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In the American religion of materialism, there are two words more sacred than any other: "Charge it!" But think about this…
1. Ellin is 30 years old. She has a $3,500 balance on her Citibank credit card at 18% interest. She makes the minimum payment each month. How old will she be when she has her credit card paid off? [70 years old]

2. Susan and Tom needed a new washing machine, so they went to Sears and found one for $299. They got a Sears charge card and made the minimum payment each month. By the time the washing machine was paid off, how much did Susan and Tom actually pay for that washing machine? [$1,199]

Debt has become as American as apple pie.

According to one bank’s research of applicants for home loans, they found that:

· 90 % of applicants had a minimum of 4 credit cards

· 3 of the 4 cards were at the maximum allowable limit

· 82 % of the applicants had 2 car payments; the average payment was $326 for 48 months

· 70% of all applicants showed some late payments on their credit reports

· and 32% of the young adults applying had overdrawn their checking account less than 90 days prior to the date of application

It reminds me of the true story a meat store owner told some time back. The owner said: “one day a customer informed me she had gotten some unexpected money and wanted to fill her freezer. She picked out about $200 worth of meat and handed me her credit card."  Laughing, the owner said: "I thought you got some unexpected money." "I did," she replied. "They raised the limit on my credit card."

We live in a culture based on instant gratification. Buy now – pay later. Of course, this causes enormous problems not only in culture but also in our individual families and lives. Consumer debt in America now stands at trillions of dollars. That’s not what the government owes. That’s what you and I owe. 

So today I’m continuing the series “Getting a Grip on My Finances”. I want us to look at the warning signs of entering the debt zone. 

The debt zone is a trap because it enslaves you. When you go in debt, you loose your freedom. The Bible tells us in Proverbs 22:7 “The borrower is the servant to the lender.” 
Any time you take a loan, any time you go in debt to someone or some company, you are, in a sense, becoming a servant to them because you’re obligated to those people. It becomes a very major trap that many people can never get out of. 

Here is a stack of the credit card and loan applications that I received in the mail just this week. Each of them has some specific way of trying to entice me to apply for their card.

Whenever you read one of these ads, there’s one word you’ll never find in any credit application or credit advertisement. It a word that we don’t like in credit ads. It’s the word “debt”. 

In Roget’s Thesaurus: Here are the synonyms for debt:

o to owe,

o to be obligated,

o liable,

o in deficit,

o in default

o insolvent,

o encumbered

o in over one’s head

o tied up

o out of pocket

o in arrears,

o indigent

o paupered

o destitute,

o penniless

o needy,

o lacking

o distressed

o in difficulty,

o a deadbeat

o having a wolf at your door,

o living hand to mouth

o beggarly,

o emptied

o having seen better days,

o gone to the dogs

o racked and ruined,

o impoverished

o bad off

o hard up

o beaten down

o reduced to ruin

o fleeced

o stripped

o bereft,

o bereaved

o reduced

o unable to make ends meet

o embarrassed

o broke, busted.

If they told you that this is what they were selling, would you think twice before applying for it? 

What does the Bible say? Signs of the trap of the debt zone:

(As you can see, there are a lot of points this morning.  I’m going to go through them quickly, but at the end I’ll point you to some resources so that you can go deeper if you want to or need to.)

1. LIVING ON CREDIT INSTEAD OF PAYING CASH.

Proverbs 3:27-28 “Don’t withhold repayment of your debts. Don’t say `some other time,’ if you can pay it now.” 

How do you know if you’re living on credit? Simple: the balance is going up. 

Why is this a spiritual problem?  It shows a lack of contentment in your life. You can’t wait. You can’t be patient. You can’t save. You have to have it now. It shows a lack of contentment.

Luke 3:14 John the Baptist: “Don’t extort others… be content with your pay." 

It is also a presumption on the future. Proverbs 27:1 

Don’t brag about tomorrow, since you don’t know what the day will bring. 

Studies have shown that if you use a credit card, you’ll spend 23% more money in a store than if you use cash. 

2. DELAYING PAYMENTS OR PAYING THE MINIMUM DUE. 

If you find yourself bouncing checks because of insufficient funds. If you find yourself withdrawing money out of your reserve account in order to pay today’s bills, this isn’t just a financial problem.  It’s a spiritual issue. 

The Bible says in Romans 13:8 "Let no debt remain outstanding.” 

3. UNABLE TO GIVE BACK TO GOD OR SAVE
If you’re not saving any money, if you’re not giving back to God on a regular basis, you’re spending too much money. We talked about these principles last week. 

