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What might it mean in simplifying your life to have a financial reconciliation 

with God alongside your spiritual reconciliation with him? This message offers 

five statements to embrace if you desire to step outside of debt and manage 

finances in a God-honoring way. The challenge is given: God didn’t set you 

free from sin so you could live in bondage to debt for the rest of your life; he 

wants you to be free indeed.  



© 2013 Willow Creek Association ● SIMPLIFY, Part 3 ● Bill Hybels ● 3/2-3/13 ● M1309 2 

WILLOW CREEK COMMUNITY CHURCH 

 

 

SIMPLIFY, Part 3 

3/2-3/13 – M1309 

 

Bill Hybels 

 

 
Luke 19:1-10 

Acts 16:31 

James 1:17 

Philippians 4:12-13 

Proverbs 3:9-10 

Malachi 3:10 

Proverbs 6:6, 8 

 

This is “Simplified, Part 3,” and what we’re trying to do these days is remove three words from 

the Willow vocabulary. The words are OVERWHELMED, OVERSCHEDULED, and 

EXHAUSTED. 

 

We’ve dealt with exhausted. We’ve dealt with overscheduled. And this weekend we’re 

addressing the third word: overwhelmed. I hear it all the time. People say, “Bill, I’m just 

overwhelmed.” And usually I hear this expressed in the context of money: I’m overwhelmed 

with bills. I’m overwhelmed with debt. I’m overwhelmed with what to do to keep our heads 

above water, let alone set aside some funds for our kids’ education. I just feel overwhelmed. 

 

This past week I had some people contact me. They’re overwhelmed with fear about what’s 

going on in Washington, D.C. They’re overwhelmed that maybe the government is going to do 

something with health care or Social Security or Medicaid. And this sequestration thing …  

People are saying to me over and over in a hundred different ways: I just feel overwhelmed. And 

a lot of times, it has something to do with money. 

 

And that’s what we’re going to work on today. We’re going to look at the life of a guy in 

Scripture who was overwhelmed, in my opinion, with guilt and shame, not just because of how 

he managed or mismanaged his money, but how he had earned it, how he was hoarding it, how 

he had abused it. We’re going to look at a guy who had a terrible relationship with money, and 

who thinks his only hope is to have a higher power at work in his life. 

 

Before I read you that text, you all know that 12-step groups believe that their repeated 

problematic behavior can only be changed by tapping into a higher power. I know hundreds of 

people who are in 12-step groups. Alcoholics begin the recovery process by saying, “We learned 

that we were powerless over alcohol. Our lives became unmanageable, so we turned to a power 

greater than ourselves to restore us to sanity.” 

 

All the recovering alcoholics I know would say to me or you they would never be able to get or 

stay sober without a higher power. Sometimes when I talk to people who are constantly 

overwhelmed in the financial arena, I think to myself they need a higher power at work to restore 

them to sanity. 

 

So let’s read the text of this very interesting guy in Luke 19. 
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Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. 
2 
A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he 

was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. 
3 

He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short 

man he could not because of the crowd. 
4 

So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see 

him, since Jesus was coming that way. 

 
5 

When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come down 

immediately. I must stay at your house today.” 
6 

So he came down at once and welcomed him 

gladly. 

 
7 

All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.” 

 
8 

But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! I’m going to give one half of my 

possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times 

the amount.” 

 
9 

Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of 

Abraham. 
10 

For the Son of Man came to seek and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:1-10). 

 

Very familiar text about a semi-familiar guy. I’ve studied it for the last couple of weeks and I’ve 

come up with some new opinions about this guy and what was really going on in this little 

episode in Scripture. 

 

My opinion is that what drove this troubled man, Zacchaeus, to climb a tree to look for Jesus was 

not only because he was short of stature, but because he was determined to see if this miracle 

worker could do something for him because he had a tortured conscience concerning money. 

That’s my opinion. 

 

Zacchaeus had caused so much pain in other people’s lives because he was a tax collector who 

extorted money from them. He had become wealthy; but instead of joyfully serving the poor with 

some of his money, he hoarded all of his money. He essentially said to the poor: “You can eat 

cake. I’m not sharing anything that I have.” He has done nothing for the poor. 

