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Abundant Living                       


Abundant Living
A Five-Part Study on Experiencing the 
Freedom and Joy of the Steward of God
Introduction
We don’t often equate the term stewardship with freedom and joy, but that is exactly what we should expect to experience in our lives as God’s faithful stewards.  This five-part study series is about living the abundant life that God created us to live.  It is about re-thinking the idea of stewardship and setting it in its broader and more exciting context as the path to what Jesus called “life in all its fullness.”
God’s faithful stewards are people who are content, people who are at peace, and people who are free.  They have escaped the stressed-out and frenetic lifestyle that plagues so many of us.  They have rediscovered God’s best for them and they have abandoned those things that heap burdens on us daily and disappoint us at every turn.

God’s faithful stewards have learned that stewardship is about so much more than money, yet it is also very much about money.  They have developed a new understanding of the way God created us, what was lost in the fall into sin, what was restored to us in Christ, and how that changes everything that happens between us and God, our neighbors, ourselves and our creation.

This study series is about helping you make that discovery for yourself.  When you do, I believe God’s spirit will take you to a new place in your Christian life from where you will experience this freedom, joy and rest for yourself.  It is a wonderful experience to live into the role for which you were created, that of a steward in the kingdom of God.
The format for this series is a combination of reading, discussing, journaling and prayer.  It will require your full participation and an open spirit to let the Lord speak to you and guide you throughout.  If you begin with the anticipation that God will do a new thing in and through this series, he will be faithful and your life can be changed forever.

I invite you to experience the process that can lead to the abundant life that God has in store for you.  Welcome.

LESSON ONE – Great Beginnings

Preparation (please complete before the first meeting)

Let’s start with a few questions.  Answer these questions honestly (and confidentially, you will not be asked to share these with anyone).
1. What images come to mind when you hear the word ‘stewardship’?  Make a list of what first comes to mind.
____________________



____________________
____________________



____________________
____________________



____________________
____________________



____________________
2. What are your emotional responses when you hear that next Sunday is ‘Stewardship Sunday’?  Check all that apply.
___ Very excited, wouldn’t miss it!

___ Open-minded but not very excited
___ Somewhat reluctant, I’ve heard it all before

___ We’re good givers, so its mostly for other people

___ I sure won’t bring a guest next week!

___ Here we go again, the church wants more of my money

___ Sounds like a good weekend to go to the lake
3. How would you respond if your pastor asked to come for a visit to review your last year’s tax return and talk about the way you use and donate your money?


___ Very open and look forward to it

___ Hesitant but willing to talk


___ Confused and a little put off, probably would decline


___ Angry and would definitely refuse


___ Would likely leave this church
4. Which of the following activities would you define primarily as acts of stewardship:

___ worshiping

___ helping a neighbor in need

___ seeking humility
___ giving money to the church

___ reading my Bible
___ forgiving someone 
___ recycling

___ telling your spouse, parents or 
        children you love them

___ seeking help for 
___ visiting a sick friend in the           

       depression
                     hospital
Your answers to these questions will help you get a starting point regarding your attitudes and views concerning stewardship, money and the church.  As we said in the introduction, stewardship is about so much more than money, yet it is also very much about money.  You can refer back to these questions and your answers throughout this study.  For now, use them as your own personal context and starting point for this study.

*
*
*
*
*

Scripture:  Read Genesis Chapters 1-2; Psalm 139 and Colossians 3:1-17
Lesson #1 (Read together as a group)
Knowing God
To understand what it means to be a steward of God, we must first be sure that we can know the God to whom we are stewards.  How silly it would be to say that we are to be stewards of a God that we do not and cannot know!

As Christians we are committed to a very important position regarding our knowledge of God.  That is, all we know of God we know through God’s self-revelation to us in Jesus Christ.  Jesus came to show us the heart of God.  In Jesus Christ we know fully and confidently that God loves us and created us to know him and love him in return.  From the manger in Bethlehem to the Sermon on the Mount to his teachings and miracles to the cross of Calvary and the empty tomb, Jesus was revealing to us God’s love for us and his desire that we love him in return.

