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Fund-Raising for Christian Ministry

Biblical Stewardship and Its Various Interpretations

Manfred Waldemar Kohl

Throughout most of my professional life I have been concerned with financial support for Christian ministries.  I have discovered that in numerous projects and Christian activities around the world, funding is one of the most difficult areas.  It seems that everyone likes to complain but very little is done to alleviate the problem.  After some initial research, I enrolled in a doctoral program, producing a thesis that outlined some of the basic fundraising principles (Kohl 1994). It is with satisfaction that now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, I note that many attempts are being made to address the issue of fundraising, especially under the topic of "Biblical Stewardship."  Numerous books and papers are being published and conferences on the topic are being held in every corner of the world.
  In order to get a better grasp of the topic, one should look at how Scripture deals with this complex subject and how it has been interpreted throughout church history.

Wealth and sharing are two of the major issues addressed in both the Old and New Testaments, and throughout church history this emphasis has continued to be a focal point of theology, ministry patterns, and lifestyle.  This can be seen in the writings of the church fathers as well as in the forming of institutions during the Middle Ages and the Reformation (monastic orders, church denominations, and schools) and in modern times (mission and parachurch organizations).  When it comes to the real nature of human beings, wealth is of great importance.

God is the Creator and Sustainer of all, and Scripture makes clear that everything we have belongs to God and has been entrusted to us for accountable management.  We are told that where our treasures are, there our hearts will be also (Mt 6:21).  These truths should be remembered in approaching individuals for giving to Christian ministry.  Since God created all things and we are His stewards, we are not to consider our resources as personal property but as a trust from Him to be shared with others.  We are only appointed to be managers, custodians in time.

In the Old Testament, three terms are central to the theme of wealth and sharing:  property, stewardship, and tithing.

Often "property/wealth" (צשׁר, πλουτος)
 is portrayed very positively (Pr 10:22; Ge 13:2) because God has given people the mandate to be fruitful (Ge 1:28) and He rewards the diligent (Pr 10:4).  Nevertheless, the Old Testament makes very clear that God is the only true owner of all property and that human beings are subject to Him in all things (Ps 24:1; Isa 66:1; Job 41:11).  The institution of the sabbatical year (Lev 25:1-7; Dt 15:1-6) and the Year of Jubilee (Lev 25:8-17) are additional reminders that God owns everything and humans are but stewards.

The term "steward/stewardship" (כֶּך כַּיח, οικονομος)
 designates dominion, authority over a house, a household manager who is responsible to God for management and leadership (Nu 12:7-8; Isa 22:15-25).  Responsibility for property is given to God's servants as stewards, and they are to use this property for the welfare and benefit of others.

"Tithing" (מַּצֲשֵׂן, δεκτος, δεκατη)
 was a kind of taxation which throughout the Old Testament took on many different forms and meanings (Wandel and Ratschow 1958, pp. 608-10). It was meant to support the clergy and religious activities (2Ch 31:2-21; Ne 12:44-47), to honor God and to celebrate (Dt 12:5-9), and to help the poor, the widows, and the fatherless (Dt 14:28-29).  Tithing is never seen in Scripture as an end in itself, but rather as part of the framework of God's demand for justice and mercy, and in response to His goodness and grace (Am 5:24).  Through the prophet Malachi, God told His people that by withholding their tithe they were actually robbing Him (Mal 3:8).

In the New Testament the negative aspects of wealth and possessions are more emphasized (Lk 12:19-21, 16:13; Mt 13:22, 19:23-24) (Gonzalez 1990; Vischer 1966). Christ, the appointed example of the servant/steward (Mk 10:45), put kingdom values above all value placed on earthly possessions (Mt 6:33).  Everything belongs to His Father.  The more one is "free" from one's own and "bound" unto Him, the more is that person truly rich.  The poor have an advantage, not because they are poor but because they are unable to rely on their own resources and therefore are more willing to submit to God's lordship (Mt 5:3).