 

He’s fast reaching the point, in my view, that an alcoholic reaches when they say, “I think I’m 

powerless to change my behavior.” I think Zacchaeus was becoming so overwhelmed with a 

sense of self-reproach that he knew something major had to happen in his life pretty fast. A 

power greater than his human strength would have to be tapped into, because he was coming to 

absolutely hate himself because of his relationship with money. He hated how he earned it. And I 

think he was starting to hate himself for how he hoarded it. 

 

Quick time out. Do you have any idea how many conversations I’ve had with people over the 

last thirty-eight years of ministry here, people who have literally in my presence buckled over 

and burst out crying because of the self-hatred and the shame associated with how they handled 

money? Most people think that sexual mistakes cause the deepest amount of shame. That may 

be, but I’m here to tell you a very, very close second to sexual shame is financial shame. 
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I’ve sat with professional people over the years—doctors, dentists, lawyers, accountants—many 

of whom made hundreds of thousands of dollars a year, but they were coming to me to ask how 

they were going to explain to their spouse and kids that they had gone bankrupt. A ‘For Sale’ 

sign was going to go on the front lawn the next day, the cars were being repossessed, and all the 

remaining assets, including the watches and the wedding rings, were now frozen. And they go, 

“Bill, help me explain this to my family.” There’s a level of shame in a conversation like that 

that you have to be up close to to see how deep and abiding it can be. 

 

Sometimes people in these kinds of financial decisions just vibrate with self-reproach and shame. 

And many of you know the kind of thing I’m talking about because if your true financial 

condition were put up on the sidescreens right now for all the rest of the congregation to see …  

well, some of you would say, “I’d rather die than let the congregation see my true financial 

condition. I’m ashamed.”  

 

And some of you are thinking, They don’t have the technology to do that, do they? [laughter] 

Should I be worried right now? No, no, no. We don’t have the technology. And we would never 

do that kind of thing. 

 

But I think this is the kind of accumulated shame that Zacchaeus was feeling, and it was killing 

him inside. So he hears about a miracle worker who’s passing through town, maybe with some 

supernatural power, and he’s going to see for himself. And you know what happens. 

 

Jesus sees Zacchaeus in the tree and invites himself over for dinner. A little harmless fellowship 

dinner; that’s all it’s going to be. So Zacchaeus was taking Jesus to his house. And I always kind 

of wonder what kind of crib Zacchaeus had. Was it maybe the largest house in Jericho? Ten 

thousand square feet? Maybe was there a lot of cool furniture and artwork and accessories that 

had all been purchased with extorted money from fellow Jews? Blood money they called it. Is it 

possible there were beggars and people starving at the gates outside of Zacchaeus’ house, and he 

had to kind of lead Jesus through the beggars who never got anything from Zacchaeus because 

he didn’t give a rip about the poor? 

 

Maybe that was awkward. Maybe the whole thing was sort of awkward. But something happens 

over the course of that harmless dinner, and it rocked Zacchaeus to the core of his being. 

Scripture doesn’t give us any details as to how the conversation unfolded, but this much is for 

sure: Zacchaeus’ life is tipped upside down because of this dinner. 

 

Jesus comes out of the house after dinner and says to the watching crowd, Salvation has come to 

this house. Someone who was lost just got found. Someone who was feeling so deeply guilty has 

been cleansed. Someone who felt powerless over his problem has found a higher power. 

Someone far from God, in many ways at war with God, has been reconciled with God. 

 

Friends, I’m telling you, stuff happened at that dinner. But it doesn’t end there. And this is what I 

really want you to get today. 

 

Zacchaeus is one of the only people I know of in all of Scripture and all of history, actually, who 

experienced not just one reconciliation with Jesus upon meeting him, but he experiences two 
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reconciliations with Jesus at that dinner. The first was, of course, the spiritual reconciliation. 

Salvation comes to the house. Zacchaeus is forgiven from his moral sin and he comes into a 

relationship with God. It’s cool. He’s spiritually reconciled to God through Christ. 

 

But at that same dinner, there’s a second reconciliation. There’s a financial reconciliation with 

God. There’s total repentance for past financial sin. He confesses honestly how he has been on a 

terrible track. and it’s led to terrible self-reproach. There’s evidence of a complete change of 

heart toward his relationship with money, because Zacchaeus comes out of that dinner and he 

says, Lord, here now I give half of my possessions to the poor. 