The answers to all of the questions that face us in life such as, ‘how should I live?’, ‘what is my purpose in life?’, ‘why does God allow things to happen as they do?’, ‘what will my future hold?’, and so on must be found only and fully in Jesus Christ, as God’s revelation of his heart and intentions toward us.  What joy and peace this should bring, that our God wants us to know him and that in knowing him we find we are loved, cherished and sought after for as relationship that will fulfill in us our purpose for living!
Knowing the Triune God

As Christians, we are also committed to the equally important position that results from God’s self-revelation to us in Jesus Christ, namely, that our God is a triune God.  This is very important for our understanding of the godly steward.  Think of it for a moment.  Because we were created in the image of God (remember the Scripture readings), our entire self-understanding is based on the nature of God.  To know God is to know ourselves, and consequently, to know why we are here and how we are to live.

Again we should be overjoyed to learn that in Jesus Christ our God is a God of fellowship and interrelationship in his very nature.  Our God is not some distant, detached and isolated deity alone in the universe.  If so, that image in us would lead us to lives of isolation and detached individualism.  Instead, the triune nature of our God calls us to lives that are relational and interdependent.  We bear God’s image in fellowship and relationship!  Even further we can say that our identity as children of the Triune God lies in our lives lived in and through community, in a holistic relationship, mutually interdependent and seeking the unity of the Spirit.
Knowing Ourselves as Children of the Triune God

We were created in the image of a triune God who is for us, who loves us and who seeks our loving response.  We are ‘relationally-wired’.    This is seen in the way God created us.  Genesis shows us that we were created for whole, satisfying and meaningful relationship at four levels.
1. We were created for a right relationship with the triune God, our creator.  Adam and Eve walked with God in the cool of the evening.  Their relationship to God was intimate, life-giving and uninterrupted.  It was their breath, their meaning for existence, their very life.  There was nothing that stood between God and his beloved human creation.  
2. We were created for a right relationship with ourselves.  This is a hard and often overlooked level of our created state, yet it is vitally important.  We were created to have peace within ourselves regarding our purpose for living, our status before God, our relationship to our neighbor and our role within God’s creation.  We were created to have a perfectly balanced self-image keeping us from conceit on the one side and self-hatred on the other.  We were created to have a clear sense of who we are, why we are here and what we are to do.  We were created to have a deep assurance of the meaning of our existence, a complete confidence in our God and an abiding peace about our future.
3. We were created for a right relationship with our neighbor.  Adam and Eve were defined by their relationship together, as could only be the case for those created in the image of a Triune God.  They were created to love each other just as God had loved them, a preview of Jesus’ Second Great Commandment.  Most importantly, relationships were the end and not a means.  That is, relationships were never seen as a way or means to get to something greater.  People were not to be used for self-advancement.  There was no networking in Eden!  The relationship itself was the prize.  Community, fellowship and interdependence were the natural order in Eden and as such they reflected the triune nature of the God they served.
4. We were created for a right relationship with the created world.  It is true that only the human is described as bearing God’s image directly, yet all of creation bears his imprint and was called ‘good’ by God as that place and setting where these relationships would be lived out.  So God commanded Adam and Eve to tend and care for the garden, name the animals and live in harmony in their environment.  They were caretakers of Eden, tending to what God had created and now sustained just for their enjoyment.  Their time, their talents and all that they had around them were gifts from the God who created them for fellowship.  
This is the state in which we were created.  There was wholeness on all four levels of our creation which, together, reflected perfectly the image of our Trinitarian God.  What an incredible picture we have been given.  

Stewardship in Eden meant living out God’s fullest and richest intentions at all four levels.  And before sin entered the world, it was as natural as breathing.  God’s intent for us today as his stewards is nothing less!  In all of our discussions of stewardship we will use this holistic definition, 
Stewardship is living out in our lives God’s intent for us as his children created in the image of the triune God which is reflected in right and whole relationships with God, ourselves, our neighbor and our creation.
Study Questions
1. Do you accept the statement that our knowledge of God comes to us in Jesus Christ?

2. What other ways might people use to seek to know God?  Are there any dangers in these methods?
      3.   Have you ever thought carefully about what it means 
that you were created in the image of a Trinitarian God?  
What difference does that make to you?        
      4.   Close your eyes and image what it would feel like to 
you to be in Eden and to stand before God in 
complete holiness, peacefulness and acceptance.  Can 
you imagine it?  Describe what you see and feel. 
5. Read again carefully the definition of stewardship.  How different is this from the definition you used when you answered the questions at the beginning of this study?  