Jesus brings the life of this world, with all its possessions, wealth, and money, into its proper relationship to the life in the world to come (Mt 13:44).  It is better to be rich toward God than to lay up wealth for ourselves on earth (Lk 12:21).  In His sermon on the Last Judgment, Jesus makes clear the connection between earthly responsibility and the way God will judge man's actions; that connection is caring about and giving for others (Mt 25:31-46).  The theme of giving freely for those in need became fundamental in the early church, and giving for the support of the ministry (spiritual and social) was one of the guidelines given by the apostles (1Ti 5:17-18; Gal 6:10) (Hengel 1974).

For the followers of Christ, possessions and tithing were no longer the issue.  They did not share according to proportionate giving regulations, but gave beyond their ability to give.  In fact, they earnestly begged for the privilege to give because they had first given themselves to Christ (2Co 8:1-5).  They gave themselves as living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God (Ro 12:1).  They loved God and their fellow human beings (1Jn 4:7-11) because they had first experienced God's love (1Jn 4:19), and the experience of His forgiving love led to spontaneous acts of gratitude on their part (Lk 19:8) (Conrad 1955).
  They expressed this gratitude with deeds and in truth (1Jn 3:18).  They emphasized doing good (1Ti 6:18), fighting the good fight of faith (1Ti 6:12), and caring for others (1Jn 3:17) with the aim of showing godliness (righteousness, gentleness, and love), the ultimate virtue for a Christian.  The members of the New Testament Church did not claim any of their possessions as their own, but shared everything they had (Ac 4:32).


In spite of many obstacles, Christianity spread rapidly.  The Christ-centeredness of the early Christians created tremendous enthusiasm not only for outreach but also for giving – both to the needy and for the support and ministries of their teachers, evangelists, and traveling missionaries.  This giving was an integral part of their weekly worship services.  Justin Martyr (ca. 100-ca. 165) wrote, "They do well to give what each thinks fit, and what is collected is deposited with the president, who succors the orphans and widows and those who through sickness or any other cause are in want…" (“Weekly Worship of the Christian,” p. 65).


The New Testament practice of having everything in common carried on.  Justin Martyr wrote, "And now we bring all that we have into common (εί κοινον κοινό), communicating to everyone who is in need"(Adv. Haeres, book 4, chap. 34). Tertullian (ca. 160-ca. 220) could still write in his Apology (ca. 200) that "all things were common among the Christians except their wives…" (Tertullian, chap 39).


Because the early church was basically poor and the parousia was believed to be imminent, the placing of value on property shifted toward a glorification of poverty and enormous spiritual value was placed on almsgiving.  This was especially the tenor in the Apocryphal writings (Wisdom of Sirach 3:30; Tobit 12:9, 4:8-11).


However, because the church needed more and more financial support for its ministry, which included caring for the poor as one of its primary mandates, a paradigm shift occurred: Christ-centeredness gradually gave way to a concept of man-dictated oblations.  The motive of doing good only for Christ changed into doing good to obtain redemption, and righteousness became equated to the giving of alms.  Already Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (195-258), wrote in a reference to Ecclesiasticus, "As water extinguishes fire, so almsgiving quenches sin…by almsgiving and faith sins are purged…by almsgiving and works of righteousness the flames of sin are subdued" (“Works and Alms,” p. 2).


Chrysostom (347-407) carried this concept even further:  "If then thou also desirest to escape the flame lay up alms beforehand, and thou wilt not even taste of that fire…" (“Gospel of Matthew,” p. 73) and "many are our debts there, not of money but of sins: let us then lend Him our riches, that we may receive pardon for our sins" (Schaff, “Homilies on St. John”, p. 89).

Augustine (354-430) expressed similar thoughts:  "Since then the Lord hath to the future life directed the eyes of them which do alms, and to an heavenly reward…" (“The Work of the Monks,” p. 520).