 

You know what I think that comes from? I think he realizes in the presence of Jesus, who was 

always concerned about the poor …  I think Zacchaeus goes, “I should have been sharing some 

of my wealth with the poor all my life, and I’ve never done it.” He’s like, “I’ve got to make up 

for a lifetime of hoarding.” So he takes all of his wealth and he announces to everybody, “I’m 

just going to cut it all in half. My whole portfolio. I’m going to give fifty percent of it to the poor 

because I should have been giving some percentage of it to the poor all along.” 

 

And then because of the self-reproach that Zacchaeus feels about cheating people, cutting 

corners, and all that, he goes, “I’m going to check my accounts. If I’ve cheated anybody, I’m 

going to pay them back four times what I owe them. I’m reconciling myself financially to a holy 

God. I’m going to go a new way. I’m going to go God’s way from this day forward.” 

 

This had to take the breath away from those in the town who knew him. Something really big 

happened at that dinner. 

 

Permission to speak candidly? If you don’t give me permission to speak candidly, I speak 

endlessly. [laughter] So can I ask the question one more time: Permission to speak candidly? 

(YES!!) 

 

In my opinion, far more Christ-followers have spiritual reconciliation experiences with Jesus 

than financial reconciliations with him. That’s the only explanation I’ve ever been able to come 

up with that makes sense of why so many sincere, serious-minded, card-carrying Christ-

followers have such an ongoing, tormented, dysfunctional relationship with money. When they 

got saved, they got saved from their moral indebtedness from some wrongdoings here and there. 

They got spiritually reconciled to God, which is a big deal and very cool. 

 

But if that second reconciliation didn’t happen along with the first one, if that financial 

reconciliation didn’t happen at the time of your first reconciliation spiritually, if the power of 

God did not break the power of money in your life, if the love of God did not cleanse your shame 

and guilt about your financial state, if the Holy Spirit didn’t fill you up with a higher power so 

that you could joyfully announce all new financial intentions and practices moving ahead … 

well, gang, then in my opinion, you’re one reconciliation away from being fully reconciled to 

God, because I think you have to be spiritually and financially reconciled to God to ever be fully 

free from shame and guilt. 
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And I wonder if there are some of you who right now while I’m talking about this are wondering 

what it would be like to be not just spiritually reconciled to God, but fully financially reconciled 

to God as well. 

 

What would it be like if the Holy Spirit’s power were released into your life so that you could 

make money behave properly in your life instead of it making you do all the insane things that 

money has made you do, that’s tied you up in knots and continually makes you feel 

overwhelmed, overwhelmed, overwhelmed. 

 

Some of you are sitting there right now and you’re saying, “How would a financial reconciliation 

with God happen? You got me interested: How would one happen?” It’s a fair question. 

 

It happens pretty much the same way that your spiritual reconciliation with God happens when it 

happens. 

 

A military guy asked the apostle Paul one night how he could be reconciled to God spiritually. 

Paul boils down the entire doctrine of redemption into a brief sentence. In Acts 16:31, he says, 

Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you’ll be saved. 

 

Now the big word is ‘believe.’ Paul is saying, “Believe that Jesus was God’s Son. Believe that 

his death on the cross was a substitutionary atoning death, meaning he took your sins on himself. 

Believe that God will guide you into your future, that he will make your eternity secure.” Paul 

was saying to this military guy, “If you fully embrace Jesus Christ, if you believe in him in the 

fullest sense of that word, you can be reconciled to God and saved this instant.” 

 

And the guy said,  “I do believe that stuff.” And within a few hours, he and some of the rest of 

his family who believed were saved and baptized. Really cool. Total spiritual reconciliation. 

 

Parenthetically, we have Baptism coming up in a few weeks here in South Barrington. Many of 

you have come to full belief in Christ in the last couple of months. I know you have; you’ve been 

emailing me. Time to step up publically, gang. Time to stand in front of family and friends and 

say, “You know what? I want to make it public. I fully believe in Jesus Christ. I have been 

spiritually reconciled to God.” If you’re ready for that step, you can go to a brief meeting we’re 

having after service and can get some of your questions answered. 

 

But back to the question: How do you get financially reconciled to God? 

 

Well, you have to believe some things. What are those things you have to believe? This is again 

just my thinking on this from Scripture as I’ve studied it over the years. 

 

I think you would have to drive a stake into the ground and fully embrace the following five 

statements: 

 

First: I believe that all I have has come my way by the loving hand of God. 
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Did you get to where you are today on your own? Did you bootstrap yourself all by yourself into 

the position you’re in today? Did you really? 