6. What impact might this definition make on how you answered questions 1-4?

Journaling Assignment

In this coming week write down words that describe your relationships at each of the four levels.

I would describe my relationship with God with words like_______________________________________________________________________________________________

I would describe my relationship with myself with words like_______________________________________________________________________________________________

I would describe my relationship with my neighbor with words like________________________________________

_________________________________________________

I would describe my relationship with creation with words like_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Closing Prayer
As a group, praise God for his love for us.  Praise God for having created us for wholeness on all four levels.  Praise God for revealing himself in and through Jesus Christ.  Praise God for the privilege of being stewards in his kingdom.
Remember to do the next session’s preparation before you meet!

LESSON TWO – A Devastating Fall
Preparation (please complete before the second meeting)

From your journaling answer these five questions:
1.   Name three things that keep you from having the 
relationship you wish you had with God?


____________________________________


____________________________________


____________________________________

2.   Name three things that keep you from having the 
relationship you wish you had with yourself (self-image, 
attitudes, self-discipline, self-control, etc.)?


____________________________________


____________________________________


____________________________________

3.   Name three things that keep you from having the 
relationship you wish you had with your neighbors 
(friends, relatives, others in general)?


_____________________________________


_____________________________________


_____________________________________

4.   Name three things that keep you from having the 
relationship you wish you had with creation (the 
environment, possessions, money, time, vocation, etc.)?


_______________________________________


_______________________________________


_______________________________________

5.   What words would you use to define sin? 
________________________


________________________
________________________

*
*
*
*
*
Scripture:  Read Genesis 3
Lesson #2 (Read together as a group)
All is Lost
Being a steward in Eden was as natural as breathing.  Relationships on all four levels were sound, holy and God-pleasing. And yet, into this perfect world came the tempting serpent and the decision for self-reliance over trust in God.  The reason for the fall of Adam and Eve into sin, although an important and valuable study, is not so much our concern here as the effect of that fall.  
There are three things we want to say about the fall and its effect on God’s creatures.

First, the sin of the first man and woman was committed as a result of a lack of trust in God.  Our wonderful creator told Adam and Eve that he had supplied everything they needed for a full and glorious life.  That not only included all the good things of creation, but it also meant the rejection of the evil that only God could separate from creation and keep at bay.  Adam and Eve were asked simply to trust that God had indeed chosen for them what was for their best and rejected what was bent on their destruction.  

The temptation by the serpent is aimed at this issue of trust.  The question he asks is whether they really trust God.  If they do not know good and evil for themselves, how do they know that God has chosen the best for them?  How will they know unless they have the ability to choose good and evil for themselves?  It is this need for control that drives Adam and Eve to accept the invitation and “be like God.”  Once done, the first sin gave them just what it promised.  They did know right from wrong, they did see that God had indeed chosen what was good and rejected what was evil, but it was too late.  In seeking to know right from wrong for themselves they had already chosen for evil and lost the goodness that God had created for them and in them.

Today sin is still the lack of total trust in God replaced by a desire for self-dependence. 

Second, sin created a vacuum where God had once been.  For Adam and Eve, the fall into sin stole from them the unique relationship they had with God as their lord, their creator and their friend.  Once God was moved from the center of their existence, there emerged the need for something or someone else to take God’s place.  Into that vacuum the man and the woman placed themselves, climbing onto the throne of their lives.  It was a control and trust issue that unseated God, and it was a similar thirst for control and self-dependence that put humanity onto the throne.  In doing so we started down the path of self-fulfillment, self-promotion and selfishness.  From this point onwards in the heart of every person God would be in competition with the self for lordship.  
Today we are faced with the choice as to who will be the lord in our life.  And it is the sinful nature which we fight each day that seeks to elevate our self into that role.

