
Managing the Margin Puzzle 
Stewardship by God’s Design 

 

 

Good morning.  Today’s message is entitled “Managing the Margin Puzzle.”  For the last several weeks 

I’ve been teaching on Stewardship by God’s Design.  Stewardship is another word for managing the 

resources of another.  We have learned that we are God’s; and our talents, and skills, and gifts and 

resources are all from God and for God.  That makes us a steward. 

 

We’ve been learning that part of God’s plan calls for our expenses to be less than our earnings.  This 

allows for saving for future needs, tithing, and helping others.     

 

Now most people do want to live within their means, but many of those who want to don’t actually 

do it.  And it’s not really a factor of what’s coming in as much as much as it’s a factor of our perceived 

needs/wants outpacing our earnings.  There are people in the 30k range who live within their means, 

and there are people in the 50-60k range who can’t seem to get it done.   

 

Now by this time in our series, I’m sure you’re all pumped up about getting things straightened out 

and moving in a good direction; and that’s good.  But my experience is that it’s one thing to start 

down the road of biblical stewardship, but it’s quite another to persevere until you get to a place of 

financial responsibility.   

 

Satan doesn’t want you free.  He wants the pressure on.  He knows it can mess with your marriage.  

He knows it can defund your children’s future.  He knows if the pressure is on he can keep resources 

out of advancing the gospel.  He has all kinds of reasons and motivations to want us enslaved. 

 

So today is about what’s needed to get to a place of financial margin, and stay there.  From a mixture 

of what both scripture and experience have taught me,  I want to share a conglomeration of pieces to 

the margin puzzle, all of which will contribute to you and your household enjoying and living in both 

functional and spiritual peace when it comes to stewardship.  

 

Puzzle Piece #1: Submission - You must Agree with God’s Design 

 

The starting place of making any movement towards God’s design for anything - be it marriage, 

money, raising children etc. - is to understand and submit to God’s will. 

 

Sin is to act, be, or even think, in opposition to God’s revealed will through scripture.  Sin is either 

ignorant or knowing disobedience to God.   

 

We have spent several weeks learning and understanding what God’s plan is for our provision and 

allocation of resources.  We’ve learned that His plan calls for there to be margin between His 

provision and what we do with it.  Put more clearly: living on less than we make.  We need to be 

submitted to this principle. 

 



Let me offer you two verses of scripture on submission to God.  James 4:7 - Submit therefore to God 

and resist the devil and he will flee from you.  And James 4:17 – Therefore, to one who knows the right 

thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin. 

 

Puzzle Piece #2: Unity - Agree to Walk Together   

 

This one is for the married among us, who are at both an advantage and disadvantage to those that 

are single.  The single person is at an advantage since if they agree with God and submit to Him, there 

is not another person that also has to be willing and submissive to God to move forward.   

 

The married person is at an advantage as two are better than one, if and when they focus their 

energies together. 

 

In Genesis 2 we read about the foundation and invention of God called marriage. Moses described it 

this way: For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and the be joined to his wife, and they 

shall become one flesh.” (Gen 2:24) 

 

My point is simply this.  One of the biggest problems people face in achieving and maintaining 

margin is disunity in the marriage.  If only one is submitted and committed to living wisely and 

following God’s design you’ve got a major problem.  But if you agree together to submit to God’s 

design and value the same things, then you can successfully work together toward that end.  

 

Talking things over together.  Not making significant decisions without collaboration.  There is built in 

accountability and extra wisdom when you are married.  In a weak moment one can say to the other, 

“Let's wait on that and see if we still feel the same way next month.  Let’s not forget that we both 

agreed that we would build our emergency fund to ‘X’ amount before we would save for vacation.” 

 

But if you don’t agree together on the goals and objectives, your disunity will be a big game stopper.  

And don’t think Satan doesn’t know that. 

 

If you are single, an accountability partner that you will really listen to may prove to be a very valuable 

piece to the margin puzzle for you. 

 

Puzzle Piece #3: Prayer - Pray about God’s Provision 

 

I have four favorite texts that remind me to pray for God’s provision and blessings – two Old 

Testament and two New Testament 

 

Matthew 6:11 Give us this day our daily bread. 

 

James 4:3-4 you do not have because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask with 

wrong motives, so that you may spend it on your pleasures.  

 



This passage reminds me that God wants me to ask, but my motives for asking are important too.  If 

my motive is so that I can live according to His plan rather than merely to materially acquire, then I’m 

focused in the right direction.   

 

In the Old Testament I have leaned upon the reference about Jabez, which reminds me that God is 

willing to bless me.  

 

1 Chron 4:10 Now Jabez called on the God of Israel, saying, "Oh that You would bless me indeed and 

enlarge my border, and that Your hand might be with me, and that You would keep me from harm (evil) 

that it may not pain me!" And God granted him what he requested.  

 

This is a prayer for more opportunity.  Not more money. 

 

Prov 30:8 Keep falsehood and lies far from me; give me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my 

daily bread.  

 

How many of you prefer to pray “Lord, help me win the lottery.”  Being willing to pray like this 

reminds me that I may not be worthy or capable of God entrusting some great amount.   

These verses remind me that while I pray for blessing and enlarged borders, that the intent is not for 

riches, but for greater opportunity to serve the Lord and take care of my family.  This brings me to the 

next puzzle piece.… 

 

Puzzle Piece #4: Priority - Seek God’s Kingdom First 

 

Matt 6:33-34 Seek first God’s kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 

as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has 

enough trouble of its own.  

