money they can’t do what He has called them to do. Wrong attitudes toward money become an insurmountable problem to fulfilling God’s will. We can choose to ignore money because we think it is spiritual to do so or we can choose to accumulate wealth just for our own comfort. Either attitude will prevent us from gaining the kind of wealth that God intends. Fear of loss and the desire for things intensified by ignorance steals wealth.
Light a Fire
A MAN WAS DRIVING THROUGH THE COUNTRY ONE DAY WHEN HIS car broke down. He was in front of a country farmhouse and while someone was working on it, he decided to join an old farmer who was sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch and rocking back and forth, with a straw in his mouth. Just to make conversation the man asked, “Hey, how’s the wheat growing?”
The farmer, without any change of expression, said, “I didn’t plant any wheat this year. I was afraid there would be a drought.”
“Well,” asked the man, “then how’s the corn growing?”
“Didn’t plant any corn either. Afraid there would be too much rain and wash the seed away.”
“Well, then, how’s the cotton growing?” the man asked.
“I didn’t plant any cotton this year. Afraid the boll weevil would come and eat it all up.”
The man, somewhat perplexed, finally asked, “What did you plant?”
The farmer leaned back and said, “I didn’t plant nothin’ this year. I just played it safe.”
It is absolutely essential that we become financially literate before we begin taking the risks inherent in investment. The Word tells us that a fool and his money are soon separated. Money without financial literacy is money soon gone.
But “no investment” is nearly as bad as “foolish investment.” We’ve been playing it safe far too long. We have been dreamers to some extent. We’ve even been a little lazy. Many of us have learned to confess prosperity Scriptures every day but we don’t actually have a passion to do anything more than talk. We have to eventually do something. I cannot overemphasize the importance of learning what you are doing before you do it but without a passion to act on your knowledge, it is useless. Do something, even if all you are doing is reading some books.
A vision without action is just a hallucination. Action without a vision is random activity. It takes a combination of passion and discipline to accomplish anything. Napoleon said, “Take time to deliberate, but when the time for action has arrived, stop thinking and go in.” Ask yourself, Are you a blaze or a smoldering ash? Consider the words of Matthew 5:14-16:
You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.
The word “light” occurs four times in this passage, but three different Greek words are used. The first is phos, in verse 14 and again in verse 16. It refers to the light emitted by a lamp or a fire. It has the connotation of expressing thoughts He has given you concerning your destiny and your future, that we should speak those thoughts out.
The second instance of the word “light,” in verse 15, is kaio. It actually means “to set on fire.” The third, in verse 16, is lampas. It refers to a lamp or torch and means “to have the power to make manifest the passion we are set on fire with.”
All three verses indicate that being the light of the world is not a passive state of being but rather an action we initiate. You don’t become the light of the world by sitting back and glowing. You do it by lighting a fire and speaking out and manifesting God’s plans for your life.
Speaking out is easy to understand. We confess the Word as it applies to us. But what is meant by manifesting our destiny? How do we do that? The last phrase in this passage tells us that it is by your “good works.” This can mean the way you live your life or the things you do in church or for one another. But the word used here specifically means your production or the things that you produce.
If I might paraphrase the message of this passage, we cause people to glorify the Father when they see how we set on fire, get excited about, and manifest the destiny God has for us in such a way that we produce. Our production directly results in the Father being glorified.
Many passages of Scripture point to the desire of God to see His people living in wealth so that they can represent Him to the rest of the world. Isaiah gives another example: “Arise, shine; for your light has come! And the glory of the LORD is risen upon you” (Isa. 60:1). The word “arise” actually means “to accomplish, perform, and produce fruit, to get a passion for, to let your light shine.” Jesus, the light of the world, the Word, is the light that has come, and it is precisely because He has come that the glory of the Lord is risen upon you.
The word “glory” literally means “to have honor, splendor, power, great wealth and authority.” It has to do with fame, dignity, and riches. When the glory of the power of God has come upon you it is because He wants you to operate in great fame and wealth. He wants people who will step forward and take on the role of leadership in His kingdom. We are a part of the Abrahamic covenant in which God said, “I will make your name great; and you shall be a blessing. . . . In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:2-3). There is a chapter in Proverbs that speaks of the value of wisdom. Wisdom says, “I love those who love me, and those who seek me diligently will find me” (Prov. 8:17).
We can safely say that the text speaks directly of Jesus, since we know that He is the wisdom, the enlightenment of God because of another verse: “But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God—and righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30).
The next verse in Proverbs 8 says, “Riches and honor are with me, enduring riches and righteousness” (8:18). We just read that Jesus is also our righteousness. Proverbs makes Him the source of riches and honor as well. Continuing to the next verse: “My fruit is better than gold, yes, than fine gold, and my revenue than choice silver” (8:19). Many try to point to this verse to say that God is not interested in money, but only in spiritual blessings. But the next verses tell a different story,
I traverse the way of righteousness,
In the midst of the paths of justice,
That I may cause those who love me to inherit wealth,
That I may fill their treasuries.
The LORD possessed me at the beginning of His way,
Before His works of old.
I have been established from everlasting,
From the beginning, before there was ever an earth. (8:20-23)
God said that those who experience His fruit, which is better than gold, will also inherit wealth, and that this was God’s plan before the earth existed. Before there even was wealth, God had in mind to fill your treasuries and give you an inheritance of great wealth. It is not stretching the truth to say that God created the wealth of earth precisely because He wanted His people to have it.
I need to keep emphasizing these things because the church has become so accustomed to thinking poverty is spiritual that it affects everything we do. Such thinking robs us of our passion. We say that we believe God wants us to prosper, but deep down we have reservations about it and feel that maybe we are somehow violating holy ground when we speak of material wealth.
We began this study by talking about the importance of attitudes. Attitude is how you think. Passion is how you feel. It is the product of the attitudes and intentions of the heart. Right attitudes will keep you from going in the wrong direction, but without passion you will not go in any direction at all.
Developing a Passion for Prosperity
Before I was married, Maureen lived up in Duluth. I lived down in Minneapolis-St. Paul. Being a young man I had a certain passion. I didn’t mind driving four hours to Duluth after school in order to spend a little time with Maureen . . . and then drive four hours back in time for school in the morning. I had a passion burning in my veins.
I understood from the beginning that I was dating the perfect picture of Judeo-Christian morality, so it became very clear very early that in order to have fulfillment of the passion burning in me, I would have to demonstrate a total commitment—marriage. But when you truly have a passion for something, you will do anything to fulfill it, even if what you have to do is bring the passion under control and focus it in the right direction. You can see why I started with attitudes rather than passion. Passion can be dangerous if the foundational attitudes are not right.
A literal rendering of the statement of Jesus in Matthew 11:12 is “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence and violent men take it for themselves by force.” Jesus is not advocating violence. He is describing the passion that His people must have if they are to inherit the blessings that God has for them in His kingdom. They must forcefully forge ahead without anything distracting them from their purpose. They must have a passion to do whatever it takes to succeed.
Understand that passion can be misdirected. In the parable of the sower, the seed is prevented from multiplying by the “cares of this world and the deceitfulness of riches” (Matt. 13:22). The desire for things is nothing more than greed. You can have a passion for wealth that is entirely based on greed. The comments in the Bible that sound anti-wealth are all directed at greed.
God wants His people to prosper so that they can be generous, not greedy. A passion to gain wealth so that you can give it away is a very godly thing. Your passion should be to leave an inheritance for your children’s children. If your passion is rooted in greed, you need to bring it under control and redirect it. One good way to change it is by giving things away. Generosity will cure you quickly.
To summarize what we have said thus far, you have to develop the attitude of the wealthy—you must think like a millionaire and have a passion to gain wealth so that you will actually go and do what you need to do to become wealthy. The most important thing you need to do is become financially literate. If you really have a passion, you will make yourself study.
From a Vision to a Cause
At this point you may be asking, “How can I develop a passion if I don’t already have it?” It begins with your attitude, but there is one further point that needs to be made. Passion is directly related to the thoughts and intents of the heart. Put in its simplest form, you will do what you believe. The belief system that you support in your heart will always dictate your behavior. If you want to change your behavior, then you must change your belief system. You must change your attitudes.
You also must have a vision, that is, specific goals toward which you are working. But there is a difference between a vision and a cause. It is critical that you develop not only a vision but that it be connected to a cause.
Martin Luther King said the immortal words, “I have a dream.” He had a vision toward which he directed his life. But in reality, he was speaking of more than a vision. He had a cause. A cause is something that never dies. A vision can change, and frequently does, but a cause continues until it is fulfilled. Martin Luther King’s cause did not stop when he died. It will continue until it is accomplished. The drive to see equality and harmony between people of all races and backgrounds, to see every person, regardless of where they came from, experience all the promises of God, is a cause bigger than King’s personal vision for his life.
People live for a vision, but they will die for a cause. You possess a vision but a cause possesses you. A vision excites but a cause gives you power. What is the cause in your life? It is directly connected to your destiny, to what God created you to do and to be. Connect your vision and your attitudes to a cause and your passion will follow.
A passion to gain wealth will drive you to learn some basic things. There are certain skills that you simply cannot do without. Here are four things that every wealthy person has some grasp of.
First, and probably the most fundamental, you have to become adept at basic accounting. If you can’t make sense out of your checking account, then you certainly aren’t ready to handle millions of dollars. Many people do not even understand how to balance their checkbook, much less do a balance sheet. I have known many who sit down each month with their bank statement in one hand and their checkbook in the other and, if the final balance in each one does not match, they simply erase the number in the checkbook and replace it with the balance in the statement.
The Bible instructs us to become good stewards of what He has given us. That means that we take the money that comes to us from work and we decide what to do with it. God asks for ten percent, which leaves ninety percent for us to handle. It really is not ours. It all belongs to God anyway, but He asks us to be good stewards of it.
If you get to the middle of the month and don’t know where you stand financially, or if you are writing checks that are bouncing, or if you’re not paying off your debt effectively, then you are not managing God’s money very well. In fact you are mismanaging it. Don’t expect God to bless you with a whole lot more until you learn to handle what you have. It is an unchangeable principle of the kingdom of God that you learn to be faithful in small things before you move on to bigger ones. Learn to balance your checkbook first. Then learn bookkeeping. Then think about buying stocks. If you get these three out of order you will have problems.
The second thing you need to learn is how investments work. Before you risk hard-earned money, you need to know the science, the strategies and the formulas that good investors know. You are not necessarily ready to become an investor just because you’ve read three chapters of this book. You still don’t know what you are doing. Any investment, whether it be real estate, stocks, bonds or a business, carries some risk. If you do not consider the risks, then you become a foolish investor—and a fool and his money are soon parted. If you understand how the system works, then your risks are calculated and you will more often make money than lose it.
Thirdly, you need to develop an understanding that the market, whether it be stocks, real estate, investments or bonds, is emotionally driven. If someone who appears to know what they are talking about, such as the Federal Reserve Chairman or an economic expert, says that a recession is expected within the next six months and the media picks up the story and broadcasts it into every home in America, fear grips investors and they begin to prepare themselves for the worst. Before long we actually are going into a recession.
Those who think like millionaires, however, see the opportunity rather than the problem. They actually trick the poor into holding and hoarding their money in order to be ready for the recession. That drives the stock market down. The wealthy buy at the low price and, as soon as they do, the market gains ground, the recession comes to an end and the wealthy have made billions of dollars off of your money that was stuck in a bank for two or three percent interest. At the same time you probably got a credit card from the same bank and ran it up so that you wouldn’t feel the effects of the recession, and now you’re paying eighteen percent interest to use your money. The market is emotionally driven.
There are seventy million baby boomers in America. They control the finances and the money of the nation. The wealthiest people in the country are baby boomers. They also spend the most. They all want to live in a half-million-dollar home. They want to drive a Lexus. They will buy anything that helps them enjoy life. They spend emotionally.
When you understand that, then you realize that they will be retiring around the year 2010 to 2015 and when they do, they will downsize. They will sell their big houses and cars. Those houses will be cheap because the market will be flooded with them. They will begin to pull their stocks, which will cause the market to falter and come back down. The next ten years will be some of the best America has ever known. If you understand the market you will be in a position to take advantage of that, but you need to study the market and become familiar with every aspect of it.
A fourth thing to learn is the tax laws of America. The rich today do not pay taxes. Those who are professionals, the doctors and lawyers, and those who are employed and working, spend thirty to fifty percent of their income on taxes. That means you are probably working the first four months of the year just for the government. You don’t have a penny of your own until about the first of April or May.
In 1923, the government went to the people and asked them to vote to levy the heaviest taxes against corporations and rich people. It was a brilliant idea called income tax. The more money you make the more taxes you pay. That way the poor would not have to support a huge tax burden. The poor were in favor of that idea and, since they accounted for the most votes, it was passed.
The point is that the rich understood taxes better than the poor. They worked the system, lobbied in Congress, got loopholes inserted and learned ways to get around having to pay the taxes. The law was supposed to relieve the poor but, because they did not understand taxes, because they did not have financial literacy, it all backfired in a very short time. The wealthy pay almost no taxes because they are financially literate enough to make the system work for them. To do the same, you do not have to do anything illegal, but you do have to be smart.
Becoming an Investor
These are all things that you need to know. If you really have a passion to gain wealth, then your passion will drive you to learn all that you need to know. It will light a fire in you that won’t stop until you have attained your goals. You might be thinking at this point that this sounds like a lot of work. It is. There is no such thing as gaining wealth without some effort. If you are not willing to make the effort, then you don’t really have a passion. You have a desire that will produce a lot of talk but never spur you into action. You will fit into one of four categories in life.
The Employee
The first and most common is the employee. The employee is the person who has a job working for someone else. His income is based entirely on his position. It doesn’t matter how good he is or how smart. He fills a position for which he makes a certain amount of money and he is locked into it.
If he works hard and is faithful to his job, his income will probably go up in small amounts. If he is fortunate, those raises will keep pace with inflation. God can bless the employee who tithes and gives offerings. He can get raises and promotions, advancements and benefits. But the employee works for money. Any blessings that God gives him in his job have to be channeled through the will of another person, the Employer. There is only so much that can happen within that framework. The employee buys liabilities. He typically pays about thirty percent of his income into taxes. When he is old he will retire with maybe enough money to bury himself. He will leave no posterity for his children.
The Self-Employed
The second category is the self-employed, who owns a job. He might be a dentist, a lawyer, a doctor, real estate agent, hair stylist, or sales person, but he works for himself. He makes money and buys a few assets, but for the most part he works for money. Doctors and lawyers only make about $87,000 per year. To most employees that seems like a lot of money, but compared to the millions the wealthy make, it is not much at all. The self-employed buys a nice house, nice car, and looks wealthy. But he is still buying liabilities and he still is locked into office hours every day. He is still paying fifty percent of his income in taxes. His position is not really much different than the employee’s—he just has better credit.
The Business Owner
The third category is the business owner. A business owner is similar to someone who is self-employed. A small mom-and-pop operation has the same restrictions as that of someone who is self-employed, but as a business owner expands his business and causes it to grow, he creates a system that makes money for him. A business has unlimited potential for growth. A business owner is limited only by his own vision. He finds himself in a position of transition between working for money and making money work for him. He usually works very hard to manage the business, and the bigger it gets, the more others do the work. He is really getting other people to make money for him. He is still likely to buy liabilities, but he is building assets at the same time. These assets will put money in his pocket instead of taking it out.
The Investor
The fourth category is the investor. He may have started as an employee or self-employed, and he may even have grown to the level of business owner. The difference is that he learned some things along the way about how money works. He developed a passion for gaining wealth, and it caused him to do a few things the employee and self-employed usually don’t do. He found a way to set a little money aside so that he could invest it. He studied to learn how investments work, that is, he became financially literate. Then he actually took his investment money and invested it. As a result, his investments began to bring in money with virtually no effort on his part. He learned to make money work for him.
The life of the investor is a life that is attainable for anyone who has enough passion to make some changes in how he lives. It is not really that complicated. If you are an employee, you have to discipline yourself to set aside some money for investment. If you are like most people you spend every penny as soon as you have it, trying to buy things that will make your life comfortable or make you look wealthier than you really are. The first step is to stop trying to live like the Vanderbilts on the Smith’s wages. You will then have a few dollars left over at the end of the month that you can use to build your future.
Where to Invest
What should you invest in? The first thing should be in God. Get into the habit of taking your tithes and offerings off the top of your paycheck. Next, pay yourself. Lastly, pay expenses. If there is not enough money to do all three, then leave yourself out and pay God first, then expenses. Stop buying liabilities so you can bring your expenses down to the point that you can pay yourself and still cover your expenses. Everyone can set aside some money. For most of us, it’s a matter of cutting out a soda or bag of chips during the day. The money will add up pretty quickly. When your expenses are low enough, you can start giving yourself ten percent in addition to the ten percent you are already giving God. Invest ten percent of your income and in five years you will be amazed how much your financial situation has changed.
This principle is prevalent throughout the Bible if we will only take notice of it. We mentioned Joseph when we talked about how much attitude matters. If we look at what he did after he rose to be second in charge of Egypt, we will find that he was using sound investment practices. The story begins in Genesis 41. Joseph had been sold into slavery by his brothers, worked for Potiphar until he was wrongly accused of attempted rape by Potiphar’s wife, stuck in prison for a time and eventually elevated to a position second only to Pharaoh, because of his ability to interpret a dream that Pharaoh had. According to the dream there would be seven plentiful years followed by seven years of famine. Joseph took on the responsibility of managing Egypt’s resources in preparation for the lean years.
Joseph was thirty years old when he stood before Pharaoh king of Egypt. And Joseph went out from the presence of Pharaoh, and went throughout all the land of Egypt. Now in the seven plentiful years the ground brought forth abundantly. So he gathered up all the food of the seven years which were in the land of Egypt, and laid up the food in the cities; he laid up in every city the food of the fields which surrounded them. Joseph gathered very much grain, as the sand of the sea, until he stopped counting, for it was without number. (Gen. 41:46-49)
Joseph was investing in commodities. He was cornering the market in such a way that he would be the only one who had any commodities when the time of famine came. He was investing. The wisdom of his operation became apparent when the good years were over.
Then the seven years of plenty which were in the land of Egypt ended, and the seven years of famine began to come, as Joseph had said. The famine was in all lands, but in all the land of Egypt there was bread. So when all the land of Egypt was famished, the people cried to Pharaoh for bread. Then Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; whatever he says to you, do.” The famine was over all the face of the earth, and Joseph opened all the storehouses and sold to the Egyptians. And the famine became severe in the land of Egypt. So all countries came to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain, because the famine was severe in all lands. (Gen. 41:53-57)
While we are focusing on the business aspects of what Joseph did in Egypt, it is no small thing that he was the only one in all of Egypt who seemed to know what was going on. Even Pharaoh didn’t know what to do. He just sent people to Joseph. “Whatever he says to you, do.” It is a measure of how much God’s hand was on Joseph that he could go from prison to such a position of respect in such a short time.
Joseph actually brought in profit from his investments. It is worth noticing that he also proved to be the salvation of the whole world, since no one else had been organized enough or foresighted enough to be ready for the opportunity. They came to him to buy, buy, and buy some more. Joseph made a lot of money.
And Joseph gathered up all the money that was found in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, for the grain which they bought; and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s house. So when the money failed in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, all the Egyptians came to Joseph and said, “Give us bread, for why should we die in your presence? For the money has failed.” (Gen. 47:14-15)
Money failed in the land because Joseph had all of it. He became so prosperous that he not only made a lot of money, he made all the money! No one else had any. But that was not the end of it.
Then Joseph said, “Give your livestock, and I will give you bread for your livestock, if the money is gone.” So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them bread in exchange for the horses, the flocks, the cattle of the herds, and for the donkeys. Thus he fed them with bread in exchange for all their livestock that year. (Gen. 47:16-17)
By the end of that year Joseph not only had all of the money in the land but also all of the livestock. But he still wasn’t finished.
When that year had ended, they came to him the next year and said to him, “We will not hide from my lord that our money is gone; my lord also has our herds of livestock. There is nothing left in the sight of my lord but our bodies and our lands. Why should we die before your eyes, both we and our land? Buy us and our land for bread, and we and our land will be servants of Pharaoh; give us seed, that we may live and not die, that the land may not be desolate.” Then Joseph bought all the land of Egypt for Pharaoh; for every man of the Egyptians sold his field, because the famine was severe upon them. So the land became Pharaoh’s. (Gen. 47:18-20)
Joseph cornered all the money and all the livestock and also became a real estate czar. But then he took it even a step further:
Then Joseph said to the people, “Indeed I have bought you and your land this day for Pharaoh. Look, here is seed for you, and you shall sow the land. And it shall come to pass in the harvest that you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh. Four-fifths shall be your own, as seed for the field and for your food, for those of your households and as food for your little ones.” (Gen. 47:23-24)
Once Joseph owned everything in the country he loaned it all back to the people he had gotten it from and charged them twenty percent for the use of their own produce. And not only that, but he was wise enough and blessed enough when it was over that no one thought they were being cheated. In fact they thanked him: “So they said, ‘You have saved our lives; let us find favor in the sight of my lord’” (Gen. 47:25).
There are several lessons here. The first thing we should see is how money is made. Joseph made intelligent investments based on his knowledge of the market. As a result, he acquired everything in the land. Secondly, he was the only one who did it. No one else made money because no one else made the same kinds of investments. He was the only one with the foresight to prepare and the wisdom to invest in the right things.
You might say Joseph was only making money for Pharaoh. Yet while Pharaoh actually had the money, it should be noted that Joseph was a primary beneficiary of this wealth. He was also in a position to rescue his family, God’s chosen people. The difficult times were not difficult for them. They were a golden opportunity. The money went to Pharaoh for the time being, but Moses took it when he led Israel out of Egypt . . . ultimately it financed God’s people.
Joseph demonstrated what passion should be. His passion was not simply to get rich. It was to serve God. But serving God meant having an attitude that took advantage of every opportunity to multiply everything under his hand. It also meant acting with loyalty, integrity and diligence. As a result, God blessed everything he touched to such an extent that he influenced the course of the entire world.
Get over It
WHEN I WAS ABOUT EIGHT YEARS OLD I BOUGHT A COMIC BOOK about Scrooge McDuck. I still love Uncle Scrooge. I loved all the stories about him, but this particular issue remains vividly in my mind even today. Uncle Scrooge was fabulously wealthy. In one of the opening frames, he was pictured sitting in the middle of his billions of dollars, bathing in it, throwing money in the air. Yet then he experienced a series of setbacks and financial disasters that resulted in his losing everything. He was eventually homeless, his clothes in tatters, a hole in his hat. Destitute, he wandered along the street, penniless.