Third, sin is separation from God and the loss of our created relationships on all four levels. 
1. We lost our relationship with God as his beloved creation, not that God ever stopped loving us, but that we stopped loving God and giving ourselves to him completely.  The combination of the lack of trust and the desire to be lords unto ourselves are sin’s effect on our relationship with God.  Without the forgiveness of sins by the one whom we have so grievously wronged, we are eternally lost.
2. We lost our relationship to ourselves.  The most significant thing we can say about the effect of the fall was that it caused us to lose our sense of self-identity.  We lost it because sin forced us to consider it in abstraction.  Instead of asking 'who am I in relation to God?' we were forced to ask 'who am I over and against God?'  In other words, 'who am I alone?'  We have gone from being defined completely and solely by our relationship with God, to desperately seeking some definition for our life from any other possible source.
3. We lost our relationship to our neighbor.  God designed us to be in fellowship with one another in ways marked by selflessness, servanthood and sacrifice.  That is impossible after the fall. If our goal is self-promotion and we are acting as lords over our lives, we will use relationships for our own ends.  People will become means to further our own ambitions and vehicles for our own pleasure.  This may sound harsh, but perhaps the greatest effect of the fall is seen in our inability to truly treat our relationships as ends in themselves.

4. We lost our relationship with creation.  It is after the fall that we created alien definitions for the sacred words, “subdue, rule over and have dominion.”  By acting as our own lords, seeking control and looking out for our own best interests, we have used these words to exploit, abuse and hoard God’s creation.  Our materialism and consumerism, our misuse of our time and our poor care for creation are examples of this loss of relationship with creation.
Today, we are faced with the challenge of living in broken relationships at all four levels.

Study Questions

1. Do you agree with the statement that the fall was primarily an act of mistrust on the part of Adam and Eve?  Why or why not? 
2. What are some examples of the ways people live as lord of their own lives?
      3.   What are some ways in which Adam and Eve’s 
relationship to God before and after the fall reflect 
the loss of relationship in the first level?        

4.   Consider your relationship to yourself – your self-
perception, attitudes, self-esteem – and what role sin 
might be playing in distorting that relationship.  What 
do you see? 
5. Give some examples of what it might look like to treat a friend or neighbor as a means to your own end.  How hard is it to be in a relationship and never ‘use’ the other person to meet your own needs?
6.   How do you see your attitudes as a consumer being 
influenced by sin?  Can you name three things you do 
routinely that demonstrate your care for God’s creation?  
If not, why not?  

Journaling Assignment

In this coming week write down words that describe the brokenness in your relationships at each of the four levels.

I would describe the brokenness in my relationship with God with words like_______________________________
________________________________________________

I would describe the brokenness in my relationship with myself with words like_____________________________

________________________________________________

I would describe the brokenness in my relationship with my neighbor with words like________________________
________________________________________________
I would describe the brokenness in my relationship with creation with words like____________________________
________________________________________________
Closing Prayer
As a group, ask God to help reveal to you those places where there is brokenness and hurt in all four of these areas.  Pray for one another as wounds may be opened and hard feelings revisited.  Ask for there to be no distortion from sin but that each of you may see clearly how sin has affected you.  Then praise God for his incredible grace and mercy that covers you completely through the blood of Christ, and restores you daily to the place of favor in his sight. 
Remember to do the next session’s preparation before you meet!
LESSON THREE – Everything Restored!
Preparation (please complete before the third meeting)

From your journaling answer these questions:

1.  Why is it so hard to live like we know we should on all four of these levels?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.  Which level of brokenness first comes to mind when you think of salvation?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.   Which of these four levels is effected by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ?  Why?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
4.   What are some mental images you have when you hear the term “Kingdom of God?”
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.  Which of these images do you agree with the most concerning the work that Jesus Christ came to do?

___ Jesus came as a physician to give us the remedy for our sin

___ Jesus came as a teacher to tell us how we should live in order to 
be saved

___ Jesus came as a substitute for us to take our place and die for sin
___ Jesus came as a redeemer to save us from sin and damnation

___ Jesus came as a reconciler to restore our relationship to God
*
*
*
*
*

Scripture:  Read Romans 5:12–6:14 & 1 Corinthians 15:12-22

Lesson #3 (Read together as a group)
What was lost in Adam…
As Christians we believe that Jesus Christ came to save us from the effects of sin and restore us to full relationship with God.  Consider the following belief statements:

· We believe that Jesus Christ was both fully divine and fully human;
· We believe that Jesus Christ lived a sinless life;

· We believe that Jesus Christ bore our sins on the cross;

· We believe that Jesus Christ suffered and died in our place;

· We believe that Jesus Christ rose from the dead and ascended into heaven;

· We believe that Jesus Christ is coming back again.