Almost parallel to this paradigm shift from Christ-centeredness to an emphasis on man-dictated oblations came a renewed emphasis on the Old Testament legalistic aspect of tithing.  Whereas Christ expected his followers just to "give," "give freely," "give all" (Mt 5:42, 10:8; Lk 6:38; 18:22; etc.), the Church Fathers reinstated the obligatory giving of the tithes and first fruits as a spiritual principle.  Ambrose (340-397) wrote,

Of all the substance which God gives man he has reserved a tenth part to Himself, and therefore it is not lawful for a man to withhold that which He has reserved for Himself.  To thee He hath given nine parts: for Himself, however, He hath reserved a tenth part, and if thou dost not give to God a tenth part, God will take away from thee the nine parts. (Ambrose, Fer. 3).

Augustine also taught,

Our forefathers abounded in plenty because they gave God tithes and Caesar tributes: But now, because our devotion to God has receded the imposition of taxes has advanced.  We were unwilling to share with God, giving Him the tenth, and now, behold, the whole is taken from us.  The tax-gatherer taketh from us that which Christ receiveth not… (Augustine, p. 48).

Numerous similar statements were made by Irenaeus, Hilary, Eusebius, Jerome, Clement, and others.


Every church council addressed this issue and finally, in the sixth century at the second Council of Macon, a canon was passed demanding that those who refused to give the tithe be excommunicated (Fuller 1890, pp. 141-42; Landsell 1955, pp. 209-28).


Beginning as a persecuted, dispossessed, and poor minority, the Christian church had by the Middle Ages become a world empire – a well-established and respectable institution, recognized by and slowly becoming parallel to or even identical with the state authorities.  Commitment and faith became easy.


Numerous monastic orders were founded, each with the ideal of recapturing Christ's presence and imitating his spiritual, simple lifestyle, away from power and wealth.  The most widely known of these orders over the centuries have been the Benedictine Order, founded by Benedict of Nursia (ca. 480-543); the Franciscan Order, founded by Giovanni Bernadona, known as Francis of Assisi (1182-1226); and the Dominican Order, founded by Dominic (1170-1221).
  Monastic life required both a renunciation of wealth and property by the individual and prescribed actions on behalf of the poor and underprivileged.  The Benedictine Rule states, for instance:

A monk should have nothing at all; neither a book nor tables nor a pen – nothing at all.  For indeed it is not allowed to the monks to have bodies or wills in their own power, but for all things necessary they must look to the Father of the monastery; nor is it allowable to have anything which the abbot has not given or permitted.  All things shall be common to all, as it is written: "Let no man presume or call anything his own" (Ac 4:32).  But if anyone is found delighting in this evil vice, being warned once and again, if he does not amend let him be subjected to punishment (Benedictine Rule 33).
However, many monasteries, and particularly their leadership, became very wealthy, especially when they received from the church parts of the holy tithe, including vast properties.  The church, not only in Italy but throughout Europe, was rich and thriving.  Whereas the believers once gave voluntarily, now obligatory payments were levied upon all people.  Furthermore, the oblation concept became even more deeply ingrained in the theology of the Church.  It became very common to demand fees for masses and endowments of all kinds; rights to properties to entire territories, with all their people, were sold to the church.  All kinds of church taxes and oblations were forced upon every person, relics were sold, and pilgrimages to holy places were used to make money.  Pope Urban II, in 1095, promised full indulgences to all who engaged in their first crusade, and in 1145 Pope Eugene III developed the idea of offering an indulgence of one-seventh of the required penance to those who contributed sufficient alms to a specific cause…  The Bull of 1343 of Clement VI stated,

The whole humankind might have been saved by one single drop of the blood of Christ, but having shed so much and certainly not for nothing this excess formed an inexhaustible church treasure…increased by the superfluous merits of the saints and the martyrs…The pope is the keeper of this treasure…and he may dispense of it… (Aquinas, p. 309).


Prayers and merits of the saints could be bought, and the church became a many-headed money monster, using the fear and guilt of the masses to its own advantage.  Church leaders on all levels developed tremendous political ambition and personal extravagances for which they desperately needed funds.  The richer parts of Europe (central Europe, Scandinavia, the British Isles) became the targets for more and more taxes such as the apostolic tax, the visitation tax, income tax, clergy tithes, Peter's pence, and so forth.  Furthermore, the church treasury in Rome filled its fonts by granting indulgences, directing pilgrimages, and approving relics as more and more abuses developed.