As he was walking, he noticed a nickel. He reached down and picked it up. Continuing along, he saw some kids fishing. They had caught a number of fish, so he offered them the nickel in exchange for the fish. He continued down the street to a restaurant where he sold the fish for several dollars. He used the dollars to buy a scooter. Then he saw someone whose car had broken down. The story continued with one trade after another until Scrooge McDuck had all his money back.
There is a principle here we need to learn. It just makes good sense to copy the behavior of the successful. If you want to be thin, do what thin people do. If you want to be smart, do what smart people do. If you want to be fat, do what fat people do. If you want to be wealthy, do what wealthy people do.
Uncle Scrooge experienced failure but it did not shake his confidence in the process of making money. He knew he would make it back. So he looked for an opportunity to begin investing in something. Most people in the same position would just give up and hope they could find enough charity to enable them to survive. The wealthy have a whole different approach to setbacks, for they are not afraid of failure. These are characteristics of the wealthy that we can and should emulate.
THE WEALTHY MAKE NO SMALL PLANS.
We know that the Word says not to despise small beginnings. Things that start small can grow. But too often we are so pleased with the initial small successes that we don’t press on to the bigger victories. We become like the man who started his day by making a list of things he needed to do. The list included big things and small things, from calling his mom to painting the house. As soon as he finished writing the list, he sat down and phoned his mom. Checking that item off the list, he felt so good about the list and his accomplishment that he sat down to have a cup of coffee and watch television to celebrate. Of course nothing else on the list got done. A poor person will make something he can sell and then feel satisfied after selling just a few hundred. A millionaire will find a way to get others to make it and sell it for him and will sell a few million.
THE WEALTHY DO WHAT THEY FEAR.
You can recognize a successful person because he does not shy away from things he is afraid of. Instead, he challenges those things. The thrill of overcoming makes the effort worthwhile. Public speaking is a good example of a fear that many have. If you run and hide every time you are called upon to address a group of people, then you are running from your fears. The wealthy do whatever they have to in order to become adept at it.
THE WEALTHY PREPARE THEMSELVES.
They anticipate the direction they are going and do everything they can to be ready for it. Much of what we have already discussed in the first three chapters is about preparation. Learning how to do bookkeeping, learning how investments work, what the market is like and how the tax laws operate are areas of financial literacy that you need to know to prepare yourself.
The wealthy weren’t born with this knowledge; they learned it. They prepared. The time to learn how to do anything is before you have to do it, not afterward. The time to learn about marriage is before you are married. The time to learn how to handle money is before you have it. If you don’t learn it before, then you won’t have the money very long. Become financially literate and you will minimize your chances of failure. Read and study.
THE WEALTHY HAVE HEART.
They don’t let the circumstances ever get them down. Just like Uncle Scrooge, if they lose everything, they just start looking for ways to get it back. They are confident and optimistic.
THE WEALTHY RISK FAILURE.
A simple fact that is often overlooked is that you cannot win if you do not play. If you never take any risks, then you will never fail, but you will also never succeed. Failure does not mean the end. It should mean a lesson that will better prepare you for the next effort. All successful investors have some failures in their lives. But they move on and try not to make the same mistakes again. With every new project the chance of failure becomes less. Failure is not the enemy of success, but rather the teacher of success. Edison tried the light bulb 3,960 times before he succeeded. He could have given up at any point but with each failure he eliminated one more thing that didn’t work. Eventually he found the right one.
In all five of these characteristics of the wealthy, I am really talking about faith. The wealthy have an absolute confidence that they will succeed. Even if they fail, it is only a learning step to success and not the last word. They think big. They challenge their fears. They prepare for success. They have heart and are not afraid of failure. Such confidence is the result of a settled conviction, a belief in success. That is faith. Even those investors who are not believers have this faith. In their case it is faith in their own abilities. How much more should believers have confidence in success when they have the creator of the universe backing them? So you’ve failed in the past or you’ve just failed to try. Get over it. You need to get faith instead.
The Role of Miracles
I have not spoken much up to this point about miracles because we must first learn the principles of the Word and not rely constantly on miracles. Miracles will not make you wealthy. Biblical principles will. But that does not mean I don’t believe in miracles. God is a miracle-working God. He sometimes has to bail us out of circumstances that we have gotten ourselves into. It is better to learn the principles from the Word of God and live by them than to need a financial miracle, but He is there for those days that we are too thick-headed or slow in grasping the truth. We occasionally have to operate in grace. That is good to know because it means that God will miraculously prevent your failures from dooming you to poverty for the rest of your life. He will bring you through them. Your job is to prepare in every way that you know how and then do something. God will cover you when your heart is right.
Many years ago Maureen and I sat down to write checks. We wrote one to Harry Greenwood, put it in an envelope, and put a stamp on it. The money was not in the bank yet so we intended to wait and mail it when we knew that it was good. I do not believe you should try to send money you don’t have and then hope that it will somehow appear in your account before the check clears. That is presumption, not faith. We made a faith commitment but we hadn’t mailed the check yet. Our hearts were right.
Then an incident occurred. Somehow the check was accidentally mailed anyway. Well, God had to do something miraculous. I had gold credit. I didn’t want a check to bounce and damage my reputation. Yet I’m a tither. I had consistently been giving tithes and offerings. God had to do something.
The same day that the check was mailed, we received a check from the state of Wisconsin. It was a tax refund from seven years earlier. We didn’t even know we had a refund coming. God stepped in and used His miraculous provision to cover our mistake. God does do miracles, and that is part of living in faith, but we still need to learn the principles so that we don’t need the miracles. But you can have confidence that if you do make mistakes God will not let them destroy you. Failure for God’s people is not really failure. It is an opportunity to learn and to build faith.
Overcoming Failure
There are many reasons why people fail. Some of them, we have already addressed. Not having a purpose or a cause is a significant one. Without goals, people have no direction. Neither do they have the drive to do anything. They either flounder or move in circles and they accomplish virtually nothing.
A different problem, but with the same result, is procrastination. You may be one of those people who never does something right now. It is always tomorrow. You talk about wealth. You talk about investments. You talk about real estate. You talk about business. But you are too busy talking to ever actually invest. It’s not much good being a goal setter if you are not also a goal getter.
Procrastination is one of the results of a third problem—the lack of self-discipline. It shows up in many places. People who can never get to work on time or meet any kind of a deadline are usually lacking in self-discipline. They have trouble succeeding in business because no one can ever afford to work with them. They are too unreliable to be trusted with any job that matters.
Indiscriminate spending is a fiscal form of no self-discipline. If most people are given a large amount of money, they talk very loudly about investing but they will probably spend it all on things they don’t actually need. They justify it, going out to dinner, buying new clothes, maybe buying a new television, all things that they think they have to have. The family has had to watch the old television for a long time now, after all. They will buy liabilities instead of assets and suddenly there is nothing left to invest. Self-discipline will keep you from wasting your resources and having nothing to show for it.
Another factor that keeps people from succeeding is that they are just plain dumb. They make decisions that create financial problems for themselves. They make commitments they can’t possibly keep.
A story is told of a man who, upon his retirement, was turning his business over to his son. He gave a few words of advice on his last day. “Son, what made this business successful is reliability and wisdom.”
His son asked him, “What do you mean by reliability?”
The man answered, “That means that if you say you will get a job done by Monday morning, then you get it done by Monday morning, even if you have to work the entire weekend and stay up all night on Sunday to get it done.”
“Where does wisdom fit in?” asked the son.
“Wisdom is knowing better than to promise it by Monday morning in the first place.”
Many fail because they have not developed an attitude of excellence. Everything they do is half-hearted and mediocre. They are average and therefore never stand out from the rest of the crowd. To be successful, you should consistently do ten percent more than anyone else. So few people actually do anything above average that you can be successful on the basis of that one factor alone.
Some lack focus. They try to do too many things and they are unable to do any of them well. Success may mean cutting out activities and projects that do not really connect to your goals.
A related problem is the person who sees himself as a lone ranger. If you are such a person, you probably feel pretty good about yourself because you are the only one with the talent to do it all. No one else is skilled enough and you are indispensable. Unfortunately everyone is expendable. Depending entirely on your own talent to get everything done means that the business will never get any bigger than you. It also means that you will have a tough time investing because you can’t trust anyone else. Delegation is a requirement for success.
Pride might be included in the same category. It is not exactly the same but the effect is that you look down on everyone around you and you are never able to incorporate their talents in your projects as a result. The effects are the same as being a lone ranger.
Dishonesty is another character trait that will destroy the trust of people around you. It certainly does not open the doors to God’s blessing. It is difficult for Him to bless something not in keeping with His character. Dishonesty will eventually catch up with you. By dishonesty I am not just talking about felony embezzlement. When you take a pen that belongs to your employer, you are practicing dishonesty. When you take a nap or chat idly on the phone with a friend while you are being paid to work, you are stealing time. Dishonesty is a character trait more than an action. And it will bring failure to your endeavors.
Many fail because of their intolerance of others. Any kind of business or investment that will make millions of dollars requires working with other people. If you cannot learn to accept them as they are, you will have trouble. Religious people often have the most trouble tolerating others. They are afraid that being around all that sin will corrupt them, so they sabotage potentially profitable working relationships as a result, to say nothing of the potential for sharing the gospel message with them.
Fear is another cause of failure. We have already talked about it. The fear of failure will cause a person never to take risks and, while they may avoid failing, it is an absolute certainty that they won’t succeed.
Many people use sickness or tiredness as an excuse for failure. They feel a little tired or a little sick and they sit and relax rather than do the things they need to do to succeed. We could devote an entire book just to sickness. Too many people talk themselves into being sick and justify their lack of effort through it. The end result is the same as that of fear. They never do anything that will help them out of the position they are in. Aside from the fact that living by faith means that you learn to walk in health, many of the most successful people of history achieved remarkable things under the most severe handicaps. Their determination and passion empowered them to overcome every obstacle. Beethoven wrote and directed his most memorable symphony after he had gone completely deaf. No handicap is really an acceptable excuse if you have the determination to overcome it.
A last cause of failure is also a very common one in the business world. It is the desire to get something for nothing. You will not gain the kind of wealth God wants for you by playing the lottery. There is always some effort involved.
These are some of the primary causes of failure. The point in reviewing them is that failure does not have to be the end of the story. Each failure should teach you a little more about how to do better the next time. Wisdom grows out of experience.
Gaining Wisdom
Wisdom is an invaluable commodity. It will make you successful if you have it.
Happy is the man who finds wisdom,
And the man who gains understanding.
For her proceeds are better than the profits of silver,
And her gain than fine gold.
She is more precious than rubies,
And all the things you may desire cannot compare with her.
Length of days is in her right hand,
In her left hand riches and honor.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
And all her paths are peace.
She is a tree of life to those who take hold of her,
And happy are all who retain her. (Prov. 3:13-18)
So possessing wisdom will give you long life, riches, and honor. If you never educate yourself in any other area of finance, you could still improve your position by reading Proverbs every day, just to gain wisdom.
We should ask the question, however, what is wisdom? We usually give it a nice spiritual definition, as though the ability to quote Bible verses makes us wise. But we can look at the life of the wisest man in the Bible, Solomon, and see what it was that was counted as wisdom in him.
The story of Solomon is familiar to most people; it is in 1 Kings 3. Solomon’s wealth was renowned throughout the world. This passage of Scripture tells us how he got it. God appeared to Solomon in a dream and told him to ask for any one thing that he wanted. He responded by recounting how God had blessed his father David. Then he asked for the thing he considered absolutely essential.
And Your servant is in the midst of Your people whom You have chosen, a great people, too numerous to be numbered or counted. Therefore give to Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people, that I may discern between good and evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours? (1 Kings 3:8-9)
God was pleased with this response. Solomon asked for wisdom, the one thing that would make everything else possible.
Then God said to him: “Because you have asked this thing, and have not asked long life for yourself, nor have asked riches for yourself, nor have asked the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself understanding to discern justice, behold, I have done according to your words; see, I have given you a wise and understanding heart, so that there has not been anyone like you before you, nor shall any like you arise after you. And I have also given you what you have not asked: both riches and honor, so that there shall not be anyone like you among the kings all your days.” (1 Kings 3:11-13)
So Solomon gained wisdom, but with wisdom came riches and honor. He became the wealthiest man in the world. He also became so famous that people came to see him from all over the world: “And men of all nations, from all the kings of the earth who had heard of his wisdom, came to hear the wisdom of Solomon” (1 Kings 4:34).
The Word tells us some details about his wisdom. It involved the spiritual qualities we would normally associate with wisdom—proverbs and songs—but it encompassed some downright earthy things as well.
He spoke three thousand proverbs, and his songs were one thousand and five. Also he spoke of trees, from the cedar tree of Lebanon even to the hyssop that springs out of the wall; he spoke also of animals, of birds, of creeping things, and of fish. (1 Kings 4:32-33)
This wisdom that brings happiness, long life, riches, and honor is more than just a Bible knowledge of spiritual things. It includes an understanding of a vast array of very worldly things. Solomon became wealthy and famous because he learned how the world works. As a result, he made smart investments, intelligent plans, and wise choices in life.
And the whole world came to Solomon for his wisdom. That is how it ought to be now. The world should be coming to the people of God to learn how the world works. It should be in the church that we find the best marriage and family relationship classes, the best teaching on health and nutrition, and even the most helpful financial seminars. It is a shame we have shunned so much of this wisdom, and all because we considered it too worldly and not very spiritual.
Notice, too, that Solomon sought wisdom. It was not something he viewed as just nice to have, but he desired it out of his own need. He was in a position where he was overwhelmed by the responsibility placed on him. He felt utterly inadequate for the task of being king. He didn’t feel that he could match up to his father David. He didn’t feel smart enough or strong enough. The Bible makes it clear Solomon had enemies who wanted him dead. Certainly he was aware of the very real potential for failure.
Most people feel inadequate at some time in their lives, if not for their entire lives. What made Solomon different from them was his desire to learn wisdom. He asked God for it but to achieve it, he still had to read and study and learn. If you have failed or if you feel overwhelmed by everything that is against you and there is no way you will ever achieve great wealth, then I suggest you follow in Solomon’s footsteps. Ask God to give you wisdom. Then begin reading, studying, and learning, and not just the Bible, but everything you can find about how the world works, how money works, and how investments work. Solomon didn’t just sit down one day and start writing Proverbs. Many of the things in that book can be traced to older books of wisdom in other cultures, especially in Egypt. Solomon studied them and compiled them, adding his own insights as he went. Such study is an integral part of becoming wise. When you achieve wisdom, the world will seek you out to ask your advice.
We began this chapter with the story of Scrooge McDuck. When he lost everything he owned, he reacted by looking for ways to make it all back. He could do that because he understood how money works.
Some of you are saying, “That’s fine for a comic book character, but this is real life. What has a duck got to do with me?”
When Maureen and I moved to Arizona, I was out of the ministry for a short time. I ended up working in construction. God prospered me in that job. I went from $7.50 to $27.00 per hour. It was a good job. But then I got laid off. The good job with its good income was gone. I was working for money, living week to week. The money soon ceased. We had no savings account and a total of $450 in a credit reserve. That was it.
I drove home and Maureen and I prayed together. Many would do the same and, because God said to take no thought, they would sit back and wait for money to fall from the sky. Wealth, however, is a fruit of wisdom, and wisdom says you should do something.
One day I went to the store. On the way back I saw an old car sitting in the front yard of a house. God told me to buy it. The owner wanted $500 for it. So I scraped together enough cash to buy it. I had to push it home, but it was a car I could fix. Within a week I sold it for $1,600.
My bills at that time were $800 a month, so in one week I had enough money to live for two months. I made more money doing this than I did working! Maureen and I would go to auctions and pray over cars. We bought about three a week. In a short time we were making three to four thousand dollars every week. Sometimes we just gave cars away because we were so blessed.
The cars we bought were not liabilities. They were assets. They could be turned into a profit very quickly. This is the secret of wealth. In all the books I have read, I have not found anything that is any more complicated than this: Do not buy liabilities. Buy assets that can be fixed up and resold for more than you paid for them.
Anyone can do this. If you only have twenty dollars, go to some yard sales. Choose the nicer neighborhoods and look for something that needs painting or sewing or some kind of fixing that you can do. On the next Saturday, have a yard sale of your own and sell it for two hundred dollars. Real estate works the same way. Buy property that can be increased in value and sell it for more than you paid for it. Stocks work the same way. Buy low and sell high.
The secret of wealth is not complicated. But it does require that you become financially literate. It does not require that you have a lot to get started—anyone can do it. Opportunities are always there if you learn the system and start looking. You don’t have to be a genius. We all have the same sized brain, so the question is how much of it will you use? If you can read, then you can learn. Will you read just enough to pay your bills or will you read to gain wisdom greater than the world has? Will you wallow in failure or get over it and get faith instead?
You Talk Too Much
IN THE FIRST FOUR CHAPTERS, I HAVE TRIED TO CHANGE HOW you think about wealth. I have described several practical aspects of how money works, and I will discuss more through the rest of the book, but it is critical that you develop the right mind-set before you do anything else. If you don’t, then wealth will be very difficult to get and to keep.
Up to this point, I have mainly tried to inspire you:
1. Determine where you are at so you can get your life under control and change your direction.
2. Adjust your attitudes so you begin thinking like a millionaire.
3. Develop a passion so you will actually move forward.
4. Quit making excuses.
All of these depend on developing financial literacy. The trouble is that these are all steps you have to take yourself. No one is going to do the preparation or the work for you. You alone have to make the effort.
You’ve heard the saying, “You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink.” When I was young I had an old workhorse. He was so big it took a ladder to climb up on his back. I was pretty little at the time so he probably seemed bigger than he actually was, but he was still big enough. I grew up in logging country. My father was a logger, so at a very early age I was given responsibility to skid pulp to the road to be hauled to the railroad and then shipped to papermills. My horse was a logging horse trained to skid pulp. I used to skid pulp with him all day and about noon I would lead him down to the creek and try to get him to drink.
If he didn’t want to drink, however, there was nothing I could do. I would pull his reigns right down close to the water and try to stick his nose in it. But he’d just get mad and lift me right off the ground and throw me out in the brush. You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink. I can lead you to the principles of prosperity but I can’t make you learn them or live them.
One thing about a horse, though, is that even though you can’t make him drink, you can put salt in his oats. In the same way, by showing you examples of people in the Bible who overcame every imaginable adversity and gained great wealth, I hope I am salting your food to make you thirsty enough to drink. By sharing my own experiences, I trust you will become inspired to make important changes. God wants you to have the best. The problem isn’t with Him and it’s not with the money—the problem is with you.
Preparation for Success
You must prepare yourself to succeed. That’s what this book is all about. Charles Kittering said, “I expect to spend the rest of my life in the future, so I want to be reasonably sure what kind of a future it’s going to be, and that’s my reason for preparing.” We went to school and learned to read and write. We learned to do math and studied science and learned some history.
Yet there were three things we did not learn from school:
• how to have a successful marriage
• how to raise children successfully
• how to become wealthy
There are many roads we can take to change all of these situations, but they all lead back to the very simple concept that you must think differently in order to act differently, choose differently, and succeed differently than you have in the past.
Paul spoke about the transformation that must take place in us to escape the world system.
I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God. (Rom. 12:1-2)
What God wants from you is simple—everything you have! He seems to think the complete offering of your body to Him is nothing more than what is reasonable. It is important for us to recognize, however, that the sacrifice God expects of you is a living sacrifice. He does not want to kill you. Dead people don’t bring much glory to God. Neither do poor people or sick people. God wants a sacrifice from you that makes your body, your physical, material being, a testimony to His love and power and blessing. That is why He wants you, and that is why He wants you to prosper. What is good for Him is also good for you. God says, “Reasonably, I want body, soul, and spirit because I’ve got plans for you that are way beyond your plans. They’re above your plans.”
The second thing to notice is that the sacrifice should be holy and acceptable to God. It is important that you have a right heart, without greed. A desire to be wealthy does not necessarily proceed from greed. There are good reasons to desire wealth and you need to make sure your attitude is right so your sacrifice to God is acceptable and holy. It’s not about how much you can get. It’s about how much you can give. Can God make you rich for the sake of His kingdom, or will you take the wealth He gives you and squander it on your own appetites, thereby becoming a disgrace to the kingdom of God?
The next thing Paul mentions is how we must not be conformed to the world but instead be transformed. And the method of transformation is through the renewing of your mind. You have to think differently. The biggest area of change in your thinking needs to be in your understanding of what it means to be conformed to this world. We have divided the world into the compartments of “physical” and “spiritual” and assumed everything physical is the world that we were not supposed to be conformed to. But we have to get over that kind of thinking, because God made the physical world just as much as He made the spiritual world. When He told us not to be conformed to the world, He was talking about the system of belief that has resulted from sin. It is the kind of thinking that promotes our comfort over God’s purposes.
Jesus said we can know people by their fruit (Matt. 7:16). You can identify the world system in the same way. We are familiar with the fruits of the Spirit—“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). The works of the flesh are just as much an indicator of the world system as the fruit of the Spirit is of God’s system. Notice that most of these are not actions that people do but manifestations of attitudes or beliefs: “Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like” (Gal. 5:19-21).
Avoiding wealth is not the same thing as conforming to the world. Quite the contrary. A poverty mentality is more conformed to the world system of belief than gaining wealth with a right heart. The poverty mentality of the world says that you must work hard your whole life, live in poverty, struggle to get by, work for money, pay your bills, buy liabilities, and retire with just enough Social Security to survive. That is the world you are not to conform to. God wants you to be prosperous. He does not want you to adopt the world’s way of thinking.
We have some twisted ideas of what “spiritual” actually means or is. A woman might complain that her husband isn’t spiritual, yet he loves her. He loves his kids. He works hard. At the same time you can find a preacher, a mighty man of ministry who is praying for people and seeing great miracles happen everywhere he goes. But his kids hate him. His wife goes to another church. And yet we call him spiritual. Those who put ministry first and family second have not understood God’s way of doing things. They are running from the responsibility of taking care of those things that are part of the world they live in. The image is justified by creating a spiritual image of ministry, but the fruit is not there. And we have all heard the phrase “too spiritually minded to be any earthly good.”
Jesus didn’t walk around all the time in a perpetual spiritual trance. He laughed. He cried. He talked with people. He interacted constantly with the world around Him. He was the ultimate people person. But He never let that get in the way of His primary responsibilities. He constantly concerned Himself with His disciples and never lost sight of His responsibilities to His family. Even on the cross He was concerned enough about His mother to make arrangements with John to take care of her. Not being conformed to the world certainly does not mean ignoring it.
