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Good Stewardship vs. Bad Stewardship
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I have preached many a sermon on Stewardship over the last twenty-eight years ... that’s 
many a motivational sermon.  But the reality is that most of the congregations I’ve served just don’t 
like to talk about stewardship.  Never mind the fact that it has to do with everything we have – our 
time and talent – as well as our money.  Or that in the Presbyterian Church we stress the stewardship 
of all God’s creation ... that means our role in taking care of everything around us.  

Just saying the word “stewardship” causes people to hunker down.  They think we’re going to 
immediately pass the plate or pick their pocket.  And probably most Presbyterians would rather have 
a root canal than hear a sermon on stewardship.  So instead of trying to motivate you this morning, 
I’d like to do something a little different: explore the underlying theology of Stewardship.  My sense 
is, the more we know what we’re doing and why, the more we can do it with conviction and purpose;
and the more we can do it with conviction and purpose, the greater joy and satisfaction we’ll get out 
of being Good Stewards.

Now, for the sermon: Good Stewardship vs. Bad Stewardship.


A theology of good stewardship begins with the premise that everything belongs to God ... all 

that we are, all that we have, all that there is.  A Good Steward is one who wears an invisible lapel 
button that says, “It’s God’s!”

And, while this sounds obvious, it’s exactly the opposite of what the world would have us 
believe.  According to the world, what I have has nothing to do with God ... it’s mine.  I earned it, I 
bought it, I paid for it, I own it.  Even if it was given to me or I inherited it, it’s still mine to do with as I 
see fit.

As far as the world is concerned, I can do anything I want with what belongs to me ... as long 
as it doesn’t hurt someone else.  I can hoard it or share it, save it or spend it, invest it or give it away ...
it doesn’t matter.  It’s entirely up to me.

Can you see how contrary this is to what the Bible teaches?  According to the Bible,
“The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it...”  That’s Psalm

24:1.
Haggai 2:8 declares: “The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the Lord of hosts.”
And again from the Psalms, chapter 50, verses 10-12: “For every wild animal of the forest is 

mine, the cattle on a thousand hills.  I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field is mine.  
If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all that is in it is mine.”


Have you ever taken an inventory of all your possessions?  You know, your insurance 

company probably wants you to do that.  I’ve thought about it over the years, but I’ve never 
followed through on the idea.  You know how it works, you take a video camera and walk through 
the house and videotape all of your furnishings and appliances and various odds and ends ... 
anything of value.  I think the reason I haven’t done it is because we’ve got too much stuff we’ve
accumulated through the years ... not to mention the more abstract things like stocks and bonds 
and bank account balances.  I guess we all should do it, though ... you know, take stock of all our 
belongings.  Just don’t forget, when you finish, to make a little note to remind yourself: “It’s God’s, not 
mine.”
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That’s the First Premise in a theology of good stewardship, and the Second is, although there 

are many motivations for us to be Good Stewards, the best and most lasting motivation is gratitude ...
giving to others because you’re thankful for what God has given to you.

Scripture says, “We love because God first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)
Well, I think the same holds true for our giving: “We give because God first gave us so much.”

God has given us comfortable homes, fulfilling jobs, endless opportunities for self-enrichment, 
freedom, family, faith and friends.  The list goes on and on ... not to mention the fact that God gave 
us the most precious gift of all – Jesus Christ.  We have so much to be thankful for, and in a spirit of 
thanksgiving for all the many ways God has blessed our lives, we need to be a blessing to others ... 
through our giving.


But gratitude is not the only motivation for stewardship ... and that’s where a lot of our

problems lie.  These are the things I call: Bad Stewardship.  Too many people are motivated out of a 
sense of obligation and obedience.  And I suppose there’s a time and place for obligation and 
obedience.  For example: I doubt that we’d be as diligent in paying our taxes on time if we didn’t 
have to ... but, when it comes to Good Stewardship, I don’t know many people who appreciate being 
pressured or coerced.


I’ll never forget the day when one of the elders in my church stood up at a congregational 

meeting.  We were having a lively discussion about the budget, and he blurted out, “Now there are 
some of you sitting out here today who aren’t paying your fair share, and you know perfectly well who
you are!”  He may have sparked a nerve with some folks, but I doubt that he really got anyone to 
“pony up.”

So, obligation and obedience aren’t great motivators and especially trying to use guilt.  

In the old days, preachers used to shame their congregations into supporting the church 
and giving to missions.  They’d point out how much they spent on this and that and how little they 
gave to the Lord.


This was the Sally Struthers approach for raising money for starving children in Africa.  

Remember the ads on TV?  She’d visit a tribal village and gather children around her and make an 
impassioned plea looking into the camera.  It was obvious what she was doing ... she was playing on 
our sympathy.  She wanted us to feel guilty for being affluent.  And while, yeah, we ought to be doing 
more to provide food and medical supplies to less developed countries, giving out of a sense of guilt
is usually short-lived and can actually lead to resentment down the road.  That’s bad stewardship...

bad stewardship can come from giving out of a sense of fear.  To put it plainly: If you give to 
the church because you’re afraid you’re going to go to hell if you don’t, you’re never going to be a 
good steward.  That’s a tactic used in some churches.  But fear is a negative motivation and, although 
it may produce some immediate results, it doesn’t last long, and it doesn’t lead to a very positive 
attitude toward giving.  But some preachers out there will try to do that.  Definitely an example of 
bad stewardship.


