
Living Grateful Lives: 
Stewardship Theology in Our Time 

Setting the Stage: Our Context 

During the Thanksgiving Holidays, congregations "gather 
together to ask the Lord's blessing." With hearts filled with 
gratitude Christians bring forward gifts that are symbolic of 
what they have received. Churches lift up ministries which feed 
the hungry and care for the poor. As we sing "now thank we all 
our God, with heart and hand and voices," we acknowledge 
that what we have really does not come from tour labor but 
from the very hand of God. The Thanksgiving hymns of The 
Presbyterian Hymnal reflect very clearly the understanding 
that what we have comes to us from God and that it is 
intended to go through us into God's world.1 

Many American Presbyterians live in prosperous 
circumstances which are in stark contrast to the economic 
conditions that exist in segments of American society, and the 
deeper poverty and extreme exploitation which exist in two-
thirds of the world. In the midst of material abundance, John 
Calvin's words ring true: "Let those who have great abundance 
remember that they are surrounded with thorns, and let them 
take great care not to be pricked by them"2 For some the 
thorn is anxiety - what they have gained they can also lose. 
For others, it may be a sense of guilt or questioning of the 
goodness of God - they have, while others have not. And yet 
others work doubly hard to prove that they deserve what they 
have. We do well to be wary of wealth for "the love of money is 
the root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich, 
some have wandered away from the faith and have pierced 
themselves with many pains." (I Timothy 6:10)3 And, while 
Scripture tells us that wealth can be an impediment to right 
living or a cause for idolatry, it also speaks of wealth as a 
reward for labor and a resource for meeting human need.4 

So, how do we take care not to be "pricked" by the thorns of 
our possessions? We can learn to ask additional questions: 
Since God invites everyone, not just the wealthy, into a life of 
stewardship, in what does our abundance consist? Since in the 
Sermon on the Mount Jesus defines "blessing" in terms of our 
relationship to God and neighbor, then what does it mean to 
be blessed? In posing both material and spiritual questions we 
need to think further about our material and spiritual 

abundance as components of God's call in our practice of 
stewardship. 

In a world that knows it has great need, but does not know 
where to seek satisfaction (Isaiah 55:1-2), the people of God 
must understand that they have been given gifts in order to 
fulfill a calling. Because we are blessed and called, we can look 
at the gifts of God in ways that go beyond anxiety, guilt, or 
methods of gathering and distributing material goods. As we 
will see, stewardship is not about financing the local church. It 
is not even gathering up resources in order to establish 
programs and projects.5 Rather, in the same way that 
Abraham was "blessed to be a blessing," (Genesis 12:1-2) we 
have been given many kinds of abundance. Those many 
blessings include not only our money, but also our time, our 
talents, our relationships, our opportunities, the earth and life 
itself. With these blessings, God equips us for mission in a 
needy world. So, we ask ourselves: How do we recognize what 
God has given us? How do we live with what God had given 
us? How do we understand the world around us and our place 
in it? Addressing these questions will help us understand the 
stewardship of our lives. And so, we begin where we must 
always begin - with Scripture.  

Biblical Foundations: Sin and Redemption 

 ". . . God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with 
which he loved us even when we were dead through our 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ - by grace you 
have been saved - and raised us up with him and seated us 
with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the 
ages to come God might show the immeasurable riches of 
God's grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus." (Ephesians 
2:4-7) 

How do Christians understand the world and their place in it? 
We believe that creation was created and declared "good" by 
the very word of God and that the creation is continually 
sustained by God. Yet, the apostle Paul tells us that the "whole 
creation groans awaiting the revealing of the children of God." 
(Romans 8:19-22) We don't have to look too far or listen too 
intently to see or hear why the creation groans. The creation is 



caught in the crossfire of the battle against "principalities and 
powers in high places." (Ephesians 6:12) Wars persist around 
the globe. Violence destroys families and neighborhoods. 
Environmental degradation threatens life. Confusions in mind 
and spirit paralyze individuals. God does not intend the world 
to endure such suffering, but it does. Why? Because we insist 
on corrupting the call given to us in creation: 'Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every 
living thing that moves upon the earth." (Genesis 1:28) We 
decide that instead of living in the world for God, we will live in 
the world as gods. (Genesis 3:5) We choose to live according 
to our own sinful desires and purposes (Ephesians 2:3), 
rejecting God's claim on us. We listen to our own voice and not 
the call of God. Our sin corrupts God's good creation. 