These statements outline in the simplest way how the work of Jesus Christ repaired, restored and transformed all that was lost in the fall of humanity into sin.  We can think of them this way:

In Adam we lost our created oneness with God and became estranged;

In Jesus Christ God and humanity are 
reunited.

In Adam we live lives of sin, regardless of how much we want to be obedient; 


Jesus Christ lived the sinless life we cannot live.
In Adam we are guilty of sin and bear the consequences of sin.


Jesus Christ took on our sin and bore it fully in our place.

In Adam we are condemned to die for our sins;


Jesus Christ suffered for our sin and died the death we were to die.

In Adam we are separated from God and have a future of death and hell; 

Jesus Christ gives us the promise of resurrection in his resurrection and 
now sits at the right hand of the Father interceding for us;
In Adam we have no hope;


Jesus Christ is our hope for a future with him in eternity.

These contrasting statements demonstrate an important fact: all that was lost in the fall of humanity into sin has been fully and completely restored in Jesus Christ for us!   There is nothing in all creation that has not been redeemed in the work of Jesus Christ.
Let’s look at what this means for the four levels of relationship in which we were created, and which were distorted and destroyed by sin.
1. Our relationship with God has been restored through the blood of Jesus Christ.  Remember the story of the temple curtain on Good Friday?  In the Temple in Jerusalem the thick curtain that separated the Holy from the Holy of Holies – symbolizing the separation of the children of Israel from the presence of God – was ripped in half from top to bottom.  We now no longer need human mediators to pray and intercede for us, but as Hebrews reminds us, “Let us now come with confidence before the throne of grace.” (Hebrews 4:16).  As Adam and Eve enjoyed intimate, immediate and personal fellowship with God, so our relationship with God has been redeemed, restored and given back to us to enjoy forever.  What was lost in sin has been fully restored in Jesus Christ.

     2.    Our relationship with ourselves has been restored by 
reestablishing our purpose for 
living, namely, to know 
and serve our creator God.   In Jesus Christ we are 
challenged to step off the throne of our lives and give 
back to God his rightful place 
there as Savior and 
Lord.  We take our rightful place as a beloved child of 
God.  This is our identity, our purpose and our calling.  
We have had restored to us our self-understanding and 
our life has been given new meaning and direction.  In 
Jesus Christ we not only know God as our loving, 
gracious Father, but we know ourselves as his precious 
children, bought with a price and called to a divine and 
holy purpose.   
     3.    Our relationship with our neighbor has been restored 
and we now are called to ‘love 
our neighbor as 
ourselves.’  As we love ourselves as precious children 
of God, redeemed and restored to wholeness trough 
Jesus Christ, we see our neighbor in the same way.  We 
stand in solidarity with our neighbor as fellow 
recipients of unmerited grace.  As the church we are to 
be one body, united in love and dedicated to service 
so that the world may see Jesus Christ in us.  Our 
relationship with our neighbors now includes 
reconciliation, justice, restoration and healing.  We are 
to be agents of 
reconciliation, peacemakers and 
ambassadors for Christ.
     4.    Our relationship with the created world has been 
restored and we have been reinstated as caretakers of 
God’s creation.  The terms ‘rule over, subdue and have 
dominion’ are now re-infused with the grace of God 
and we understand them from a Kingdom perspective.  
As such, we see all creation as bringing glory to God 
and we 
are called to use resources wisely and view our 
relationship with creation not in the sense of ‘owner’ 
but truly as a steward.  

In summary, all four levels of our created relationships have been restored and given back to us as precious gifts to be stewarded for the glory of God.  This brings us back to our definition of stewardship from Lesson One, 
Stewardship is living out in our lives God’s intent for us as his children created in the image of the triune God which is reflected in right and whole relationships with God, ourselves, our neighbor and our creation.
We are called to be stewards of each of these levels not as a duty or an obligation, but as a free and joyous response to the work of Jesus Christ who has redeemed each area and given it back to us as a precious gift.  We are stewards of our redeemed and restored relationships with God, with our selves, with our neighbor and with creation.  For everything that was lost in the fall, on all four levels, was fully and completely restored in Jesus Christ.
Study Questions

1. Do you agree that ‘everything that was lost in the fall was restored fully and completely in Jesus Christ’?  

2. Why is this statement so important?
3.   Which of these four levels of restored relationship is 
the one you have thought about the least when you 
consider God’s redeeming work?
4.   Discuss some very practical ways in which you would 
practice stewardship at each of these levels.  How 
would you act as steward of your relationship:

· with God?
· with your self?

