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I’m here to talk to you about a subject I unfortunately know A LOT about… being held Hostage to Debt!  In fact you could say, due to my vast experience with it that I’m an expert on the subject… not a title I wear proudly.  Whenever someone suggests that the topic of discussion is anything related to finances, the typical response is for everybody’s eyes to glaze over and roll back into the head and then heads start to nod off.  Well, stick with me a little bit because I believe that this topic affects all of us in one way or another. So today, we’re going to talk about debt… or more appropriately “Financial Peace”… two words that don’t usually go together. I’m not a financial advisor.  I’m not a CPA.   So, what are my qualifications to speak on this subject?  Simply put… I’m in DEBT!  That’s not a figure of speech, I mean it literally.  Not knee deep either.  More like neck deep!  And, I would like to start by opening up and barring my soul to each and every one of you, and tell you that by getting into debt, I have placed my family in a very dangerous position in life… and I know I’m not alone. First Timothy 5:8 reads “If anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” Like many of you, I have made just about every mistake when it comes to money that you can think of.  And as a result of these mistakes, I have now found myself, and have placed my family, in bondage.   

How did this happen?  It didn’t happen overnight.  Personally, I think it started when I was a child.  You see, I grew up in a relatively nice lifestyle.  My dad was a doctor.  We had a nice house with a nice yard, a nice pool, and since there were 5 children, when we all reached driving age… there were 5-7 nice cars in the driveway.  The saying “Children learn what they live” really applies here.  You see, the problem was that as a child, I just accepted this way of living as normal and didn’t see the other side of the coin.  I wasn’t taught that in order to achieve that kind of lifestyle it required a lifetime of labor.  I wasn’t taught that every luxury that we took for granted, from food and electricity to vacations and toys required some kind of payment. I didn’t see the money that was spent to receive these luxuries.  I wasn’t taught how to balance a checkbook and given the opportunity to observe how the balance decreased every time something was purchased.  I didn’t see the payment books that went with every car in the driveway and the mortgage for the house.  I didn’t have any idea that those little plastic cards had monthly payments attached to them let alone interest.  I was kept “safe” and away from the arguments and stress that my parents went through due to finances.
Well, today my parents are divorced.  The cars… long gone.  The house… sold.  And now… I’m in debt.  Children learn what they live.  Oh, I learned the financial lessons in life.  I learned how to buy a car… from an auto dealer.   I learned how to buy a house… from a mortgage broker.  I learned how to balance a checkbook from the business that spends more time, energy, effort and money marketing their product… the bank!  (You have to learn how to balance a checkbook quickly when you get those very expensive NSF fees)
Children learn what they live. I saw this first hand a few months ago with my own daughter.  A couple of months ago my daughter asked me “Dad, what do we get first?  Our driver’s license or our credit card?” Right around that time I had started listening to a radio program on the local Christian channel called “The Dave Ramsey Show”.  It’s a call in radio show that teaches people the biblical principle of living a God honoring debt free life.  The host of the show, Dave Ramsey, has an infectious energy level that pulled me in and I became addicted to it right away.  By listening to this guy on the radio, and hearing all the people calling in and screaming at the top of their lungs “I’m Debt Free”, began to give me hope of a life where it was possible to live without the bondage of debt.
After coming home from the store that day, I sat down and talked to my wife and we made a major, life changing decision.  To Become DEBT FREE!  To get out of debt once and for all and to never borrow again!  Now, I know may sound extreme to some, but stick with me and I’ll share some interesting information.
Financial problems are present at every income level.  Whether you make $10,000 or $100,000 a year, if you spend more than you make you will always be broke.  Take our government for example.  Talk about financial problems… and those numbers are in the Billions!  Financial problems are behavioral.  We get what we always get, because we do what we’ve always done!  80% of our financial problems are due to our inability to BEHAVE!