The Ephesians text tells us that our distortion of God's design 
results in our own death. In that state we cannot hear the 
groanings of the world around us nor can we see its true 
needs. God, however, persists in calling us back, giving us life 
in Christ and giving us a vantage point to see the world as 
Christ does. By the steadfast love of God we are redeemed. 

Issuing a call to give thanks to the Lord, Psalm 107 vividly 
recounts our redemption and our proper response to that 
redemption. "Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, those he 
redeemed from trouble." (Psalm 107:2) As Reformed 
Christians we believe that "saying so" goes beyond words and 
encompasses the whole of life.6 With the psalmist, we affirm 
that redemption must precede witness and that witness must 
inevitably follow redemption. So, given God's gracious acts 
toward us, how does our unavoidable participation in the 
material world reflect God's grace?7 "The Christian life receives 
its strongest motive to God's work through the person and 
redemptive act of Christ." (John Calvin, The Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, 3.6.3) Redemption is the door through 
which we exit an old way of life and enter into a new way of 
living. In the past we lived out of the self, for the self and 
toward the self. Now we are enabled to live in Christ, for Christ 
and toward Christ. Because of what Christ has done, we can 
live in ways that honor God in the world which God created. We 
no longer live for ourselves but for the one who redeemed us, 
for "we are not our own, we were bought with a price." (1 
Corinthians 6:20) 

  

Biblical Foundations: Living as Stewards 

"From now on, we regard no one from a human point 
of view, even though we once knew Christ from a 
human point of view, we know him no longer in that 
way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new. All this is from God, who reconciled us 
to himself through Christ, and has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation." (2 Corinthians 5:16-18) 

Our redemption is not the end of our story with Christ. It leads 
us to a new calling to live not for ourselves, but to give 
ourselves in reconciling ministries. In other words, God calls us 
into redemption (Ephesians 2:4-9) for faithful living, 
(Ephesians 2:10) as "stewards of God's mysteries," (1 
Corinthians 4:1-2) and "stewards of the manifold grace of 
God." (1 Peter 4:10) 

Several parables of Jesus powerfully illustrate aspects of the 
calling to be stewards. The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 
15:11ff) is primarily about forgiveness, but it also tells of 
underlying attitudes so important to a life of stewardship. This 
parable teaches us that as we turn away from God, we grab 
what would have been given us and waste it on ourselves. It 
graphically describes a life of selfishness and self-indulgence. 
It helps us understand our culture in which rampant 
individualism fuels the fires of consumerism. But this parable 
offers a strong word of hope for those trapped in the nets of 
greed. When we are welcomed back and restored, we begin to 
understand what we have in terms of who we are and to whom 
we belong. 

The Parable of the Tenants (e.g. Matt. 21:33-44) 
demonstrates how the sinful distortion of the call of the owner 
leads to brazen violence and outright opposition to the owner. 
Even though the text refers to these people as tenants, they 
have the responsibility of stewards. They have the privilege of 
living on the land and reaping its produce. But they mistake 
their tenancy and stewardship for ownership and think they 
have autonomous rights to that which has been entrusted to 
their care. This is a serious miscalculation with short-term 
benefits but which results in judgment and punishment. 

In the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14ff), an owner 
entrusts money to three stewards, two of whom invest it. The 
third, out of fear, does nothing. The two receive rewards and 



the third is punished. In these parables, we see that 
stewardship involves the following: (1) stewards do not take 
the property or own it; it is given to them and they hold it in 
trust; (2) stewards are given a fair amount of freedom to care 
for the property and are expected to take risks; (3) the owner 
expects improvements to be made; (4) the owner expects that 
the stewards will remember who the owner is.  