 

James 1:17 says, Every good and perfect gift comes from God.  

 

God gave you life. God gave you talent and aptitudes. God gave you learning capabilities and 

opportunities. He opened educational and vocational doors for you throughout the course of your 

life. Ultimately, if you think about it with any degree of sound judgment, a humble person would 

have to say, “I believe that all I have has ultimately come my way from the loving hand of God.” 

Do you believe that? Do you believe it? [applause] 

 

Second statement: I must learn to live joyfully within God’s current provision for my life. 

 

These beautiful words from Philippians 4:12-13:  
12

 I have learned the secret of being content in 

any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 
13

 I can 

do all things through Christ who strengthens me. 

 

Those are beautiful words, gang. Someone fully reconciled to God financially joyfully accepts 

God’s current level of provision for their life. They realize that God’s provision level might go 

up or down throughout the course of a lifetime, but that it is our responsibility to make 

adjustments to learn to be joyfully content with either a lot or a little. Can you drive a stake into 

the ground and say, “I really do want to joyfully live within God’s current provision for my 

life”? 

 

There are some implications in this. For starters: When God increases someone else’s provision, 

do you covet it? Do you get envious about it? Do you get mad at him? Do you get jealous and do 

you want their stuff? Or do you go, “Hey, God increased your level of provision. I’m glad for 

you. I rejoice with you. I’m living contentedly within his provision for my life right now, but I 

can rejoice when good things come your way.” Can you do that? 

 

And then what about the issue of debt? What is at the very root of debt? You’re going to learn 

something here in the next few minutes. I spent a lot of time thinking about this, to put it in a 

way I think will help you understand what is at the root of debt. 

 

At the root of debt is wanting more than God’s current provision for your life and arranging 

another way of getting it for yourself. Shall I say it again? Debt is wanting more than God’s 

current provision for your life and arranging another way of getting it for yourself. 

 

God’s current provision for your life goes up and down over the course of a lifetime. It goes up 

and down because of job changes, because of economic climate, and so. It goes up and down 

throughout the course of your life. But at wherever level it is, that is God’s provision level for 

your life. 

 

The apostle Paul is saying, “Here’s the deal: What we do is we make adjustments and we live 

beneath that provision level. We always keep margins between his provision level and our 

spending level, because margin plus contentment leads to peace. And the only way you will ever 
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really know financial peace is if you learn to joyfully live within God’s provision for your life, 

making adjustments along the way so that you have margin and you’re working on contentment, 

which you can gain over time. And that leads to this sense of peace. Whether you’re in a season 

of plenty or in a season of less, you can still live with peace.” 

 

Now what some of us do …  Pardon the rawness of this expression. But we go, “Hey, God, you 

screwed up with my provision level. You got it wrong. My provision level is supposed to be 

higher. But your wires are crossed and it’s down low. So what I’m going to do is I’m going to 

use debt to arrange a provision level beyond your provision level. That’s what I’m going to do.” 

 

That’s what debt does. It gives you an arranged level of provision beyond God’s prescribed 

level. And debt will always—always—lead to a sense of slavery and then to a sense eventually, 

when it all comes crashing down, to shame. And most of the time the feeling associated with all 

of this is you just go, “I am overwhelmed. I am overwhelmed.” And you feel so terrible about 

this. 

 

It’s so hard for me, week after week, month after month, year after year, to meet with sincere 

Christ-followers who love God, but who arrange a higher level of provision than God did, and 

they fall into the debt and the slavery and the shame. And they’re overwhelmed. 

 

Gang, God wants something better for you. When he set you free, he set you really free so that 

you could feel really free. When you sign up for enslavement because of debt and then it goes to 

shame and then you live overwhelmed instead of with a sense of peace, this is not God’s best for 

your life. So sooner or later somebody has to just drive the stake into the ground and say, “This 

ends. This cycle of insanity that leads to slavery and shame ends. I’m done with it. I am going to 

live joyfully within God’s provision for my life and have margin and learn contentment and have 

peace.” 

 

The implication of this for your children and for your children’s children is enormous. When you 

set up your next generation and the following generation to understand how this works, it’s a 

beautiful thing, just beautiful. 

