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Spending Less – December 10, 2017 
 
In these Sundays leading up to Christmas we’ve set aside Hebrews to think about 
themes from the Advent Wreath and Advent Conspiracy. Last week I mashed up two 
themes often attached to the first candle on our wreath: Hope and Preparation and 
plugged them into Worship Fully saying: Hope motivates Preparation that empowers 
us to Worship Fully. And I offered some samples of what preparation to Worship 
Jesus Fully might look like: getting proper rest, scheduling times of God-focused reflection, and  

seeking to put broken relationships right. I suspect that most often any preparation to 
Worship Fully will be about laying down our own concerns and picking up the concerns 
of others.  
The center of the Gospel is love for others –specifically God’s love for us. For God so 

loved the world that he gave his only begotten son… 

 

Christmas is the loving God of the universe giving himself to the world, to all 
people regardless of who we might be: men and women, young & old, rich & poor, Jew & 

Gentile, respected & questionable, powerful and the marginalized, educated & uneducated. 
  

The truth is, before God, our earthy markers of place and power mean nothing. Before 

God, neither Warren Buffet, nor Angelina Jolie, nor Bill Gates nor Oprah have any better standing 
then you or me or some of our friends at the JeffCo Winter shelter.  
That’s the point of the story Jesus tells, in Luke 16, about Lazarus the sick beggar and 
the Rich man. The rich man has all the appropriate markers of power and goodness: dressed in 

purple & linen and living in splendor. The beggar has all the markers of poverty and shame: lame, 

covered with sores, regularly going hungry. They both die and the rich man finds himself in 
Hades and the beggar is in “Abraham’s bosom” [Heavenly comfort]. Before God there are 

no powerful men or women of standing.  
 
Before God we are all small, poverty-stricken children. Which makes it all the more 
amazing when we understand that God, whom the universe cannot contain, out of love 
for us, makes himself SMALL, small enough to gestate in the womb of teenage girl.   

 
With that in mind, maybe a good way for God’s people to celebrate Jesus first Coming 
would be to imitate him by decreasing ourselves, - like we’ve done this week at the 
shelter- setting aside our life for a bit, and stepping into the cramped quarters of our neighbors life 

for a bit.    

 
But that’s not so easy is it? It’s said that Consumerism is the fastest growing 
religion in the world.  And if so, we live in its Mecca and we’ve been marinating in its 
juices a long time. We don’t just shop in order to live, lots of us live in order to shop- 
its entertainment for us. I heard yesterday: GM current models with “infotainment systems will 

soon be equipped for online shopping! So-stuck in traffic on the way to the Mall we can entertain 

ourselves by shopping.  But even a simple trip to the grocery store has its traps. 
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I was off at Safeway a while back and saw Karo dark corn syrup on a shelf (the syrup 

of my childhood). And amidst the chatter that is my mind one voice said:  
“You don’t need that.” And another said: “Why shouldn’t you? You deserve it. It’ll be like being a kid 

again…” So I bought them both: the line and the syrup. A complete impulse buy to make 
myself happy. And it was fine but it didn’t taste like my memory expected.  
 

Our daughter was just talking about having a Cinnabon cinnamon roll. It reminded me 
of the days when Rebekah and I went out Christmas shopping for the kids at the 
Everett Mall. It was a special treat to fortify ourselves at Cinnabon. It was part of our 
celebration together. A while back we were out and I thought I’d like one of those 
again. I bought one. But it didn’t taste like I remembered. In my disappointment I 
realized that I wasn’t buying a cinnamon roll I was paying for entertainment in the form 
of a food flash from “memory lane.”  Of course I realized that AFTER surrendering the 
cash…and the calories.  
 
Most of you are wise enough to recognize that sort of thing immediately, and are wary 
of letting your happiness ride on the goodies you can buy [cinnabon or syrups].  And you 
realize Advertisers are scheming to get you to lay down your money for things you 
don’t need.  
 
Of course uncaring of how wary and savvy you are, advertisers, who need your money 
in their pocket, promise fulfillment with every purchase. Especially in December! 
Everywhere we turn something is calling to us to spend more money either to indulge 
ourselves (cause we have somehow earned this special treatment) or to indulge those we love, 
our family our tribe so they’ll think well of us. 
  
The very thought that one might “spend less” at Christmas is contrary to our entire 
way of life. A modern Christmas song from Amy Grant extols the family Christmas in 
which “We’ll spend a whole lot more than what we’ve got, but so what!”   

Americans spent $658 BILLION in retail stores in 2016, and that total’s been on the 
rise since 2008. In 2016 CBS News, reporting on Holiday shopping described the 
American consumer as “the primary engine powering economic performance.” So it’s your duty 
as a loyal American to keep the plates of commerce spinning on those little wooden sticks. If you 

spend less the plates will fall and the world as we know it will end.   
 