Being transformed means proving what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. If we look at the entire Bible and determine what the will of God is, there are a few realities we can know with certainty. First, it is God’s will that all men be saved. Salvation is His will—
The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance. (2 Pet. 3:9)
Another major concept is that God wants us to live a right life. We call it righteousness. Understand, however, that righteousness does not mean following a bunch of rules about how you dress or how long your hair is, but rather living with godly attitudes so your life is a reflection of the character of God. It means you do not steal. You are honest. You have integrity. You take on the divine nature of God (Rom. 3:20; 5:19).
A third part of God’s perfect will is that He wants His people to experience all the promises He has made to them. Adam and Eve lived in the promises and then lost them. God has been trying to get us back to the promises ever since (Luke 3:38; Rom. 5:12, 14; 1 Cor. 15:22). Jesus redeemed everything that Adam and Eve gave up when they sinned, and now it is His perfect will that His people live in that redemption.
Adam and Eve experienced promises on earth. And while heavenly blessings are good, you probably don’t need to be convinced that you should have them. The earthly blessings are as much a part of God’s will as the heavenly ones. There are more Scriptures referencing money, wealth, and prosperity than there are for prayer. That is how important God considers it to be.
What is the perfect will of God? In short, it is these four items:
• get saved
• live right
• build the kingdom
• get rich—prosper
This is where God wants to lead us. How do we get there? We become transformed by changing how we think. We change how we think by filling our minds with the principles of God.
Many years ago God spoke a passage of Scripture to me audibly. He woke me in the middle of the night and spoke to me:
Trust in the LORD with all your heart,
And lean not on your own understanding;
In all your ways acknowledge Him,
And He shall direct your paths. (Prov. 3:5-6)
As we acknowledge God’s direction, He will lead us into that which is His perfect will. He will direct us. A literal rendering of this verse from the original Hebrew says that the Lord will straighten out the path of His devoted, faithful servants and make that path prosperous. In the New Testament, the devoted, faithful servants are the ones who multiplied the minas they were given, those who were investors, who put the money to work.
The passage in Proverbs also tells us that God will lead us in the type of action and in the opportunities we should be involved in. The word “acknowledge” suggests that we have an intimacy with God in prayer that conceives and births blessings and victories that direct our paths toward fruitful and life-giving endeavors.
By becoming financially literate, we are not ignoring the importance of spiritual direction or prayer. In fact we are acknowledging God’s will for our lives by doing all that we know how to do, in fact, learning how to do more, and listening for God’s direction as we go. Direction is not of any use to a person who is not moving. God expects us to do the part that we can. He will do the part that we cannot. If we are not doing our part, He is limited in how much He can do.
No More Excuses
I have said all of this to bring you to a point where you have no excuses left. If you are lacking education, you can read. There is nothing wrong with your brain. If your background is filled with poverty and abuse and sickness, you can overcome it. Others have overcome worse. If you think there is no opportunity for investment, it is only because you have not become financially literate enough to notice opportunities when they are in front of you. They are actually there all the time. If you think the world is against you, God is for you and that is more than enough to push you over the edge to success and wealth. God is waiting for you to do something that He can bless. There is no excuse anymore. Excuses become limiters that turn real dreams into idle wishes.
The time has come to stop making excuses. The most important step most people can make in becoming wealthy is to shut their mouths. When you can start speaking the right things, then open it again. Until then just be quiet. The Word places tremendous importance on what comes out of your mouth: “A fool’s mouth is his destruction, and his lips are the snare of his soul” (Prov. 18:7).
This is another way of saying a fool’s speech destroys him and his lips are like a noose that strangles the vitality and the desire in his heart. When your speech is negative and junk comes out of your mouth, you destroy your desire and passion to gain wealth. Turn your speech around and begin to speak the Word of God and you will ignite your passion and set your direction.
When Jesus told the parable of the sower in Mark 4:3-20, He identified four kinds of people. The story involves the sowing of seed which is the Word (v. 14). The Word involves the things that we have been discussing, the perfect will of God which is for you to be saved, righteous, and prosperous.
The ground on which the seed falls represents people and how they respond to the Word. The first is the wayside: “And it happened, as he sowed, that some seed fell by the wayside; and the birds of the air came and devoured it” (Mark 4:4). Jesus explained that these are people who have the Word stolen away by Satan (v. 15). These are the ones who don’t even listen. They shut out the whole idea of God’s will for them before they even try it.
The second type of ground is stony ground where there is no depth for the roots to get a hold, and the heat of the day causes the growth to wither away.
These likewise are the ones sown on stony ground who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with gladness; and they have no root in themselves, and so endure only for a time. Afterward when tribulation or persecution arises for the word’s sake, immediately they stumble. (Mark 4:16-17)
These are the “I can’t” people who get all excited about God’s will and prosperity but as soon as they are confronted with the work involved, they suddenly become discouraged and just can’t do it anymore. They have gotten some of the concepts but not learned to be financially literate, and so there is no depth to their dreams. They have no root and so they endure only a short time. They don’t learn. They just talk and, as things get rough, their talk becomes, “I can’t hang on.” “I’ve tried for three weeks and it didn’t work.” “It’s too much work.” “I don’t have time to study.” “I don’t have time to learn all of this stuff.”
The third kind of ground is that in which the seed begins to grow but gets choked out by weeds.
Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are the ones who hear the word, and the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things entering in choke the word and it becomes unfruitful. (Mark 4:18-19)
This group is people who can’t wait. They have to have things now. “I’ve got to buy my new car now.” “I’ve got to have a new dress now.” “I need a new house now.” The concerns for looking prosperous choke out the seed that could actually make them prosperous. They have convinced themselves they can’t wait.
The fourth type of ground is that where the seed becomes rooted, grows, and displays a thriving plant. “But these are the ones sown on good ground, those who hear the word, accept it, and bear fruit: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred” (Mark 4:20). This last type represents people who have learned to educate themselves, plant their seed, make investments, and bring in the harvest at the appropriate time. This group took the time to become good ground for the Word of God to grow in and, as a result, they fulfilled His perfect will. These are the good and faithful servants. So what kind of ground are you going to be?
This question brings us back to the matter of what you do with your mouth. To make ground good for planting, it has to be cleared of rocks and weeds, and it has to be plowed. The confession that you develop, the words you constantly speak, will determine what kind of ground you become. It is not far off to say your mouth is the plow that prepares your ground. Learn to use it properly—
A man’s stomach shall be satisfied from the fruit of his mouth;
From the produce of his lips he shall be filled.
Death and life are in the power of the tongue,
And those who love it will eat its fruit. (Prov. 18:20-21)
In the Hebrew, this really says that a man’s belly or womb or heart shall be increased or satisfied from the production of his speech. The simile of the womb is appropriate for how speech works. When Adam was first created, God recognized that he needed a mate. His mate was Eve, a woman—a “wombed man.” She was made that way so she could carry the seed that would produce life. The seed needed time to grow from conception so it could be born. During that time it was nurtured and cared for.
In the New Testament, Mary provided the same kind of illustration of how spiritual seed is conceived and born. By faith, she received in her womb the Word of God, Jesus. The child was nurtured and fed and, in time, the Word was born. He became flesh and dwelled among us.
The concept presented in Proverbs is the same. The fruit of your mouth becomes seed that is planted in the womb of your heart. From that conception it is nurtured and it grows until you give birth to it. If your speech is negative, if it constantly says, “I can’t do it, it will never work,” then you will be filled with the produce of your lips—poverty and failure. If your speech is constantly the Word of God, then you will be filled with that and fulfill God’s perfect will in your life. You will be saved, righteous, and prosperous.
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Prov. 18:21). This means your tongue can bring either ruin or prosperity. Your belief is fueled by the things your tongue speaks. You are either speaking death, ruin, loss, and poverty or you are speaking life, prosperity, and wealth. What you speak is sown in your heart until it becomes so strong it is birthed into reality. Your speech creates or directs your beliefs and desires. If your speech is right, then your desire will be for all the rewards God has promised.
By putting all these things we have discussed in order—your attitude, your drive or passion, and your speech—you will put yourself in such a position that God can finally do something to really bless you. That’s what He wanted to do from the beginning but He has been waiting for you. And now that we have come this far, it is time for some strategies that will enable you to prosper from God’s direction as He guides your path. Much of what I share is my own testimony. I’m not bragging . . . just sharing with you some of the things God has taught me over the years that have worked. The more that I leaned on Him instead of my own understanding, the more He has directed my paths.
Wise Strategies
One of the major investments most people make is their house. To buy a house you have to know a little something about real estate and how the market works. Just buying a property doesn’t guarantee you will make money. You need to buy smart. You can buy a house and make a few dollars or you can buy smart and make a whole bunch of dollars.
A new home, a single standing, single dwelling home, will give you the greatest potential for increase of anything most families can do. When you buy a home, you need to look at the least expensive home in the most expensive neighborhood that you can afford. The only real reason for buying the most expensive house in the neighborhood is to show off. Get over yourself before it costs you a lot of money. The value per square foot of your home is set by the houses around yours. If your house is the most expensive, then your house will be valued at less than it is actually worth. If yours is the least expensive, it will be valued higher than its actual worth. The greatest profit comes from buying the less expensive house in the more expensive neighborhood.
If you buy a new home early in the production, just as they are starting to lay out the community, and then watch the rest of the community grow up, you will get your house at the lowest possible price for a house built in that area. You might have to put up with some dust and maybe a few nails in the road, but the profit will make it worth it. As the builder continues to build, inflation goes up, the price of the model goes up, and the value of your house continues to grow right along with everything else. By the time the neighborhood is finished, you have been working in your yard and beautifying the yard with starter plants and trees. Four years later they are large and beautiful plants and trees. You may have started with linoleum in the house because that was all you could afford, but you save twenty-five dollars a week until you can put in nice tile in the bathroom. Little by little you steadily improve the house. You keep the yard nice.
By the fifth year of your ownership, the value of the house will peak. If you plan to keep a house for only four or five years and sell it, you will make the most possible money off of it. I am currently living in my eighth house. I only kept one of them for longer than four years. Our boys were in high school and we didn’t really want to change schools for them. So we stayed for eight years. When I originally bought the house I paid $99,000. At the end of four years the house would have sold for $160,000. That was the average price of the homes around it. Four years later I sold it for $117,000. During the first four years the house increased in value by $60,000. In the following four years it dropped $43,000. I still made $18,000 over what I had originally paid, but by waiting that extra four years I really gave up more than $40,000 of equity that was potential profit.
I love my home. These houses are where I live, but I have learned to think of them as investments. Because of how I have managed them, I now have $200,000 in equity. By the time I move into my next house, it will be paid for, free and clear.
Your home is an asset if you handle it right. Make sure you buy something that will be profitable. If you buy in an older neighborhood, you will pay premium dollar and probably not get much more out of it than you originally put into it. You really haven’t made anything. God can show you the best opportunities. Learn the market and watch for them. Listen to God for His direction.
About a year ago I was traveling with a couple of friends. We had talked about buying a property in an area where it could be used as a rental. It was a resort area that could prove to be very lucrative. We went there to look, but nothing really worked out. We wanted to buy an inexpensive house or cabin. Then we saw a house that we all fell in love with. It was far more expensive than what we originally had in mind, but as we walked into it we felt the presence of God. Though it looked like there was no way we could get this house, the three of us pooled our resources. We walked around the house and prayed over it. We thanked God for it. We claimed it, based on the anointing that we felt. By a miracle we were able to get the loan and buy the house.
There was some work that needed to be done. Our investment needed some new doors, a little touch-up paint and some odds and ends. We did these things and put in some new furniture. Now the house is renting for $420 to $480 a night, and it is booked for nearly a year in advance. The income from the property is covering not only the payments on the loan but also an additional $14,000 to $15,000 a month!
Over the first three months that we owned it the equity on the house also increased tremendously because of the development in the area. It quickly became worth far more than we paid for it. The point to be taken here is that we actually took the time to go and do something. We looked for opportunities for investments.
As we made the effort, we found that God blessed our efforts, gave us direction and confirmation, and made the investment profitable. Was there a risk involved? Yes, there was. Was it a little scary to commit to such a great investment? Yes, it was. Did it stretch me a little? Yes, it did. Was it worth the trouble? Absolutely. God is anxiously waiting for us to take a few risks so He can bless us.
The same principles hold true for buying cars. I bought a new car a couple of times. I saw a car that I liked and I bought it. I also lost some serious money on it. A brand new car drops thousands of dollars in value the moment you drive it off the lot. The best that you can possibly do is to get your money back when you sell it and even that is not likely. You will almost certainly lose money on it.
If you can think of your car as an asset, then you will buy something you can improve and sell for more than you paid for it. There are ways to do this. My son Scot has done it on a regular basis for years. He finds a good deal in the newspaper, fixes it up, buffs it out, steams the engine, makes it look nice, and does whatever odds and ends are required. Then he sells it for $1,000 or $1,500 more than he paid for it.
The direction of God can help you in every purchase you make in life. Everybody buys clothes. They are a necessity. Too often, however, we buy based on emotion. We see a suit or a dress that we just have to have. It might be $400 but we reason that if we don’t buy it now it will be gone, so we spend the extra money.
You can go to the most expensive district in town and buy more for less. Or you can go to the poorest district in town and pay less for less. Or you can go to the nicest stores and watch for their fifty- and seventy-percent-off sales. Often you can get $700 suits for $100. You make the effort to shop and God will bring the good deals across your path.
Maureen and I have done this for years. She might see a dress she loves. We claim that dress. It is hers. We have tithed and sown seed, so God is obligated to prosper whatever we touch. We claim the dress so no one else can buy it. Then we leave. A week later we come back and the dress has been marked down. We thank God for the dress and come back a week after that. It is down a little more. We keep coming back until it’s down about seventy percent. Then we buy that $400 dress for $129.
This happened to me at a store in a local mall. I saw a buckskin jacket that I wanted. It was glove leather doeskin, the color of actual leather, not dyed, but the natural light color. I tried it on, zipped it up. I loved that coat. I didn’t need the coat but I really loved it. The problem was that it was $429. I wasn’t going to pay that much for a coat I don’t need. But I really liked the coat. So I claimed it. I knew exactly which coat it was because the zipper jammed a little so I could always identify it.
For eleven months I kept coming back and visiting my coat. I sowed seed in the kingdom of God so it was my coat. The price gradually dropped. It went to $350. Then it was down to $250. Then it dropped below $200. I was tempted but I waited a while longer. Every other coat around it sold but that one stayed there. It was my coat. Eleven months after I claimed it, the price dropped to $129 and I bought it.
Many people have their taxes done by a large tax service. You pay money to someone who has no real interest in saving you money. They just want to insure that nothing they do will be audited, which will require them to stay involved at a later time and very likely cost them money. So they will only give you deductions that are assured to attract little or no attention from the IRS. They won’t take a chance on anything. It is important to find a tax person who will save you every dollar he can. I’m not advocating anything illegal. If you owe taxes you need to pay them. But there are many legal deductions you can claim if you know what they are. Every dollar you get back is another dollar you can invest.
There are a multitude of things you can do to save or make money. I have a friend who saves coupons. He’s been saving them for many years and uses them regularly when shopping. He has told me stories of going into a grocery store and having them owe him money! If you could save $25 a week on groceries you would have a substantial amount to invest in a very short time.
Twenty-five dollars a week can make you a millionaire in thirty years if you don’t do anything with it but put it in the bank. Imagine what you could do with it if you learned to invest in stocks. The only thing preventing you from gaining this wealth is you. You have convinced yourself that it is beyond your capability and so you just sit and do nothing. You should just stop talking instead. You might be better off.
You’re Brain-Dead
WE ALL HAVE CERTAIN ROUTINES THAT WE FALL INTO. WE TEND to do them without thinking too much about them. They become habit. Most of the time they are pretty harmless. For example, when I get ready to leave my house I walk into the garage. I push the garage door button. The garage door goes up. I get in the car and I start backing up. I’ve done it a thousand times.
The other day, though, Maureen and I walked into the garage and something was different. I pushed the button, got in the car, and started to back up. But the garage door stuck halfway up its tracks. Maureen just happened to look back as the car started to move and I was able to stop just in time. But if she hadn’t looked when she did, I would have backed right through the door. I just didn’t notice what was going on. The door always went up before. I didn’t even have to look at it to know that. I didn’t have to look back in order to get out of the garage. I could do it in my sleep. I was essentially brain-dead at that moment.
You may laugh, but we all experience similar lapses of thought. How many times have you nearly backed over your kid’s bicycle because you just didn’t look? How often have you driven to work and found you couldn’t remember anything about the trip? You don’t even know for sure that you stopped at a stoplight. How many times have you driven twenty miles past a freeway exit before you realized you weren’t in the right place?
Routine and habit have a place in our lives. But there is a lot to be said for awareness. It is amazing how many things we miss every day because we are not aware of our surroundings. Someone gave me a tape about ten years ago that changed my life. It contained a teaching about color codes as they relate to human awareness. It talked about code white, code yellow, code red, and code orange. The ones that are important to our subject are the first two. Code white is when you are not aware at all. You change lanes when someone is there. You walk into people because you didn’t see them crossing your path. You’re in a world of your own and nothing around you is very real to you. People in code white are the ones who sit in a fast food restaurant when a guy with an Uzi walks in and starts shooting. They just sit there and wait for their turn. The reason is that their minds have shut down. They sit because there isn’t enough mental activity happening for them to respond. By the time their brains process the message, “You’re about to be shot,” it’s already too late. Their minds are closed.
That is the world I used to live in. We are all there at least part of the time. It’s where I was when I almost backed through the garage door. But there is another place to live. Code yellow means being aware of your surroundings. You begin to notice things happening in the room. When you’re driving you see what the guy behind you or beside you is doing. You notice cars in parking lots and side streets that are coming out. You see pedestrians and pets on the sidewalk.
The Power of Awareness
It’s not that we are dumb. We are just not aware. The human brain is an incredible thing, an awesome, untapped resource. It is thousands of times faster than any computer known to man. It can store an almost infinite amount of information. You can learn a dozen languages, get seven doctorate degrees, memorize the entire encyclopedia from A to Z, and still only use a tenth of your potential. The brain runs your respiration, digestion, cell growth, hormonal levels—virtually your entire body—and you’re not even aware of what’s happening. The amazing thing is that you don’t have to be aware for the brain to do many of the things that it does. It just does them.
It is this aspect of how the brain works that actually makes it so fascinating. It is designed to deal with a tremendous amount of information and it does that by filtering the non-essential information out and ignoring it. Rather than trying to process every piece of sensory input that comes along, your brain, without your awareness, analyzes everything and determines whether you need to know it or not. The filtering process is based mostly on your past experiences.
But your perceptions are colored by your brain’s ability to ignore things. Often something that is actually different is perceived by your brain as being just like those things you are familiar with. To illustrate what I am saying, let me describe a study in which various playing cards were flashed on screen for a fraction of a second. People were asked to identify them. It was really very easy to do, but then the researchers began changing the colors of the cards. The subjects began to identify the cards incorrectly because their brains changed the shape of the symbols to fit the colors. When they saw a red four of clubs, for example, they identified it as a four of hearts because they unconsciously knew that clubs are not red. The brain adjusted the perception to fit a known experience.
A conscious effort is required to make our brains pay attention to information that is different from what we are used to. When we live entirely by routine and habit, we stop noticing anything around us. Our brains adjust the information in such a way that we see everything according to our past experience. We see neither dangers nor opportunities. We just sit while the world strolls by and we notice nothing and change nothing. Today looks the same as yesterday did, whether it is or not. We are not aware.
The danger is that our lack of awareness can be a problem since our enemy is always seeking our destruction. The Word of God tells us to be alert. “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). It is interesting that the text does not say the devil sneaks around like a silent snake that will bite you without warning. He roars like a lion. If you are in the jungle and you hear a lion roar, you should have enough sense to avoid him.
But if you’re brain-dead, you probably won’t even pay attention. Your brain will adjust your perception of the roar to fit your normal life and it will just become part of the background noise. The devil gives himself away in so many ways that it is really amazing we ever get caught by him. For someone whose primary weapon is deception, he is awfully blatant.
Peter said to be “sober,” which means, “Don’t be drunk.” That may seem obvious, but it involves more than simply avoiding alcohol. It has to do with being serious about what you are doing. Be serious and determined. The text also says to be vigilant, to stay awake and be watchful and alert like a sentry on night watch. We don’t have to go looking for the devil but we are to be aware of what is going on around us.
The same idea is conveyed in another verse in 1 Peter, “Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:13). “Gird up the loins of your mind” is an old King James expression. The New International Version phrases it this way: “Prepare your minds for action.” It means to become alert so you are ready to act. Get your mind thinking. Get it operating because God wants you to be prepared for the hope He has prepared for you. If you are not alert, you will miss it. Your brain can be trained to process input differently. You can be more aware of everything around you. You can learn to notice things.
Paul comments on the importance of knowing the devil’s plans—“I have forgiven that one for your sakes in the presence of Christ, lest Satan should take advantage of us; for we are not ignorant of his devices” (2 Cor. 2:10-11).
This word “devices,” or “schemes,” means we are not ignorant of the perceptions, purposes, or thoughts that he throws in front of us to try and get us to conform to his way of thinking. It is not the obvious things associated with Satan that are a problem to us, things like witchcraft and the occult. It is the subtle attempts he makes to change our perceptions. We are not to be ignorant of his schemes.
Mary and Joseph
Luke 2 describes an incident in which Mary and Joseph had a brain-dead moment. They went to Jerusalem every year to celebrate Passover. It was a part of their regular routine. But when Jesus turned twelve years old, something changed. They didn’t really notice the significance of the change at the time, beyond just the normal rituals and sacrifices at the Temple, but Jesus took notice of it. According to Jewish custom, that was the age at which He became an adult. As soon as that happened Jesus began serious preparation for His ministry.
During the Festival of Unleavened Bread, which was technically the week after Passover but in a general sense was considered part of the Passover celebration, it was the custom for the Rabbis and learned men of Judaism to gather in the covered porticos of the outer Temple courtyard and discuss the Scriptures, teaching and debating as they talked. It was a marvelous opportunity for anyone in Jerusalem to sit and listen to the greatest wisdom and spiritual insight of the land, asking questions and commenting. As Jesus was now an adult, He thought it appropriate that He join in that discussion in order to learn as much as He could learn in preparation for the ministry He knew was coming.