 

Remember that the context of this passage is on worrying about our needs and being reminded 

about the Father’s care and knowledge of our needs.   

 

Of course this is a part of the plan you have already submitted to, but priorities have a way of slipping 

when worry creeps in.  And keeping a priority a priority when there are 10,000 other things competing 

for the top spot requires constant shoring up.  The way you keep God’s kingdom first is through your 

active involvement and participation in the life of a local church.    

 

If your sleeves are rolled up and you’re a consistent soldier in the body of Christ, you’ll never forget 

about the mission.   

 

I credit God’s grace and power that Angi and I have never allowed our tithe commitment to get 

shoved around by other things.  We’re surrendered to it.  We’re in agreement about it.  And it really is 

a priority, not by force but by want.  And so keeping the kingdom first priority is THE deal maker or 

breaker.   

 



Let me ask you a very hard question:  Do you really want God’s kingdom to be more important to you 

than your wants, security, health, kids, and even your needs?   

 

This passage tells us that even our needs, such as food and clothing, must be behind that of the 

priority of Jesus’ kingdom.  This isn’t my words, it’s His.   

 

Puzzle Piece #5: Plan - Your Numbers Have to Work 

 

You may not want to hear this, but fighting against math is like a fly in the toilet trying to swim 

against the power of the flush. 

 

Remember the verse from Proverbs from a few weeks ago?  Take a look. 

 

Prov 21:20 In the house of the wise are stores of choice food and oil, but a foolish man devours all he 

has.  

 

Prov 6:6-8 Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! 7 It has no commander, no 

overseer or ruler,  yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers its food at harvest.  NIV 

 

Both of these choice bits of wisdom indicate a plan where the numbers work out to being within one’s 

income.  Neither the ant nor the house of the wise are living counting on a miracle every month.  As 

much as I love God’s miracles, I don’t want to live needing one every single month.  The numbers 

have to work! 

 

 

 

 
If your numbers are not like this:   

 

then your plan won’t work.  You need to adjust the plan.  Sell the toys.  Offload your debt.  Less is 

more.   Because there will always be unexpected expenses; and usually unexpected expenses come 

more frequently than unexpected income.   

 

Don’t fight the math.  You either have to adjust your income upwords or adjust your expenses 

downwards; and if you do both with integrity, you will get to a place of margin and preparedness for 

emergencies faster.  And the faster you get there, the quicker peace will increase and worry decrease. 

 

So make a plan (budget) to see where you are.   And when you are over the shock of what the 

numbers say and are done crying, then it’s time to get to work.  You may discover you are working off 

a budget where the numbers don’t work and you have to make some changes.   

 

Reductions in lifestyle may actually prove to be easier than you think.  When you cut cable TV as we 

did for a long time, you actually discover an improvement to your life.  

 

Income – Expenses > 0



When you offload the snowmobiles, 4-wheelers, boats, and motorcycle debts, or sell them to 

eliminate other debts, your income stretches farther and your expenses shrink. 

 

It could be that a smaller house means not only smaller taxes, utilities, and repairs; but less work to 

keep up.  In other words, there are certain areas of life where less really is more. 

 

There are only two ways to increase your income long term:   

1: Training for marketable skills and knowledge or  

You can look for another job if you happen to be overqualified for your current job, but for most 

people you’re making pretty close to your market. 

2: Working more hours at your current wage.   

 

There are no shortcuts.  There are no easy, quick fixes and miracle cures for numbers that don’t work.  

Numbers that don’t work look like the following: Starts with debt increasing month by month and 

ends with evictions, foreclosures, repo’s.  Sad days, in other words.  It’s just a matter of time when the 

numbers don’t work. 

 

A few years back, as most of you know, my wife, though she had a college degree and had many 

useful skills and is very smart, her degree in psychology and her experience as a mom would have 

meant a pretty low entry point to the job market.   

 

So instead she sucked it up and did a very, very, courageous thing.  She went back to school and 

acquired a set of skills and knowledge base that she can take any place where there are people that 

care about teeth and have dentists.  There are places that don’t (the Ozarks of Southern MO or deep 

in the Appalachian Mountains perhaps).    Just kidding of course. 

 

Action step:  Create and live on a budget, and then make the necessary adjustments and you will be 

on your way. 

 

Once again, FPU is starting today if you need help.  And most likely you do. 

 

Puzzle Piece #6: Character: Cultivate Character through Spiritual Growth 

 

Again, there are no shortcuts to character.  But if while you are doing these other things you are 

growing spiritually in godliness, and it’s going to pay off big time.   

 

1 Tim 4:7-8  Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness.  For bodily discipline is only of little profit, 

but godliness is profitable for all things, since it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to 

come. 

 

Much could be said here.  It’s a sermon all by itself.  But think of the kind of character it takes to do 

and stick to doing what I’ve been talking about.   

 

Perseverance, Self-Discipline, Faith, Contentment, Self-Denial, Generosity 



 

God’s designs and plans can only be lived out consistently over time with progression of spiritual 

character deep inside. 

 

This is where discipleship and fellowship, preaching and teaching, and putting what you’re learning 

into practice.   

 

Turn in your bibles to 2 Peter 1.  I want to close with this passage of scripture.   

 

2 Peter 1 

 

Now this has been more or less a locker room pep talk.  It’s game time now.  And it’s going to be 

hard, but we can all get there with God’s help and our cooperation. 

 


