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shiny gods: Money, Work and Debt 

Deuteronomy 28:12-14; Matthew 6:19-21, 33 
A sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 

Based on the book shiny gods by Mike Slaughter 

 

SLIDE 1- TITLE Today we start a two-part series that looks at how we set our 

priorities—chiefly our financial priorities—for God.   

What I hope to do in the next two weeks is present some biblical views on making 

God’s priorities our priorities, especially when it comes to our finances. 

- In part, this is a series on financial education from God’s point of view. 

- In the other part, this is an introduction to our annual giving campaign. 

Now in doing this series, I hope and pray that I’m “preaching to the choir” when it 

comes to setting our priorities.  Most of us here have been disciples of Jesus Christ 

for a long time—maybe all of our lives.   

Most of us already have our priorities pretty well in order.   

In the financial arena that means:  

- You’ve paid off the house, or you’re close to it.   

- You’ve put the kids through college, or you’re just about finished.   

- You’ve saved for retirement, or you’re almost there.  

- You’ve avoided consumer debt, i.e., credit cards; or, if we use them, we pay 

them off every month. 

- And you’re giving regularly to God through a tithe. 

If you’re already in this category then you are doing well, good and faithful 

servant!   

Now if you are not among the American households who have it altogether 

financially, or otherwise, take hope.   

God has a word for us about setting and maintaining our priorities.   

God wants all of us to be free from the things that distract us from God so that we 

can bless others who may be less fortunate. 
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To do that, we have to keep from worshipping at the altar of the shny gods1 that is 

the title of this message. 

Shiny gods are the things that distract us from devoting our whole lives to God. 

They are idols. 

SLIDE 2- IDOLS ARE Mike Slaughter, the pastor of Ginghamsburg UMC in Ohio 

and author of the book shiny gods, says an idol is “anything, or anyone, that 

receives the primary focus of our energy or resources, which should first belong to 

God.”2  

Idolatry is not a new problem for the human race.  Every culture since the dawn of 

time has things it worshipped.  The long history of the Jewish people includes 

episode after episode of chasing after other gods, beginning with the Exodus from 

Egypt when the people of Israel worshipped a golden calf. 

But idols don’t have to be statues or other graven images.   

They just have to be something that comes between us and our relationship with 

God. 

Even God’s gifts to us can become idols when we assign them a wrong priority.  

Things like food, our careers, even our families can distract us from God.   

Jesus told a story once about a disciple who asked if he could go and bury 

his father before following Jesus, but Jesus said no.  “Follow me, and let the 

dead bury their own dead” (Matthew 8:22).  I don’t think Jesus was being 

cold-hearted here.  I think the lesson is that not even family can come above 

our love for God.3 

These things are dangerous for us because they distract us from God. 

What’s more, they are also dangerous for our families because our children, and 

grandchildren, will follow our example.   

If we put other things before God, so will they. 

                                                 
1 Mike Slaughter, shiny gods: finding freedom from things that distract us, (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2013). 
2 Slaughter, shiny gods, 17. 
3 Slaughter, shiny gods, 27. 
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SLIDE 3- TITLE And that leads to the big question for us as we look at all the 

things in our lives that distract us from God. 

How much is enough? 

This is huge problem for many people in our culture today.  We live in a country 

that has been blessed with fantastic material resources.  But that same culture 

encourages us to keep acquiring stuff.  Everywhere we turn there’s an 

advertisement that tells us we need their stuff if we want to be happy. 

So how do we align our financial priorities with God’s priorities? 

Let’s look at the lesson from Deuteronomy. 

Here’s the situation: God has freed Israel from bondage in Egypt and is leading 

them through the wilderness to the Promised Land. 

It’s up to Moses now to lay out for the people the terms for entering into a 

covenant with God.  A Covenant is an agreement between two parties—kind of 

like a contract.  Marriage is an example of a covenant agreement wherein two 

people say they will love, honor and cherish the other exclusively. 

In the case of the covenant with Israel, Moses is laying out the many blessings the 

people can expect if they keep their covenant agreement with God.   

SLIDE 4- DEUTERONOMY 28 Listen again to these words from Deuteronomy: 

The Lord will open up for you his own well stocked storehouse, the heavens, 

providing your land with rain at just the right time and blessing all your 

work.  You will lend to many nations, but you won’t have any need to 

borrow.  The Lord will make you the head of things, not the tail; you will be 

at the top of things, not the bottom, as long as you obey the Lord your God’s 

commandments that I’m commanding you right now, by carefully doing 

them.  Don’t deviate even a bit from any of these words that I’m 

commanding you right now by following other gods and serving them 

(Deuteronomy 28:12-14). 

Although the promises of God’s provisions in these verses use images from 

agriculture, we can understand them like this.  If we keep God’s covenant: 



4 

 

- God will bless our work. 

- God will do this at just the right time. 