There are a couple of things we can learn from this account. The first is that Jesus was clearly committed to using His mind and educating Himself for the future. Most of us use our brains for entertainment. Since 1960 the education level of Americans has deteriorated tremendously. The average reading level of incoming college freshmen is down to about a fifth-grade level. The problem is that we use our brains for entertainment, not for learning. We watch television and our brains shut down. There are studies that show mental activity drops to almost nothing when people watch television, even when the program is educational. We actually limit our awareness by our activities.
Jesus, however, was not entertaining Himself. As soon as He reached adulthood He was in the midst of the most educated men in the country and learning everything He could learn that would help Him fulfill His destiny. He got His brain working, preparing it for action.
Our perception of this incident has been that He was the Son of God who came into the Temple at the age of twelve and began teaching, but that was not the situation. He was there to learn, and they were impressed with His level of understanding. He asked questions, made comments, and gave answers to their questions that demonstrated He was not waiting until He was thirty to prepare.
This story also tells us Jesus was aware of His surroundings. He knew He was stepping into adulthood. He saw the teaching of the learned men and acted to take advantage of the opportunity to learn. He paid attention to what was going on around Him. His mind was working. Mary and Joseph, on the other hand, were brain-dead. They were following the same routine they had followed for years. They just assumed Jesus was with them when they left town. It took them a whole day to notice anything was wrong.
When they had finished the days, as they returned, the Boy Jesus lingered behind in Jerusalem. And Joseph and His mother did not know it; but supposing Him to have been in the company, they went a day’s journey, and sought Him among their relatives and acquaintances. So when they did not find Him, they returned to Jerusalem, seeking Him. (Luke 2:43-45)
It’s not hard to understand how this happened. They had many friends and relatives in the group they were traveling with and Jesus was a well-behaved son who could be expected to do what was right in any circumstance. So they could easily just assume He was there somewhere in the traveling party. But the routine of twelve years lulled them to sleep and they failed to notice the significance of the Son of God becoming an adult. They missed the opportunity. In fact they missed it so much that even after they found Him, three days later, they still failed to see what was happening.
So when they saw Him, they were amazed; and His mother said to Him, “Son, why have You done this to us? Look, Your father and I have sought You anxiously.” And He said to them, “Why did you seek Me? Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s business?” But they did not understand the statement which He spoke to them. (Luke 2:48-50)
Being brain-dead carries a double danger. When we are locked into habitual thinking patterns, we fail to see the enemy’s attacks coming, even though he is roaring, and we likewise fail to see opportunities, even when they are right in front of us. Our perceptions are limited.
Unfortunately, it is not easy to change perceptions. It requires a distinct effort. It requires education. This is one of the reasons it is so important to become financially literate. The perceptions that you have were formed from your childhood and it will take some doing to alter them. It is a characteristic of human beings that it takes only an ounce of information to form a perception, but a ton of information to change it.
By this time, your perceptions should be changing. You should be starting to see the possibilities that God has in mind for you. You ought to have a new perspective on wealth and poverty. The devil should no longer be able to deceive you into believing that you should be poor or that you can’t be wealthy.
Another statement Jesus made highlights the manner in which Satan works: “The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly” (John 10:10). Life comes as a result of salvation. Abundant life comes when we begin to live in the promises of God, experiencing all of the blessings He wants us to experience. It means having everything God intended for us.
The thief has in mind stealing and killing. The Greek word used here for “steal” means exactly the same thing as the English word. The thief wants to take away from you all that God wants to give you. “Kill” has a little different nuance in Greek than it does in English, however. It does not simply mean kill in the sense of killing people. The word translates best as “blows smoke.” The devil blows smoke or fog. He puts up a screen that gets you to believe a lie. If you believe the lie, then you will put your faith in the world’s system and you will accept sickness and poverty.
One perception that the church has bought into concerning the wealthy is that they are not really spiritual. They come to church and drop money in the offering plate, but they are second-class citizens of the kingdom of God because they spend so much of their time dealing with money. The more “spiritual” people spend their time studying the Bible, praying, prophesying, and doing miracles. That cold-shoulder attitude has caused many wealthy people to feel put down and inferior and even driven them out of the church. The devil has stolen them and stolen the finances that should have been keeping ministries operating.
If you train yourself to become aware and get your brain working and ready for action, then you will see Satan’s schemes and you will know how to avoid them. You will stop believing the lie and you will start to see opportunities for all kinds of investments. It all hinges on how badly you want to become financially literate. I have said all of this to get to a simple statement—there are opportunities to make money showing up every day. If you are aware of your surroundings, you will see them and you will also recognize when the devil is trying to steal them from you.
Taking Action
Here are a few thoughts about finances that might help you in gaining a biblical perspective. Infuse your thinking with them and you will start to see the world of money a little differently.
Lee Iacocca said that the trick is to make sure you don’t die waiting for prosperity to come. “Waiting” is a key word in that statement. If you are waiting, then you’re not doing anything, and if you’re not doing anything, then you’re not gaining wealth. You’re just waiting. Stop waiting and do something. Thousands of people are brought into poverty by their great anxiety not to be thought of as poor. Stop worrying about what you don’t have and do something with what you do have. If you are brain-dead, do something about it. Get your mind ready for action. Become financially literate.
THOUGHTS ON MONEY
Money is like manure. If you spread it around, it does a lot of good. But if you pile it up, it stinks. Learn to be a giver.
If ignorance paid dividends, most of us could make a fortune out of what we don’t know.
There are more fools among buyers than there are among sellers. Stop being a fool by learning what you are doing.
When we talk about finances, most people are so brain-dead, so unaware, they don’t even know their current financial status. That is why we began this book by talking about the importance of determining your financial worth. You need to understand where you are. A significant step towards awareness is the simple act of making a budget and sticking to it. The following is a budget plan I have been using for years. By following it you will know every day what you have available to spend and you will never be taken by surprise at the end of the month by too many bills you can’t pay. It is really quite simple.
The first step is to determine a few guidelines for how you deal with bills. Do not pay bills the instant they come in. Plan a monthly pay date as you set up accounts. The 30th of the month is best. When you enter agreements for payments for electric, rent, water, gas, and so on, ask for a due date of the 30th of the month. If you haven’t already done this, call or write a request to make the due date the 30th of the month.
Set up two checking accounts and one savings account. The first checking account is to be used exclusively for bills. You never write any other check out of it. The second account is for everyday expenses. The savings account is to use as a backup. You should build up a reserve in it sufficient to cover three months of expenses. In order to do that, put an automatic pay to your savings account every week of at least twenty dollars.
Figure out your total fixed and semi-fixed expenses each month. Add up your tithe, rent or mortgage, car payments, auto insurance, utilities, credit card payments, and anything else that requires a regular monthly check. Every time you get a paycheck, make a deposit into the checking account that is exclusively for bills. If you get paid every week, then the deposit should be one fourth the total of your monthly bills. If you are paid every two weeks or twice a month then the deposit should be one half of your total expenses. That way, at the end of the month, you will have enough money there to cover all of your bills.
It is important to remember that money put into this account is not yours. It is already spent. Never carry this checkbook with you anywhere. Write only the monthly bills out of it.
The amount remaining each month, after the deposits are made into the first checking account, is what you have left over. That is not necessarily extra money, however. It is for the weekly expenses such as food, gasoline, clothing, entertainment, and your savings deposit.
Any remaining amount after that lets you increase debt expense or save more, but if there is too little left for food, gas, entertainment, and clothing, you have a problem that can only be solved by cutting your expenses or increasing your income. If you have a surplus left, then you can choose to upgrade your lifestyle, save more, purchase something or, the option I would recommend, start investing in your future. As you study and learn more about how money works and as you train yourself to look for opportunities, you will find them. Many are available every day. Most people just don’t think enough about it to figure them out.
I believe real estate is a good investment. At the time of this writing, property values in the Phoenix area are up to about $150,000 an acre. We bought the property that Living Word Bible Church sits on for $40,000 an acre. That gives you an idea of how much the value can increase in only a couple of years if you learn to buy in the right location. Houses and property will continue to increase in value. They are a good investment.
But you might be worried about going that far in debt. You need to understand that if you can sell your house for more than you owe on it, then it is not a debt, but an asset. That makes real estate a good investment.
The stock market is also a good investment. It can be risky, especially if you have not educated yourself in how it works, but the stock market has generally gone up year after year. There are dips in stock prices. We had the crash of 1929 and the crash of 1987 and then there were some problems in 1992. But in spite of those kinds of things, if you had put money in the stock market fifty years ago and left it alone, it would have multiplied many times over along the way. Over a period of time, the market has always gone up.
The problem most people have with the stock market is that they panic at the wrong times. The market drops so they get scared and sell everything at a low price. The rich, who didn’t panic, buy up what you sold at a low price and wait for the market to go back up. That’s how the rich get richer.
Which stocks should you buy? Look at companies that are profitable. If the company is making money, you will make money. The shakier the company, the more risk you take with their stock. Generally speaking, the greater the risk, the greater the profits you can make if the company succeeds. There is always risk in investments, but if you learn the market you can invest smart and maximize the opportunity for profit.
Another excellent investment is a 401K. Many businesses are using them for their employees. If you can start one, you should put as much into it as you can, simply because your company has to match part of what you put in. It is also tax sheltered, which is an advantage.
Most 401Ks are in mutual funds. These are funds where a whole bunch of people pool their money together to invest in diverse stocks. They average it all together and share the profits.
There are also bonds that you can purchase. We issued bonds at Living Word as a part of the building program. Essentially, those who bought them were loaning money to the church for a period of time in return for a certain amount of interest. The amount of profit can vary depending on the type of bond. They are relatively safe investments.
These types of investments are nothing new. They have been around for a long time. We discussed the parable of the minas in chapter 2. We saw that the good and faithful servants invested their money and doubled it. But where did they invest it?
The details are not given in the Gospels, but from history, we do know some of the investment options available to them. In the early Roman Empire, the government raised money by selling contract bonds and taxation bonds. In other words, you could invest money in the government and earn dividends on your stock. This was happening before Jesus was born and it continued long afterwards. The servants in the parable took money and invested it in what could be considered the world system. The opportunities were available to anyone with the initiative and awareness to notice them and take advantage of them.
The stock market, as we know it today, is not all that new either. The claim for the oldest market goes to Amsterdam—it started in 1531. It is now one of the one hundred and fifty that are there. Throughout history, the wealthy got that way in the same manner that they do today. They invested. They watched for opportunities and took a calculated risk based on their knowledge of how money works.
Most Americans have heard of the British East India Company. It was formed in 1602 and began to buy spices, teas, and other goods from the Far East. It was some of that tea that our forefathers made immortal at the Boston Tea Party. That might be considered a setback, but those who invested in the company when it started multiplied their money 143 times.
In 1789, the United States government had just emerged from the Revolutionary War and was completely broke. To raise some capital, it sold eighty million dollars worth of government bonds. The government desperately needed money and those who were aware could invest in the government and earn substantial dividends.
The men who sold these bonds were called broachers. The term originally referred to those who broached or tapped a keg of wine. They punched a hole in the keg so that its contents could be poured out. The government broachers were tapping the finances of the people and bringing them into the government. In time the “a” was dropped from the name and they became known as “brokers.”
These broachers worked largely in the capital, which was in New York at that time. To avoid inclement weather, they often worked out of a place called the Turvine Café. This gathering was the beginning of what came to be known as the New York Stock Exchange. The café was located on a little four block street called Wall Street. When the Dutch first settled New York in 1644, they put brush wood around their compound to keep cattle in and Indians out. The governor later built a nine foot high wall, turning the area into a fortress. The street that ran along the wall became know as Wall Street.
I mention this little bit of history because it shows that there have always been opportunities for investments and there have always been investors. There is no reason why you cannot be one. What sets them apart from the poor is their awareness of opportunity. They keep their minds active and ready for action. They are alert and vigilant.
Self-Control
FOR SEVERAL MONTHS, I WENT TO THE GYM WITH A MAN FROM the church. As an expert in nutrition and exercise, he worked out a program for me to accomplish some specific goals. I wanted to build up my body, especially my shoulders. Not everything built up quite the way I wanted it to. We arrived for the first workout. He set the weight on one of the machines and said, “Okay, do twelve reps at this weight.” I did twelve and thought to myself, This body building thing is pretty awesome.
I felt great. I was ready for another twelve, but then he increased the weight. Suddenly it wasn’t so easy. In fact, it started to hurt a little. Actually, it hurt a lot.
I complained, “I can’t do twelve at this weight.”
He replied, “Do as many as you can.”
“Can’t we go back to the other weight? It was easy.”
He stared at me mercilessly and said, “No pain, no gain. If you don’t experience some pain, you’ll never gain any muscle.”
“Why would anyone come back and keep doing this week after week?” I wondered. “I’m not that badly out of shape.”
The answer? Self-discipline. When you can see the goal clearly in your mind, then the pain is worth it. It is a step on the way to success. But to build muscle, you have to work out on a regular basis, whether it feels good or not. That is self-discipline. We all have choices to make in life. Paul encouraged the Corinthians to make choices that would help them achieve something.
Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may obtain it. And everyone who competes for the prize is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an imperishable crown. (1 Cor. 9:24-25)
We have addressed several concepts already that relate to this verse as it regards wealth. First of all, if you are going to win the prize, you have to run in the race. Most Christians are just watching on the sidelines, cheering when someone running the race fails. They won’t even take the chance. But the one certain thing is that if you are not in the race, you will not win the prize. That is the first step. Get in the race.
But if you are going to run the race at all, then you must run to win. You are going to have to run harder and longer than you probably ever thought you could. You will have to endure pain and you will have to give up time and energy if you want to achieve success. If you ask an Olympian how long it takes to run a marathon, he will tell you that it is a lot more than running the race itself, a distance just over twenty-six miles. It involves running thousands of miles in preparation just to be able to finish. To actually win takes even greater dedication.
Paul says that those who compete must be “temperate.” That means “in strict training.” They forego some comforts in order to train so that they can compete effectively for the prize.
Diets and diet books are a three billion-dollar market in America. You can’t go through the store line without being confronted by a new diet program that promises you will lose a hundred pounds in a few days. The problem with diets is that there are none that work effectively in the long term. You may lose a lot of weight, but you will gain it all back as soon as you are finished with the diet if you don’t take to heart the lessons learned during the weight loss.
There is no substitute for taking personal responsibility for your eating and exercise habits and learning self-control. Most of us would like to have a pastor lay hands on us and deliver us from chocolate cake. It’s not going to happen that way. Self-control means learning to say no. There is no way around it. It is called “self-control” because it involves the “control” of “self.” If you don’t do it yourself, then it isn’t going to happen.
The most basic step in financial self-control is creating a budget. We already looked at a very workable budget. I have used it for many years. But if you make a budget and then ignore it, you will never get anywhere. It does no good to know you can spend only ten dollars when you go ahead and spend fifteen anyway. In this part of our study we are looking for money to invest. The best thing you can do is to develop self-control in the small things. The tendency for most people is to spend money simply because they have it. It makes them feel good to be able to spend it, so they do. Of course that means the money is not available to invest.
It doesn’t take much to find this money. If you give up one soda each day, seven days a week, at the end of a year you will have $365 to invest. If you invest it for thirty years at twelve percent interest you will be a millionaire. You could be wealthy at a cost of a single soda a day. But most don’t have enough self-control to avoid buying the soda in the first place, so they never have anything to invest.
Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit. It is significant that it is mentioned last, since none of the other fruits can be experienced without it. “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law” (Gal. 5:22-23). Understand that there is a difference between “gifts” of the Spirit and “fruit” of the Spirit. Gifts are absolutely free. When you receive the fullness of the Holy Spirit, you obtain the fullness of all His gifts, freely given to you.
When you first stepped out in the exercise of your gifts, however, it is very likely that you were a little bit flaky. You may have given a word of prophecy that didn’t seem to have the impact that you thought it should. But it was given without the tempering quality of love or longsuffering or kindness or gentleness or self-control. Those elements had not grown in you yet.
A gift is received. You simply take it and it is yours. But that doesn’t mean you know what to do with it. Fruit has to grow and that takes time. You have to water it and nurture it.
Paul’s whole reason for describing the gifts of the Spirit to the church in Corinth was to make sure that they were exercised for “the profit of all” (1 Cor. 12:7). The church there was very busy being “spiritual,” but without any concern for the purpose of the gifts. They did not realize self-control was an important part of the whole process. All gifts of the Spirit are subject to the control of the person who has the gift: “And the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets” (1 Cor. 14:32).
It is not enough just to be spiritual. Self-control is vital. As you grow into self-control, you will grow into the ability to love unconditionally all of the time. You will learn to have patience. You will learn to have joy. You will be able to operate in longsuffering and perseverance and kindness and gentleness. All these fruits require self-control to be utilized effectively. With self-control, you will flow with the Spirit and the gifts will be beneficial.
Developing Self-Control
The important point I am making is that self-control is a learned behavior. You cannot be delivered into self-control. You have to grow into it. You also have to make an effort to develop it.
I have a problem with chocolate. I love chocolate—cake, fudge, M & M’s. There is an area in which I don’t have to exercise self-control. It is between the weight of 184 pounds and 194. When I hit 194, I have to impose some self-control. When I get back to 184 then I can relax that control a little. The point is that if I don’t make an effort, then I will just keep gaining weight. It doesn’t disappear just because I pray over my food.
It is an amazing statistic that seventy percent of the population of America is overweight. That means that at least seven out of every ten people are struggling with self-control. Most of the rest are probably smoking and drinking so much they couldn’t gain weight no matter how much they ate. Sixty-nine to seventy percent of the young people of America smoke. Just the fact that so many, both young people and adults, continue to smoke, even though they know it is doing irreparable harm to their lungs and their health, indicates how great the struggle is in our culture. This issue of self-control is extremely important in our lives.
When we see a six-year-old shoot another child, we know there is a problem in the society with self-control. The anger rose up, and instead of dealing with whatever made him angry, he just pulled out a gun. There is no self-control. The emptier the pot, the quicker the boil. The less character there is in the child, the faster he loses control.
I see children in the grocery store or toy store who zero in on a toy or candy they want. They cry and scream until the parents cave in; these parents get them anything they ask for just to keep the kids quiet. As soon as they do, they lose the opportunity to teach their child self-control. Self-control says, “You will wait until later. You might get it tomorrow. You might get it next week. In the meantime, appropriate discipline will help you learn to control yourself. When you get done crying, we will discuss the possibility of getting what you want next time. If you ask politely and don’t get upset when I say no, then maybe next time you will get it.”
Self-control is a learned behavior. It can be one of the very first things a child is taught. When a child cries during the night, there can be several valid reasons. He might need to be fed or changed, for example. But you don’t have to jump at the very first sound of his voice. And when the basic needs are taken care of, then it is time to teach self-control. If he just won’t sleep all night, there comes a point where you should just let him cry all night. Just close the door. It will help the child develop self-control. If you don’t do it, he’ll have to eat in the middle of the night for the rest of his life.
We have a responsibility to teach our children self-control. Our son, Scot, began sleeping through the night at the age of six weeks. He was healthy. He was happy. We fed him. We changed his diaper. Everything was fine. We went to bed. He didn’t sleep at all the first night. The second night he slept great. He learned self-control at an early age.
Appetites of the Flesh
Self-control has its basis in controlling the appetites of the flesh. We could devote the entire book to misconceptions of what this means. Early in the history of the church, there developed a belief that denying the appetites of the flesh meant moving to the desert, praying constantly, and starving oneself. Husbands and wives were encouraged to separate from each other to avoid all manner of physical contact.
This is not what is meant by controlling the appetites of the flesh. An extensive study of this aspect of church history would show that such attitudes did not derive from the Bible, but from the influences of Greek philosophy and pagan beliefs. A monk in the desert might have the appearance of spirituality, but he will never affect the world since he never talks to anyone, never shares the gospel with anyone, never does anything that could influence anything in the world for good. Jesus never intended for His people to hide from the world, rendering themselves useless in the building of His kingdom. He told them to go “into” the world (Mark 16:15).
What are the appetites of the flesh, then? We can get some insight by looking in the same passage of Scripture where we found the fruit of the Spirit,
Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like, of which I tell you beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Gal. 5:19-21)
Let’s look at what some of these words mean. Adultery means exactly that. It involves unfaithfulness and a failure to honor commitments in the most important relationship in life apart from that with God, your marriage. Fornication actually means prostitution—to be prostituted or to be involved in prostitution. It also includes incest. As with adultery, there is a violation of commitments and trust in family relationships. Uncleanness means to have impure thoughts of the heart. This is more than just the thoughts that occasionally flash through your brain. The enemy loves to throw them in there, but you don’t have to receive them. Uncleanness refers to those impure thoughts that you take into your heart and dwell on. Lewdness means a loose sexual life or any of the vices that involve the abuse of your body, such as drugs, alcohol, or even excesses of food that are not appropriate.
IDOLATRY occurs any time things become more important than God. These can be whatever we allow to consume our attention. God wants you to be wealthy but you can make money into an idol. That is why you must keep your attitude right. The word sorcery makes us think of witches and the occult, but it really means something very different. It means drug inducing pharmaceuticals. It refers to a craving for any substance that creates a euphoric high. There are natural things you can take that can be good for you, but our society relies heavily on other things. If you have to take one pill to sleep and another pill to wake up, there may be a problem with the appetites of the flesh.
HATRED refers to hostility to man. It includes contention and a quarrelsome attitude. If you are constantly quarreling with people, even when they are always wrong, then something of the love and peace that should be yours is missing. Jealousy means envying other people for what they have. God wants His people to be happy for the prosperity of others. Wrath is fierce, uncontrolled anger. It implies any anger that draws you into sin. James comments on selfish ambition when he points out that it is tied to confusion and every evil work (James 3:16). Dissension results from those who bring division or provoke division between two people or between friends. Heresy means disunity; another definition would be attempting to draw people to oneself instead of drawing them to Christ. Murder is fairly self-explanatory. It involves the taking of another life, though there are ways you can take someone’s life without killing them. You can murder their reputation, for example, by creating or promoting destructive rumors about them. Drunkenness refers to intoxication. Revelry means letting loose and raising hell or just having a wild time.
All of these things are desires or appetites of the flesh. It is interesting that they all have one specific thing in common: They result from a lack of self-control. We justify many of them by claiming they are out of our control. Many who commit adultery cite circumstances as their defense. They were “in love” and couldn’t help themselves. Many who become addicted to prescription drugs got that way because they didn’t think they could sleep without them. Many who lose their temper really believe that if other people were more reasonable, then they wouldn’t have to get angry.