Efforts by councils or individuals to regulate or even to contain the church's forceful drive for power and money were ignored, and cries for justice and repentance were silenced.
  The forerunners of the Reformation, men like John Wyclif (ca. 1320-1384) and John Hus (ca. 1369-1415), tried desperately to save the church by focusing on the right use of Scripture, stressing not only a simple lifestyle and an attitude of humility and repentance but, most of all, the need to regain a Christ-centeredness in all church ministries.  Wyclif wrote in a tract entitled "A Short Rule of Life, for each man in general, and for Priests, and Lords, and Laborers in special, how each shall be saved in his degree,"

If you are a priest…waste not your goods in great feasts of rich men, but live a humble life, of poor men's alms and goods, both in meat, drink, and clothes, and the remainder give truly to poor men that have not of their own, and may not labor for feebleness or sickness, and thus you shall be a true priest both to God and man.

In The Pastoral Office he wrote,

From this principle of faith, which can signally be called by the faithful "golden," plainly is derived the rule which the apostle has handed down, "Having food and wherewith we are clothed let us be content" [Lk 14:26]…This moved the apostles and the other priests of the Lord after them to imitate Christ in this evangelical poverty…The apostle wished the bishops…to minister faithfully to…the wandering poor by their hospitality…But now our prelates…are satiated sumptuously without a qualm from the goods of the poor… (Wyclif ca. 1378, p. 35).
As the preacher of the Prague Synod under Archbishop Zbynek, Hus declared,

Among the clergy a monstrous prodigy has arisen upon earth:  high in rank, low in spirit; a proud office, an abased life; a busy tongue and a lazy hand; much talk and little fruit…priestly vessels full of rotten morals which are an abomination to God…The richer among you visit each other for entertainment at the expense of the alms, and food and drink are richer and more abundant, costlier and more delicate, than among the wealthy citizens and noblemen (Roubiczek and Kalmer 1947, pp. 76-77).

However, Wyclif and Hus, like many others, were crushed by the ever-increasing power machine of the church.


The Reformation was above all a protest against Rome and its many abuses of power and wealth.  It was also a reaction to behavior in the monasteries and to the system by which church and state were interwoven at every level – both territorial and state.  The continent of Europe developed rigorous religious/Scriptural arguments, while in England the confrontation was more on legalistic/political/moral issues.  The split between the church (Roman Catholic) and the protesters (Lutheran and Reformed) was unavoidable and ultimately became an "unholy" battle lasting for decades, even centuries, and costing the lives of millions of people.


Although the Roman Catholic Church lost much territory and wealth to the "Protester" in northern Europe, it was able to continue in power because it suddenly became indescribably rich from the wealth of the indigenous Indians in Middle and Southern America.  Entire nations, tribes, and cultures were totally wiped out in the name of the Cross and forcibly robbed of all their gold and valuables in order to fill the church's treasury in Europe.


Reform on the continent developed, first of all, a theology of justification by faith alone which quickly replaced the church's doctrine of justification by works, alms, pilgrimages, and so forth.  The Reformation doctrine of the spiritual priesthood of all believers also gave much more freedom and independence to the common man, as well as despiritualizing poverty, which had been unscripturally sanctified.  Early in the Reformation period a "common chest" was established for the poor.

The church in Wittenberg stated in 1522, "He who has nothing to live should be aided…and if he is in need he must be aided again."  Other communities quickly picked up this idea.  By 1523 there were common chest provisions in the churches of many cities…These ordinances for poor relief were efforts to implement Luther's conviction that social welfare policies designed to prevent as well as remedy poverty are a Christian social responsibility.  Under the motto "There should be no beggars among Christians," the early Reformation set about implementing concern for personal dignity and public alleviation of suffering (Lindberg, p. 19).