· with your neighbor?

· with creation

Journaling Assignment
Before the next lesson write down words that describe the best thing about your relationships at each of the four levels.

I would describe the best thing about my relationship with God as_______________________________________
_________________________________________________

I would describe the best thing about my relationship with myself as_____________________________________

_________________________________________________

I would describe the best things about my relationship with my neighbor as_______________________________
_________________________________________________

I would describe the best thing about my relationship with creation as___________________________________

_________________________________________________

Closing Prayer
As a group, pray a prayer of thanks and praise for the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Thank God for the gracious act of redemption, restoration and reconciliation that has happened for you at all four levels.  And ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to you those places where you feel most blessed at each level that you might return thanks and praise to God throughout the week.
Remember to do the next session’s preparation before you meet!
LESSON FOUR – The Rise of a Second Kingdom!
Preparation (please complete before the fourth meeting)

From your journaling answer these questions:

1.  How would you describe the difference between ‘caretaker’ and ‘owner’? 
_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

2.  How do you measure success in your life?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.   What are the main sources of influence for how you measure success?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.  Which is more valuable to you, your money or your time?  Why?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.  List five things that the world tells you that you must have to be successful and happy.

______________________________


______________________________


______________________________


______________________________


_______________________________
*
*
*
*
*

Scripture:  Read Deuteronomy 8:10-14, Matthew 6:19 and Luke 12:13-34
Lesson #4 (Read together as a group)
It’s Good to be the King…
Jesus Christ came to establish the Kingdom of God, and to call us, as his redeemed people and beloved children, to live and serve and enjoy the blessings of this Kingdom.  This Kingdom of God has a number of curious attributes.  In God’s Kingdom:
· The first are happily the last;

· The greatest are content to become the least;

· Leaders are servants;

· People get rich by giving away everything they have;

· People are filled with joy and satisfaction by emptying themselves in service;

· The self-righteous are brought low and the humble are exalted;

· Power is used to bring about justice;

· The hungry are fed, the naked clothed, the sick and imprisoned are visited;

· Suffering and sacrifice for the sake of Christ are precious and welcomed experiences;

· All are equal in the sight of God; 

· There is only one Lord.

The last attribute is the key to everything else we know about the Kingdom of God.  It is God’s kingdom, and he is the one and only Lord there.  

Think about the four levels of our created nature, now restored and given back to us through the redeeming work of Christ (see lesson #3).  We have defined stewardship in terms of our work to be godly stewards of these relationships, understanding that they are not ours but are a precious gift given back to us through Jesus Christ.  We carry out this work of stewardship as children of the kingdom of God.  That is, we are stewards only to the extent that we serve only one Lord in all we do. As soon as we seek an alien lord in any area of our lives, we cease to be godly stewards.
Perhaps the greatest challenge we have as Christians in our world today is defining who our Lord really is at each level of our created nature.  Our enemy, who ‘prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour’ is bent on dividing our allegiance and drawing us away from our complete obedience to the one Lord of the Kingdom of God.
How does the enemy do this?  It is different for each of us, but a likely place to start is with our relationship to the created world.  A modern day tempting serpent may ask us, 

“Did God really say that everything has to come under 
his lordship?  How about your time? Shouldn’t that be 
yours to use as you see fit?  And what about your job?  
God really doesn’t care what you do at work or school.  
And isn’t it the same with your money?  Give the 
church your 2% - 3%, that should be plenty for them.  
Pastors are in ‘ministry’ after all and shouldn’t expect 
much money.  Then use the rest like you want, God 
isn’t interested in everything you buy…”
This temptation is a challenge to the lordship of Christ in our lives.  If we listen and become victims to this temptation, we will begin to set aside those things that we really don’t believe are part of the Kingdom of God.  This may be our money, our leisure time, our relationships with secular friends, our purchase decisions, our relationship with creation, our self-image as God’s beloved child, and even our worship.  In whatever form, whenever we set anything outside of the full and complete lordship of God, we begin to construct a second kingdom.
In all honesty, we are all kingdom builders.  We have all fallen to the temptation to keep control and ‘ownership’ of various parts of our lives for ourselves.  We all live with a sort of dual citizenship, living partly as children of the kingdom of God and partly in a kingdom of stuff we call ‘ours’.  And in our own kingdoms, we are the king!