In every case the thing that is missing is self-control. The ability to say no to the desires or inclinations of the flesh is the answer to most problems people have. It can be learned. Whenever something wells up inside of us that is not “love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, or self-control,” we can say no to it. There is great power in that word, “No.” Saying no to Jesus has the power to send you to hell. Saying no to the appetites of the flesh has the power to bring you great blessing.
Self-Control and Wealth
Everything I have said about self-control relates to virtually every area of your life. When we focus on gaining wealth, it becomes obvious that self-control is the one characteristic that will make all of the other things work. We have seen the importance of developing the right attitude toward money. We have made an effort to develop passion. We have dealt with the failures of the past. We have learned to speak the right things. We have gained financial literacy and learned to look for opportunities. But without self-control, we will waste all of that progress. It still comes down to actually doing something with what we have.
When we looked at the parable of the sower in Mark 4, we saw various levels of self-control represented. The first seed fell by the wayside. This is the twenty-five percent of the church who don’t have enough initiative to even get started. There is always an excuse. Such an attitude will stop the Word from working. “I don’t have any money.” “I don’t have any time.” “I don’t have any means of doing this.” “I can’t even buy the books.” The seed is stolen away before it has a chance to take root.
What you need, if this describes you, is self-control. We already saw that a dollar a day will make you a millionaire if you invest it. You could find a little time to do something to better your position, perhaps by turning off the TV. If you are already working all the time, then you have to learn to work smarter. The opportunities are always there if you look for them. Even if you can’t afford the books to make yourself financially literate, you can still find them in the library. They’re free there. There really is no excuse.
The second twenty-five percent are hard ground where the seed starts to grow but can’t get deep enough to take root, and it withers away. These are people who have made up their minds that it can’t be done. They don’t have enough self-control to develop any depth. Instead, they seek comfort over success. They just want to drift through life, get their cabin in Glory Land, and not have to deal with too much. They have the potential for prosperity. It is in front of them but they will not exercise the self-control necessary to become productive.
The third type of person is the thorny ground where weeds grow up and choke out the seed. I believe this is where most Christians live today. There are three things that make the seed unfruitful in them—“the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things” (Mark 4:19).
The cares of the world are distractions that keep them from making the most basic investments. Instead of bringing tithes and offerings into the storehouse, they take the money and spend it on other things they feel they can’t live without. When you make the decision to begin tithing, the enemy will challenge you to see if you are really going to do it. The first year that Maureen and I tithed was the most financially difficult year of my life. It takes self-control to keep at it. But you can’t be fruitful if you’re not tithing into the kingdom of God. You need that to enable God to rebuke the devourer on your behalf.
The second part of this is the deceitfulness of riches. The Greek words used here actually mean to create a delusion, to cheat at wealth, that is, to appear to have money when you actually don’t. In other words, buying on credit so that you look like you are rich, even though you still owe on it, is the deceitfulness of wealth. If we had self-control, we would say no to buying liabilities and save the money to invest in assets, even if it meant looking a little poorer. Self-control means delaying the purchase of things we don’t really need until we can afford them without going into debt. A little of this self-control will go a long way in finding money to invest.
The third part is the desire for other things. This does not mean that we should not ever desire anything material. God said in Psalm 37:4 “Delight yourself also in the LORD, and He shall give you the desires of your heart.” The problem is in why we desire things. You may recall that Hebrew poetry uses two statements set side by side. We looked at a verse in Proverbs that was antithetical parallelism, a negative statement and a positive statement. This verse in Psalms is another type of construction, called synonymous parallelism. It has two positive statements joined together, and you cannot just take the second line of the verse without paying attention to the first. We must remember to keep our delight in the Lord in order to receive the desires of our hearts.
The desire for other things implies that you are not delighting yourself in God. This is perhaps the most dangerous position of all. It carries much of the same implication as the deceitfulness of riches. It is amazing how much power the desire for things can have. When you truly set your heart on something, such as a new car or clothes, it is only a matter of time before you will have it. You will dwell on it until you find a way to get it.
This is what makes such desires unfruitful. They turn your focus away from delighting in God. Your attention becomes so focused on the thing you want that you will put yourself in debt in order to have it. You will fall for the concept of buying now and paying later. As a result, you end up with credit cards full and monthly payments that include so much interest you have no money left to invest in assets. You are unable to produce anything. That is the whole reason credit cards were invented.
When your desire is to build the kingdom of God, you will recognize that debt is a hindrance to your productivity. You will not let the desire for things choke out the Word. You become like the last twenty-five percent of the seed that fell on good ground. It produced thirty, sixty and a hundredfold. These are the people who learn to exercise self-control so they can wait to buy things until they can actually pay for them. Consequently they have money available to invest, and their money begins to multiply.
Matthew 6:21 is another verse we are quite familiar with, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” In other words, if we expand the meaning of the Greek words, it is saying that in the place where your wealth or deposit is, your heart will also be there. The heart, in Greek, represents the center of the thoughts, passions, affections, and desires. This verse is saying that your heart, thoughts, feelings, and mind will move to focus their energy on that place. It becomes a cumulative force to produce something.
Your heart and your treasure cannot be separated. Your heart will follow your treasure and your treasure will produce the desire of your heart. When you set your heart on something, then it will not be long before your treasure becomes applied to obtaining it. You will begin to use your available treasure to produce the desire. If your heart is set on the kingdom of God, then your treasure will become applied to producing it. It will put you in a place where God can bless you and multiply your treasure. You will find a cumulative force in your life producing the things you want.
The key to setting all of these things in motion is self-control. No one will force you to get rich. God will bless your efforts when you do it His way, but He won’t make you do it. You must learn self-control in order to get there.
Putting Self-Control to Work
All of the financial advice in the world is useless if you do not learn to exercise self-control. When you do, you can begin to make wise financial decisions and carry through with them. You can make profitable investments and see your money multiply. The following suggestions will help you get started but you need the self-discipline first if you are to reach financial independence:
• Open an IRA or 401K account if you don’t already have one. If you do have one, do your best to invest the maximum amount you are allowed. This reduces your taxes and increases capital. It is a means of reducing liabilities and building assets.
• Start now to keep records of deductible expenses for this year so you will be able to use the long form for your taxes. Study so that you know what is deductible, then choose a tax person to do your taxes who is not part of a national chain. Consider investing in the computer program Turbo Tax.
• If your company has profit sharing or stock purchase programs, begin buying what you can. This will also help you build assets.
• Build a cash cushion for emergencies or “what-ifs.” Your savings should contain enough to cover three months of bare minimum living expenses—mortgage, car payment, utilities, and so on.
• Be sure you have an up-to-date will.
• Life insurance programs should be term, not universal life. Those that are front-loaded, meaning the expense charges are deducted early in the policy, or rear-loaded, meaning most of the expense charges occur when the policy is surrendered or cash is withdrawn, do not produce much in the long term. There are better places to invest your money.
• Keep up with money and stock news, that is, the things that affect the money market.
• Be sure to give. Tithes and offerings brought into the storehouse help lower your taxes, since they are deductible. More importantly, God is obligated to protect your stuff. Offerings become seeds planted into the kingdom. Therefore, whatever your hands touch in the way of investments or labor will produce thirty, sixty, or a hundredfold.
• Study and become financially literate. There is much to be learned. Only when you feel confident, start investing in stocks, bonds, or real estate. Find out about living trusts.
• Get on a budget and hold fast. Reduce expenses. Stop producing more liabilities and build your assets.
All of these activities require a high degree of self-control. If you ever want to accomplish anything, you must develop this quality. There is no way to get around it. There is no shortcut to avoid it. You must have self-control.
What, Me Work?
A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO I SPOKE AT A CHURCH THAT WAS ABOUT five years old. The pastor was a good man who worked very diligently at his ministry. The church was relatively small so he held down a full-time job in addition to the work of pastoring. He was conscientious and hard-working.
But he never had any fun. The ministry became drudgery, a heavy burden that he faithfully carried day after day, week after week. I looked him in the eye and said, “You need to have some fun. Let’s go play golf.” He expected to spend the day in spiritual pursuits, praying and studying, preparing for the service the next day. He didn’t know how to play golf anyway. I deflected his excuses. “I’ve already prayed. I’ve already studied. I’m ready to preach right now. If I’m ready to preach and I’m all prayed up, we can play golf. I’ll teach you how.”
We headed to the golf course and by the third hole he was having so much fun he forgot all about how difficult the ministry was. The next day his wife joined us and started to have fun too. It didn’t seem to hurt their ministry any since the church has grown so much since then that he is no longer forced to work his second job. Everything in his church that he touches is prospering.
A good work ethic is essential to success in any area of life. Working hard matters, whether you are talking about pastoring a church, raising a family, or starting a business. You should work hard. It is not simply a matter of luck that rich people are rich. Thomas Jefferson put it this way “A mind that is always employed is always happy. . . . I’m a great believer in luck and I find that the harder I work the more I have of it.”
But hard work should not be constant drudgery. When we do things God’s way, there is plenty of room to experience joy and happiness. The secret is to learn how to work smart, not just hard.
Working Smart
What does it mean to work smart? This is the question we will try to answer in this chapter. In its simplest form, working smart means working with understanding. It is having some of the wisdom of God working in your life and utilizing it in an intelligent manner to do something different than you have done in the past, so that you can get different results than you have in the past.
Understanding begins with the Word of God. It means more than just gaining knowledge of the Bible. You can read all you want, but it will do you no good until you learn to apply the concepts to your everyday life. To gain understanding, according to Proverbs, is to become happy—and that is just the beginning. There are great benefits to wisdom and understanding.
Happy is the man who finds wisdom,
And the man who gains understanding.
For her proceeds are better than the profits of silver,
And her gain than fine gold.
She is more precious than rubies,
And all the things you may desire cannot compare with her.
Length of days is in her right hand,
In her left hand riches and honor.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
And all her paths are peace.
She is a tree of life to those who take hold of her.
And happy are all who retain her.
The LORD by wisdom founded the earth;
By understanding He established the heavens;
By His knowledge the depths were broken up,
And clouds drop down the dew. (Prov. 3:13-20)
Wisdom and understanding bring some marvelous things. They include “length of days” and “riches and honor.” When we consider that God founded the earth and heavens and essentially controls them by wisdom, understanding, and knowledge, it should become obvious that these three traits are very important for us to consider.
Proverbs speaks often about diligence, but there is usually more to it than the obvious reference to working hard. Take this passage, for example.
He who has a slack hand becomes poor.
But the hand of the diligent makes rich.
He who gathers in summer is a wise son,
But he who sleeps in harvest is a son who causes shame.
Blessings are on the head of the righteous,
But violence covers the mouth of the wicked. (Prov. 10:4-6)
The slack hand in verse four literally means a cupped hand or a closed hand. The diligent person works with an open hand. In other words, the one with a cupped or slack hand is working so as to hold on to things. His hand is closed so as to keep his grip. It is the same idea as the wicked servant who tried to hold on to his mina instead of investing it. He had it, but he never used it.
The hand that becomes rich is the one that is open. He is working eagerly with determination. His diligence is really in the fact that he opens his hand or lets go of things, as the situation requires. He invests. He works smart, not just hard. Diligence, by definition, involves intelligent investment. It is much more than just working hard.
Verse five emphasizes that the one who gets rich has understanding of how his business works. He gets the harvest in during the right season. He doesn’t try to harvest in the winter when the crops are ruined from sitting in the field, or in the spring when nothing has yet grown. He waits for the right time and then he has the self-discipline to do what needs to be done. He understands his business. This is the person who will hear, “Well done, my good and faithful servant.”
The son who sleeps during the harvest brings shame to his father. In the context of this study, that means that the one who just sits on what God has given him and does not multiply it is a disappointment to God. Verse six speaks of blessings on the head of the righteous. “Head” can be translated as “company.” Diligence, or working smart with understanding, brings blessing on the company or business of the righteous.
John 10:10, which we examined in an earlier chapter, says, “The thief does not come except to steal and to kill, and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.” Most of us can say we have life. We’re working. We’re usually paying our bills at the end of the month, even if we have to borrow from next month to do it. We’ve got clothes on our backs, regular meals, and a place to sleep. We have the essentials we need to get by. We have life. But Jesus wants us to have more than that. He wants us to have abundant life—so much that our children’s children can’t spend it all.
It is this abundance that the devil has tried to steal. He can’t kill us. If he could, he would have done it a long time ago. He doesn’t like us much. He would have killed Adam and Eve if he could have found a way to do it. He couldn’t kill Jesus either. He could tempt Him but he couldn’t kill Him. When Jesus died, He gave up his own life. No one took it from Him.
Therefore My Father loves Me, because I lay down My life that I may take it again. No one takes it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself. (John 10:17-18)
The devil has no power to kill. What he can do is deceive. God told Adam and Eve that they could enjoy the fruit of every tree in the garden except one. I believe that tree was the tithe. God reserved it as the only thing to be set aside as His. He gave everything else to them.
The devil overheard the conversation. He realized he couldn’t kill them but he could hang around and continuously lie to them until they believed the lie and took the fruit of the one tree God told them not to touch.
It hasn’t changed any since then. The devil can’t kill you but he can lie to you, and if you believe the lie you open the door for him to come into your life to steal and destroy.
What is the lie? The reason the devil has been able to steal so much from the church is that we have not recognized the lie for what it is. It comes to us in the guise of religion, a perversion of the truth supported by the misapplication of Scripture. The devil has taken Scripture and made religion. And religion is not life. It is always unfruitful.
Jesus began His ministry with power and authority bestowed directly from the Father. At His baptism, the Spirit descended on Him and the Father spoke the words that expressed how much He was pleased with Jesus (Matt. 3:13-17). But it was not power or authority that Jesus used in the wilderness to overcome temptation. It was an understanding of the Word of God.
The devil came quoting Scripture. He came with religion. But Jesus had more than just a knowledge of the Word. He had understanding and He knew when the devil was misusing it. The second temptation in particular illustrated the devil’s methods.
Then the devil took Him up into the holy city, set Him on the pinnacle of the temple, and said to Him, “If you are the Son of God, throw Yourself down. For it is written: ‘He shall give His angels charge over you,’ and ‘In their hands they shall bear you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone.’” (Matt. 4:5-6)
Religion will pull a verse of Scripture out of its context and apply it in a way that takes all of the life out of it and makes it unfruitful. Because Jesus was born in a stable, religion assumed Jesus was poor; yet, they tried to stay at the inn because they could afford it. There was no reason for Jesus to jump. He understood that Psalm 91, the text He used to refute Satan, spoke of God’s protection against the attacks of the enemy. It was not a license to do something foolish like jump off a building just to prove a point. In fact, the devil only wanted Jesus to use part of the chapter, since the next verse after the one he quoted had to do with him: “You shall tread upon the lion and the cobra, the young lion and the serpent you shall trample underfoot.” (Ps. 91:13).
The Spirit of the Law
Early in his ministry, Jesus began speaking of the difference between the letter of the Law and the spirit of the Law. It produced conflict between Him and the established religious leaders of His day. One of the clearest examples is what came to be known as the Sabbath controversy.
The Pharisees believed healing on the Sabbath was work and thus violated the commandment in Exodus 20:8 to remember the Sabbath to keep it holy. Many such incidents occurred as the religious leaders looked for a reason to arrest Jesus—“And He entered the synagogue again, and a man was there who had a withered hand. So they watched Him closely, whether He would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse Him” (Mark 3:1-2).
The letter of the Law said that Jesus should do whatever the Law said, regardless of the circumstances or the outcome. Jesus had understanding of this commandment. He realized its purpose was to set aside time to focus on God and the Word without the business of life interfering. Every person needs that kind of time during his week. But Jesus also knew that healing those who were sick was not a violation of the principle of the Law. The idea behind the Sabbath was to bring people into experiencing life with God. For someone bound by sickness, healing accomplished the same thing. Healing was a fruit of the relationship Jesus had with His father.
On another occasion Jesus was accused of breaking the Sabbath when His disciples picked the heads of grain as they walked through the fields (Mark 2:23-28). The response He made demonstrated the difference between following the Law without understanding and living the principles of the Law through understanding: “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).
The analogy should be clear. The Pharisees worked very hard at following the Law. Even Jesus acknowledged how hard they worked when He said, “Unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:20). But all their work did was wear them out. They weren’t working with understanding. They didn’t work smart. Jesus said working smart means gaining understanding of why the Law says what it says so you can learn the principles behind it and apply them to your life. The devil just wants you to work hard. There is freedom and prosperity in having understanding. There is poverty and unfruitfulness in religion and religious attitudes.
Churches have given us some unfruitful and destructive attitudes. First Corinthians 14:34 says, “Let your women keep silent in the churches, for they are not permitted to speak.” The devil took that verse and used it to make fifty percent of the body of Christ ineffective for two thousand years. We still deal with it today. A woman recently came up to me and said, “Pastor, I just felt that God instructed me to tell you that your wife should not be up on the platform speaking because women are to be silent in the church.”
Paul didn’t seem to have a problem with women speaking in the church. Just three chapters earlier, in 1 Corinthians 11, he mentioned women who prayed and prophesied in church, and he didn’t tell them to be quiet. His only concern there was that there be order in what occurred. Paul worked closely with Priscilla, who became a pastor along with her husband. The implications are that she was the one who took the leading role, not her husband (Acts 18:18-19; 2 Tim. 4:19; Rom. 16:3). She is always mentioned first, something unusual for that time. Paul speaks of Junia, a woman in the church at Rome, and calls her an apostle (Rom. 16:7). The classic verses in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 that are often used to keep women silent in church are also concerned with disorder and arguing in the church. A quick reading of both letters to Timothy shows that Paul had even more concern about those attitudes among the men than he did with the women. Paul’s problem was not with women. It was with disorder.
When you approach these passages of Scripture with understanding, you see that there is order in God’s body. Women should not come into the church with the appearance that they are trying to take over the authority of their husbands or stealing their husbands’ respect. Religion and religious attitudes just tell women to shut up. The church is finally getting over this foolishness but it is a deception that has caused untold damage.
Another religious notion is that you can pray over your food and then eat anything and it won’t hurt you. The truth is that if you eat junk, it is still junk. Praying over it might make it sanctified junk, but it is still junk and it is still bad for you and if you eat enough of it for long enough you will get sick. This misunderstanding of what faith and prayer is all about has caused many Christians to die young.
We all believe we ought to look like Christians. The Bible speaks about dress in several places. First Timothy 2:9 says that women should “adorn themselves in modest apparel, with propriety and moderation, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly clothing.” The devil takes that Scripture and turns it into a set of rules about how to dress that makes Christians look like a bunch of dysfunctional misfits. We have churches full of people who love Jesus and are good people but they are walking around in little black suits with little pin ties. The women don’t wear makeup. They keep their hair in a bun and make sure their dresses are nice and plain and long enough that you can’t see their wrists, because we don’t want to look at the flesh. They can’t wear jewelry of any kind.
All we succeed in doing when we interpret Scripture in this way is to make ourselves look weird. The obvious intent of Paul’s writing is not to make people look out of place but to make them look appropriate to the ministry God has called them to. That is just the opposite of looking out of place. It is looking like you belong, that you are capable and competent and that you can be trusted to have some common sense in everything you do. If you just dress funny you will not only have greater difficulty functioning in a normal job but you will have less credibility when you share the Gospel with people around you. That is just what the devil wants.
It is interesting to go back to the Song of Solomon and see how the bride dressed there. The book contains numerous references to jewelry and clothing that were the best and most attractive available. It would seem that God really doesn’t want us to look weird. He wants us to look better than everybody else.
Your cheeks are lovely with ornaments.
Your neck with chains of gold.
We will make you ornaments of gold
With studs of silver. (Song of Sol. 1:10-11)
You have ravished my heart
With one look of your eyes,
With one link of your necklace. (Song of Sol. 4:9)
How much better than wine is your love,
And the scent of your perfumes
Than all spices! (Song of Sol. 4:10)
And the fragrance of your garments
Is like the fragrance of Lebanon. (Song of Sol. 4:11)
Your head crowns you like Mount Carmel,
And the hair of your head is like purple;
A king is held captive by your tresses. (Song of Sol. 7:5)
The devil has used religion to keep us uneducated. We want our children to go to Bible school so they don’t have to experience the pressures of the world. We want them to be spiritual. Yet when they get out, all they know is some information about the Bible. They don’t know how to get a job or how to keep a job when they get it. They don’t have any understanding of how to relate to the rest of the world.
In the World, Not of the World
The sad part of all of this is that because many Christians can’t relate to the world, they have no understanding of how to share Jesus with the world either. They think that being bold for Jesus means saying and doing weird things. They walk down the aisle in the grocery store and suddenly shout, “Praise God. I found the bread. Thank you, Jesus.” People are not impressed with weirdness or ignorance or how loud you can be. But when they see the life of Jesus manifested in a person who is successful, they take notice. They need to know Jesus is interested in making His people successful in everyday life. Jesus is not interested in making them weird. He wants them to stand out because they are successful, not because they are strange.
The devil quotes Scripture that says we are to be separate from the world. Revelation says, “Come out of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and lest you receive of her plagues” (Revelation 18:4). As a result Christians have fled from politics, from the entertainment industry, and from the arts. Then they complain because so many ungodly things happen in all of those areas. But why should they expect anything different?
When the Bible says we are not to be of this world, it means we should not participate in the world’s way of thinking. It does not mean we go hide somewhere in the back of the church so we can be spiritual. God expects us to take an active part in changing the world around us. We can’t do that unless we get involved. Christians should be filling the Congress, the state legislatures, the city councils, and the school boards of America. Most of us don’t even know when the school board meets. We’re not involved. We’re not aware. And we’re not effective.
The devil has used religion to make an issue of church doctrine. I hate church doctrine. I don’t preach church doctrine. I believe the Bible. Doctrine is too often the result of twisting the principles of the Word of God. Probably seventy percent of the Christians in America today have been robbed of blessing, health, and prosperity because of church doctrine. They are the ones who believe God makes them sick to teach them lessons and that He makes them poor to keep them humble.
In all of these areas, the devil has stolen from us the best that God wanted us to have. It is religion that says money is evil and that the rich can’t get to heaven. When we have understanding of the Word, then we realize we can’t do the things God wants His church to do unless we have money. Understanding is extremely important in the plans God has for us. We can’t get anywhere without it.
The church is finally coming out of this deception. The whole world belongs to Jesus and, since we are joint heirs with Him, it belongs to us. God wants us to enjoy it and He wants us to use it to accomplish His purposes. With a right understanding of this we begin to see that working smart, not just hard, is God’s perfect will for His people.
Working smart means realizing that it all belongs to God anyway. We saw earlier how Joseph ended up owning all the land and cattle of Egypt. He offered seed back to the people for the price of one-fifth of their produce.