And some might say: well it’s that darn capitalism- private property, competition for 
economic gain, free market forces. Our whole economic system is based on greed- 
which is a sin.  
One pastor writes: that the problem isn’t really capitalism, per se. The problem is “when 

capitalism… marries unbridled Western individualism…”  (Freedom means I can do whatever I want.)  
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Take the ideas of private property, retailers competing for your buck, add a freedom 
philosophy like they had in Corinth (everything is permissible) and a generous dollop of 
“me as the king of my own little world”- and you get thinking that says:  
“It’s my right to have value and convenience regardless of the expense and hardships it causes 
others. I am free not to feel guilty. It’s my right and it’s the way of my people. Why would I spend less 
at Christmas?” 
 
Unfortunately some of our inexpensive shopping choices have negative effects that 
don’t much resemble loving others [from employers not compensating employees fairly to 

sweatshops or slavery.]  We might be at peace with our shopping but our shopping might be 

robbing others of their “peace.” That’s especially bad when the shopping’s connected to 
Christmas an event marking God’s love for the “Other.”   Maybe we could give some folks a 

little Peace if we’d just “spend less.”  
 
And some might say: God has blessed us so we should revel in his blessing!  To Spend Less 
is to snub God’s gifts.  Money and stuff are the indicator that God is pleased with us 
and on our side. If you think that, you need to re-read Job and Ecclesiastes.  
Remember we are ALL poverty-stricken before God. 

The fact is that too many Western Christians have concluded that “it’s actually easy to 
love both God and Wealth.” Ignoring Jesus saying:  “People try to serve both God and 

money- but you can’t. You must choose one or the other”  [Matt. 6:24].   

Of course, it’s not really a choice between God and Money is it?  It’s the choice 
between what God wants and what we want. It’s the choice between putting ourselves 
or the other first- which boils down to the choice to Worship God or ourselves. 
 
I’m pretty sure I recommend the British movie “Millions” to you every Christmas. It’s 
funny and sad and sweet and full of wonder- and the ending couldn’t be more perfect 
for us. Two young brothers- kids- find a giant bag of money from a robbery- hundreds 
of thousands of British pounds.  
The older brother- Anthony- sees the money as a way to get what he wants for himself. He buys 
lots of things and pays kids to be his bodyguards at school. Only a fool would give this money away. 
His brother, 9-year old Damien sees the money as a gift from God meant to help others. And 
famous Saints of God (Peter, Nicholas, Joseph) assist him in giving the money away whether it’s 
taking street people to lunch or buying birds from a pet shop to free them or secretly stuffing cash in a 

neighbors mail chute. In the process Damien gives himself away to the Others around 
him. [Which brother do you think has more Peace about the whole thing?] 

 

When the folks at Advent Conspiracy invite us to “Spend Less” at Christmas they are 
gently suggesting that to celebrate the Incarnation of the God of Love properly we 
need to be less self-centered and less self-indulgent. We need to be less about gifts 
and stuff and more about quantity time and quality relationship with those we love AND 
those struggling outside the bounds of our tribe.  Just like Jesus did.  
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The scriptures help us understand this. Like this passage from 1Timothy where Paul 
teaches that the rich in this world are 1Tim. 6:17 …not to be conceited or to fix their hope on the 

uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy.  18 Instruct them to do good, 

to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, 19 storing up for themselves the treasure of a good 

foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is life indeed. 

That’s the written Word of God telling you that, regardless of how it looks, wealth and 
stuff are not security. The only security [and thus the only peace] you’ve got in this life is 
the no-matter-what Agape love of God .  So use whatever wealth you have to imitate 
your Heavenly Father: do good,, …be rich in good works… be generous and ready to share. 
But to give like that means we have to Spend Less… on us and ours. [Decrease] 

 
On the other end of the spectrum in Ephesians Paul tells the thief to stop stealing and 
work. Why? Beause stealing’s wrong? Cause slackers won’t be tolerated? Cause all 
good Christians should take care of themselves so as not to burden the rest. Nope, 
nope and nope.  :Eph. 4:28 He who steals must steal no longer; but rather he must labor, performing with 

his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with one who has need. The reason 
to turn from thieving to working is about having something to give to those who have 
even less. But to give like that means we have to Spend Less… on us and ours.  
 
Our ability to spend less on us and ours is contingent on our own self-indulgence, our 
entitlement, our greed. In Lk 12 Jesus: Watch out! Guard against every kind of greed for life 

isn’t about what you own- even if it’s a lot.  Then he tells them the story about the man who 
plans to stockpile his wealth so he can eat, drink and be merry for the rest of his life. 
But that night he dies. Life isn’t about what you own- even if it’s a lot.  
Spending less on us and ours is a means to worship Jesus instead of ourselves. 
 