This second kingdom does not mean that we are not committed Christians, or that we do not love God and seek to follow Jesus.  We may be faithful churchgoers, elders and Sunday school teachers.  We may tithe regularly and serve our neighbor and community generously.  Yet, if there are parts of our lives that we have not given over wholly and completely to Jesus Christ, then we are still lords and kings over a second kingdom.

If we do not recognize our tendency to be kingdom builders, we will never be the stewards that God has called and redeemed us to be.  If we remain in a two-kingdom mindset, think of the impact it has on every area of our created nature.  Take, for instance, our call to be generous and cheerful givers.  In a two-kingdom mindset, giving money to the church becomes a transaction where we are being asked to debit our earthly kingdom (and thereby reduce the size of our treasure there) and credit our spiritual kingdom.  That is, our church stewardship campaigns, when seen through the lenses of two-kingdom living, are nothing more than requests to transfer assets from our earthly kingdom and deposit them in our spiritual kingdoms.
This may sound technical, but how many of us think about our giving as a transfer of assets, taking from what is ‘ours’ and giving it to God for his work?  When I lead stewardship seminars at churches my title is, “Why you should stop giving your money to the church.”  I always get a great turnout, including a very nervous pastoral staff!  The point is, as long as it is ‘our money’ that we are ‘giving to the church’, then we are operating out of a two-kingdom mindset.
Breaking this mindset and changing this lifestyle is incredibly difficult.  As Jesus said, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle!  But Jesus went on to say, ‘with God all things are possible.’  We are called to be one-kingdom people, with one Lord, giving over full control of all we have and all we are to that Lord, and shunning every attempt by the enemy to lure us back to our kingdom building tendencies.
Study Questions

1.  Do you agree that all of us are ‘kingdom builders’ in 
some way?  

2.   Discuss what a two-kingdom lifestyle might look like.  
Can you share a few examples in your own life?

3.   In which area do you struggle most with control and 
kingdom building?
· Your relationship with God?

· Your relationship with your self?

· Your relationship with your neighbor?

· Your relationship with creation?

4.  What is the single greatest factor that keeps you from 
rejecting the temptation to keep control?

5.   What is the single greatest factor that keeps you from 
trusting God completely and laying everything at his 
feet and in the service of his kingdom?

Journaling Assignment

Before the next lesson write down words that describe the contents of your earthly kingdom and identify the reasons why you have kept them for yourself.
In my earthly kingdom I have kept ownership and control of________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

My reasons for keeping these things for myself are: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Closing Prayer
As a group, pray for God’s forgiveness for your kingdom building attitudes and practices.  Ask God to reveal to you everything in your life that has not been totally given to Him.  Thank God for his continued grace and forgiveness, and ask for the power to begin to change your life and become the one-kingdom people God created you to be.
Remember to do the next session’s preparation before you meet!
LESSON FIVE – The Abundant Life of the One-Kingdom Steward!
Preparation (please complete Stewardship Self-Audit before the fifth meeting)

*
*
*
*
*

Scripture:  Read Romans 6:1-7, Ephesians 2:4-6, Colossians 3:1-4
Lesson #5 (Read together as a group)
From Death to Abundant Life
You and I are called to be One-Kingdom Christians.  That is the undeniable truth of the life of the follower of Jesus Christ.  We are called to be disciples, stewards, ambassadors, reconcilers and evangelists.  And all of these require that our lives are wholly and completely committed to Christ.  Anything less will compromise our effectiveness as God’s people and rob us of the peace and joy that God has for each of us.  In short, the abundant life that God promises for his people can only be lived if we are truly One-Kingdom people.
What are the steps we must take to leave our kingdom-building tendencies and embrace a one-kingdom life?  I believe the first and most important step in embracing this abundant life is the step of death.
Jesus tells us that death is the first step in our new life in Christ.  From the scripture reading we learn that in the death of Christ, we too died to sin.  Our first step in coming to faith in Christ is a step of death.  It is recognition of sin in our lives, rejection of its destructive power, a plea for forgiveness and a death to the old life and nature.  The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “when Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”
This death is a denunciation of our old, self-centered nature that desperately grasps at every opportunity to play the lord, build a kingdom, retain control and accumulate those things that supposedly bring pleasure and happiness.  This death is a real death!  It is an abandonment of a self-consumed existence that the world around us aggressively promotes every day in countless ways and through every conceivable medium.  It is a rejection of the way of the world and a denunciation of those things by which we have measured our success, our self-worth and our happiness.