Malachi 3:8 “Will a man rob God? Yet you rob Me. But you ask, `How do we rob You?’ In tithes and offerings.” If I’m not giving back to God, I’m robbing God. I’m using God’s money to pay my bills. 

Saving is not un-Christian. Many Christians mistakenly point to the parable of the farmer who built bigger barns to store his abundant harvest – and then he died. They say this parable proves that Christians shouldn’t save!  But the farmer wasn’t condemned for having barns.  He was condemned for his attitude that he should keep all of his wealth for himself.

Take a lesson from the ants, you lazybones.  Learn from their ways and become wise! Though they have no prince  or governor or ruler to make them work, they labor hard all summer, gathering food for the winter.  Proverbs 6:6-8

It’s a warning sign that you’re in the debt trap if you can’t do those things.

4. EXTRAVAGANT SPENDING

Proverbs 21:17 “Indulging in luxuries, wine, and food will never make you wealthy.” The key word is indulge.  The word “indulge” implies excess.  

I believe that God has given all the blessings of life, and that we are to enjoy all of God’s good gifts.  Maybe the key is what John Wesley, the Methodist founder and preacher use to teach: ALL THINGS IN MODERATION.
Today we have an entire luxury market that targets our mail service with catalogues. I read about a $50 nose-hair remover! Folks! I could show you a much cheaper way to do that but I’m not going to.
Extravagant spending is a sign you may be entering the debt zone.

5. LOOKING FOR GET RICH QUICK IDEAS

If you’re always looking for get rich quick ideas it means you’re either in debt right now and so you’re trying to get out, you’re headed into debt and those get rich quick ideas will put you in debt. The Bible says run from get rich quick schemes. 

Proverbs 21:5 “Steady plodding brings prosperity; hasty speculation brings poverty.” When you’re in debt, you’re ripe for a rip off. 

People often get in debt because they live in a fantasy world. They’re barely making it, waiting for the Big Deal.  Some people are always waiting to win the Lotto. There’s a word for people who play the lottery – loser! You are more likely to be hit by lightning than to win the lottery. 
Ecclesiastes 5:7 “Dreaming instead of doing is foolishness.” 
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Some of you think, “There’s no way we’re going to get out of debt.”  But there is a way out. There is good news if you find yourself trapped in the debt zone. If you will follow God’s financial plan and the steps to getting out of debt, you can do this. 

Jesus Christ died to erase your debt of your sin.  And there is only one debt you want to owe today – a debt of gratitude to him for his perfect love and grace.  The Bible says you can serve only one master.  The only master worth serving is Jesus.  That’s why it’s so important that every believer follow God’s financial plan to escape the financial debt that so easily entangles us and binds us to the cares and priorities of this world.  Here’s how…

1) Transfer ownership
You let us rule everything your hands have made.  And you put all of it under our power. Psalm 8:6

This is the basic principle of stewardship we learned about last week.  God own’s it all.  We get to use it.  

God forces His will on no one; you must willingly surrender your will and possessions to God. In your mind, you must prayerfully transfer ownership of every possession to God – money, job, time, material possessions, family, education, and future earning potential. 

Once you are completely sold-out to the idea that everything is his, you’ve made the first big step toward escaping the slavery of debt.

2) Give the Lord His part

Should people cheat God? Yet you have cheated me! “But you ask, ‘What do you mean? When did we ever cheat you?’ “You have cheated me of the tithes and offerings due to me...  Bring all the tithes into the storehouse so there will be enough food in my Temple. If you do,” says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies, “I will open the windows of heaven for you. I will pour out a blessing so great you won’t have enough room to take it in! Try it! Put me to the test!  Malachi 3:8-10

Once you’ve transferred ownership to God, give Him the first part, the tithe of your income. If you withhold from God, it indicates that ownership hasn’t been transferred. Give Him freedom to work unobstructed on behalf of your finances – give Him the tithe.

3. Have a Written Plan

A written plan is an absolute necessity for everyone who is in financial bondage. Use a written plan of all expenditures in their order of importance. The order of importance is crucial because we have lost the point of reference between needs, wants, and desires. Let's examine the differences between a need, a want, and a desire.

Needs. “If we have enough food and clothing, let us be content.” 1 Timothy 6:8

These are the purchases necessary to provide basic requirements, such as food, clothing, a job, home, medical coverage, and others. 
Wants. Wants involve choices about the quality of goods to be used: dress clothes versus work clothes, steak versus hamburger, a new car versus a used car. 
These verses give a point of reference for determining wants in a Christian's life: "Your adornment must not be merely external - braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God" (1 Peter 3: 3-4).

Desires. These are choices according to God's plan that can be made only out of surplus funds after all other obligations have been met.

"Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world" (1 John 2:15-16).