Martin Luther (1483-1546), who was originally an Augustinian monk and who therefore subscribed to the strict rules of a "simple and poor" lifestyle, had no difficulty in dismissing the whole Roman Catholic power structure as a true manifestation of the Antichrist (Luther 1520; 1545).  He later declared the entire monastic system corrupted and contrary to Scripture.
  Luther did not, however, stress voluntary giving for the church and the clergy as an expression of faith.  Rather, he relied on the support of the secular authorities.  The very interwovenness of the Lutheran Church with the political authorities of state and city was furthered as an outcome of the Peasants' War, and through the centuries to the present the state authorities in Germany have collected the church taxes for the financial support of the clergy and their ministry.  Luther stressed, however, that giving for the poor and needy must continue as well, not as a means of salvation but as an obligation of every Christian as a human being.


John Calvin (1509-1564) was very much against both asceticism and excesses of all kinds, and instructed Christians to rejoice in whatever God has given them.  "He who is ashamed of a sordid garment will be vain-glorious of a splendid one," he wrote (Calvin, Institutes, vol. 2, book 2, chap. 10).  Calvin upheld the virtues of humility and a simple lifestyle, but saw no evil in Christians' accumulating money or wealth as long as it did not draw them away from God.

Let this be our principle: that the use of God's gifts is not wrongly directed when it refers to that end to which the author himself created and destined them for us, since He created them for our good and not for our ruin.  Accordingly no one will hold to a straighter path than he who diligently looks to this end… (Calvin, Institutes, vol. 2, book 2, chap. 10).

In his commentary on Genesis, Calvin argues the point that God has given man authority both to rule and to serve (Ge 1:26-28, 2:15).

Man should subject the earth to himself; but now, at length, he is put in possession of his right when he hears what has been given to him by the Lord…

For it is of great importance that we touch nothing of God's bounty but what we know he has permitted us to do; since we cannot enjoy anything with a good conscience, except we receive it as from the hand of God (Calvin, Commentaries, pp. 88-89).

Calvin also states,

God certainly did not intend that man should be slenderly and sparingly sustained; but rather by these words (Ge 1:30) he promises a liberal abundance, which should leave nothing wanting to a sweet and perfect life (Calvin, Commentaries, p. 100).


The Reformation in general regarded wealth and money more positively as an institution of creation.  For the Reformers, wealth was part of the order of nature, and a vehicle to enhance human communication.  Misuse or abuse of wealth or money was seen as a corruption of the order of nature.


The Anabaptists provided a strong voice of dissent.  Although they did not forbid private ownership or practice a strict communism, they supported and practiced community of goods.

One, common builds the Lord's house and is pure; but mine, thine, his, own divides the Lord's house and is impure.  Therefore, where there is ownership and one has it, and it is his, and one does not wish to be one with Christ and his own in living and dying, he is outside of Christ and his communion and has no Father in heaven (Muether, p. 8).


Pietism, often asserted to be the second face of the Reformation, was a spiritual renewal movement within the Protestantism of continental Europe.  Pietists stressed the conversion of the individual (Wiedergeburt), the belief that the Bible is the unfailing guide to faith and life, the need for the rebirth to be manifested in the fruits of daily living, and the application of the love of Christ to alleviating the ills of the day.  Various schools, homes for orphans and widows, societies for home and overseas missions, and Christian publishing houses were founded.  The funds for all these ministries were raised outside of the church tax/government structure.


August Herman Francke (1663-1727) believed in vivid, specific answers to prayer, especially for the support of poor children.
  He was the "father of orphans and of the needy," and the institutions established by him for this purpose took over a whole section of the city of Halle.