 

I was thinking the other day—kind of an ‘out there’ thought— I would give almost anything if I 

could wave a wand and magically remove every Willow Creeker’s debt for one day. I would 

give almost anything if I had a wand like that. If I could remove every Willow Creeker’s debt for 

one day, that would be something, because every single one of you would realize in that twenty-

four hour period of time that the sun shines brighter when you’re debt-free, the air you breathe 

feels fresher when you’re debt-free, your conscience feels cleaner when you’re debt-free. One 

guy told me his sex is better now that he’s debt-free. I don’t know how to respond to a statement 

like that. Should never be said in a sermon, that’s for sure. [laughter] 

 

So when you’ve lived for twenty-three hours all freed up from that crushing, overwhelming 

feeling of shame and all that stuff, here’s what I think could happen if I could wave that wand: 

that final hour when you were feeling completely freed-up, you would say, “I want to feel like 

this the rest of my life. I don’t care what I have to sell, trade, or walk away from to get out of 

debt, but I’m going to attack debt with a chainsaw. And I’m going to stay at it until I am totally 
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debt-free, at which time I’m going to put my hand on a Bible and agree to live joyfully within 

God’s provision for the rest of my life.” And it’s Emancipation Day when you make that 

decision. 

 

But some of you right now are saying, “But I’m in too deep. I can’t get out.” You can. Watch 

this video of a couple who will show you it can be done. 

 

(Audio of video.) 

 

Ryan: My name is Ryan Pribyl. This is my beautiful wife, Chelsea, and we have been coming to 

Willow since we were both in high school. And we attend the Willow Huntley campus. 

 

Chelsea: When we got engaged and then were starting to plan our wedding, the only way that we 

ended up being able to pay for that was on these little plastic cards that sat in our wallets. And 

we soon found ourselves literally in the first weeks of marriage just totally buried by a 

ginormous number. 

 

Ryan: Looking back now I can see that the first year of marriage was on the rocks. 

 

Chelsea: We were actually fighting about this burden of weight that we felt because of the 

amount of debt that we were under. 

 

Ryan: We found out that Willow Creek Huntley was going to be hosting a Financial Peace 

University class. 

 

Chelsea: We started developing some great tools for conversations with one another. 

 

Ryan: And we decided, just between the two of us, that we would only cut up the credit cards 

that were paid off. We actually were able to cut up six cards throughout the class. 

 

Chelsea: We set a really high goal, to try to be free of this crazy credit card debt by the end of the 

year. We finished our goal. We actually finished about a week early, so just before the turn of the 

year, this huge weight was lifted off of our shoulders. Just two weeks after paying off all this 

credit card debt, Ryan and I both received an email and it was making us aware of a means that 

is in a ministry around Willow that’s really close to both of our hearts. And as soon as I opened it 

up and I read it, God placed a really large number on my heart. 

 

Ryan: When Chelsea presented her number to me, it was about ten times more than my number, 

and I met her right there. 

 

Chelsea: This would be the first time that we would be able to give over and above our regular 

tithe that we have been doing, and it was such a freeing experience and a joy-filled experience. It 

was like the best check I’ve ever been able to write. 

 

Ryan: I can really see that I think Chelsea has the gift of giving because she receives so much joy 

through this. 
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Chelsea: Being able to actually give after having paid off all of this debt has brought us a whole 

lot of joy. 

 

Ryan: Looking back through this experience of getting into debt and our struggle and being 

overwhelmed with how are we going to get out of this debt and then our tension and our fights 

around it, I couldn’t see us being in this position even a year ago that we would be out of debt. 

It’s only through God that this is possible. 

 

(Video ends.) 

 

What a courageous couple, huh? [applause] If you were listening closely, did you hear how 

many times the word ‘joy’ or ‘free’ or ‘peace’ came up in that little discussion? And we have this 

thing …  Remember last week we learned that what you put on a schedule becomes the script 

you live out and it drives who you start to become. This Wednesday, if you put FPU on your 

schedule, it’s your first step toward joy and freedom and peace. I really hope you will do that. 

 

The next statement that we have to believe: I will honor God by giving the first tenth of all my 

earnings to his purposes in this world. 
 

Proverbs 3:9-10: 
9
 Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the first fruits of all your crops; 

10
 then 

your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine. 

 

Malachi 3:10: Bring the full tithe—the full ten percent— into the storehouse. … God says, “I will 

open the windows of heaven and pour blessing all over you.” 