And so, let me say it once more: The best and most lasting motivation for being a Good 

Steward is gratitude ... giving to others because you’re thankful for what God has given to you.  

Paul made this perfectly clear when he asked the Christians in Corinth to contribute to the 
relief of the Christians in Jerusalem who were suffering the effects of a long drought.  He said, “Each 
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of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a 
cheerful giver.”  (2 Corinthians 9:7)


So, let’s see ... What have we got so far?  
One ... everything belongs to God.
two ... the only proper motivation for Good Stewardship is gratitude.  
But there is one more important element in a theology of Good Stewardship ... and this is it: If 

you don’t feel it, it doesn’t count.

Our lectionary passage today is an apt description of what this is all about.  Here’s what the 
Pharisee said: “God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like 
this tax-collector.  I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” 

What do you think this guy is feeling?  Nothing more than pride and arrogance.  And so it 
doesn’t count!

   Good Stewardship requires more than pitching loose coins into a beggar’s cup on your way 
to nice restaurant.  Good Stewardship requires love and devotion and sacrifice.

In the Bible, we see this early on.  Just look at the story of Cain and Abel in the Book of 
Genesis.  Dr. W. J. A. Power, a world-renown Bible scholar, tells us that this story is set in the context 
of a primitive harvest festival, where everyone would come together to offer the first fruits of their
labor to God.

Cain, being a farmer, brought produce from the field.  Dr. Power imagines it this way: 
It’d been a good year for Cain. He’d had a bumper crop. But he was greedy, and 

he didn’t see the point of wasting good food in some foolish religious sacrifice. So, 
instead of bringing a bushel of wheat or a basket of fruit, he took an old feed sack and 
threw in a few buckets of shriveled up peanuts.

Abel, on the other hand, was a shepherd, and he had lots of newborn lambs.
One, in particular, had been orphaned, and he’d taken that lamb and treated it as a 
pet. He’d hold it in his arms and nurse it with a bottle. As it grew, he’d feed it from the 
table and let it sleep at the foot of his bed. It became like a daughter to him. So, when 
the harvest festival rolled around, and Abel thought about what he could offer to God 
for all his good fortune, he chose the very thing that was nearest and dearest to his 
heart, his little pet lamb.

Well, you know the story.  According to Genesis, “...the Lord had regard for Abel and his 
offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard.” (Gen.4:4-5) The meaning is clear: It wasn’t that 
God preferred lamb chops over peanuts, but that, in his giving, Abel gave from a glad and generous
heart ... while Cain just went through the motions.  

If you don’t feel it, it doesn’t count.

GOOD STEWARDSHIP comes from the heart and represents a genuine expression of love and 
devotion and sacrifice.


The story is told of a missionary who celebrated her birthday in a small tribal village in 

central Africa.  She was a teacher, and her students went all out to throw a party in her honor.
They brought food and drink and gifts of every kind.  One gift was a little drawstring bag full 

of colorful stones collected from a creek bed several miles from the village.  She looked at the little 
boy who gave them to her said, “How on earth did you get these?  That’s a long way from here.”  

The little boy smiled and said, “Long walk part of gift.”
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Here’s the sum of it all ... A theology of Good Stewardship includes at least three components:
First, everything belongs to God.  
Second, the only proper motivation for good stewardship is gratitude.  
And third, if you don’t feel it, it doesn’t count.


One of the best examples of good stewardship I’ve ever seen happened in 1987.  I was on 

the Committee of Ministry for the Indian Nations Presbytery out in Oklahoma, and was assigned as 
the moderator for a session at a small church in Temple, Ok. that was without a pastor.  It was a 
church with big dreams and was hoping to grow in the near future when they finally called an 
installed pastor.  

Well, in the meantime there was a vacant lot across from the church for parking and future 
development.  The price was $9,000, which was a lot of money in those days, particularly for a small 
congregation.  To raise the money, we decided that all the session members should make a pledge 
first, before we went to the congregation to ask them for theirs.  Hopefully it would serve as a 
catalyst for the rest of the congregation to follow suit.

We met in the basement of the church around a couple of folding tables.  It was a small 
session for a small church ... there were seven men and one woman.  The woman’s name was Mary 
James.  She and her husband, Larry, had two small children.  Larry was an auto mechanic in Temple 
and Mary had a small beauty shop next to their house.  They were doing all right, but they didn’t 
have a lot of what you would call “discretionary income.”  So, it sort of put Mary in a bind to be asked 
to make a pledge right there on the spot.  But she was a faithful member of the church and she was 
proud to be member of the session, and she wanted to do her part.

I tore up some slips of paper and passed them around to everyone, and, like the others, Mary 
jotted down her pledge.  They all passed their completed pledge to me and I tallied them up and 
read the results.

Most were for about a hundred or two hundred dollars a year.  When I got to Mary’s pledge, 
it read, “One haircut per week.”  I paused for a moment, and then with a puzzled look on my face,
asked her, “How much do you get for a haircut, Mary?”  

She said, “$8.00.”  
I did the math and put down the amount of Mary’s pledge.  $416 for the year.  More than 

two times the others.  Yet, not all at once.  One haircut per week.  It was her pledge of support and a 
symbol of her devotion to God and her church family ... but, for me, it was more than that – it was a 
living theology of Good Stewardship.

Amen and Amen.