Philip Jakob Spener (1635-1705), in his Pia Desideria (Spener 1675)
 – the manifesto of Pietism, which became the textbook on church renewal – issued a challenge to both pastors and laity.  Spener stressed, on the one hand, the need for pastors to live a life like Christ and, on the other, Luther's doctrine on the spiritual gifts and authority given to the laity.  He instituted and led the so-called collegia pietatis, private meetings for the laity that were dedicated to the development of holiness.  Considered the spiritual counselor of the Pietistic movement, Spener believed the fullness of Scripture can only be experienced in the actual fruits demonstrated in the life of a Christian (Schmidt 1989, p. 132).
  For him, to be born again meant to enter into the process of becoming like Christ (Heiligungsleben).  The imitation of Christ must be manifested as a life function coming from an inner imperative.  The inner man created by God at the moment of conversion/rebirth must become the outer man (Schmidt 1989, p. 179).
  Therefore, union with Christ means also that all possessions, wealth, and money belong to Him and should be freely shared with those in need, according to His example.


Nikolas Ludwig Count von Zinzendorf (1700-1760) went even further in his Christology, teaching a kind of mystical union with Christ.  His order of "Slaves of Virtue" or "Grain of Mustard Seed," many of his hymns, and his utmost commitment to reaching the world for Christ through the outreach of his Moravian Church missionary activities are but a few of the clear manifestations of his teaching on union with Christ.  Zinzendorf not only gave away all his wealth and his large estate to establish the Brüdergemeinde, but he made it an absolute rule that everyone share freely and declared that a form of common living such as that practiced by the early church receives the special blessing of God (Uttendoerfer n.d.; Beyreuther 1961, 1962; Gollin 1967).


The Puritans focused not so much on theological as on moral issues, emphasizing the carrying out of the theological doctrines of the Reformation.  Although agreeing in principle with Calvin that money in itself is good and can be enjoyed as God's gift, William Perkins (1558-1602) stated in his Cases of Conscience that the end of a man's calling is not to gather riches for himself or his family or the poor, but to serve God in serving man, and in seeking the good of all men; and to this end men must apply their lives and labors. According to John T. McNeill, "Here in a nutshell is the Puritan creed for economic life.  This conception excluded all waste of goods, of time, and of energy” (McNeill 1954, p. 40).

The Puritans never elevated material goods above spiritual values, and the so often quoted standard work of Max Weber (Weber 1958) is misleading in picturing Puritans as elevating moneymaking to the highest goal in life and the gathering of wealth as a moral obligation.  Puritanism should be seen rather as providing fertile ground for the establishment of the middle class, especially because of its emphasis on industriousness, its recognition of the value of time, and its denunciation of waste.  Since the Reformation, work/labor had been seen as a divine calling, and the Puritans taught that God is glorified by the diligent labor of His people.


Richard Baxter (1615-1691), in his major works Christian Directory and Practical Works, gave numerous instructions on how to live a joyful life, always acting as a good steward who was pleasing God (Chambon 1944; McNeill 1954, p. 42).


John Robinson (ca. 1575-1625), father of the Pilgrims, stated in his sermon to his exiled gathering in Leyden, Holland, 

God hath rather chosen to make some rich, and some poor, that one might stand in need of another, and help another, that so He might try the goodness and mercy of them that are able, in supplying the wants of the rest (Bartlett 1971).

Perkins provides a good summary on the issue of wealth:

We must so use and possess the goods we have, that the use and possession of them may tend to God's glory, and the salvation of our souls…Our riches must be employed to necessary uses.  These are first, the maintenance of our own good estate and condition.  Secondly, the good of others, specially those that are of our family or kindred…Thirdly, the relief of the poor…Fourthly, the maintenance of the church of God, and true religion…Fifthly, the maintenance of the Commonwealth (Ryken, p. 17).

Most of the funds for the churches came from the well-established church tax.  Although every effort was made to obtain additional support for the ministry of the church through voluntary tithing and giving, these efforts utterly failed.  Finally, in 1836, Parliament passed the Tithe Communication Acts, which were based largely on the Impropriated Tithe Act of Charles I of 1646 (Landsell 1955, pp. 310, 313).