 

Whenever I talk about this, the room gets real quiet because so many people feel guilty about this 

subject matter. Can I declare a guilt-free zone? Guilt-free. Let’s just stop all the guilt; put it in a 

parking lot for a second. And let’s just think this through. 

 

When the Bible asks us to take the first tenth of all of our earnings and give it to God’s purposes 

in the world, obviously, this requires faith. It requires faith. And let me tell you how this works.  

 

You have two Christ-followers. Been Christians for exactly the same time. One of them has a 

little more faith in this regard; the other doesn’t. So this kind of non-faith individual says with 

regard to tithing, “Hey, listen, I’ve got to get from A to B financially and it’s going to require 

one hundred percent of my earnings to get from A to B. Now come on, this is hard math; these 

are calculations that work. For me to get from A to B, I need all one hundred percent.” 

 

Then you take this other Christian. Been a Christian the same amount of time, but he or she is 

faith-filled. They listen to God’s Word on this and they say, “This is what I believe. I believe that 

God will take me from A to B on ninety percent of my earnings. And I’m going to give ten 

percent, as I’ve been instructed, as a tithe to the things of God. And I believe as a reward for my 

faith, God, as he promised in his Word, is going to actually take me from B to C. He’ll take me 

to a place beyond B.” 
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And this place is described as the place of blessing. It’s also described in other passages as the 

place of favor. And every single Christ-follower I’ve ever known who put this faith-filled 

practice into place in their life can tell you C stories. Stories of blessing. Answered prayer. 

Favor. Protection. New friendships. New opportunities. Unexpected stuff coming your way. And 

you just go, “Really? Really, God?” It’s just amazing. 

 

Now what is so humorous to me—and I’ve thought long and hard before I wanted to bring this 

up, but it is humorous, so I’m just going to tell you about it: Both these Christ-followers think the 

other is an idiot. [laughter] They really do. No kidding. The less-faith Christian will look at the 

more-faith Christian and go, “Are you kidding me? You drank the Kool-Aid from the pastor. 

Really? You think you’re going to get from A to B on ninety percent? You can’t.” And so less-

faith guy thinks the more-faith guy is an idiot. 

 

And the more-faith guy looks at the less-faith guy and just goes—a little nicer: “You’re an idiot,  

[laughter] because all you’re ever going to experience is A to B. You’re never going to 

experience B to C. You will never know the feeling of God’s supernatural activity in your 

financial life. You will never know that sense of being favored and being blessed beyond what 

other people are, because this is that land of favor.” 

 

So they both just keep thinking each other is the idiot. And I’m asking you right here and right 

now: What idiot do you want to be? [laughter] Just asking: What idiot do you want to be? 

 

Gang, I will just say it publically: I want to be the faith-filled idiot. I have been that kind of idiot 

since I started earning wages, and I could regale you for a long time with B to C stories. My life, 

in essence, is a B to C story. I would never go back to living any less. I actually feel sorry for 

Christ-followers who sing songs like we did a little while ago—I raise the white flag of 

surrender, total surrender …  “God, you’re not getting the tithe, but I’m totally surrendered to 

you.” [laughter / applause] I just go, What? Really? These people talk a good game, but they’ll 

not experience the coolest part of Christianity, which is the supernatural part. 

 

So I’m here to ask you today: At what time in your life history are you going to put the stake in 

the ground and go, “This starts today. The first tenth goes to God, by faith.” 

 

And when you do this, my recommendation is do it as automatedly or as automatically as you 

can so you can get in the rhythm of it. And I think over the course of your life, you will really, 

really be glad that you moved to that point. 

 

Next one: I will set aside a portion of all my earnings into a savings account for 

emergencies, for giving opportunities, and for my later years. 
 

Solomon says it so very succinctly in Proverbs 6:6, 8:
 6

 Watch the ant. Learn from their ways.…   
8 

They store up provisions during the summer to be used in the winter months. 

 

Anyone here ever go through a winter time financially? Most of us have been in a winter time 

financially for the last five years because of the economic downturn. Any of you know what it’s 
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like to lose a job and go financially through the winter time of unemployment? You get laid off, 

you get moved to part-time. 

 

Have you ever experienced the winter time of when stuff breaks down—the furnace conks out, 

the car acts up, the oven blows up? It feels like demons came in and took over your house, and it 

all happens at once and you’re just going, “How am I going to pay for all this”—unless you’re 

the kind of person who has set aside a portion of your earnings into a savings account and you 

have some emergency money, because you know you have to buy the new oven from the 

emergency fund. 