“But I want that car”

“But I want that flat screen High Def TV”

“But I want that Coach Purse”
“I can’t put anything in the offering bag today, but I want to go out to eat after church”…  Financially, we act like spoiled little brats.   We need to grow up and act our WAGE!  In other words, we have to become mature in our money management.  We may be adults in society, but when it comes to money, we act like little kids in a toy store.  There’s a saying that speaks to this and the first time I heard it, it hit me right between the eyes!  It says “Children do what feels good.  Adults, devise a plan and stick to it!”  It’s true!  Instead of waiting till we have the money to pay for the things we want, we ask the ever popular question… “What are the finance options?”  We want it now.  In fact, statistics reported in the Wall Street Journal show just how irresponsible we are with our spending.  The typical Japanese family is saving an average 18.1% of their after tax income while the typical American family is saving a NEGATIVE 2.2%!  The Bible says;  “In the house of the wise are stores of choice food and oil, but the foolish man devours all he has.” (Proverbs 21:20)  Debt pervades all aspects of our lives.  Last month, the Detroit Free Press released an article with some rather interesting statistics in it I’d like to share for you.

· The typical Household has $110,000 in mortgage and other debt

· American consumers today collectively owe $2.5 trillion on credit cards and installment loans.  That’s up 150% from 1994, an increase more than 4x greater than inflation.
· There are over 1.3 billion credit cards in circulation in America today

· The credit card industry mails out over six billion credit card offers each year, sending an average of six offers a month to each American household.

· 45% of American cardholders make only the minimum payments on their consumer debt.

· The average balance per card holding household is more than $9,300
· It would take over 13 years to pay off the average credit card balance if only making minimum monthly payments of 4% at an average interest rate of 15%

· The credit card industry takes in $43 billion per year in additional, unexpected fees from the consumer, such as late payment, over-the-limit, and balance transfer fees.  Late fees alone bring in more than $11 billion

A “Late Payment” is defined as anything that posts after 2:00 p.m. on the due date.
Overall, American households spend over $412 billion in credit card charges each year!

Proverbs 22:7 says “the rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is SLAVE to the lender.”  When you don’t even have enough money to pay for what you need or want, and you find yourself borrowing money for those things, you become a SLAVE.  You get chained, shackled and held hostage to your debt!  These are not my words, this is God’s Word.   Give me a show of hands.  Any of you felt that you were held hostage to a debt at some point in your life. (WAIT) Look around.. “the borrower is slave to the lender.”  
A recent survey found that 71% of Americans say debts are making their home lives unhappy.  

The number one reason that married couples argue and fight is money problems!  With the divorce rate is over 50%, we don’t need this! A recent study in the Wall Street Journal states that 70% of the American public lives from paycheck to paycheck.  That means that the average American family has too much month left at the end of the money!  A Marist Institute poll published right after that found that 55% of Americans “always” or “sometimes” worry about their money. Interesting!  If 70% is so far in debt that they have to live hand to mouth, yet only 55% are worried about it… what’s going on with the other 15%?!  Are they living with their heads in the sand?  Let’s not even get into the foreclosure crisis!  We all know where that has gotten our country.  Only in America, will you find the majority of households with a mountain of debt, savings in the negative numbers, and two brand new cars in the driveway… with loans on them!
· Average New Car Cost $26,000 

· One third of car buyers sign up for a six year car loan at an average interest rate of 9.6%

· Car payments would = $475/mo.

· Your car loses 25% of it’s value the instant you drive it off the lot and after 4 years it loses 70% of it’s value (with 2 years of payments left)

· After 6 years you’ve paid over $34,000 for your $6,000 car (maybe)

Then, we usually trade the car in and start the “see-want-buy” process all over again!
Larry Burkett, a Christian Financial Counselor and Author, always liked to point out how most couples are broke when they’re first married… I know we were!  But today, most of these couples attempt to copy their parents net worth and lifestyle in the first 3-5 years of marriage!  Only it took their parents 25-35 years to obtain it!  With today’s broad spectrum of borrowing available, they can accomplish this.  Only to find themselves deep in bondage to debt. Why do we do it?  One of the reasons is that we have a serious condition that is very contagious… and it is called “Stuffitis”!  “Stuffitis” is categorized by the insatiable desire to obtain STUFF!  And not just any stuff, but only the best stuff.  We feel we have to satisfy our childlike desires and/or “keep up with the Joneses”.  That phrase, by the way was coined in 1913.  We’re not much different today though are we?  Dave Ramsey likes to point out that the most important key to financial peace is not budgeting, saving or investing. The key is contentment. You have to know how to be content with less before you’re able to dig in and do the practical things that lead to financial freedom. Ironically, the people who are most content with their finances and their possessions are those who actually have less.So what’s the answer? How do we go against the grain of a greedy, possession-driven society?  One thing we can do is not allow our possessions to possess us. Working just to buy the best clothes, the newest car, the latest technology or the biggest house is futile. Our aim should be a life of peace and freedom where our family, health, and wholeness are the priorities.  Jesus said in Matthew 6:21, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  I also like what Larry Burkett would tell us.  He said if you want to read someone’s autobiography… read their checkbook register. So, if you have found yourself in the similar position that I found myself in: 