Then Joseph said to the people, “Indeed I have bought you and your land this day for Pharaoh. Look, here is seed for you, and you shall sow the land. And it shall come to pass in the harvest that you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh. Four-fifths shall be your own, as seed for the field and for your food, for those of your households and as food for your little ones. (Gen. 47:23-24)
Joseph is a picture of the New Testament Jesus. He owns everything but gives back the seed so we can plant it and cause it to multiply. In return he asks that we give the tithe and the offering. Like the people of Egypt we can say, “You have saved our lives” (Gen. 47:25).
I hope by now you understand the importance of the tithe. But that is one-tenth. Joseph asked for one-fifth. Does that mean you should be giving twenty percent or ten? In Malachi God refers to both tithes and offerings.
Will a man rob God?
Yet you have robbed Me!
But you say,
“In what way have we robbed You?”
In tithes and offerings. (Mal. 3:8)
When He says to bring the whole tithe, He is referring to the offering as well. The word “whole” means the complete offering. God says He will open the windows of heaven and pour out a blessing so great that it cannot be contained. The picture given in the original Hebrew implies that the tithe opens the windows of heaven and it also causes God to rebuke the devourer, but the offering causes the rain to come forth that waters the seed and makes it multiply.
This does not mean you have to give exactly twenty percent. You should purpose in your heart what you will give over and above your tithe. This is the truth of giving. The devil doesn’t want you to tithe at all so he has taken Scripture and used it to deceive us. He points to Corinthians: “So let each one give as he purposes in his heart” (2 Cor. 9:7). He says that the Scripture allows you to give any amount you want. As a result of this verse, the church is inundated every Christmas and Easter with one dollar bills because that is how much people purpose to give. They point to the Bible and say, “It says here I should give what I feel like giving, and I feel like giving a dollar.”
When you have understanding of the Scripture, not just knowledge, you will see that Paul was not talking about the tithe. He was referring to an offering being taken to the church in Jerusalem for their assistance. It was essentially a missions gift (2 Cor. 9:1-5). The tithe protected their possessions. The rest of the offering brought blessing. Religion ignores the context, which emphasizes that you have to invest in order to multiply.
But this I say; He who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. So let each one give as he purposes in his heart, not grudgingly or of necessity; for God loves a cheerful giver. (2 Cor. 9:6-7)
So, you can give what you feel like giving but if you don’t tithe ten percent, the devil will steal what you have. If you give a small offering beyond your tithe, you can expect small results. The point of all this is that the devil says that working hard means putting your head down and plodding on, putting in long days and never having any fun. He will quote Scripture to support this deception. But when you have understanding you see that working hard in the biblical sense includes working smart, becoming financially literate, and enjoying the blessings of God as you use them for the building of His kingdom.
In closing this chapter I will leave you with a few thoughts about how to make your money work for you from The Richest Man in Babylon by George S. Clason. I include them in King James English, in case you still feel the need for a religious appearance.
FIVE WAYS TO MAKE YOUR MONEY WORK FOR YOU
1. Start thy purse to fattening. In other words, for every ten coins you put in, take no more than nine out. In a short time you will have plenty of money to invest.
2. Control thine expenditures. Expenses will always grow to equal your income unless you take control.
3. Make thy “gold” multiply. Put every coin possible into laboring that it may reproduce after its own kind—even as the flock of the field—and a stream of wealth will flow constantly into your purse.
4. Guard thy treasure for loss. The tithe protects your stuff. Offerings are seeds that can produce and multiply. Also study to know what you are investing in. Study investments wisely before parting with hard-earned money.
5. Make thy dwelling a profitable investment. Pay it off early and let it make you money. Build assets, not liabilities.
Small Start, Big Finish
THERE IS AN OLD MATHEMATICAL CALCULATION THAT ILLUSTRATES how much a small investment can grow. If you agreed to work for someone for exactly one month, just thirty days, and you worked the first day for one cent, doubling your salary every day for the month, you might feel that you weren’t making very much. The second day you would get two cents. The third day it would increase to four cents. By the twelfth day you would still only be making $20.48.
But things would increase rapidly after that. On the fifteenth day, halfway through the month, you would receive $163.84. It would go over a thousand dollars on the eighteenth day and by the last day of the month your pay would be more than five million dollars. When you add up all of the daily amounts it totals $10,737,418.23. Not bad for starting with just a penny!
This tremendous increase results from multiplication. If the only thing we are looking for in life is a good raise or a better paying job, then we are adding, not multiplying. Using the same starting pay of one penny a day and adding a penny to it each day for a month you can see the difference. You will receive one cent the first day, two cents the second day, three cents the third day and so on. By the end of the month you will have $4.65, a far cry from ten million. Even if you started with a dollar instead of a penny you still would only have $465. But this is the way we are thinking when we consider getting a raise to be wealth. We are adding when God wants us to multiply.
There are many scenarios that involve starting small and developing it into great wealth. If you have a child who is sixteen years old or younger, you could begin investing $50 each month into an IRA until he is able to cover the monthly payment. Assuming an interest rate of 12.5 percent, if he continues to put the same monthly amount in consistently until he is sixty-five the IRA will have approximately 1.7 million dollars in it. That is a lot of money for such a small start.
The earlier you start, the better you will be. If a nineteen year old takes $2,000 a year for eight years and invests it in a mutual fund that pays 12 percent interest, you would have a total investment of $16,000. By the time that person is sixty-five years old there will be 1.6 million dollars in the account.
If you waited until you were twenty-seven to begin and invested $2,000 a year until you were sixty-five, you would have a total of $74,000 but you will only end up with a total of $800,000 in the account. Starting early is important but even if you are older than that now, you still need to start. It doesn’t take much to begin.
A parent who takes $1,000 on the day his baby is born and opens an account at twelve percent interest, will have $40,000 in college funds by the time the child grows to the age of eighteen. If the child leaves it alone until he is sixty-five it will be well over a million dollars.
Everyone begins small. It is as biblical as anything we have talked about so far. Scripture abounds with examples of successful people who began with very limited resources and accomplished great things through intelligent and disciplined investment. God loves to see the multiplication. “For who has despised the day of small things?” (Zech. 4:10). Job certainly experienced great loss. He had virtually nothing left but he still knew how to start small and end up big—“Though your beginning was small, yet your latter end would increase abundantly” (Job 8:7).
Even Jesus had to start small. The son of God had to begin as a baby and grow. He had to study and learn. Luke tells us that He “increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:52). Jesus studied until He was thirty. Then He began His ministry small. He showed up at the Jordan River to be baptized by John the Baptist. He came alone. There was no marketing department to launch Him on His way, no press releases to alert the media that He was beginning to preach, no photographers to capture the moment for future documentaries. He wasn’t popular then. It was just Him and John.
From there He was led into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. It was one of the most important moments in His life but there was no crowd to see it and no one to help, just Jesus and the devil.
Jesus began teaching for a while before He called His disciples. He did not have a big organization behind Him, just Himself and His calling to preach. Then He began calling disciples. There were only twelve to begin with but as He trained them, the twelve turned into seventy-two and by the time He left the earth there were 120 gathered in the upper room who very quickly became 3,000 and then 5,000. Jesus started small but He built on what He had and multiplied it.
It is important to realize that the success Jesus had was more than just being a good Bible teacher. He was successful in every way. He looked successful and He acted successful. He dressed as a successful person. His clothing was so valuable that even at His crucifixion the Roman soldiers would not cut it up. They gambled for it instead so as not to destroy it. If some homeless guy walked up to you and said, “Follow me,” you would laugh at best, or more likely sneer a little. You would not follow someone who gave every indication to you of being a complete loser. People followed Jesus because He looked and acted like He knew where He was going. He started small but He knew His purpose and pursued it with confidence and power. He multiplied what He had and it got the attention of everyone in the country.
Luke 19 describes an incident in the ministry of Jesus that illustrates the kind of appeal He had. He passed through Jericho on His way to Jerusalem. He was at the peak of His ministry. When He got to Jerusalem, He was met with a huge crowd that placed palm branches in front of Him and shouted praises to Him. The events that would take place there after the triumphal entry into the city gates would provide salvation for all men and would establish His church.
The Tax Collector
In the Old Testament Jericho was the first city God gave to Joshua as he brought Israel into the Promised Land. It was also the only city from which God told them not to take any spoils for themselves. Everything there belonged to God. The city of Jericho represented the tithe, the first fruits of the new land. Jesus stopped there on His way to Jerusalem.
There was a man in Jericho named Zacchaeus (Luke 19:2). From Luke we know that he was a chief tax collector; he was also rich. It is important to understand clearly the details of this picture. We heard the story of Zacchaeus in Sunday School. We really only remember two things about him. He was a tax collector and he was short. We never think much about it past that. We understand he was a sinner and that Jesus went to his house, but we tend to overlook some important points.
Zacchaeus was not only a tax collector but a “chief” tax collector, which means he was in charge. He was possibly the head of the whole region. He undoubtedly made a good salary. He was also rich, and didn’t become rich just on a salary. He was a man who understood investments. In chapter 6 we discussed the government issued bonds that the Roman Empire used. Zacchaeus was probably one of the people who collected taxes to pay off those bonds. He understood the system from being intimately involved in it. He knew how investments worked. He was not just a chief tax collector. He was very wealthy.
The next thing to notice about Zacchaeus is that he wanted to see Jesus (Luke 19:3). He went to a lot of trouble to see Him. Zacchaeus was short and the crowd was tall. So he climbed a tree along the path Jesus was walking on so he could see over the crowd.
As I already said, you would not follow a homeless person. You would want to follow someone who is successful. The rich do not come out to see the poor come to town. In fact, the poor don’t turn out to see the poor. They come out to see the rich. And the rich come out to see the richer. The size of the crowd was an indication of how successful Jesus had become during the three years since His ministry started with nothing but Himself.
We know that Zacchaeus was rich so it is safe to say that Jesus was even more successful than him. His desire was to see someone even more successful than Himself. Jesus hung out with people who were going somewhere. He went to parties at the homes of the wealthiest people in town. When He called His disciples, He spoke only to men who were successful, working businessmen. Mary Magdalene and the other women who contributed financially to the support of Jesus and His disciples were wealthy.
Jesus was accused of hanging out with sinners, but it should be noted that the ones making those accusations were the religious people of the day. Even today those who are religious and who don’t have money accuse those who do have money of being sinners. To a religious mind, the possession of wealth could not possibly be spiritual. Of course the kind of sinners that Jesus was accused of associating with were rich ones. Gluttons were the ones who could afford to eat a lot, and drunkards were the ones who could afford to drink a lot, but those rich people were who Jesus spent His time with.
He ministered to everyone, both rich and poor. When He went into a city the Word tells us that they were all healed. His love and compassion did not take note of how well a person dressed or how successful they looked, but the people He hung out with were rich. They were the members of the community who, because of their wealth, could have the greatest influence on the world around them. They were the ones best prepared to build His kingdom. It is significant that out of all the crowd in Jericho that day, Jesus pushed to the back of the line and found Zacchaeus in the tree. He gave such special attention to him that He not only talked to him but He interrupted His trip to Jerusalem in order to go to Zacchaeus’ house. Zacchaeus was an influential man in a position to do a great deal of good. He received Jesus joyfully (Luke 19:6). But the crowd complained. “But when they saw it, they all complained, saying, ‘He has gone to be a guest with a man who is a sinner’” (Luke 19:7). Zacchaeus was a tax collector, so there is some question immediately about how honest he was, but the Bible doesn’t actually say he was particularly dishonest. His response to Jesus was certainly not the words of an irresponsible man—“Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor; and if I have taken anything from anyone by false accusation, I restore fourfold” (Luke 19:8).
Zacchaeus was ready to clean up any wrong things he had done. With the wealth that he had, he was in a position to accomplish much for the furthering of the gospel. It appears that Jesus was less concerned with His own reputation than He was with ministry to this influential man in the city of Jericho. He saw Zacchaeus’ willingness to use his wealth to help the community and He declared that salvation had come to that house. Salvation had come to reconcile the creation.
Today salvation has come to this house, because he also is a son of Abraham; for the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost. (Luke 19:9-10)
The phrase “son of Abraham” could be interpreted in several ways. The most obvious is that Zacchaeus was a descendant of Abraham or, in other words, he was Jewish. Abraham was the “father of Israel.”
Take note of the fact, however, that in the New Testament, Abraham is connected to the people of faith. It says in Genesis 15:6 that because he believed God, it was accounted to him as righteousness. God promised to make him a father of many nations, not just of Israel (Gen. 17:5). He became the father of all who have faith.
Therefore it is of faith that it might be according to grace, so that the promise might be sure to all the seed, not only to those who are of the law, but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all. (Rom. 4:16)
When Zacchaeus began giving away his wealth, he demonstrated an attitude of faith. That, more than his Jewish ancestry, made him a son of Abraham. It also was what prompted Jesus to say that salvation had come to his house.
There are two aspects of salvation that must be considered. First of all is the spiritual application of being born again. When you accept Jesus as your Savior, that is, when you believe that He died for your sin, and you ask Him to become the Lord of your life, you are saved. You receive new life and you are free from the penalty of sin, which is death. That is certainly a part of what Jesus meant when He said to Zacchaeus that salvation had come to him.
But the word “salvation” comes from the Hebrew word yasha. The name “Jesus” comes from the same root and means salvation. The Hebrew meaning has a picture of coming from a narrow confined place into a wide open space where there is abundance, freedom, riches, and opulence. When salvation came to Zacchaeus, it not only meant new spiritual life, but it also brought great wealth, joy, and prosperity.
With this definition in mind, look at the last thing Jesus said to Zacchaeus. “The Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost.” He did not say “those” who were lost. He said “that” which was lost. “Those” would mean people. “That” means things. I don’t need to say that God wants to save people. We know that. But we need to see that He wants to save things as well. He wants to save the earth. Jesus came to restore this earth to the fullness and the wealth that He originally wanted for His people. Salvation includes saving your finances and your prosperity.
The process of sowing seed and cultivating it as it multiplies is as old as the earth and will continue for as long as the earth does. The process of investment and multiplication follows the same pattern.
While the earth remains,
Seedtime and harvest,
Cold and heat,
Winter and summer,
And day and night
Shall not cease. (Gen. 8:22)
God never intended for this pattern to change. From the beginning of time, He gave seed to the sower. The first fruit or the tithe from the harvest was to go back to God. The first fruit was always the strongest seed. The second fruit was the second strongest seed. It was intended for investment. The rest was for the enjoyment of the one who harvested it. If you eat the second fruit you have nothing left to invest.
The seed that is necessary for investment, the seed that will make you wealthy, does not have to be very big. It does not take a whole lot for God to multiply your investment and make you wealthy, but it does require that you do something. All too often we think that God is just going to throw money at us because we tithed a couple of times. God will bless the work of our hands but our hands have to work first. We have to become financially literate so that we can handle the wealth when it comes. Most of us would like to start very big, but the truth is we are probably not ready for it. God wants us to learn how to manage wealth. When we are faithful in little things, He entrusts us with greater things. For some, the most important part of becoming wealthy will be the first step, which might be as small as learning how to balance their checkbooks.
We noted earlier in the chapter that Jesus started small. He wasn’t just born and then crucified for mankind. Rather He grew and developed the character to accomplish His call. He gained experience. He learned to understand people, life, and death.
There are no shortcuts to great wealth. When you try to find easy money, you actually rob yourself of many of the lessons that you need for success. You must learn discipline, passion, generosity and creativity. You must develop the character of a millionaire. The world determines wealth and success by what you have. God determines wealth and success by what you give. Success is not about what you get but what you become. You must be careful as you develop the characteristics of a millionaire that you own your possessions. If you do not maintain the right attitude, your possessions will begin to own you.
Above all remember that you must begin small and grow. Jesus did and before He was finished, He was ministering to the most wealthy and influential people in the country. To have a big finish you need a small start on a strong foundation. Don’t try to rush it.
Bulldog Tenacity
THERE IS A STORY ABOUT A BLIMP IN THE STATE OF NEW YORK that was preparing for a flight. The basket was being loaded with all of the passengers. The blimp was anchored by a rope held by about seventy people. Suddenly a gust of wind blew through the area and the blimp was carried into the air unexpectedly. Most of the people on the rope let go, but a few were so taken by surprise that they hung on and were carried into the air. By the time they let go, they were already a few hundred feet in the air. Sixteen of them died.
But there was one man who didn’t let go. He knew that if he did, he would die, so he wrapped his leg around the rope and clung to it. He later said he knew the blimp would have to come down eventually. When everyone else fell off, he was able to tie the rope around his waist and ride it out until the blimp touched down again. He had a bulldog tenacity that saved his life.
When you look at a bulldog, the first thing you notice is the strange shape of his face. His teeth are clear out to the front of his head while his nose is way back from the front of his face. It is this unusual design of a bulldog’s head that makes him distinctive from other dogs.
There is a reason for this design. When a bulldog bites your leg, he will not let go. Most dogs bite and hang on for a minute, but they have to let go because they can’t breath. A bulldog doesn’t have that problem since his nose is so far back from his teeth. He doesn’t have to let go until he chooses to.
We have looked at many of the attitudes that are necessary for gaining wealth. They are not complicated but they are essential. You need to have confidence, passion, discipline, ambition, creativity. These are all characteristics that are available to any person who will take the time to study business and learn how it works. Once you have these characteristics, however, you then need tenacity. Don’t give up until you get it right. Learn from your mistakes and try again. Peter Daniels, one of the wealthiest men in Australia, started six businesses before he finally succeeded. But he didn’t quit.
When we walk in the Spirit, we will manifest the fruit of the Spirit—“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law” (Gal. 5:22-23). Longsuffering is another word for perseverance. The person who walks in God’s perfect will is not a quitter. He has persevered, he has overcome. Regardless of your background, your history or your circumstances, God has given you everything you need to become wealthy, if you will just do it His way and not give up. Too many people have a wishbone where they should have a backbone. We need to heed the advice of Hebrews.
And we desire that each one of you show the same diligence to the full assurance of hope until the end, that you do not become sluggish, but imitate those who through faith and patience inherit the promises. (Heb. 6:11-12)
Building wealth takes time. It is a process that you have to work through to develop the skills you need to have money. There is a beautiful valley over the hill but you have to climb the hill to get to it. If you follow these four steps, you will become wealthy.
1. Plan purposefully.
2. Prepare prayerfully.
3. Proceed positively.
4. Pursue persistently.
The Baby Boomers
We are living at a moment in history that is unparalleled for its potential to investors. We are on the edge of the greatest affluence America has ever known. Since the early 1990s, we have had a continual financial growth pattern that will continue for at least two or three decades.
The reason I can be so confident about this is that I have seen the trends of the baby boomer generation. These are the people born between 1946 and 1964. They are 70 million strong and they control three quarters of the wealth in America today. They are unique in American history for their approach to life and the way they deal with money.
Most baby boomers were teenagers in the sixties. They were raised with a free mentality, the hippie generation of free love and doing whatever feels good. They have grown up and left behind flower power and tie-dyed clothes, but something of that approach to life has carried over. And now they have some money.
Since 1990, the rich have gotten richer, but so have the poor. Our standard of living has improved. The power of the dollar has increased. Property values have gone up. The average American is better off than ever before. The baby boomers have become affluent.
And they are spending their money. They don’t care about saving it. When they want things, they go and get them. That’s the way they have always thought and it is still how they think. They have a degree of self-centeredness that has some negative aspects, but this same trait also fuels our economy. The “If it feels good, do it” mentality is still alive and well. Education levels are dropping because people don’t want to go to the trouble of learning. The ability to communicate or write is declining rapidly. Relationships are becoming less important to more people. We have a generation coming up that has no boundaries. They are creative but they will attack one another at the drop of a hat. This has made society more lawless and less logical.
But this attitude also means that they are spending money as never before in history. If they want it, they buy it. It doesn’t matter what the interest rates are. It doesn’t even matter if they can afford it. They will buy it.
There is a struggle going on between the baby boomers and the Federal Reserve Bank. The rich don’t want the poor to continue to prosper. By manipulating interest rates and raising oil prices they hope to continue to get richer and keep the poor poor. The baby boomers aren’t cooperating, however. Our parents saved money and still had nothing. The baby boomers don’t save at all. They spend. The stock market drops and they spend anyway. Oil prices go up and the baby boomers drive their luxury cars anyway, and those vehicles aren’t four-cylinder models either. They cling to their eight-cylinder gas hogs because they want the gas hogs. The government raises interest rates and the baby boomers buy a house anyway.
Yet as this group grows older, they will need more medical attention and they will demand it at lower prices. Inflation will drop. Medical expenses will drop. People with the attitude that the baby boomers have will not stop spending for very long, no matter what is happening around them.
The economy is emotionally driven. Baby boomers say that they are buying only what they need, but the truth is that they buy what they want and, with the use of credit, they buy it when they want it. This trend will not end until the baby boomers stop spending, and that won’t happen until at least 2010 or 2015. For those who are prepared for this economic climate, the opportunity for investment is enormous. Knowing that the economy is emotionally driven, you can begin using your emotions for your benefit instead of letting them work against you.
Emotion is really energy in motion. The poor are driven by the emotions of fear and greed. The rich are driven by passion and faith. The poor are driven by the fear of not having money so they work hard to have it. But when they have it, the greed for other things and the fear of not having them drives them to buy liabilities, which keeps them poor. Your desire for wealth does not have to be bad, however. It can be the emotion that drives you to get control of your finances and become financially literate. The best emotions are those that are tied to the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. If you develop these emotions, they will drive you to wealth that enables you to build the kingdom of God. If you develop the emotions of the flesh, they will drive you to poverty.
Knowing these things, we can begin to get some general ideas about where to invest. The wants and needs of the baby boomers will drive the marketplace. As we understand them, we can make intelligent decisions. Creativity in investment is a good thing. Never begin thinking that it’s all been done. In 1929, the man in charge of the United States Patent Office made the statement that everything that can be invented has already been invented. He is now remembered exclusively for being stupid.
Pharmaceuticals are good investments as long as the company is keeping pace with new developments. Do not invest in any company that does not have research and development going on. They will quickly become obsolete if they are not creating new products that keep up with the market. Any company that tries to live on what it did yesterday will go broke.
Pharmaceutical companies that are moving forward, talking about life extension and improving health, are creating products baby boomers will buy. They want to live forever and they will spend their money to try to do it. This is the emotion of the time.
