
A Monthly Guide For Managing Your Church’s Spending 

 While a budget provides a goal for your church’s giving, it is not always a good guide for your church’s  
spending. This is especially true when your church is struggling financially. 

 I once pastored a little church that was having a very difficult time financially. The church had split  
under the leadership of my two predecessors, resulting in attendance going from over 200 to the 27 people 
who were left when I arrived as pastor. Not only was the budget not being met, but each month my secretary 
and I had to decide what bills to pay and what bills not to pay. Yes, this little church still had a full-time  
secretary. Partly because that was what they had grown used to and partly due to the fact that she was the 
wife of one of my Deacons, and no one had the heart to say the church couldn’t afford the position any more.  

 The church secretary and I developed a system for deciding which bills to pay. We paid the local bills 
first, because we didn’t want to sully the church’s reputation in our community. We paid bills that were from 
out of town next. And when it came to missions, well, the reasoning was that those amounts were what we 
wanted to pay if we could. As you might imagine, we ended up going eight months without having sent any 
money to missions. Having a $500 monthly debt payment didn’t help matters either. We were in a desperate 
situation. 

 Then my dad shared an idea with me that transformed the financial situation at our church. The  
concept was a Monthly Spending Guide. In using this idea, our church did three things that helped us climb 
out of the financial “hole” we were in: 

1.  We said that no purchases could be made by anyone in the church without a preapproved purchase 
order. Too many of our people were charging things to the church without checking with us first. 

2.  To get approval to make a purchase, the individual had to come by the church office and check with 
our secretary to see what funds were available and what they could spend. 

3.  We used the Monthly Spending Guide to determine what money people had to spend when they came 
by the office seeking a purchase order. 

 Having set the stage for what happened in our church, let me explain how the Monthly Spending 
Guide works. In a typical church budget, there are three types of line items: 

1. Fixed line items. These are things like staff salaries, utilities, debt payments, etc. Items which one 
might say, are must pay items.  

2. Variable line items. These are things like youth ministry, children’s ministry, Sunday school literature,  
evangelism, etc. Items which we might say we will spend money on if we have it, but if we don’t have 
the money, we are not under obligation to spend the money. 

3. Percentage line items. These are items like the Cooperative Program, Associational giving, or other 
mission initiatives. Sometimes, churches have contingency funds where they set aside a certain  
percentage of the giving each month in a designated fund for emergencies that might arise. 

 In the Monthly Spending Guide, your percentage line items are calculated based on the percentage to 
be figured on the offerings that have come in each month. These amounts should be calculated “off the top” 
and are the first items to be paid. I would recommend that mission items be in this category, while other  
percentage items (like a contingency fund) could be moved to the variable part of the spending guide, by  
simply dividing the amount budgeted for the year by twelve. 



 When it comes to the remainder of the monthly budget, it is divided  
between the fixed and variable line items, with the fixed line items receiving their 
full monthly allotment as called for by the budget and the variable line items  
receiving a percentage of what is budgeted for them each month depending on the 
amount of offering received. Here is our example budget . 

 In setting up our Excel spreadsheet to develop our Spending Guide, we will 
divide each of our line items by twelve so we might figure out a monthly budget 
amount. You will notice that the Spending Guide has five columns: Amount  
Budgeted, Amount Allotted, Amount Spent, Account Balance, and Balance Forward.  

 You will notice that our Monthly Spending Guide 
example is for the month of January, when we met our 
budget exactly. Consequently, after deducting the  
percentage line items and deducting the full allotment 
for the fixed line items, the amount left equals what is 
budgeted for all the variable line items, so we met 100% 
of that portion of the budget. This formula is explained 
above the heading VARIABLE LINE ITEMS, on the 
Monthly Spending Guide. This percentage is multiplied 
by the amount budgeted for the month for each varia-
ble line item and that is the amount allotted to that line 
item.  

 Now, part of why the Monthly Spending Guide is 
a conservative guide is that decisions are made with  
real dollars, instead of just budget goals. The amount  
allotted to each line item represents real money we 
have in the bank. Additionally, the Monthly Spending 
Guide represents a completed month. Therefore, one 
will make spending decisions in February based on  
January receipts, not last Sunday’s receipts. 

As we mentioned, this example is the month of January. When starting a new budget year, a church may  
exercise a couple of options. 

1. The balance from the previous year can be included with the January offering and allocated to each line  
       item in the new Monthly Spending Guide. 