Deep in debt
Unable to put food on the table and clothes on your children 

Unable to give to church   because all the money is going out the door to other people, banks, companies before you even have a chance to use it… what do you do?

In Proverbs, it says this, “My son, if you have put up security for your neighbor, if you have struck hands in pledge for another, (Message “if you’ve gone into hock with your neighbor or locked yourself into a deal with a stranger”) if you have been trapped by what you said, ensnared by the words of your mouth, then do this, my  son, to free yourself, since you have fallen into your neighbor’s hands: Go and humble yourself; press your plea with your neighbor!  Allow no sleep to your eyes, no slumber to your eyelids.  Free yourself, like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter, like a bird from the snare of the fowler.” A couple of weeks ago, Pastor Kevin used a word picture that I’d like to play off of.  He talked about gazelles on the African plain.  What happens when a cheetah jumps out?  Do the gazelle continue grazing in the grass?  No!  THEY RUN!  What would you do if the fasted land mammal on the face of the earth started to chase you?  You’d RUN! That’s what God is telling us to do here.  Don’t walk… RUN!  Run away from debt!  AS FAST AS YOU CAN!  He’s not kidding around… it’s a dangerous place to be!  What could you do if you had no debt?  What could the people of God do for the Kingdom of God, if they were debt free? Study’s show that only 3% of Evangelical Christians Tithe. So, why aren’t the other 97%?   Is it because they don’t love Jesus enough? They don’t support their church? Is it because they’re greedy or spoiled? No.  I think it’s because they’re broke! If 70% of Americans are living paycheck to paycheck, that means 70% of our congregation is wearing these chains as well. Think of what we could contribute to! I’d like to share a story with you about a very powerful example of how one family experience God’s awesome power through giving.  Go to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXkyE_Cgru0 and watch the “Miracle in Franklin.” 
I’d like to wrap this up by going over with you some basic steps to begin the process of breaking the chains and getting out of debt.  Step one…  Pray!  Sounds logical enough, but when it comes to problems that we’ve created, too many times we try to solve them on our own without involving God.  Do you know what I’ve heard?  I’ve actually heard very well meaning Christians say things like: “I’m the one who created this mess, not God” “I’m the one who did this, I’m not going to bother God with it” “It’s not His fault, it’s mine”.  As if it’s beneath Him to help us out in our time of struggle and need.  In 2 Kings, the Bible gives us an example of how God, not only wants us to come to Him, but very specifically during a financial crisis. It tells of a story of the wife of a man… a Godly man, who found himself in debt. Before he could get out of debt however, he died leaving his wife and family with the debt.  “One day the wife of a man from the guild of prophets called out to Elisha, “Your servant my husband is dead.  You well know what a good man he was, devoted to God.  And now the man to whom he was in debt is on his way to collect by taking my two children as slaves.” Now if you think you have problems with your debt… imagine losing your children to your collectors!  The borrower is slave to the lender.  “Elisha said, “I wonder how I can be of help.  Tell me, what do you have in your house?” “Nothing,” she said.  “Well, I do have a little oil.”“Here’s what you do,” said Elisha.  “Go up and down the street and borrow jugs and bowls from all your neighbors.  And not just a few – all you can get.  Then come home and lock the door behind you, you and your sons.  Pour oil into each container; when each is full, set it aside.” Look at what Elisha did.   Did he say “this is your problem not mine”? Did he say “Oh, well… you get what you pay for and you paid nothing so you get nothing”? No.  His attitude was that “our God is bigger than this”!  “He loves you and wants to provide for you… let’s watch and see what He can do!” She did what he said.  She locked the door behind her and her sons; as they brought the containers to her, she filled them.  When all the jugs and bowls were full, she said to one of her sons, “Another jug, please.”He said, “That’s it.  There are no more jugs.” Then the oil stopped. She went and told the story to the man of God.  He said, “Go sell the oil and make good on your debts.  Live, both you and your sons, on what’s left.”  God supernaturally provided for them.  From a little oil He transformed it into what was needed to pay off the debt, and more! God wants to help you.  Go to Him. Talk with Him.  Pray. “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14)   The second step is probably the most difficult… Step 2: Stop borrowing money!  You can’t dig yourself out of a pit.  The more you dig, the deeper and deeper you become.  I know it’s become a way of life.  I know everyone does it, but you don’t have to be like everyone else! Stop borrowing money.  Romans 12:2 says:“Do not conform any longer to the patterns of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”Do not Conform to the patterns of this world!  I know it’s normal for people to borrow money, but do what the Bible says… don’t be normal.  Normal is Broke…Be Weird! Stop borrowing money.  Every time Karen and I pay off a credit card, you know what we do?  We don’t keep it for an emergency... why?  Because we’ll use it!  So instead, we perform plastic surgery!  We cut them up.  And we’d like to ask you to help.  We want to fill this jar!  Now, we have a lot of credit cards, but we don’t have that many.  So, if you would like to become debt free and perform some plastic surgery yourself… help us fill this jar. 
Step 3: Sell something! What did the widow do after God provided all the oil she needed?  Did she look at it and say “I’m rich”?  No, she followed the direction that was given and sold it to pay off her debt!  Go home and look around.  I’m sure you’ll find things that are of value that you don’t need or use… sell them.  Have a Garage Sale, a yard sale, Craig’s List, ebay, whatever… just do it. Remember the Cheetah?  If you want to get out of debt, you don’t walk, you RUN!  Do it with Gazelle-like intensity! Karen and I have been selling things left and right!  I can’t believe the things we found that we’ve kept for no apparent reason.  Most recently we sold a couple of items that we liked, but didn’t use.  One was our piano which was lovely but just collected dust and the most recent one was one of my guitars!  I had two and I figured I can only play one at a time so I sold the other one.  I figured, “what’s more important, getting out of debt, or keeping things I really don’t need”.  So far we’ve paid off four credit cards this way! Sell these things, and immediately put the money towards your debt.  Don’t keep it around too long or you’ll spend it.
Step 4, increase your income… get a part time job or overtime!  If you want to get out of debt you’re going to have to do two things: decrease your spending and increase your income.  My part time job lately has been my ebay business.  I’ve been selling so much stuff, my kids think they’re next! Getting a part time job shouldn’t be beneath us!  Sometimes the best thing we can do is check our pride at the door and do what’s best for our family.  Trust me, if I have to I will get a job a McDonald’s and flip burgers in order to get out of debt.  I’ll toss pizzas and deliver papers… or toss papers and deliver pizza!  I don’t care!  Getting my family out of debt is the priority! 