Tech stocks are good but they can be very volatile. The industry is going through such rapid transition that many opportunities are available. But the risk is greater also. The development of super microchips will radically alter the tech stocks. Computers will become so small that they will easily fit in your pocket. The Internet is really in its infant stage. Tremendous strides will be made there over the next ten years.
The entertainment industry—television, movies, and recording—are already being impacted by the Internet. You can pull music off of your computer and burn your own CDs at home.
Convenience and quality are the things that sell. That is what motivates the baby boomers. When investing, look for companies that have premium quality. They customize their products to the desires of the baby boomers. They have fast response and delivery times and they emphasize personal service.
Toyota developed a spin-off company that catered to the baby boomers. It is called Lexus. The Lexus is a car designed specifically for this group’s tastes. It does everything but drive itself. It has the best of any feature that you can put in a car. The service is personalized, everything a baby boomer could want . . . and they don’t care if it costs $60,000.
Stock was sixty cents a share when the company first started. It increased by seven times in the first year. Today it has gone up over one hundred and fifty times. It sells because baby boomers want the best.
That is the reason for why we bought from foreign producers when American products were inferior in quality. We didn’t care where the things came from as long as they were good.
Companies such as UPS and FedEx have been successful because they have figured out ways to personalize their service. If you want it there tomorrow, they will get it there tomorrow.
If you keep these trends in mind as you invest, it will help you to determine which companies are on the right track to be successful. This is all part of being financially literate. If you want to make money in the stock market, you have to know how the stock market works. Here are a few basic principles that you can utilize as you prepare for investment.
Stock prices rise and fall irregularly but over time they persistently go up. The value of the businesses behind the stocks tends to increase over time as the earnings are directed back into the businesses. If you invest in the stock of stable companies that meet the criteria we have discussed and just leave it alone over a long period of time, it will almost always increase in value. There is always some risk but the history of the stock market shows that it has consistently gone up.
Long term bonds are extremely good investments as long as they are compound. They are relatively safe investments. In order to be most successful, the individual investor needs to invest, not speculate. Study the companies and accounts in which you are investing. Know their history. Have a good idea of what the potential return is before you put money in. You won’t eliminate risk but you can minimize it. Always have a rule of thumb in mind for the appropriate time to sell. Always have at least a minimum of your investments in stocks.
As a general rule, when you buy stock, sixty percent of your investment should be in stock and forty percent should be in bonds. When stock goes down, bonds go up. When stock goes up, bonds go down. Once you are locked into a bond program, it can’t go down, but this general rule will help you know how and when to buy.
Wealth in the Kingdom of God
This kind of information is often nothing more than common sense when you understand how money works. For most Christians, however, it is completely foreign. The church has lived for so long with wrong perceptions of what the Bible says about money that we can’t even comprehend the simplest elements of investment. We have been programmed with “poor.” We read the Bible through “poor” perceptions. Poverty has been the result.
Jesus came to the earth to save everyone, rich and poor. But it seems that evangelical Christians don’t feel right if they preach to the rich. It is fascinating to me as I speak to pastors around the world how much this perspective has limited the scope of their ministries and created problems for church growth. Many have called and asked my advice. Their churches are struggling financially. There just isn’t enough money coming in to pay the bills and keep the church operating.
My first question is, “What are you doing with your ministry?”
“Well, we are feeding the hungry and helping the poor. We are taking teams into the projects and preaching to the lost there.”
I ask, “Is that your whole focus? How do you advertise? Who do you market to? How are you reaching people?”
The problem seems to be that they are preaching to the poor, who get saved and come into the church and stay poor, so that the church stays poor. When the church is poor, it is impossible to finance the programs that the church needs to have to continue the ministry. The money that makes a church run doesn’t drop out of the sky. It comes from the people in the church, and if none of them have any money, then the church isn’t going to do much. It can’t afford to. We have allowed religion to cloud our perceptions of what Scripture says. For example, James makes a reference to showing partiality.
For if there should come into your assembly a man with gold rings, in fine apparel, and there should also come in a poor man in filthy clothes, and you pay attention to the one wearing the fine clothes and say to him, “You sit here in a good place,” and say to the poor man, “You stand there,” or, “Sit here at my footstool,” have you not shown partiality among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? (James 2:2-4)
Religion has caused us to give an inordinate amount of attention to the poor and to ignore the rich. But that is as much partiality as ignoring the poor. Jesus came to minister to both. We saw in the last chapter that He hung out with some very wealthy people. He ministered to poor people like Bartemaus, who was poor and blind, but He also ministered to the centurion and to Jairus who was a ruler in the synagogue. He ministered to the woman who had an issue of blood. She was wealthy enough to be able to pay many doctors for many years before she came to Jesus. Jesus did not show partiality to the poor any more than He did to the rich. The rich were necessary to finance the ministry.
If you decided to run for president of the United States, you would not expect to win without spending some money. You would have to pay for postage, television time, advertising on the radio. You would have to travel from city to city with a large crew of people, buy them food and pay for their transportation. There would be fliers and bulletins and flags and buttons and bumper stickers. You might think that you could do a lot of good for the country if you could get elected but if you don’t have any money, you won’t make it.
The ministry is no different. If the church has no money it won’t have a ministry either. And if no one in the church has money, then the church won’t have money. Jesus knew all of this and He surrounded Himself with people who could finance the ministry He was engaged in. It is interesting that most of the people who were touched by Jesus and wanted to follow Him were told to go home. The man in the country of the Gadarenes who was delivered from a legion of demons wanted to follow Him. In fact the Bible says that he begged Jesus to let him go (Mark 5:18). But Jesus basically said, “You are a mess. Go home and straighten your life out. You’re not ready to follow Me on the road.”
Those people who Jesus called to follow Him were people who were working or wealthy. The disciples all had jobs. With our misconceptions about ministering to the poor, we would have gone to the unemployment line to look for disciples. Give them a job and teach them how to be ministers and they will be fine. But Jesus called businessmen. Peter owned a fishing business and it was able to operate for three years while he was away on the road. We know that because he went back to it after the crucifixion. Levi was a tax collector. We saw how well Zacchaeus did in the same occupation. The women who followed Jesus were wealthy enough that Luke says: “These women provided for Him from their substance” (Luke 8:3). They included Mary Magdalene and Joanna, who was the wife of Cuza, the manager of Herod’s household. Jesus took some wealthy people on the road with Him. The poor He sent home to put their lives in order.
Jesus could attract the rich to Him primarily because He was wealthy Himself. Even if you assume that Joseph and Mary were poor at the time Jesus was born, by the time the magi left, they had plenty of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. These were gifts of great value, fit for a king. They set Jesus and His parents up so well that they could easily travel for several years. They relocated to Egypt, back to Judea, then to Nazareth, without having to worry about how to pay for it. If they were poor, they didn’t stay that way for long.
The Eye of the Needle
A popular verse that people use to try and say that Jesus was poor is in Matthew—“Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Matt. 8:20). The context of the verse is a reply to a scribe who wanted to follow Jesus. All He was saying with this expression was, “My trip is too long and you wouldn’t be able to do it.”
Another verse often quoted to prove that Jesus was poor concerns a camel.
Assuredly, I say to you that it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. And again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. (Matt. 19:23-24)
To begin with, this comment followed an incident in which Jesus was approached by a rich young man who wanted to follow Him. The man asked what he should do to have eternal life. Jesus told him to keep the commandments. He asked which ones and Jesus listed several. The young man said, “All these things I have kept from my youth. What do I still lack?” (Matt. 19:20). Jesus responded by identifying the biggest problem the young man had. “If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me” (Matt. 19:21).
The problem wasn’t that the young man was rich. It was that he was depending on his wealth rather than on God. The money owned him, not the other way around. “But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions” (Matt. 19:22).
The comments Jesus made about the camel were in response to this young man. The eye of the needle was a rock formation that had a small passage through it. A camel could fit—but just barely. It became a game to try and get the camel to pass through. The only way it could be done was to blindfold the camel so that it wouldn’t be distracted and frightened by the tightness of the opening.
Jesus was not saying that the rich could not enter the kingdom. He was explaining that those who are rich might need to be blindfolded so they cannot see their circumstances. If they look at their wealth, then they tend to depend on it, not on God. Depending on your money won’t get you into the kingdom, but when you depend on God, your wealth is a great asset to the kingdom.
A careful study of the life of Jesus shows many times when He said and did things that would never be possible if He wasn’t wealthy. We have missed so much of what is said because we started out with the wrong perceptions. These perceptions have to change for you to gain the wealth that God wants you to have. It is easy to fail. Anyone can do it. It is not that hard to succeed, but you have to have perseverance. Failure is defined as the path of least persistence.
Abraham Lincoln is a lasting example of persistence. He was born in a one-room log cabin in a rural area. He grew up in a poor family. His brother died in infancy. His sister died while giving birth. His mother died when he was nine. He was kicked in the head by a horse the same year and was thought for a brief time to be dead. His education was very limited. He only attended school briefly on a few occasions and then for only a few months at the most.
Everything in Lincoln’s early life said that he should be poor and relatively unsuccessful. But he had perseverance and determination. He was determined to become educated in spite of his limited schooling. He borrowed books and read every chance that he got. In 1831, he learned basic math, read Shakespeare and Robert Burns and began participating in a local debating society.
The next year he became a candidate for the Illinois General Assembly. The Black Hawk War interrupted the campaign, since he served in a rifle company for three months. In August, he lost the election. The store he was working for went out of business. He entered into a partnership to buy another store, which failed the next year and left him badly in debt. In August, 1834, he was finally elected to the Illinois General Assembly as a member of the Whig party. A year later, his partner died and made his debt even worse. In 1836 and 1838, he was reelected to the General Assembly but he still had a bout with severe depression in the middle of it all. In 1837, his courtship of Mary Owens ended when she turned down his proposal. He had another episode with depression in 1840. He married Mary Todd in Springfield. In 1843, he failed in his try for nomination to the U.S. Congress. In 1846, he was elected to the House of Representatives. In 1850, his son died after a two-month illness. In 1855, he failed in a bid to be a U.S. Senator. In 1858, he became the Republican candidate for U.S. Senator from Illinois but lost the vote in the legislature. On November 6, 1860, Abraham Lincoln became one of the most remembered and loved presidents the United States has ever had.
Anyone can succeed. Anyone can become wealthy. The principles are in the Word of God for all who want to look. No matter how great the obstacles or how humble your beginning, no matter how limited your resources, you can gain wealth. Just remember that the thing to do when all else has failed is to try again.
Distraction, No Action
WHEN I WAS A CHILD I LOVED TO GET A BOX OF CRACKER Jacks®. Down at the bottom of the box was a little package with a toy in it. It was never anything big, but the thrill of finding out what the surprise was and playing with it was always a treat. One of my favorite toys was a little magnifying glass. It was made of plastic and was cheap, but we could take it to school and on a sunny day we could have some fun with it. In the autumn the leaves would fall and when they were nice and dry we could take that cheap plastic toy and use it to focus the sunlight to a pinpoint. It generated enough heat to start a fire that got us in a lot of trouble. The magnifying glass gave the light focus and multiplied its power.
Science has since learned to focus light into a compact, concentrated beam called a laser. This focused light is so powerful that it can cut through metal. Yet it is really just focused light. The focusing of spiritual light could change the world. Jesus came as the light of the world. When He created His church, He made us into laser lights. His intention was for all of the lesser lights to gather together into a focused spiritual laser that would cut through all of the darkness in the world, an intense light that would set communities on fire for Christ. The devil has tried to keep those lights separated because he knows that there is great power in the focused energy of Christians acting in harmony.
I studied martial arts for many years. We would practice by breaking wood. I could break through one inch of wood with my knuckles, with my fingertips, with my elbow, or with my knee. I could break three inches with my hand. The secret was in focusing all of my energy at the point of contact. I am not talking about some weird spiritual thing. Many attach spiritual aspects to the martial arts, but you don’t have to go there. I am describing the act of taking all of the physical energy that my body produced in the process of striking the wood and focusing it at a single point. It is focused attention and it has power.
God often prefaced His commands with a call to pay attention. “If you diligently heed the voice of the LORD your God and do what is right in His sight, give ear to His commandments and keep all His statutes . . . (Exod. 15:26). In other words, pay attention. In the New Testament, Jesus repeatedly said, “He who has an ear to hear, let him hear.” It was another way of saying, “Pay attention. Listen up. Focus your attention on what I am telling you.” He wasn’t just talking about the ear connected to the brain. Hearing implies a response. How many times have you told one of your children to clean his room. He said, “Yes,” but still doesn’t do it. Your first question is, “Did you hear me?” Well the sound fell on his ears and he acknowledged it but it did not produce a response, so he really didn’t “hear” you.
If you actually hear something, it will prompt you to act accordingly. When you hear something with your heart it will produce action. It will produce behavior. You might be excited about gaining wealth because of all the words you have heard or read up to this point, but no matter how excited you get, if it does not motivate you to actually become financially literate and begin the process of investment, then you have not heard. It hasn’t gotten from your head into your heart.
The reason it often doesn’t get into your heart is because of all the weeds that have been sown there over the years, all the religious attitudes and wrong perceptions that you have allowed to cloud your thinking. You have gotten all the information but you have lost your focus through the distractions around you. When God says, “Pay attention,” He means to focus on the task at hand. If you have read this far, you have probably gained an understanding of what it takes to gain wealth. Now you need to focus your attention toward actually doing it. Where you allow distraction to affect you, there will be no action.
Focus is power. Without it you can waste tremendous amounts of time. Focus will cost you. You will have to give up something in order to focus your attention on gaining wealth. It will be worth it in the end but you must focus first. If you spend five hours a night watching television you might have to pull the plug on it so that you have time to read books about the stock market. Television shows are all about people who never watch television. If they watched television, they would never have time to do anything interesting enough to put on television. If you want to succeed, you will have to make some effort. Sitting in your living room and relaxing won’t get you there.
Getting Focused . . . and Staying Focused
One of the staff in our church office created a sign for her office area. It says:
Come by and say, “Hi.”
Then you must say, “Goodbye.”
Although we’d like to be relational and such,
Work and task are a must, must, must—
Yes, we love you just the same,
We hope to see you now and again.
It’s not that she wants to be unfriendly. It’s just that people who are productive are focused on what they are doing. Then their thoughts are moving in a specific direction and they are suddenly interrupted by a friendly voice that has nothing more important to say than, “Hi. Just thought I’d stop by and say hello.” The time required to bring their focus back to the work they were doing is substantial. They have to remember what they were thinking, which usually means backing up to where they started and working through it again, thought by thought, until they find where they left off. It doesn’t take very many of these interruptions before a thirty-minute job has dragged on all day.
The Bible is filled with examples of people who allowed distractions to pull them away from their destiny. Adam and Eve had everything going for them in the garden. They walked and talked with God on a daily basis. The temperature was perfect. They didn’t have to worry about what to wear each morning. They just got up, walked through a waterfall, and they were ready for the day. But they got distracted by the devil. And that little “harmless” conversation robbed them of paradise and changed the direction of the world.
Cain got distracted along the way and stopped doing what he was supposed to do. Eventually it led to the murder of his brother and the loss of his destiny.
Abraham was distracted by Sarah’s maidservant and he had Ishmael. Isaac was distracted by fear and ended up giving his wife over to Abimelech. Moses was distracted by the injustice of an Egyptian toward one of the Hebrews and ended up killing the Egyptian, an act which forced him to live in the wilderness for many years. Achan was distracted by the desire for what belonged to God; he lost his life. Samson was distracted by Delilah and lost his freedom, his eyesight, and ultimately his life. David was distracted by a bath—or rather the sight of Bathsheba in a bath. His distraction caused the loss of a son and created years of strife in the kingdom.
Even Jesus faced distractions. The greatest ones were caused by His closest followers. But He never allowed them to divert Him from His purpose. On occasion He dealt with them pretty harshly. Matthew recorded an incident that occurred late in the earthly ministry of Jesus. He was preparing His disciples for the trial that was coming.
From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised on the third day. Then Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, “Far be it from You, Lord; this shall not happen to You!” But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me, for you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.” (Matt. 16:21-23)
Notice what it was that Jesus was showing to His disciples. He explained His whole purpose for coming to earth, including His death and His resurrection.
It appears that none of the twelve disciples believed Him when He spoke of the resurrection. None of them waited around after the crucifixion to welcome Him back from the grave. Jesus had to go and find them later. Most of them were off fishing. In fact Mary seems to be the only one who actually had any belief in His words. The others simply couldn’t understand it: “But they did not understand this saying, and were afraid to ask Him” (Mark 9:32).
Peter obviously didn’t believe it. He had learned one thing from Jesus and that was the power of his confession. So he took Jesus to one side to rebuke Him for being so negative. It seems to me that rebuking the Son of God is kind of dangerous, but Peter was determined and his intentions were good. He assured Jesus that they would protect Him so that nobody could hurt Him. He was not going to let it happen.
Jesus was completely focused on His mission, however. From the time of this incident He began talking about it, explaining what was coming and trying to strengthen His disciples so that they would be ready for it. He spoke of little else during those weeks. He completely immersed Himself and everyone around Him in His destiny. Peter did not understand what was happening. He only listened to part of what Jesus said. He missed the resurrection part of Jesus’ words and because of his misperception, he opposed Jesus. He became a distraction to Jesus, trying to get Him to abandon His destiny.
Jesus responded with what is perhaps the strongest rebuke recorded in the Bible. “Get behind me, Satan.” To understand how strong this was, keep the whole picture in mind. Peter was one of the closest disciples to Jesus, one of the inner three, along with James and John. He was thinking about protecting Jesus. In fact, he was declaring that he would lay his own life down to protect Jesus. It is hard to imagine a more noble and devoted response to the things Jesus had said. And then Jesus called him Satan. How could He be so rude to His most devoted disciple?
First of all, the word in Greek that is used here for Satan is satanas. It is transliterated into the name Satan but Jesus was not saying that Peter had turned into the devil or was possessed by the devil. The word simply means “adversary.” It is used as a name for the devil because he is “The Adversary,” but there is no reason to assume that Jesus was making any reference to the devil in this context.
Rather, He was saying to Peter, “As long as you oppose the fulfillment of My destiny, you are My adversary.” He told Peter to get behind Him because as long as he opposed the destiny that Jesus was walking in, there could be no fellowship between them. Jesus would not be distracted or dissuaded.
Peter was an adversary because his focus was on the things of man, not the things of God. His attention was focused in the wrong place. He became an offense to Jesus. The word “offense” literally means “an occasion to fall.” Peter was a distraction which potentially could provide an occasion for Jesus to fall.
It is important to remember that Jesus was one-hundred percent God, but He was also one-hundred percent man. He felt all of the emotions that any of us would feel if we knew we were going to our death. In the garden of Gethsemane, He sweated drops of blood from the pressure He was under. He prayed, “Let this cup pass from Me,” because He had no more desire to suffer and die than any of the rest of us would. He had to overcome everything that you and I have been faced with in life. “For we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15).
Jesus was faced with the opportunity to turn back. But He was intensely focused on His destiny. Following it was more important to Him than anything, and if Peter chose to obstruct His path, then Peter was His enemy. Jesus would not let another person change His focus.
There are two important lessons here for us. The first is that once you have set your focus on gaining wealth, you must keep it. There will be many who don’t want you to succeed. Some just don’t like you. Others mean well. They don’t want to see you fail so they try to divert you from your efforts. “Don’t get your hopes up,” they will say. “You’ve always been poor and you always will.” “Don’t take any risks.” “Don’t be a dreamer.”
Well-meaning people can be the most distracting because you know they like you and you don’t want to hurt their feelings by ignoring them or disagreeing with them. But if you allow anything that is not in line with the Word of God to influence you, then it will pull you away from your destiny.
In the parable of the sower, it was these kinds of distractions that Jesus had in mind when He talked about the Word being choked out by the cares of this world. Distractions make us lose focus and the Word gets choked before it can bear fruit.
The second lesson is what can be seen in Peter’s actions. Be careful that you don’t try to affect someone else’s focus. Don’t rain on their parade. You don’t know what God has planned for them. Don’t try to discourage them from doing what God has called them to do. Don’t be an offense. Don’t be the one that provides an occasion for them to fall. Instead, be an encourager. Otherwise you may become God’s adversary.
Denying Yourself
Jesus did not stop with His rebuke of Peter. He took the opportunity to teach the disciples something. “Then Jesus said to His disciples, ‘If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me’” (Matt. 16:24).
For two thousand years, men have tried to obey this verse by beating themselves with whips or denying themselves every imaginable physical comfort. They have moved to the desert to live in isolation, in many cases abandoning their wives and children. They have starved themselves on bread and water. Some have even hung themselves on crosses, trying to deny themselves.
The devil loves it when Christians follow this course of action, since people who isolate themselves have no effect on the world around them. They become so distracted by this false understanding of spirituality that they become completely incapable of fulfilling the mission God has for them. Jesus suffered on the cross so that we wouldn’t have to. He took the pain so that we could be free of it. Jesus went through the misery so we could live in joy.
What did He mean, then, by “deny himself” and “take up his cross?” For Jesus, His destiny was the cross—and the resurrection. He gave up everything to accomplish His destiny. When He speaks of your cross, He specifically means your destiny. Taking up your cross means to enter into the destiny that God has called you to. Denying yourself means giving up anything that stands in the way of fulfilling your destiny. Denying yourself means not giving in to the distractions that would draw you off of your path.
What is your destiny? It is not the cross. Jesus did that already so that you could do something else. Your destiny is to fulfill the call of God on your life. For some, that means full-time ministry, but for many more it means starting businesses, making investments, and prospering so that you can be a support to the church where God has placed you.
What does it mean, then, to deny yourself so that you can take up the cross of building the kingdom? It means denying everything that stands in the way of fulfilling your call. It means denying sickness so that you will live longer and do more. It means denying poverty because it is impossible to accomplish very much if you can’t afford to even pay your bills and buy food. It means denying yourself the comfort of sitting back with just enough to get by when there is so much work to do in the preaching of the gospel. If you cannot leave your children’s children an inheritance, then you are falling short of building the kingdom.
Jesus emphasized the attitude that His disciples should have in the next few verses.
For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to his works. (Matt. 16:25-27)
If you want wealth just so you can move to a cabin in the mountains and relax, then you do not understand God’s purpose. That comfort itself will be a distraction that will keep you from your destiny. There is nothing wrong with a cabin in the country and God would love to give you one, but wealth by itself is not the goal and your inactivity is not what God has in mind. Wealth to build God’s kingdom is.
Jesus said that He would reward each one according to his works. We know that, in regard to salvation, God considers our righteousness as filthy rags. The works He is talking about are not those that bring us salvation. That can only come from faith in Jesus. The works are those that we do in fulfilling our destiny.
