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GOD'S SECRET AGENTS 
Stewardship Secrets (Part 3) 

Text: Matthew 6:1-6; 16-18 
 

Getting Pointed About Stewardship 
 
The Alumni Giving director at my alma mater once told me of receiving a check for $10,000 from 
a donor who had never given a dime to the University before. In an attached note, the donor 
attributed his gift to the effectiveness of a solicitation letter he had received. Eager to know what 
words had inspired such a wonderful outpouring of generosity; the fundraiser searched the files 
and found a copy of the letter in question. To his surprise, he found that it was one of the 
boilerplate form letters that they'd been sending to people for years. There was only one 
difference. In an update of the University’s database, some tired secretary had miskeyed the 
name of the would-be donor. Instead of saying, “Dear Jerry...” the letter simply read: “Dear 
Jerk...” 
 
I guess it pays to be direct sometimes, doesn't it? Maybe that is why Jesus does not mince 
words either in our text for this morning. In each of three successive vignettes, Jesus offers you 
and me a very direct invitation to examine ourselves. It's not that Jesus thinks any of us are 
jerks; if the Cross tells us nothing else, it proclaims that God regards even people about whom 
we might feel less than charitable as worth dying for. It's just that Jesus loves us too much not to 
challenge us to grow in perhaps the most wonderful and exciting dimension of Christian piety—
the arena of stewardship. 
 
That is, after all, the theme that unites this passage. According to Jesus' words in this text, our 
calling is threefold: It is to “give to the needy.” It is to let that giving be inspired by God's 
priorities and passions, for that's what happens when we truly “pray.” And it is to sacrifice if need 
be to make that giving possible, for that's what the discipline of “fasting” implies. Let me lift out 
several simple elements of Jesus' teaching on this subject that I hope will be as much of an 
encouragement to you as they have been to me. 
 
Why Be Generous? 
 
In the FIRST place, it seems clear from this passage that Jesus is assuming that every person 
who really thinks about it will want to be an active steward. I mean he could have said: “If you 
give to the needy...” or “If you decide to pray...” or “If for some reason you choose to fast...” but 
it is striking that in all three of the scenarios included in this little triplet, Jesus uses not the 
conditional word “If...” but the convictional word “hotan” (in the Greek), which literally means 
“Whenever...” It is as though Jesus is saying: “Of course you'll want to give to meet the spiritual 
and physical needs of other people; of course you’ll seek God's guidance in prayer about this; 
and, of course, you’ll adopt the habit of fasting—of denying yourself something else—in order to 
have something more to give.” 
 
Now, why do you think Jesus assumes such a desire in you and me? I can think of only one 
reason—one which might be illustrated by a simple story. While out shopping one day, a woman 
bought a bag of delicious chocolate chip cookies—the kind that are still warm and bend so 
easily and have chips that melt in your mouth. The woman put the bag in her purse, and then 
stopped into a crowded coffee shop. After procuring a double latte, she sat down in a chair 
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across a table from a man who sat reading a newspaper. Opening her purse, she set it on the 
table, took out a magazine and began reading too. 
 
A few minutes later she looked up, reached for a cookie, only to observe the man taking a 
cookie for himself. She glared at him; but he just smiled at her, and she resumed reading. 
Moments later she reached for another cookie, only to find the stranger taking yet another one 
for himself. As she stared angrily at the one remaining cookie in the bag on the table—the man 
reached over, broke the cookie in half, and offered her a piece. With righteous indignation, she 
snatched the piece from his hand and stuffed it into her mouth, as the man smiled at her again, 
rose, and left the shop. Steaming with fury now—her coffee-break ruined—the woman reached 
for her purse to put her magazine away. Imagine her surprise when she saw there her cookie 
bag still unopened.  
 
I like to think that that woman left the shop a changed person. I like to think that she left 
humbled by the witness of the stranger who had so willingly given up for her what she would 
have so selfishly fought to keep from him. I like to think that you and I leave THIS shop a bit 
more changed too—as the result of the encounter we’ve had. After all, the One who sits across 
the Table from us every day now is no longer a Stranger too us. We know the One who not only 
gave up his material possessions without complaint, but his very life to meet our hunger and 
need. 
 
Surely, this changes the way we view our my own resources too, doesn’t it? Whenever I meet 
Jesus in the pages of this book, feel him come close to me in prayer or praise, or encounter him 
in the warmth of your eyes, something begins to happen in me. I begin to realize that all along I 
have been eating out of his bag. I realize that nothing I have or am was ever really mine in the 
first place, but simply a good and gracious gift from him. Over time, I begin to find myself 
wanting to give cookies away. Don't you? I find myself beginning to want to pray that I might be 
led to those people he knows who are anxious, oppressed, or hungry so that I can share what I 
have with them. I find myself starting to want to fast in some way—to let go of some bag or 
bounty that I've been clinging too selfishly to—so that I might like him have the joy of giving 
something to someone else in the sheer delirium of grace. Don't you? 
 
Is it so crazy to think that in order to provide for all of the classes where children are fed with the 
best moral teaching available... in order to advance all of the youth group gatherings where 
teenagers are nourished with the love of Christ... in order to support all of the small groups and 
communities, the classes and choirs where adults are supplied with food for the mind, heart, 
and soul... that we might want to reach deeply into our bag? Is it naïve to think that in order to 
make possible all of the visits and outreach ministries where people around the corner and 
around the world are fed with bread and the bread of life that all of us might actually want to 
reach into our bag and, finding ten cookies there, be pleased to give away at least one of them 
to Kingdom purposes?!! 
 