2. The new year is started with a balance forward of $0, as in our example, leaving any balance left from the  
       previous year’s activities as a “cushion.” Of course, one will have to be careful when spending money in  
       January, since you will have no Monthly Spending guide to go by. In the church where we first used this  
       Monthly Spending Guide, we used option two when starting a new budget year. We found, that because  
       we controlled our spending, we still had that balance at the end of the next year. For a church that had  
       been operating from “week to week” this cushion was comforting to have. 

 Now, there are certain line items that represent events when money is expended once a year, like in 
the case of VBS. So how do you know if you will have enough money received during the year to fund a VBS in 
July, when you have yet to receive offerings for August through December? Simple, you look at what  
percent of the monthly budget you’ve been receiving January through June, and spend no more than that 
percentage of what is budgeted for VBS. 



Setting Up Your Own Monthly Spending Guide 

 A blank Excel spreadsheet with all the formulas inserted in advance is available for you to use. You 
may download it by clicking on “Monthly Spending Guide Template” on the Good Practices page of the  
Tri-Area Baptist Association Website.  

Place your own monthly budget numbers in the spaces under Amount Budgeted. Be sure to place the same 
amounts that are budgeted for your fixed line items in the Amount Allotted column. Put the proper amount 
in Amount Received and in the Amount Spent column for each line item. After you have put in all the data for 
the month, you can print off copies for the financial secretary or treasurer to use in deciding whether or not 
to approve purchase order requests from staff or committees in your church.  

Setting Up A Spending Guide For A New Month 

 To create a Spending Guide for the next month, save the file under the name of the new month and 
change the name of the month on the Excel spreadsheet. Copy the amount in Balance Left and paste it to 
Balance Forward by clicking “paste special,” then “value.” Copy each Account Balance column and copy to 
the Balance Forward column by clicking “paste special,” then “value.” NOTE: Be careful not to copy the 
column totals. Change the amounts in the Amount Spent column to zero and change the number in Amount 
Received to zero. Now, you are ready to input data for the new month. 

 In our example Monthly Spending Guide for  
February, you’ll notice we failed to meet our monthly 
budget. So, we only met 10.77% of the variable part of 
our budget. So you will notice, for example, that though 
meeting the budget in January means we had $100  
allotted to Advertising, since the giving in February was 
under budget, we only have $110.77 to spend on  
Advertising in March.  

Keep in mind, we make decisions on spending 
each month based on last month’s giving. 

 Additionally, keep in mind, that if a line item has  
overspent its allotment, no more money can be spent 
from that line item until it is back in the black. The 
Monthly Spending Guide does no one any good if it is 
ignored. “In the red” spending must be discouraged. The 
only possible exception is with the example of a line 
item like VBS as mentioned earlier. 

 In this example, our missions giving didn’t suffer 
and all our fixed line items were sufficiently funded. 
However, if giving had been less than the total for the 
percentage and fixed lines items, the church would have 
been in a bind.  

 A church could possibly get by with one or two months like this, but not in the long run. This would 
indicate that a serious change needs to be made with respect to the percentage or fixed parts of the budget. 
It is in this scenario, that the church needs to possibly consider making such dramatic decisions as cutting 
staff, cutting salaries, or cutting mission giving. 

http://triareaba.org/best_practices


Now, let’s consider what a month of surpassing the 
budget would look like. 

In this final example, we see that we have surpassed 
our monthly budget requirement for the month of 
March. This means that we met 144.62% of the  
variable part of the budget and can allocate that much 
to each variable line item. 

This brings up another unique feature of the Monthly 
Spending Guide. Because it takes into account giving 
to the budget each month, it is a better guide than a 
simple budget. If giving is good, that usually means the 
church is growing in numbers. And if that is the case, 
you will find that many of the church’s ministries will 
be expanding as a result. The Monthly Spending Guide 
will allow you to know how much more you could 
spend if needed. 

A church might still want to restrict a ministry to it’s 
budget amount, but with the Monthly Spending 
Guide, if giving is good, and the budget is being  
surpassed, the church does not need to wait until next 
year’s budget to decide if more money can be spent 
for the youth. 

Conclusion: The Monthly Spending Guide is a good tool for a church to use in managing its spending from 
month to month. Additionally, it is a very helpful tool to refer to when developing the church budget for the 
new year. 

I am very willing to meet with a Finance Committee, Church Staff, Treasurer, or anyone else in your church 
who might be interested in implementing this idea to help manage your church’s finances. You may call me, 
Dave McFadden, at 575-607-5495. 

 

 