A Theology of Stewardship 

Theologian Catherine M. LaCugna has said that in redemption, 
"God moves toward us so that we may move toward each 
other and thereby toward God. The way God comes to us is 
also our way to God and to each other: through Jesus Christ by 
the power of the Holy Spirit. This is our faith, confessed in 
creed and celebrated in sacrament." However, "confessing 
faith is incomplete unless it becomes a form of life."8 Thus, 
theology is by no means an abstract exercise but a way in 
which we think seriously about God's self-revelation, ourselves 
and our circumstances. As we think about the acts of God on 
our behalf, our hearts respond with gratitude and we put our 
hands to the task of bearing a tangible witness to the 
redemption given in Christ. Then, as we think about living 
grateful lives, we realize that we are not really developing a 
theology of stewardship. Instead, we are discovering a 
theology which draws us directly into a life of stewardship. 

The texts that call us to be "stewards" (esp. 1 Corinthians 4: 
1-2; 1 Peter 4:10), use a form of the Greek word oikonomos. 
The word refers to the craft or practice of stewardship, the 
office of the steward and the content of the stewardship. 
Therefore, how we conduct ourselves, who appoints us, and 
the purposes toward which we work are all important aspects 
of our stewardship. In the common Greek usage of the term, 
stewardship included oversight of both production and 
consumption.9 

Given these understandings, and building on the biblical base, 
stewardship is the responsive practice of Christians making 
proper use of the gifts God has given them for the sake of 
God's work in the world and is marked by the following 
elements: 

1. Stewards recognize that "the earth is the 
Lord's and all that is in it." (Psalm 24:1-2) That 
recognition includes the realization that the 
steward is the Lord's as well. 

2. Stewards understand that, while they are 
given a great deal of freedom, they are not 
autonomous. The owner will review their work. 
Just as the potter molds the clay (Jeremiah 18:1-
13), so the Lord of Creation shapes the life of 
the steward. To realize this is to realize, as well, 
that stewardship is not a matter of finding rules 
but recognizing that the whole of life is under the 
Rule of the Redeemer. Therefore, a life of 
stewardship will be an "exhibition of the Kingdom 
of Heaven to the world." (Book of Order G-
1.0200) 

3. Stewards are not just caretakers. They are to 
hand on their work with improvements. In 
creation, God instructed humankind to "be fruitful 
and multiply." Stewards will be creative and 
productive with the resources they have. 

4. Stewards are not beneficiaries - others are. 
Stewards do not give because they happen to 
have enough to give. Stewards have received 
what they have for the very purpose of giving it 
away. "No surer rule and no more valid 
exhortation to keep it could be devised than 
when we are taught that all the gifts we possess 
have been bestowed by God and entrusted to us 
on condition that they be distributed for our 
neighbor's benefit." (John Calvin, The Institutes 
of the Christian Religion, 3.6.5) He goes on to 
say that since there is no way we can increase 
God's possessions, the way we extend 
generosity toward God is by practicing it toward 
the saints on earth.10 

5. Stewards are to use and build on the gifts 
given in a way that reflects the character and 
purposes of the owner. Therefore, our 
stewardship should bear witness to the love, 
mercy and grace of the triune God creates, 
redeems and sustains the world. 

What will the life of stewardship look like? If, as LaCugna says, 
"The way God comes to us is also our way to God and to each 
other: through Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit," 
then we must be careful to look at what that way is.  

 



Philippians 2:3-11 is a useful guide here: "Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as 
better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own 
interests, but to the interest of others. Let the same mind be 
in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 
he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has also highly 
exalted him and given him a name above every name, so that 
at the name of Jesus every knee should bend in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth and every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 
Father." 