And finally, (step 5)  Sign up for Financial Peace University.  Financial Peace University is a 13 week course that is designed to teach you how to get debt free, stay debt free and live debt free.  Financial Peace University is a life-changing program that teaches you how to make the right decisions with your money. You’ll learn how to follow simple baby steps to get you and keep you on the right track.  You'll be empowered with the practical skills and confidence needed to achieve your financial goals and experience true financial peace! It is taught by Dave Ramsey and he will be here each week, via video, to teach you how to save money, live on a budget, communicate about money, eliminate debt, find bargains, and experience the joy of giving.   Over 650,000 families have completed FPU with amazing success. On average, they pay off $5,300 in debt and save $2,700 in just 13 weeks. That's an $8,000 change in position in just 91 days!  Karen and I have been in the process of going through this program and let me tell you, it has been life changing! In the first two months, we have saved over $1000 and paid off more than $10,000 in debt!  And here’s the best part… since we have learned and been practicing the God honoring way to manage our money, we no longer have any money fights.  Financial stress is minimal if any at all.  In fact, the other day, our daughter said to us, “since we’ve been doing ‘Dave Ramsey’ it seems like we have more money”… and she’s right!  It’s as if God has been taking our small amount of oil each month and filling these large jars and bowls!  It’s awesome!   
Dear God,  Forgive us for mismanaging our money by giving in to greed, and going into debt.   Give us the conviction, wisdom, discipline, and perseverance to get out; show us your way of escape from our prisons of debt.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen. 
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