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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart

My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

False God’s #1 -Money
The ‘ring of power’ – explain how it turns good things bad. Xiv
These things become what we call ‘Idols’ and for the next few weeks we’re going to expose and examine some of the idols that find a home in the hearts and lives of modern people – Xian or not. 

I’m claiming no originality for much of the content in these talks. I am unashamedly basing them on the best book I’ve read this year – ‘Counterfeit gods’ by Tim Keller (The same guy that wrote ‘The Reason for God’). I know that a few of you have read the book and have commented on how helpful & challenging it was – I hope you won’t find this boring. For others – I’d say get the book and read it; but not till we’ve finished!

2nd command of God’s Big Ten is about not making idols – its right up the top of the list. What is an idol?
I’m sure that I don’t have to say that it’s not just a piece of wood in the corner we bow down to. That may have been the concept in the time of Moses, and even in the NT when the belief in unseen deities was a given in everyday life. But there’s not many in the UK that do that now!
So in one sense we’ve moved on, but only in as much as the idols of our culture are often unseen, and usually not even recognised as such. My aim in this series of talks is to expose a few of these idols and hopefully help us deal with them. 
A key verse is Ezekiel 14:3 ‘Son of man, these men have set up their idols in their hearts.’ This verse tells us the true nature of idolatry – it’s a heart problem. The Lord reveals that despite an outward orthodoxy, despite the fact that maybe they weren’t physically bowing down to wood or stone there were things in their hearts that were more important to them than God. 

Often the same for us. There might be no obvious signs, no one else may know, but inside, hidden in the recesses of our hearts others things have come in the place of God. Here’s how Keller defines an idol:
‘It is anything more important to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you seek to give you what only God can give. An idol is anything so central and essential to your life that, should you lose it, your life would feel hardly worth living. An idol has such a controlling position in your heart that you can spend most of your passion and energy, your emotion and financial resources, on it almost without a second thought.’ Tim Keller – Counterfeit Gods, (Intro xviii)

Idol number one: Money!
No surprise here then! Any one recognise this man? Nick Leeson – 1995 brought down Bearings Bank – one of the oldest and most respected in the world, with fraudulent dealings. Or this man: Jerome Kerviel, blamed by French bank Société Générale for £4.3bn of losses in 2008. A huge factor in the financial problems our entire planet is wrestling with comes down to simple lust for money! Money itself is not the problem, as the Bible itself explains when it says ‘the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. 1 Tim 6:10. The love of money, the desire to acquire, gain and get!
Perhaps the most famous greedy man in the Bible was Zacchaeus. 
He was head honcho tax collector in Jericho and as such had made himself very rich. Nothing wrong with working for the tax people or being rich – except that in his day it was very different to today. To work in the tax department meant working for the occupying forces, siding with the enemy. He was a traitor, big time. Modern day equivalent? Al Qaida informant.

More – he made himself rich by over charging his fellow Jews and town’s people. 

For both these reasons Zacc was an outcast – prob from his family, former friends and certainly countrymen. Why would anyone put themselves in that position? Almost certainly money! Huge financial incentives given by Romans, and Zacc couldn’t resist the lure of the denarius! So powerful was its pull on him that he’d sacrificed everything for it. 
God is very clear in the Bible about the dangers that money presents to us all, rich or poor or somewhere in between. There are three specific danger areas where we can let money take the place of God in our lives and where we can look to it to provide for us what only God can fully do.
People look to money to provide: 

1. Significance:
In Luke 12 Jesus says ‘Watch out, be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.’
Key word = ‘Consist’. Consist is about identity; it’s about where and with what a person finds significance, personal fulfilment and satisfaction; it’s about what we use to build a reputation with others. What do we know of Zacc – small and RICH; that was his identity!