With that mind of Christ, we live as stewards by moving into the 
broken, groaning creation as redeemed people who live like 
Christ. And, while we cannot redeem the earth, we can begin 
its restoration by giving ourselves to it as Christ gave himself 
to us. Theological principles at stake in stewardship are (1) 
the satisfaction of the world's longing to be reconciled to God 
and restored to God's design; and (2) God's desire that the 
groaning be transformed into singing: 

"For you shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; 
the mountains and the hills before you shall burst 
into song and all the trees of the field will clap their 
hands. Instead of the thorn shall come up the 
cypress; instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle; 
and it shall be for the Lord a memorial, for an 
everlasting sign that shall not be cut off." (Isaiah 55:12-
13) 

We have been, are being and will be restored. In response to 
that redemptive healing, we are then compelled by the 
extravagant grace and love of God to demonstrate that God in 
Christ has transformed our lives. Our ministries of 
reconciliation will move us into behaviors and actions that will 
overcome the separations between God and humanity, 
ourselves and the created order, ourselves and others, and 
even those divisions within ourselves.  

 

 

Living as Stewards: Concepts, Images and 
Practices 

In life and death we belong to God. 
Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
     The love of God, 
      And the communion of the Holy Spirit 
We trust in the one Triune God, the Holy One of Israel 
Whom alone we worship and serve.11 

It is the triune God who creates, redeems and sustains us. 
That gracious God is the one to whom we belong. If we truly 
trust in this triune God, in life and in death, then we may be 
bold to take risks of stewardship in the personal and public 
realms of life. Those risks will involve our time, our 
checkbooks, our relationships and our skills. Those risks will 
extend into the political, economic and environmental 
decisions we make and the policies we pursue. 

Tangible biblical concepts and images abound that teach us 
the life of the steward. Among those concepts are tithing and 
jubilee. References to tithing occur throughout the Old 
Testament (from Genesis 14:20 to Malachi 3 :10). While 
Scripture affirms that the tithe belongs to God, we diminish the 
concept of tithing if we confine our discussions only to matters 
of obligation, calculation, or method. We can fall into the error 
of thinking that everything is ours. Nothing could be further 
from the truth. The tithe is not given to us as a formula. 
Rather, disciplined and proportionate giving is a regular 
reminder and a very concrete symbol that the whole belongs 
to God. 

In Leviticus 25-27, the jubilee is a joyful picture of redemption 
and release from burdensome circumstances. The detailed 
description of the law of jubilee shows how the material 
circumstances of life can become disordered and oppressive. 
In a new global internet economy where capital and culture 
race through the world at the speed of light, new opportunities 
for exploitation and injustice abound. Jubilee does not devalue 
the material, but teaches that our possessions and relations 
must be restored to their proper places. Walter Brueggemann 
has said that jubilee reminds us that justice consists in putting 
things back where they belong.12 Jubilee frees us from the 
myth that we are defined by what we own. It tells us that we 
belong to God-in life and in death. 



There is a rich biblical witness of those who trusted their lives 
to God, responded to God's call in their lives and took risks to 
be stewards - those who act on God's behalf - in a world that 
groans, waiting for redeemed people to show up.13 As the 
redeemed, they gave up self-centered ways of living. Freed 
from the bondage of self, they were able to give money, time, 
and even their very lives for the sake of others, in response to 
the God who did the same for them. Theologian Daniel Migliore 
says "...Christians take up these tasks in confidence and hope 
in the final fulfillment of God's promise of a new humanity in a 
new heaven and a new earth. Christian life is much more than 
the acceptance of the forgiveness of sins and more than 
personal transformation. It is also the vocation to participate 
in the preparation of all creation for the coming of the new 
community of justice, freedom, and peace in partnership with 
the triune God."14 

If Migliore is right in saying that Christians confidently take up 
such tasks of stewardship, then we must learn how to live as 
stewards. A helpful way of entering this discussion is to talk 
about stewardship as a spiritual practice. Craig Dykstra has 
said, "The 'life of faith' is the way of life that is organized by 
faith and that flows out of faith. In the life of faith, we come 
more and more to participate in the new reality God is opening 
to us."15 Christian practices shape that participation and help 
us learn to live the Christian life the same way we learn other 
skills-by practicing it. As we participate in various disciplines, 
space opens up in our lives for the Holy Spirit to transform our 
ways of thinking and behaving. Drawing again on the words of 
the apostle Paul, we see that faithful response to the 
redemptive work of God in our lives and engagement in the 
practices of the faith involve a very tangible act of giving 
ourselves to God: 