The Pilgrims arriving in the New World supported the ministry of the Word and charity for the poor solely from voluntary giving.  So did the Puritans when they first arrived.  Toward the end of the 1600s, however, many churches in America turned to public taxation, the system with which they had been familiar in England, in addition to the voluntary giving.  On the American frontier, a real trend to materialism became evident.  Cotton Mather (1663-1727) wrote that religion begat prosperity, and the daughter devoured the mother (Ryken, p. 17).  American churches procured funds through all kinds of programs such as the sale of pews, subscription lists, church glebes, and lotteries, and in so doing created many difficulties and divisions.  Almost all American revival preaching emphasized that voluntary giving from the heart is for God the only truly pleasing gift.


John Wesley (1703-1791), England's most renowned revivalist and the founder of Methodism, was one of the richest men in England.  From his preaching and the sale of his books he had an enormous income.  He preached that not only should Christians give more than the required tax and tithe but that after one had taken care of one's own family and creditors, one should give everything that was left for the ministry and for the poor.  As one's income increased, the standard of living should remain the same but giving should increase.  Wesley practiced what he preached.  When his income increased to the enormous sum of 1,400 pounds annually he kept just 30 pounds for his own expenses, as he had done in all the previous years, and gave all the rest away.


More than any other preacher of his time, Wesley preached on money, wealth, and the Christian's identification with the poor.  He not only condemned all extravagance in lifestyle and the wrong use of money, but he also gave clear biblical guidelines for the right use of one's possessions and money.  C.E. White has summarized the most significant scriptural principles from Wesley's sermons on "The Good Steward" and "The Use of Money":

1. Provide things needful for yourself and your family (1Ti 5:8).

2. Having food and raiment, let us therewith be content (1Ti 6:8).

3. Provide things honest in the sight of all men (Ro 12:17) and owe no man anything (Ro 13:8).

4. Do good to them that are of the household of faith and as you have opportunity do good to all men (Gal 6:10).

Wesley offers four questions for everyone to consider before spending money:

1. In spending this money, am I acting as if I owned it, or am I acting as the Lord's trustee?

2. What Scripture requires me to spend this money in this way?

3. Can I offer up this purchase as a sacrifice to the Lord?

4. Will God reward me for this expenditure at the resurrection of the just?

Finally, for the believer who is perplexed, Wesley suggests this prayer before making a purchase:

Lord, Thou seest I am going to expend this sum on that food, apparel, or furniture.  And Thou knowest I act therein with a single eye, as a steward of thy goods, expending this portion of them thus, in pursuance of the design thou hadst in entrusting me with them.  Thou knowest I do this in obedience to Thy Word, as Thou commandest, and because Thou commandest it.  Let this, I beseech Thee, be an holy sacrifice, acceptable through Jesus Christ!  And give me a witness in myself, that for this labor of love I shall have a recompense when Thou rewardest every man according to his works (Wesley 1768).


Wesley became very disappointed at the growing tendency of Methodism, especially in America, toward worldliness.  His good formula, "Gain, save, and give all you can," was turned into a life philosophy of just "Gain all you can and save it," while the giving, especially the "Give all you can," became more and more neglected (White, p. 22).


In the Twentieth Century in America, the church and Christian activities in general received enormous support from rich philanthropic laymen who shared the common belief that if one honors God He will in return cause their businesses and industries to prosper and will bestow wealth on them personally.  Many Christian institutions and organizations and numerous churches would not exist today without the generous endowments of these successful businessmen.  Christianity was thus often confused with the corporation, and giving became the businessman's religion (Heidebrecht, pp. 30-33).  Nearly all these activities focused on the development of America itself.  In addition, many churches and Christian ministries were supported by bequests, a system unheard of in central Europe.  Today, more than one hundred thousand charitable organizations and foundations exist in America, most of them begun and supported by endowments or bequests.


Churches in America also began to extend their tithe giving and offering by instituting the every-member canvas and the concept of pledging to better manage church affairs.  Giving for home activities flourished, especially in comparison to giving for foreign missions.  This preference did not change even after the government began to grant tax exemptions for all charitable donations.


In central Europe, voluntary giving as such has been limited, partly because of the destruction caused by two wars and the financial burden of rebuilding, but also because in several countries there is a tax system by which the government collects not only income and property taxes but also the tax which supports all church activities (Protestant and Catholic), including the many social and Christian mission activities at home and abroad (Schwarz 1993, pp. 46-7).