 

Since the early days of this church, our board of directors has made sure that out of every single 

offering, we take a portion and put it aside for capital replacement kinds of things, for 

emergencies, equipment failures. Last summer we had a huge air conditioning unit, really big, 

for one of our buildings collapse right during the heat wave of the summer. I didn’t have to run 

up here and beg all of you to give another twenty-five dollars because we had this problem with 

an HVAC air handler. You never even knew about it. You didn’t have to know about it, because 

we have equipment replacement funds, and we just had the people come over and replace it, put 

a new one in. And now we’re building the fund back up for the next thing that goes out. 

 

This can happen in your life. Solomon says ants have sufficient brain horsepower to figure this 

out. Surely, you can. Just choose a percentage, whatever percentage you want. But just say that 

for the rest of your life, whenever earnings come, a percentage of it is going into a savings 

account for emergencies and for giving opportunities. And when you’re fully reconciled to God 

and you live this kind of way… man, it takes the stress out. You can live with peace. 

 

Last one: I will live each day with an open ear toward heaven, eager to respond to any 

whisper from God regarding my resources. 
 

When you are spiritually reconciled to God, what makes Christianity so dynamic, so cool, is that 

you’re in a dynamic two-way relationship with God throughout the course of an average day. 

You pray; you sense he listens and responds. He whispers; you respond. You sense his presence. 

I’ve never figured out how people could commit themselves to a religion which is basically just a 

creed instead of a relationship. Christianity in its essence is this really cool relationship with the 

living God. And it’s dynamic. It goes on all throughout the course of your day. 

 

When you are financially reconciled to God, then you have that same kind of thing going on in 

your conversations with God. You’re like, “God, I’m living joyfully within your provision level. 

I don’t have debt. I’m honoring you with the tithe. I’ve set aside savings. So, God, if you want to 

whisper to me about sliding any of these resources to some cause or some person who needs it, 

it’s cool; I’ll do it. No problem. It would be joyful for me.” 

 

About a month ago, I was in a diner. Working on a sermon. I was watching a waitress who had 

waited on me before at this particular diner; watching her struggling to keep up with a whole 

bunch of tables. The place was quite full. And then she went off to the side and she read a text 

and got all emotional. And then people were yelling at her: More coffee, and so. She was under 

quite a bit of stress.  
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The Spirit of God whispered something unmistakable to me: “Bill, you’re writing a sermon right 

now, but your sermon can wait. Here is a woman under a lot of pressure.” And the prompting 

came to me just like this: “You write her on a piece of your sermon paper—just change direction 

…  Write an encouragement note to her and leave her a breathtaking tip.” 

 

Well, I started writing the encouragement note, but I was so worried because I didn’t know what 

‘breathtaking tip’ meant, you know. [laughter] And so I thought, Let’s first finish the note. So I 

wrote an encouraging note. Then I was like, “God, what is a breathtaking tip? Is it thirty percent 

of …”  And I was so worried about all of that. And God said, “Leave her a hundred bucks.” 

Yeah, a hundred bucks. 

 

So I finished the note on a piece of paper just like I write my sermons on, I put a hundred dollar 

bill in it, folded it over, and put my coffee cup on top of it. And I left the restaurant. I didn’t want 

her to be embarrassed in any way. And from the restaurant, I drove straight to the emergency 

room and checked myself in. [laughter] Agh, agh, my heart. It’s a big one, doc. 

 

This last week I went back to that same coffee shop to work on this very sermon. The waitress 

waited on me. Didn’t say anything, which was all good, because I was working. I paid her; and 

then when I left she slipped a card into my hand and said, “Read this sometime later.” Later I 

read it, and the card said, “You will never know what your note and gift meant to me that 

morning last month. That morning my husband served me with divorce papers. He controls all of 

our money, and he took all of our money and our only car. That day was one of the worst days of 

my life.” And then she said, “Then I found your card and your financial gift. It just reminded me 

that God is faithful.” I didn’t know that she was a Christian. She said, “Your note and gift 

reminded me that God is faithful and he will take care of me.” [applause] Isn’t that cool? 

 

When you’re spiritually and financially reconciled to God, you get to have experiences like that. 