- God will keep us out of bondage to the things that distract us in this life if 

we follow God’s commands—turning neither to the right nor to the left. 

SLIDE 5- TITLE Probably the biggest example of bondage in our culture today is 

debt.  Millions of Americans are burdened with debts they’ve accumulated from 

following the shiny gods that distract us from living in line with God’s priorities. 

If we don’t know it by now we need to understand that debt is not God’s way of 

providing for our needs.   

God has given us a way to provide for our needs.  It’s called work. 

Work 

Work is a gift from God.  Truth is, we were created to work. 

We see that in the second chapter of Genesis where God created human beings, 

placed them in the Garden of Eden “to farm it and take care of it” (Genesis 2:15). 

We have been created to tend God’s Creation. 

That means work is something bigger than just earning enough to live on. 

SLIDE 6- WORK FOR THE OUTCOME As Mike Slaughter says in his book: 

“Our work is not primarily for the income; we work for the outcome.  We work to 

find significance through serving God’s creation.”4 

There are some people who go through life with an entitlement mentality.  They 

think the world owes them something. 

That’s not a biblical attitude.  In 2 Thessalonians 3:10 we read, “If anyone doesn’t 

want to work, they shouldn’t eat.”  That’s because God’s design is for us to 

work—it’s our payback for the gift of life. 

SLIDE 7- TITLE Notice the text does not say “If anyone is unable to work.” 

That’s a different matter.   

                                                 
4 Slaughter, shiny gods, 48. 
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- We know there are people who are not able to work because they have some 

limitations—physical, mental or otherwise.  They need to be cared for. 

- Also, we know there are people who want to work but who cannot find a 

job.  These folks need some help until they can find a place to work again. 

The main point is this: We are designed for work—it is a gift from God. 

When we work, God will bless the work of our hands. 

Debt 

As I mentioned earlier, the bondage to debt is a major challenge for many 

American families today.  Here are a few facts to give you an idea of just how 

serious a problem this is: 

SLIDE 8- STATS ON DEBT In America today: 

- American consumers owe about $880 billion in credit card debt. 

- That works out to $15,607 per household that has credit cards. 

- There are roughly 187 million people in this country who own credit cards. 

- The average consumer has 3.5 credit cards; that’s down from 5.5 credit cards 

in 2008, just before the economic downtown. 

- The average age to get a credit card in this country is 20.8 years. 

Remember: work is God’s means of providing for our needs; debt is not how God 

provides. 

SLIDE 9- TWO KINDS OF DEBT This may be kind of basic for most of us but 

we need to be aware of two kinds of debt: 

- Consumer debt.  This is using a credit card to pay for things instead of using 

cash.  Consumer debt creates a drag on your finances. With consumer debt, 

you are paying for the past instead of investing in the future.  This kind of 

debt should be avoided, unless you can pay off your credit card every month. 

- Investment debt.  Sometimes we cannot avoid debt.  The main example of 

this is buying a house.  Most of us cannot afford a house unless we take out 

a loan.  This is an example of investment debt: it gives us a place to live and, 

hopefully, provides a return on our investment when we sell it.  (That’s not 



6 

 

guaranteed).   A car can sometimes be an investment debt if we need it for 

work but saving cash is a better option if you can do it.5 

The main message from the Bible is pretty clear on this point: God does not want 

us to live in debt.  In Proverbs 22:7 we read: “The wealthy rule over the poor; a 

borrower is a slave to a lender.”  That’s bondage. 

I know this can be a sensitive topic but let me say that no matter what your debt 

situation may be, there is always hope. 

If you are in debt, you need a strategic plan to get out of it as soon as you can.   

Here’s an example from a young couple named Justin and Sarah. 

VIDEO SEGMENT (7:24-9:28) 

SLIDE 10- TITLE God’s word for us is a word of freedom from bondage.  That’s 

true in every sense of the term: 

- Freedom from physical bondage (slavery). 

- Freedom from spiritual oppression caused by sin—that’s why Jesus came. 

- And freedom from financial bondage caused by debt. 

In Matthew’s Gospel we read that our hearts follow our treasures.  “For where your 

treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21). 

If we’re working for the income and not the outcome God desires, guess where our 

hearts are going to be?  That’s right—they’ll focus on the money. 

But if we seek God’s Kingdom first, and place God’s priorities before our wants 

and desires, our hearts will belong to God. 

“Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” Jesus tells us, “and all 

these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). 

When we make God’s priorities our first priorities, God will bless us with enough 

to provide for ourselves and to bless others. 

SLIDE 11- SUMMARY Remember: 

                                                 
5 Slaughter, shiny gods, 61-64. 
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- Financial freedom and abundant life are the consequences of life practices 

that are aligned with God’s word. 

- We don’t work for the income, we work for the outcome—finding 

significance by working for God’s creation.  

- Work is God’s means of providing for our needs, not debt. 

 