Within the last two decades fund-raising has become an enormous and fiercely competitive business.  Since the media reports instantly on the misery of refugees, devastating catastrophes, the results of drought and flooding, and so on, secular and Christian agencies fight constantly for the contribution of each potential donor.  Fund-raising courses and social marketing seminars are offered in every university, and materials on the subject flood the print and electronic markets.  Thousands of companies have been established with the sole purpose of helping the fund-raising business, which today without the help of data processing would be impossible to manage.


Abuses, unrealistic promises, and false or insufficient information in fund-raising are almost daily items of news, and the "TV evangelist scandals" and reports of the misuse of donated funds by various agencies, institutions of learning, and churches have hurt Christian fund-raising tremendously.  There is an urgent need for a revision of legal systems to deal with misappropriation of designated funds, "New Era" types of Ponzi fund-raising scams, and the allocation and definition of expenses.


Today, voluntary giving out of a relationship with Christ has for the most part been replaced by fund-raising as an organized business.


The real challenge today in addressing the issue of wealth and giving is, therefore, to use the expertise and techniques currently available for fund-raising to challenge people to give for others and in the process to lead individuals to an understanding that everything belongs to God, who created everything, and to point them to kingdom values, a simple lifestyle, and ultimately to a Christ-centered life that produces good works and inner freedom.


Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) wrote, from a German prison cell,

The aim of the Christian life is to produce those good works which God demands…But all our good works are the works of God Himself, the works for which He has prepared us beforehand.  Good works then are ordained for the sake of salvation, but they are in the end those which God Himself works within us (Bonhoeffer 1949, p. 334).


Christian fund-raising organizations, schools, and churches must demonstrate not only that their entire ministry is above reproach, but that they take seriously the concerns and wishes of their donors and exercise the best possible stewardship of the funds with which they are entrusted.


The "Core Values" of one Christian fund-raising organization state:

We are stewards.  The resources at our disposal are not our own.  They are a sacred trust from God through donors on behalf of the poor.  We are faithful to the purpose for which those resources are given and manage them in a manner than brings maximum benefit to the poor.

We speak and act honestly.  We are open and factual in our dealings with donor constituencies, project communities, governments, the public at large and with each other.  We endeavor to convey a public image conforming to reality.  We strive for consistency between what we say and what we do.

We demand for ourselves high standards of professional competence and accept the need to be accountable through appropriate structures for achieving these standards.  We share our experience and knowledge with others where we can assist them.

We are stewards of God's creation.  We care for the earth and act in ways that will restore and protect the environment.  We ensure that our development activities are ecologically sound (World Vision International 1989).


All Christian fund-raising (personnel, management, work, philosophy, and marketing programs) should be accountable according to the following biblical principles:
1. Christian fund-raising is part of Christian ministry – pointing to and actually practicing kingdom values.  It should have as its first priority the focus on godliness and contentment rather than on riches (1Ti 6:6-10; 1 Pe 1:7, 5:2).
2. Christian fund-raising should be totally trustworthy and above reproach (1Ti 3:2-3; Tit 1:7-8).
3. Christian fund-raising should guard strictly against false teaching and manipulation of people in order to attain its goals (Tit 1:10-11; Ac 8:20ff.).
4. Christian fund-raising, in all its activities (including marketing and advertising), should adhere strictly to the truth.  Word and action, promises and delivery, must be the same (2Pe 2:3a; Mt 5:37).
5. Christian fund-raising must guard against establishing false distinctions between the material and the spiritual (1Jn 2:15-16).
6. Christian fund-raising organizations should expect their personnel to demonstrate a lifestyle which will be an example to others in that they show themselves willing to make sacrifices themselves (3Jn 5-8; 2Co 9:2-3,7; Ac 4:34).
7. Christian fund-raising should always focus on working within the will and plan of God, giving him the ultimate honor and glory (Jas 4:15; Mt 6:33; Ps 115:1).
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