I beseech you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the 
mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, 
but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so 
that you may discern what is the will of God-what is 
good and acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:1-2) 

There are many disciplines that are beneficial to the Christian 
life, but two disciplines emerge from this text in Romans that 
help us understand stewardship as spiritual practice. The first 
is discernment. One aspect of discernment is discovering how 
God sees the world. This process of discovery will help us to 
see the true needs of the world as we consider the gracious 

activity of God in the world on behalf of the world. A second 
aspect of discernment is examining our own lives in order to 
see what we are doing. This is a process which helps us to 
discover our vocation. The needs of the world are so great 
that contemplating them can overwhelm and paralyze us. This 
discipline allows us to reflect on our specific circumstances. 
With regard to stewardship, we ask ourselves, "What has God 
given me that is adequate to address the needs before me?" 
We ask this question personally and corporately, seeking the 
particular place and way of giving to which we have been 
called. We will soon discover that it involves more than putting 
our check in the offering plate. But as we examine what we are 
doing in light of the gospel, something quite radical happens. 
Not only do we ask questions, but we find that we ourselves 
are being questioned: Are we free to hear God's call? Whom 
do we really trust? How just is our living? What are the marks 
of our stewardship?16 As Reformed Christians, we believe that 
this discernment comes about as we read the Scriptures, 
participate in worship and the sacraments, all under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit. These are the means of grace that 
God uses to shape us as gracious stewards. 

A second helpful discipline is obedience, which moves us from 
reflection on stewardship to actually doing it. Knowing is not 
enough. James reminds us, A...those who look into the perfect 
law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who 
forget but doers who act they will be blessed in their doing. 
(James 1:25) We need to become living sacrifices in response 
to and for the sake of the gospel. The discipline of obedience 
enables us to understand that neither we nor our resources 
belong to ourselves. We are not just managing surpluses for 
the good of humanity.17 We understand that all resources are 
God's and that they are to be used for God's purposes. And 
with this discipline, we come full circle for in obedience we gain 
discernment. 

These disciplines require prayer as they equip us for the 
practice of stewardship. There are many ways in which 
Christians pray, but the prayer that has shaped all Christians in 
all times has been that prayer which Jesus taught us - our 
Lord's Prayer. As we regularly pray that prayer we grow in the 
understanding that we belong to One who preserves us and 
protects us and who, out of abundant mercy and grace, allows 
us to discern the divine purpose for the world and to 
participate in that purpose. Our prayer and practices are to be 
shaped by the prayer of Jesus: 



"Every Christian practice requires prayer, as 
Christians doing things together attune themselves to 
take part, with trust, in the risky activities of God. In 
prayer, we open ourselves to respond to God's 
presence and notice the light of God as it shines on 
the world, exposing fault yet also promising hope. We 
pay attention in a special way, focusing our yearning 
to be partners in God's reconciling love. We ask for 
God's help in saying yes to that which is life giving in 
the deepest sense and in saying the specific no that 
will loosen whatever chains bind us and others to 
destruction. We thank God for life and love, and we 
beg God for mercy and strength for ourselves and all 
creation."18 

We began this consideration of stewardship with hymns that 
express our understanding of lives lived in grateful response. 
We conclude with a hymn that summarizes our understanding 
of stewardship, and with the prayer that the church would sing 
this song with joy and live it out in truth. 

We Give Thee But Thine Own 

We give thee but thine own, 
Whate'er the gift may be; 
All that we have is thine alone, 
A trust, O Lord from Thee. 

May we Thy bounties thus 
As stewards true receive, 
And gladly, as Thou blessest us, 
To Thee our firstfruits give. 

To comfort and to bless, 
To find a balm for woe, 
To tend the lonely in distress, 
Is angels' work below. 

The captive to release, 
To God the lost to bring, 
To teach the way of life and peace - 
It is a Christ-like thing. 

And we believe Thy word, 
Though dim our faith may be; 
Whate'er for Thine we do, O Lord, 
We do it unto Thee.19 
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