Remember the fellow who came to Jesus to ask what to do to have eternal life? Jesus 
says: keep the commandments.  He replies: I’ve been doing that since I was a child. What 
else?  Mark 10:21    Looking at the man, Jesus felt genuine love for him. “There is still one thing you haven’t 

done,” he told him. “Go and sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure 

in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 22    At this the man’s face fell, and he went away very sad, for he had 

many possessions.  
Rich Mullins- great singer and songwriter known as a man of great depth in Christ used to say: 
Jesus told one guy one time “You must be born again.” Another time he told one guy one time 
“sell your possessions, give the money to the poor and come follow me.”  And then he would 

ask: How come we Christians only apply one of those to all of us?  Maybe because giving it 
away would mean we’d HAVE to spend less on us and ours. [decrease] 
 
And it’s  been a habit for a long time.    
When I was a kid, one of the best parts of every year was the annual arrival of the Sears Christmas 
Catalog- The Wishbook. In the weeks leading up to Christmas I would spend hours each day 
scanning The Wishbook- which had a toy selection that seemed to go on forever- and making lists of 
all the things I hoped to get for Christmas, and casually mentioning items of particular importance to 
Mom and Dad.  



 5 

Christmas morning meant gifts from Mom and Dad and plenty from Santa Clause and 
typically the precise things I’d hoped for.  While it was fun, it was also embedding in 
me a sense of entitlement. Now I knew I was supposed to be glad for Christmas 
because of Jesus and excited to get gifts for others. But –to be honest- stuff for ME 
was first and Jesus was a distant second.  
Thankfully that’s changed over the years – though it hasn’t always been easy.  
 
I like my big TV. It’s small by today’s standards [80/98in] but I still like it- actually we 
have two. [It made sense in giant NB House, less so in Fillmore House]. 
But let me tell you about the first one. This was years ago and I’d saved up money 
from weddings and gifts and birthday, etc. I had more than $700 saved to buy a 42in 
Panasonic plasma-screen TV   
It was not coming out of family money. There was no need for any guilt or discomfort in 
spending this on me cause the money was mine. I’d earned it. And saved it, and I 
could use it however I wanted. 
Until the catalog came-offering me the opportunity to buy a well, or a cow, or 
medication that would catch leprosy in it’s early stages and cure it forever.  (Stupid 

catalog.) 
Jesus said: Skip I want you to give that money away to people in this catalog.  
And like the rich young ruler my face fell and I went away sad. But I came back. 
I said: but Lord I earned it. I saved it up myself so I could buy this thing.  
He said:  One thing you lack: I want you to give it away. 
The actual choice wasn’t so hard but it wasn’t without grief. [decreasing hurts] 
And with a heavy heart and some emotion I chose to worship God by spending less on 
me and more for the sake of the Other.  I sent the money off to buy Leprosy meds for a 
dozen or so people.  It was a lesson on spending less in a way that brought peace 
[Shalom] to people I’ll never meet. 
 
The Hebrew scriptures spend a lot of ink on the idea of a tithe- willingly giving away a 
tenth of your income back to God for His work in the world. The NT doesn’t talk about a 
tithe at all. The NT teaches that 2Cor 9:7 …God loves a cheerful giver.  And that, Acts 20:35 

…“There is more happiness in giving than in receiving,”’ It teaches that all we are and all we have 
comes from God and belongs to God-everything. The NT sets no upper limit on 
giving.  It opens the floodgates of generosity in the name of Jesus. [decrease and trust] 

But that can’t happen unless we spend less on us and ours.  
 
In Mere Christianity, Lewis reveals the beautiful, radical nature of Christ-driven giving.  
I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe rule is to give 
more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, luxuries, amusements, etc., 
is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own, we are probably giving 
away too little. If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I should say they are too small.  
There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot do because our charitable expenditure 
excludes them.  (Note: he’s not talking about eating or being warm or having a home, etc.) 
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And the only way to live as Lewis describes is to Spend Less- in Jesus name- on 
us and ours.  What would our world look like if Jesus’ followers did what Lewis 
suggested- giving so we felt it rather than from our excess?  
What if across our city, our county and our nation Christians, whether CEOs or or 

craftsmen or grocery checkers engaged in a generosity that “pinched?” How would it 
change the reputation of Jesus’ followers? How much peace could be brought into 
peoples lives? 
 
Those are questions worth considering. But they all require we spend less. 
 
When we choose to spend less at Christmas we are choosing not to focus on 
ourselves. 
When we choose to spend less at Christmas we do so in order to worship God rather 
than ourselves.  
When we choose to spend less at Christmas we are preparing the way so we can 
Give ourselves away to the world.  
When we choose to spend less at Christmas we are putting others and their peace 
ahead of our own. We decrease ourselves like Jesus did at the very first Christmas. 
 
And that’s what Christmas is all about Charlie Brown.  