What is the reward? It’s not the wealth. In heaven the very streets are paved in gold. Money would be meaningless there. The greatest reward we can get is standing before God and hearing Him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” In order to hear those words, we will need to multiply the seed that God has given us. We share in the wealth and thus build the kingdom. Then, and only then, we will have taken up our cross and followed Jesus.
When Going Uphill, Downshift
AS YOU TRAVEL SOUTH ON INTERSTATE 5 IN CALIFORNIA, THERE is a lengthy stretch of freeway that runs through the mountains separating central California with the Los Angeles area. It is called the Grapevine. The freeway follows several miles of six and seven percent grades. Steepness of the hill and the great distance from the bottom to the top make the drive difficult for any vehicle. Passenger cars often overheat during the summer. For truck drivers, it is quite a challenge. There are extra lanes just for them so they can make the climb at the expense of speed. They have to downshift in order to get enough power to pull the load up the hill. The engine runs faster, but the gear ratio is lower and the speed is slower. However, the power is so much greater—enough for a truck to climb the mountain and get to the other side.
In gaining wealth, there are some significant mountains that we face. The first is financial literacy. Without gaining an understanding of how money works, you will always be floundering through life, hoping something good will happen but never having any control over it. Having financial literacy means taking control of your direction and not trusting any more to mere chance.
A second mountain is figuring out where the finances are going to come from so that you can invest. You can’t start investing and still buy liabilities. If you have a credit card, for example, and you pay off the balance on it every month, then it becomes a useful tool. But if you charge so much that you have no money left over after you have paid it off, then you have not saved anything to invest. You have invested in liabilities instead of assets.
A third mountain is the actual investment process. Too many people try to shortcut the process. They buy stock based on something that someone said or something they heard somewhere. They know nothing about the company or its history. They are just guessing. The process should include research on the company to know as much about it as possible. Then an educated decision can be made regarding the stock investment.
These mountains can be overcome. But you will need to slow down and make sure that you do all of the things necessary to give you the power to get over them. There are no shortcuts. There is no get-rich-quick scheme that will take you to great wealth for your lifetime. You can’t just read a couple of books and throw a few dollars into some stock and come out wealthy. There is a process that must be understood and absorbed. You must learn, and learning takes time. Don’t rush. Slow down and get it right. Downshift for more power.
The secret to being rich is not a formula that allows you to invest a certain number of dollars in some specific area and then sit back and wait for the return. Formulas won’t work if you have not learned to think, to create opportunities, to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of potential investments and to exercise the self-discipline to build your whole lifestyle around assets instead of liabilities. The ability to think is critical.
The Bible explains how to deal with mountains that get in your way.
For assuredly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, “Be removed and be cast into the sea,” and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that those things he says will be done, he will have whatever he says. Therefore I say to you, whatever things you ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you will have them. (Mark 11:23-24)
The last consideration we must make in our journey to wealth is the importance of faith in the process. There are always obstacles to achieving anything and wealth is no exception. That is why you need determination and passion and perseverance. But the one ingredient that is always necessary to overcome obstacles is faith.
We know that faith is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not yet seen (Heb. 11:1). Faith means believing that you have something before it can be seen in the natural world. The phrase “believe that ye receive them” in the King James Version is actually in the past tense in the original Greek. It literally means “believe you have received them.” With faith, you believe that it is already done before you can see it in the natural. If you have it in the natural, you don’t need faith.
I have left the discussion of faith until the end for a couple of reasons. First of all, it is so often misunderstood by Christians. Those who have heard the faith message have convinced themselves that if they just believe hard enough, then money is going to pour out of heaven. If they just tithe, then they are going to suddenly have more money than they know what to do with.
The money doesn’t just appear, however. We need to learn to tithe, as this will protect the things we have. Yet it isn’t the catalyst that multiplies our seed; instead it keeps the devil away. It is not a matter of fighting the devil. Those who are constantly fighting him to keep their possessions are non-tithers.
We also need to learn to give offerings because that results in blessing on the investments we plant. It causes God to bless our investments. Faith is involved in both of these activities and its importance cannot be overstated. The seed that we plant will come back thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold. But it doesn’t come back from the church. It doesn’t appear from nowhere. It is the result of God’s multiplication of the seed we plant in the storehouse connected to faith. Then the money invested in the earth—our assets—must be multiplied. If nothing is planted in the form of assets, if the only thing planted is the offering into the kingdom, then God has little to work with to multiply.
It is for this reason I have emphasized the need to become financially literate so that you can stop working for money and learn to make money work for you. If you have only faith with no action, there is nothing for your faith to operate on. You have to invest something and it needs to be done in an intelligent manner. Now that you have begun to grasp this concept, however, we can return to a discussion of faith and its importance in the investment process. Your faith has to be connected to what you do. There is a link between what you plant and the harvest that needs to be watered with faith. Your expectation will affect your harvest.
As an example of what I mean, look at how the stock market usually operates. The Federal Reserve Board attempts to regulate the economy through various means. A prominent method is by altering interest rates that banks use to lend money to each other. When the rates go up, it is more difficult to get loans and the economy slows down. When the rates go down, loans are easier to obtain and the economy speeds up.
Generally the stock market follows the economy. If the interest rates go up, stocks go down. If the interest rates go down, stocks go up. The Federal Reserve Board was created in 1913. The stated purpose was to “promote effectively the goals of maximum employment, stable prices and moderate long-term interest rates.” The actual outcome of it was to provide a vehicle through which the rich could manipulate the stock market in such a way that more money was taken from the hands of the poor and put into the hands of the rich. If the rich can scare enough people into getting out of the stock market then prices will drop and the rich can pick up the same stocks at a low price and hold them until the prices go up.
Without faith, you might panic right along with everyone else. You look at what the newspapers say. You listen to the experts who tell you the market is about to suffer a decline. So we sit and wait in gloom for our stocks to drop. We expect the worst. When faith connects to my investments, however, I begin to realize that God gave me dominion. It doesn’t matter what anybody else’s stocks are doing. God said that because I am a tither and because I bring offerings, God is obligated to prosper what my hands touch. That means that I can trust Him to lead me to the right stocks in the first place and I can require of Him that the stocks I buy will prosper. By faith I can take dominion and authority over the economy and it must be reconciled to God.
By faith I can buy property and it has to sell at a higher price than what I bought it for. I have planted seed in the kingdom of God and the multiplication must come to my investments.
It doesn’t matter what the Federal Reserve Chairman does. It doesn’t matter what the economy is doing. It doesn’t matter what the DOW is doing. When my faith connects to my investments, then I can expect them to multiply. I can say to those mountains, “Be cast into the sea,” and they will have to go. If you believe it and you have received it, then faith will bring it about.
You will not go any further than the vision that you have. Your expectations will be molded by your vision. Are you believing God to get you out of debt? That’s good but you need to think bigger. Are you believing for a million dollars? That’s better, but why not ten million?
The danger in speaking this way about faith is that you might sit down and have faith and not actually do anything. You must invest and you must work or there is nothing for the faith to connect to. You become like the man who lost his business—in fact lost everything. He was a tither and he gave offerings so he went to God and said, “Lord, just let me win the lottery.” Each week he prayed and each week he did not win. Week after week he continued praying, reminding God that he was a tither and still he didn’t win. Finally he got mad and shouted, “God, give me a break, will you? Please let me win the lottery.” Thunder and lightning came over the church and a booming voice came out of heaven and God said, “Give me a break. Buy a ticket.”
I’m not advocating investment in lottery tickets. They are not exactly an investment in assets. But we need a balance between having faith and doing something for the faith to connect to. This is what James meant when he said faith and works went together: “But someone will say, ‘You have faith, and I have works.’ Show me your faith without your works, and I will show you my faith by my works” (James 2:18).
If you have faith, then you will not sit and wait. You will become financially literate and begin investing so that your faith can connect to something real. God can’t bless faith if you haven’t put your hand to something. He also can’t bless the work of your hands if you don’t have faith.
Putting Your Faith into Action
The life of Elisha the prophet gives us an excellent example of faith demonstrated by action. A woman who was in a desperate situation came to him for help. “A certain woman of the wives of the sons of the prophets cried out to Elisha, saying, ‘Your servant my husband is dead, and you know that your servant feared the LORD. And the creditor is coming to take my two sons to be his slaves’” (2 Kings 4:1).
This was a family that lived by liabilities, not assets. The husband used credit until he was so deeply in debt that his wife was left with nothing but the debt. The debt threatened to take her whole family. He was not a bad man. In fact, what is said about him indicates that he was apparently quite spiritual. He loved God. He was a servant. He had a prophetic ministry. But he was not financially literate.
“So Elisha said to her, ‘What shall I do for you? Tell me, what do you have in the house?’ And she said, ‘Your maidservant has nothing in the house but a jar of oil’” (2 Kings 4:2). She didn’t have much to start with but God doesn’t need much. Your initial investment doesn’t have to be large. God will always start with what we have and He will make it enough.
Then he said, “Go, borrow vessels from everywhere, from all your neighbors—empty vessels; do not gather just a few. And when you have come in, you shall shut the door behind you and your sons; then pour it into all those vessels, and set aside the full ones.” So she went from him and shut the door behind her and her sons, who brought the vessels to her; and she poured it out. (2 Kings 4:3-5)
Several levels of faith are demonstrated here by the actions of the people involved. Elisha’s faith was not in question. He told her to get a bunch of vessels, not just a few. He expected God to do something that would match the woman’s faith. Elisha was in the right place.
The woman obviously had some faith since it produced action. She believed what Elisha said enough that she went and did as he instructed. The limits of her faith are shown by her dependence on her sons’ faith. She trusted them to bring vessels when she should have gone herself. It got the multiplication of God started, nevertheless. Still, depending on someone else to do it limited the outcome.
Now it came to pass, when the vessels were full, that she said to her son, “Bring me another vessel.” And he said to her, “There is not another vessel.” So the oil ceased. Then she came and told the man of God. And he said, “Go, sell the oil and pay your debt; and you and your sons live on the rest.” (2 Kings 4:6-7)
The multiplication stopped when the woman ran out of places to put it. Her faith was demonstrated in the degree to which she prepared for the blessing. The level of blessing was decided before the oil began to multiply. She should have collected every vessel in the city. She got many but she could have done even more. Her investment was in the form of vessels collected. She gathered enough to get her through the recession. She was able to pay off her debts and live for a time on the remainder.
You must have faith to prosper. Each step that you take in the process of gaining wealth demonstrates your level of faith. Sitting and waiting doesn’t get you very far, no matter how strongly you believe. Tithing is a step of faith that says you believe God will protect what you have. Offerings above and beyond your tithes are a step of faith that says you believe God will prosper and multiply the work of your hands. The effort of becoming financially literate, that is, educating yourself, is a step of faith that demonstrates how far you will allow God to go in multiplying your investment. It’s like collecting vessels. The more you learn about how money works, the more vessels you have. The blessings of God will only go as far as your preparation to receive them.
What God really wants is for you to never stop preparing. Keep collecting vessels for the rest of your life so He can keep pouring out blessings for the rest of your life. The actual investment you make is like pouring out the oil. It is the last step in the process and the culminating step of faith. The more you invest, the more you will have. Never stop investing and never stop learning. Financial literacy is not just a matter of reading a couple of books; it is a way of life. Abundance is not having many possessions. It is a lifestyle.
God is interested in doing so much more than just meeting your needs. As He tells us in Philippians 4:19, “And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” The term “glory” is interchangeable with “power” in the New Testament. Jesus is the Word. Another way of saying this is that God will supply your needs according to His riches in the power of His Word. How abundantly your needs are met depends on how much the Word of God is working in your life.
There are Christians who are losing their houses and ending up on the street. Their car is repossessed. They have to get food at the church because they can’t afford groceries. I am not being judgmental of their situation, but I am saying that their faith has not connected enough to the power of the Word. If the Word is working in you, it will produce faith, since faith comes by hearing the Word. If faith is there, then it will produce action and you will begin tithing. You will bring offerings. You will begin investing. And God will meet every need with so much you won’t know what to do with it all. Ephesians 3:20 links God’s power to our ability to think—“Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us.”
The New International Version translates this verse as “more than all we ask or imagine.” The only limit on how much God can do is you. How much can you imagine? How many vessels can you collect? The power of the Word is more than able to bring you more than you can imagine. John wrote a very quotable verse: “Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers” (3 John 2).
We love this promise. We usually only take this as far as saying that we will prosper according to how our soul prospers. But there is a contingency. John said, “I pray.” We have a responsibility to pray, particularly those in leadership. Prosperity doesn’t just happen because your soul is saved. There must be action prompted by faith, connected to the power of the Word. An expanded translation of this verse might sound more like this:
Friends, I pray you, through all and every situation, to have success in business affairs, and reaching all goals concerning prosperity, and with this, that you have sound health because you’re true to Bible doctrine and thus you will increase financially according to and in measurement with the vitality of your heart’s desire to succeed and to increase in wealth.
Vitality means “physical and mental vigor.” Is the vigor of your heart’s desire causing you to stand in faith for just enough or are you believing for too much? Ultimately the answer to that question will determine your destiny.
WE HAVE REACHED THE END OF THIS BOOK, BUT IT IS ONLY THE beginning of your prosperity. God wants your finances to multiply. This multiplication is yours if you will become financially literate and begin applying Bible truth now.
The principles are not difficult, but it is amazing how few people in the church have grasped them. Bible education is crucial to your life. In no way does what I am saying detract from that fact. You need to know the Word and apply it to your life. But secular education is important also. Without it, we will never understand how the finances of the world work and without understanding them, we will never see the wealth of the world exchanged into the kingdom of God.
Paul was educated in both the Roman culture (the world’s ways) and the Hebrew (Bible ways). His writings are classic examples of the Greek rhetorical style of presenting arguments. He understood the patterns of literature of the time. In Acts 17, we see Paul in Athens, speaking to a group of religious philosophers. In the course of his comments, he twice quoted from pagan poets. He was familiar with the non-Christian writings of the time. Paul understood the world around him and how it worked. He used that knowledge to accomplish the destiny that God gave him. He had to know the world system to say the things he did to the church in Corinth.
For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win the more; and to the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those who are under the law, as under the law, that I might win those who are under the law; to those who are without law, as without law (not being without law toward God, but under law toward Christ), that I might win those who are without law; to the weak I became as weak, that I might win the weak, I have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some. (1 Cor. 9:19-23)
Jesus was one-hundred percent God and one-hundred percent man. He understood both the world system and Scripture. When you examine the organization of Jesus’ ministry you will see that He followed sound principles of business. He set up a base of operations in Capernaum. The evidence suggests that He had His own house that He worked out of. He had wealthy people who supported His ministry financially. He was wealthy Himself.
Jesus approached His task in an intelligent and logical fashion, meaning that He didn’t just take off and preach anywhere He happened to end up. He methodically covered all of Galilee for two and a half years. During that time, He put together an administrative organization that developed leadership (the disciples) and had specific offices filled by specific people who were trained for the job. There was even a treasurer who handled the organization’s money (Judas). With the structure of a sound business organization in operation Jesus moved to the region of Perea, where He was able to accomplish the same things in six months instead of two and a half years. With a multiplied number of disciples and an expanded administrative structure He moved on to Judea, which was evangelized in three months. Jesus understood how the business of the ministry works. He understood both the Word and the world.
The church has generally ignored the principles by which wealth operates and instead focused on being spiritual. As a result, it is safe to say that the world has understood the principles of business and investment far better than the church. Jesus said that the children of the world are wiser than God’s children (Luke 16:8). The context of that verse is the Parable of the Unjust Steward. Jesus did not mean that this is how it should be. He was pointing out that this is the way it is but it needs to be changed.
The irony of it all is that the principles the world uses to gain wealth were in the Word of God all the time. That’s where they came from. The truths of how to obtain wealth are not worldly principles at all; they are God’s principles for obtaining and managing money. This makes it all the more tragic that Christians have shunned them for so long in the interests of spirituality. It is time we realize that becoming financially literate and wisely handling the wealth that God has entrusted to us is as spiritual as prayer and Bible study. It is an essential part of building the kingdom of God.
In this book, I have presented the basic steps necessary for you to get to where God wants His people to be. If you have understood them, you will begin to make some changes in your life that will lead you to success. Finishing this book is not the end of your search for prosperity. It is the beginning of a way of life that will make you highly influential in the kingdom of God.
Step one is the reconciliation of man to God through Jesus. Salvation begins with the belief that Jesus died for the sins of all mankind, rose from the grave, and now offers new life to any who will receive it. If you have never experienced this new relationship with God, you can do so by simply asking Jesus to forgive your sins and come into your life. It is the beginning of new life.
But salvation, as the Bible describes it, is so much more. Jesus told Zacchaeus that the Son of Man had come to seek and to save “that” which was lost, not just “those” who were lost. His goal is to place man in the original state that Adam was in. Jesus became the second Adam so that He could reconcile the whole earth to Himself. He is interested in saving our finances too. Salvation involves moving into the freedom of prosperity that God planned for His people.
Step two is to understand that it is God’s will for His people to have wealth. It was all created by God anyway and He did not create it for someone else to use. He created it for His kids. You need to grasp this concept fully. Most of the religious people you know will try their best to convince you that God wants you to be sick and poor and ignorant. You need to be able to answer them with an understanding of the Word: “For we do not commend ourselves again to you, but give you opportunity to boast on our behalf, that you may have an answer for those who boast in appearance and not in heart” (2 Cor. 5:12).
Step three is recognizing that man’s purpose on this earth was and is summed up in Genesis 1:26-28—to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. Man was created to produce, to build business, and to multiply money into great wealth. To fulfill your purpose means to create an inheritance for your children’s children, to love God, and to represent Him to the world (Prov. 13:22).
Man was also created to have dominion over the earth. The church has abdicated that authority in many areas that have become dark and ungodly such as education, television, radio, politics, medicine, and the judicial system. It is absolutely critical that Christians begin to reclaim those areas in order to straighten them out. We can’t do the job without money. It takes money to put together educational programs that can affect our children and our schools. It takes money to create and air television and radio programs that are healthy for our families. It takes money to run for political office.
Gaining wealth is essential for the fulfillment of our calling to have dominion. If we turn our backs on it in an attempt to be spiritual, our whole society will crumble.
Step four is actually becoming financially literate. We can begin by learning to understand the process of loss and gain. World wide, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, we developed from a rural to an industrial society. As rural dwellers, we followed a program that was consistent with the way crops grew. We planted seed, watered it and harvested or received the crop. We would take of the first fruit, the first ten percent, and we would tithe to the storehouse. This would be followed by an offering of the next best seed, also into the storehouse. Out of the strongest seed left over after the tithes and offerings, ten percent was set aside to replant in the spring for another harvest. We ate what was left.
The tithes and the offerings were insurance that what we have would not be lost. God said that when we tithed He would rebuke the devourer on our behalf (Mal. 3:10-11). In other words, God said, “Bring the whole tithe and offering, all of it, into the storehouse and I will protect the other seed that you plant in the earth. Your trees will not be lost and the pest will not eat your crops.”
The offering caused the windows of heaven to open so that God could pour out so much harvest that we could not contain it. It brought blessing on the seed that we planted for the next harvest. Of course, if we did not plant the seed, then there was nothing to bless. But the seed planted in those circumstances would produce thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold return.
As we became an industrial society, we lost track of part of the process. Debt and the deceitfulness of riches (Mark 4:19) have kept us working for money rather than having money work for us. We no longer directly handle the actual seed or harvest. Instead, we now deal with money in a much more abstract way. We began to lose sight of the principles of sowing and harvesting that every farmer should know. We have lost track of the multiplication stage. Instead of multiplying our seed and harvesting thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold, we have remained in the stage of unfruitfulness.
We must understand the process of multiplication. We must do the same things with our money that we used to do with seed. The first fruits, the ten percent, need to be tithed into the storehouse, the church where you are a member, so that God can protect you from the attacks of the devourer. If you don’t belong to a church, then you need to get into one. In addition to the tithe, there needs to be offerings, also into the storehouse, so that the windows of heaven can open and blessing can come to your investments.
Many Christians today have figured out this much but they have not learned to invest so that God has something there to bless. The next ten percent needs to be invested. Because we are used to eating the rest of our seed, we have nothing left to invest in tomorrow’s harvest. When we connect our faith to the investment, God can multiply the seed so that everything your hand touches will prosper. He gives the ability to produce a harvest of thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold (Mark 4:20) because we hear the Word and receive it.
Step five is beginning the process of no longer working for money but making money work for us. If we are working for money, then we are slaves to it.
No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon. (Matt. 6:24)
We all start out working to make money. But we must not stop there. We must advance to the position that money serves us so that we can devote our time to serving God and not being controlled by the need to make money to survive. We need to have enough determination and passion to drive us to do whatever it takes to become financially literate and get control of our finances.
Steps four and five include a great deal of study. Financial literacy is absolutely essential. Don’t invest in the stock market until you know something about the stock market. Don’t buy a lot of real estate until you understand real estate. There are some risks in any investment but you can minimize those risks by using your brain. Once you have gained a working knowledge of the areas of investment you are ready to begin.
Give your tithe. Give your offering. Then invest at least ten percent of your income in real estate, stocks, and bonds. Learn to buy low and sell high, just as Joseph did. When there was a surplus in Genesis 41, he bought low. In chapter 47 there was a shortage and he sold high, amassing tremendous wealth.
The parable of the minas in Luke 19:11-27 shows us a picture of Jesus coming and giving seed to the sower in the productive stage. He gave each of ten servants one mina and told them to “do business” until he came back. A mina was the equivalent of about $9,000 in today’s money. One traded and invested and turned his one mina into ten, about $90,000 dollars. Another multiplied his mina five times, making about $45,000. A third servant did nothing with the money but hide it.
When Jesus returned, these three were the only ones of the ten servants that even showed up. He called the one who had multiplied his investment ten times and said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Because you were faithful in a little, I will make you ruler over much.” When the second servant showed that he had multiplied his mina five times, Jesus said, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Because you were faithful in a little, I will make you ruler over much.” Jesus called the one who did nothing with his money a wicked and evil servant.
What qualified the first two servants to be good and faithful was the fact that they had taken their money and invested it so that it multiplied. Note that the only time Jesus calls us a good and faithful servant is when we are in the multiplying stage for the sake of the kingdom and we are making money work for us. Multiplying money for the sake of the kingdom is what good and faithful servants do. When we see these matters in the right perspective, we begin to work for the kingdom without concern for money. The money to accomplish our destiny is always available because the wealth of the wicked is stored up for the just, and it is just about time we get to it!
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