In Luke 12 Jesus is warning here of the very real danger of looking to money and possessions for these things. I’m sure that it has ever been thus, but I believe that in the last 20-30 years the danger has grown exponentially. The availability and means to access things and experiences had reached fever pitch a couple of year back. What you wanted you could have – credit readily available. So nice houses; gadgets, all things electronic; exotic holidays all came within peoples reach and the more we had the more we wanted. As a nation, as a western culture we have become very greedy, wanting, wanting, wanting. People’s whole lives built around the next experience, next purchase, the next fix. For many the need to acquire has become a drug. They feel diminished if they can’t, embarrassed if they are unable to keep up with the Jones. What will others say? Peer pressure to have certain things, go certain places, etc, etc.
And as part of this culture we followers of Jesus are not immune to its pressures and influence. Our identity and self worth/ significance must not come from those things and we must be very, very careful not to fall into that trap – and it’s a trap for poor and rich and everyone in between. 
‘Watch out, be on your guard’, says Jesus. Why? It creeps up on you unawares, it’s like ivy that gradually covers and stifles. 

Reality check: How would you feel if no money? No more purchases? Reign in spending? Or: how feel when you see others and all the things they have and things they do? Feel somehow less than them? Jealous? 
2. Service:

In Luke 16 Jesus says ‘that no-one can serve two masters; … you cannot serve both God and money’. 
Hankering after money and the things it enables you to do will suck the life blood out of your spiritual life. It will affect where you put your energy, the time you give to serving God and others, as well as, obviously, what money you are willing to make available to God for church ministry or for giving away to help others. 
This is why the first thing Zacc did was return money – sure sign he was serving Jesus from now on. 

We have to constantly be on our guard and ask questions when we make decisions involving our finances – like how will this affect my ability and availability to serve the Lord, my family, the church and community. 
Remember, what we have is not our own; the money you have in the bank has been given to you on trust from the Lord; it’s his and you have responsibility to use it wisely. He, not your money, is to be your master. Life isn’t about making money, it’s about serving the Lord – he must be number one. 
So: YP - when considering a uni, and later a career; all – when considering a new job, position. Great it pays more, but at what cost? Who will be the boss, who will call the tune – the money you make or the Lord? O what about when you spend on improving or moving house, new car. Be very, very careful to look at your motives for doing those things. It’s not for me to say whether something is right or wrong, you must do that. It really isn’t any of my business or any one else’s. But it is the Lord’s business! So

Reality check 2: Examine your motivation in the choices you make. Where does your service to God come into it? Why do you want to change job, why choose that career, why  by new gadget, new house, car or whatever? Is it personal/financial gain for self or is it  

3. Security:

There is no doubt about it that money does, on the surface bring a degree of security in life! To know you have enough money to pay the bills each month is a great comfort isn’t it! To know that your house is safe and that you have a sensible pension for old age, and maybe have something to hand onto the children is a good and safe feeling! Nothing wrong with that! It may well be that some of you can only dream of such things!
Here’s the thing: Money has wings and cannot be relied on. Possessions wear out, become obsolete. There is only a limited security in such things – but it is so, so easy to forget that and live as if everything depended on them.
Real security, well being, peace of mind isn’t found in possessions or money. They cannot buy real friends. Look at Zacc – he was fabulously wealthy, but was very, very lonely! No-one wanted to let him through, so he had to climb a tree. Lot’s of money, but bankrupt of the most important things in life! 
Money might be nice to have – but even if we don’t have it we have greater security; rd Luke 12:22-34 – Jesus promises to provide everything anyone can need. That’s security
Reality check 3: Struggling, obsessing about finances? Lack of them now – or fearful for the future? Your father knows what you need to keep you alive and doing what he wants you to do whilst here on earth. Those are not just words; it’s a rock solid, cast iron promise, so ‘don’t be afraid’. You can trust him and he is able. He might ask you to readjust your priorities and aspirations, may even ask you to be prepared to simplify your life – which might seem scary. But since when was doing things Gods way and following him the path to unhappiness and unfulfillment? I have come that you may have life and life to the full! 
That’s exactly what Zacc got. His encounter with Jesus that day resulted in him giving most of his wealth away but it was a day of release, salvation came to his house that day. Spiritual yes, but salvation from slavery to money, release from worry, new friends, acceptance, peace with himself, with others and with God. He would not have looked back from that day.
Will you let Jesus come in again today? Receive him as honoured guest and receive the life, freedom and peace he offers.
Lets pray.