If that were so, then that would really be something. It would mark us as very different from the 
majority of people in the coffee shop today. Today the average American contributes just 2.6% 
of their income to charitable causes—barely a crumb, even less than Americans were giving 
during the Great Depression. Is it so crazy to think that we, as the Apostle Paul says, who “know 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ” would be ones pleased to meet at least the Old Testament 
standard of 10%—a tithe? 
 
Let’s not make a quick, thoughtless, or routine decision concerning the “giving” we will do 
through this church in days ahead. Let’s instead “pray” over decisions about how God would 
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lead us to give to his work. Let’s ask God to guide us in determining how we might go on a “fast” 
from some other expenses in order to have more to contribute to his kingdom's work. 
 
The Call to Stewardship Is Personal 
 
But there is a SECOND thing which in this passage Jesus urges us to keep in mind as well. You 
might find it interesting to note that when Jesus says: “Whenever you give to the needy... pray... 
fast” he is using the singular form of you. He gazed out at a crowd of 5000, but he was 
addressing every individual one of us. You see, stewardship is personal. It is a transaction 
between you and God alone. It doesn't hinge on how much or little the person next to you is 
doing. It isn’t about dividing the total budget of the church by how many members there are. No 
it's far more personal than that. How you give alms, or pray, or fast is a large part of the way that 
you practically answer Jesus' very personal question: “Who do you say that I am?”  
 
That is, I suppose, the reason that Jesus says that when we give or pray or sacrifice it ought to 
be “done in secret.” In Jesus' day, people's motives for religious practice sometimes became a 
bit confused. Public fasts, you see, were proclaimed by the sounding of “trumpets,” at which 
time prayers for rain were recited aloud in the streets by the allegedly pious. It was widely 
thought that alms-giving at this time ensured the efficacy of such prayers and fasting. And 
apparently some of the Pharisees, who fasted every Monday and Thursday, went around 
unwashed, or without the customary oil on their hair, simply in order to draw attention to their 
piety. 
 
Jesus had hard words for such prideful piety. That is not to say that there aren't times and 
places for celebrating the generosity of the faithful. Jesus publicly commended the witness of 
the widow who contributed her last mite. but Jesus' words are a challenge to remember that real 
spiritual life begins with a deep and humble inner commitment to God and then works its way 
outward unself-consciously. It is those who are first poor in spirit that become—often without 
knowing it—the greatest peacemakers. It is when we are secretly nourishing the flame within, 
that we ultimately become cities on a hill that can't be hid. The public may never know how 
serious you are about your piety, save for the inexplicable radiance they see on your face. 
 
God Pays Back 
 
But Someone will know, says Jesus. The only one whose opinion really counts in the end—
“your Father who sees what is done in secret”—will know. And he “will reward you.” The Greek 
word is apodidomai, and it means “pay back.” There is the obvious pay-back of seeing the 
hopeful faces of the young and the comforted smiles of the older ones; of hearing news of 
missions that have been able to continue or fluorish because you and I dared to give more than 
a crumb from our bag; of watching your church deepen and grow. There is also the less obvious 
pay-back that comes to the giver of knowing that you are doing something eternally significant 
with your life; or to the fasting person when you discover that God is setting you free from that 
idolatrous addiction to stuff that besets all of us. 
 
But, I believe, there is an altogether different kind of pay-back that awaits us one day. In several 
of his parables, Jesus implied that one day we will all be held accountable for the way we’ve 
lived our lives and stewarded the resources entrusted to us. We will find ourselves in the 
presence of the Lord of the universe—a Being before whose majesty we are compelled to fall 
on our face in awe. All that will fill us in that hour will be a sense of our complete poverty before 
his staggering richness. How terrible will be that day for those who buried their riches for fear of 
losing them, who built bigger and bigger barns to hold their excess, or who comforted 
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themselves while the least of Christ's brothers and sisters went in need. They'd best have long 
memories, says Jesus, for “I tell you the truth, they have [already] received their reward in full.” 
 
And yet for you, my friends—for you whose trust has been in the Lord; whose delight has been 
in the cause of the King—how wonderful will be the day when you discover that every dollar and 
deed invested here in His name has earned in heaven an eternity's worth of interest. How 
glorious the moment when you finally know for certain that all along there was One who saw 
what you did in his secret service. No matter how great the cost you may have paid, how 
priceless will be the sound of those words one day as He sits at the eternal banquet table with 
us and opens up His bag: “Well done, my good and faithful servant... come enter into the joy of 
your master!”  
 
Let us pray ... 
 
All-seeing God, all-giving God, we come before you today conscious that none of us can earn 
your grace by our own merit. We know that nought but reliance upon the sufficiency of Jesus 
Christ can win us a place in your eternal home. Yet conscious that what we do with our 
resources bespeaks where our reliance truly lies, we come humbly asking you to help us invest 
our trust more and more in the things of your Kingdom. In these days ahead, make us eager to 
seek in prayer your guidance for the use of the resources entrusted to us; generous in the 
cheerful giving of our alms; and bold to sacrifice whatever vanities or idolatries which occupy 
your rightful place on the throne of our lives. Take our lives, O God, that they might be 
consecrated all to thee. For we ask this in thy name. Amen. 
 
 
 
2 Corinthians 8:9 
Matthew 16:15 
Mark 12:41-44 
Matthew 25:21 