4. Determine Essentials for Living

A Christian in debt must stop any expenditure that is not absolutely essential for living.  This is hard. This is a step where you’re probably going to need some help.

Those who love pleasure become poor; those who love wine and luxury will never be rich.  Proverbs 21:17

What we're doing is cultivating an attitude of conservatism. Begin to eliminate expenditures that are not essential and remember that many expenditures are assumed to be essential only because of our society. 
For example, twenty years ago all of us got along just fine with three TV channels. Cable or satellite TV is not a necessity.  At about $40/month, that’s almost $500/year!  How about the cell phone bill? Could you live without the cell phone for a couple of years to get out of debt? Without text messaging?  

How many times a week do you eat out – including take-out?  Cooking a spaghetti dinner at home for the family costs about ten dollars.  Buying it out costs about ten dollars each!  A half-gallon of ice cream from the grocery store costs about the same as a scoop at the stand.
It all adds up!  Christians who are in bondage must begin to assess what things they can do for themselves.  Determine the essentials for living, and only when you are out of debt, you can begin to reintroduce some of these non-essentials back into your life.
But before you do…

5. Think Before Buying

A Christian who is in debt (and even those who are not) should think before every purchase.

A house is built by wisdom and becomes strong through good sense. Proverbs 24:3

Every purchase should be evaluated.

· Is it a necessity? Have I assessed whether it is a need, a want, or a desire? 

· Does the purchase reflect my Christian ethics? (For example, certain magazines on the market do not reflect Christian ethics.) Can I continue to subscribe to magazines or belong to book, CD, or movie clubs while I owe others? 

· Is this the best possible buy I can get, or am I purchasing only because I have this credit card? 

· Is it a highly depreciative item? Am I buying something that will devalue quickly? (Swimming pools, boats, and sports cars fall into this category.) 

· Does it require costly upkeep?

6. Discontinue Credit Buying

A Christian in debt also should begin buying on a cash-only basis. 

The principle to observe is this: If you are in debt from the misuse of credit, stop - totally stop - using it. Cut up the cards and mail them back to their respective companies and ask them not to send you any more. Include in your letter the plan for paying that credit card debt, and then commit yourself to buying solely on a cash basis.

Once good habits have been developed and the bondage from the misuse of credit cards has been broken, then evaluate the feasibility of converting assets to pay off the debts. In that way you won't simply be treating the symptom. 
When someone has overextended his or her finances, it is necessary to sacrifice some of the wants and desires in life to get current; otherwise, that person will continue to borrow and only get deeper into bondage.

7. Retire your Debt

Pay extra on the debts with the highest interest rates. If all interest rates are comparable, begin paying extra on the smallest balance. After that debt has been paid, apply the regular payment as well as the extra money that was going to it toward the next highest balance. After the second is paid off, then the third highest and so forth.

8. Practice Saving
A Christian should practice saving money on a regular basis. This includes those who are in debt. Even if it is only $5 a month, develop a discipline of saving.

Everyone in our society living above the poverty level has the capability to save money, but many fail to do so because they believe that the amount they can save is so small it's meaningless. Others believe that God frowns on a Christian saving anything. Neither of these two reasons is scriptural. 
"There is precious treasure and oil in the dwelling of the wise, but a foolish man swallows it up" (Proverbs 21:20). 
The common attitude presented in the Bible is to save on a regular basis, and it is important that Christians develop good habits to replace bad habits.

CONCLUSION:

To get out of debt a Christian must utilize these points we've just discussed. There is no alternative under God's plan for being debt free.  

“It is for freedom Christ has set us free.” Galatians 5:1
Next Sunday is Consecration Sunday – the day when you’ll have the opportunity to write down your commitment for giving to God in the coming year.  But I hope it will be much more than just that.  I hope that you’ll take some time this week to look at the relationship between your finances and your spiritual walk with God.
Sit down, by yourself or as a family, and think about what your spending says about what’s important in your life.  Consider whether your financial plan is in harmony with God’s financial principles – or whether you even have a financial plan at all!  If not, this week presents a great opportunity to prayerfully begin.

PRAY:

As I lead this prayer, why don’t you talk to God about your finances? Why don’t you pray this prayer “Dear God, I’m discouraged about my finances. But I do believe that “What is impossible with men is possible with God” Today, I want to give You my financial mess. I want to do it Your way. I want to follow God’s financial plan. So I commit to being here next Sunday to offer myself and my finances to you.  I want to live for your purposes in my life, and that means following your plan for my life – even your plan for how I use the wealth you’ve given me.

Dear Lord, my debt to you is a debt of love.  Help me to show that every day and every way as I live for you.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.