Perhaps the greatest single reason why Christians are not living the joyful, abundant life God has for them is that they have not yet died this death.  Yet it is only through this death that we can experience the abundant life.  In this way, the Christian life is a paradox.  While the world lives with the belief that reality is all that happens between life (birth) and death, the Christian understands that true reality is all that happens between death and life.  And that life is eternal!

When we look at it this way, we see that the from their birth the worldly person looks ahead and only sees death, while the Christian, from their death looks ahead and sees only life – 

life here on this earth in its provisional form, and life eternal as our true and sure destiny.
The step we all must take to live the abundant life as God’s faithful stewards is the step of death.  Once we have taken it, we have eternity opened up to us.  And our lives on this earth take on a completely new form.  Now we see that everything we have in this new life belongs to God.  It has been redeemed in Christ, restored through his blood, and is now given back to us to steward during these short years on earth.  Our time, talents and treasures no longer carry the allure of kingdom building, for why would we build an earthly  kingdom if all we have ahead of us is life?  Why would we hesitate to invest our time and talents in the work of the kingdom if all we have ahead of us is life?  Why would we be selfish if God has given us everything both for now and for eternity?
This new death-to-life perspective produces in us freedom.  Kingdom people are free people.  They are people no longer bound by the anxieties, drives and consuming passions that burden and overwhelm two-kingdom people.  They are free to live for God and his kingdom.  They sacrifice, serve and steward.  They are selfless, embracing God’s command to love their neighbor as themselves.  They care about the environment, about reconciliation with neighbors locally and globally, about evangelism, about their health and fitness, about the use of their money and countless other kingdom issues.

The final word on the life of one-kingdom people is worship.  In the end, a one-kingdom person worships God in everything they do.  Their entire life is a doxology.  We worship God when we care for our neighbor, plant a tree, share the gospel, write a check for ministry, keep our bodies in shape and choose to live simply.  That is the best description of the abundant life – a life that carries with it a sense of praise and worship in everything that it says and does.  We are God’s beloved creation, created to be holistic stewards on all four levels of our created nature.  As we do this, with our death behind us and only life ahead, our lives will become what scripture calls, “a sweet smelling sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is our spiritual worship.”
Study Questions

1.  Discuss this idea that the Christian life is marked by 
death behind and life ahead.  Do you agree?  Is that a 
new way of thinking for you?  
2.   What difference might it make in your life if you lived 
everyday with a fuller sense that all you had ahead of 
you is life?

3.   How would you describe the freedom that comes from 
one-kingdom living?  What does it look and feel like?

4.   Does the idea that a one-kingdom person’s life is a life 
of ongoing worship make sense to you?  Do you have 
examples from your own life?
5.   What difference would it make in your church if every 
member was a one-kingdom Christian?  In your 
community?  In our world? In your own life?
Journaling Assignment

In place of a journaling assignment, complete the Life Stewardship Plan.  Then plan to share it with one friend who will agree to hold you accountable for implementing the plan.
Closing Prayer
As a group, ask God for the strength to die to those parts of your life that are still held captive by sin and the desire for control.  Lay before God all that you have and all that you are, and ask him to help you put to death the things in your life that most tempt you to be a kingdom builder.  Then rejoice and praise God that you have been raised to newness of life and ask him to open your eyes to the freedom and joy of the abundant life of the one-kingdom disciple of Jesus Christ.
Concluding Comments

I pray that you have been blessed by this study series on the Abundant Life.  May God bless you as you live out the commitments you made in your Life Stewardship Plan.  Remember, just as we are called to take up our cross and follow Christ, so we are called to follow the one in whom we have life in all its fullness.
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