You’re on the joyful side, the peaceful side, the open-ear-toward-heaven side of this whole crazy 

money equation. And God wants that for you. He wants that for every one of you. He didn’t set 

you free from your sin so that you could live in bondage to debt for the rest of your life. He 

wants you to be free, indeed. 

 

So nobody move; nobody leave. It’s decision time. I’m going to call you to decision. Part of a 

leader’s job is to call people to decision, and it would be pastoral malpractice if I didn’t leave 

you with a little time to make a decision. We’re going to make a series of decisions to the same 

music that more people on planet Earth have made decisions to than any other song I know. For 

fifty years Billy Graham’s choir would always end his crusades with Just as I am, without one 

plea and people would make decisions during that song. Millions of people were reconciled to 

God through that song. 

 

The reason I’m playing it today is because I love the lyric that says Here I am, God, without one 

plea / Just as I am—a moral screw-up, a financial screw-up—Just as I am, without one plea. 
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I have no excuses, God. I made all those crazy decisions. I’m the idiot who doesn’t trust you. I’m 

that guy/I’m that woman. I overspend. Here I am, God, without one plea. I’ve done this to 

myself. 

 

But here you are, God, with love and forgiveness. Ready to cleanse me. Cleanse me from all that 

past insanity. And extend your hand of grace so that I can start afresh. Awesome, isn’t it? 

 

So I’m going to call you to decide before God these five statements. Do you believe them or 

don’t you? And can you mark today as the day you go on record of saying, “I want to be 

financially reconciled to my God.” 

 

Can you say to God: All that I have has come my way by your loving hand? Can you say that? 

Can you say that? Tell him. 

 

Can you say: I’m going to joyfully learn how to live within God’s provision for my life? I am not 

going to say that God screwed up and his provision level is not right. I’m not going to raise my 

provision level through debt and sign up for slavery. That strategy is done in my life. 

 

You know what happens in families, in generations: somebody has to stop financial insanity. For 

the sake of your family throughout the ages, somebody has to get it right. Somebody has to take 

a stand and say no more of this in this family. 

 

I think God’s whispering for some of you to make a courageous stand today. Dads, come on. 

Come on; your children deserve this. Moms, come on. If you can simply say: I’m going to 

joyfully live within God’s provision for my life; I’m going to get out of debt; I’m never going to 

return to it; and I’m going to learn margin and contentment and peace for the rest of my life. 

 

Awesome, isn’t it? Could you say that to God right now: Today’s the day? Yes? 

 

I’m going to honor God by giving the first tenth of all my earnings to his purposes in this world. 

I’m going to step out in faith. I’m not going to be the less-faith idiot anymore. I’m going to be 

the kind of idiot who actually believes God will get me from A to B and for rewarding my faith, 

he’s going to take me to C. 

 

Don’t all of you want to go to C? Please, I think you do. So be the full-faith kind of idiot, will 

you? Will you start it today? 

 

From this day forward—and you pick the percent—I’m going to take a portion of all my 

earnings and put it in a savings account for emergencies, giving opportunities, my later years. 

Why wouldn’t you do this? Ants do this. Just say: I’m going to be as smart as an ant from this 

day forward. 

 

I’m going to live every day the rest of my life with an open ear toward heaven, because in my 

financial freedom, I can respond to any whisper from God regarding my resources; and it can be 

filled with joy. Wouldn’t that be something? 
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Whenever I preach sermons like this, I always wonder what would it be like if everybody at 

Willow came under the convicting power of the Holy Spirit at the same time. What would it be 

like if God broke the power and the insanity of debt and the money grip and if all of us got 

financially reconciled to God today? Do you realize what would change? It could happen. 

You’re one decision away from this. 

 

Would you stand now, because I want you to sing at least one verse of this classic decision song. 

 

(First verse: Just as I Am.) 

 

Second verse is too good. Gotta sing it. Here we go. 

 

(Second verse: Just as I Am.) 

 

Many of us are conflicted and have doubts about all this stuff. Choose faith. Choose faith today. 

Go God’s way. You will never regret being fully reconciled to God financially, ever in your life. 

[applause] 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

God, you worked in our church today. We love doing the movement of the Holy Spirit in our 

church. We love that moment of tension when thousands of people are making decisions of great 

importance that could change destinies and that could change family values for three or four 

coming generations. God, help us get it right. Please help us get it right. 

 

We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen. 


