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About a month ago I subscribed for the first time to an investment newsletter.  I had attended a conference where one of the speakers had given away a book on investment strategies.  In the book was the newsletter link, and for the last three or four weeks I’ve been reading the newsletter and watching the markets like Warren Buffet.

Lest you think that all of a sudden the preacher’s got dollar signs in his eyes, think again.  The speaker was a part of the conference program not to challenge us to make money for the sake of making money.  The speaker was there to challenge us to get our financial houses in order to be able to have more available for the work of the Kingdom.  The speaker was there to challenge us to be faithful in our stewardship and to see stewardship as a vital part of one’s investment strategy.
I’m sorry to admit that it takes a conference speaker to talk with church folk about such things, only because such an admission reflects so poorly on the silence of so many preachers with respect to this topic.  We preachers have been spooked into believing that our congregations don’t want to hear sermons on money, as if money is somehow an ungodly topic.

But of course, it isn’t.  Money is actually a neutral topic, neither good nor bad.  It becomes what we make of it, and what we make of it is what we eventually become.  That’s what makes money such a powerful aspect of life.  Either we possess and master it, or it eventually possesses and masters us.

I think that’s what Jesus was saying in this parable he told his disciples about a nobleman who entrusted his servants with money to invest while he was away on an important journey.  Jesus didn’t shy away from talking about money.  He recognized that money is a powerful reinforcer because of the manner in which it enables us to secure things that we believe are primary.  In other words, Jesus saw money as a means by which we give expression to our deepest loyalties.  

That’s why as the disciples had just left Jericho and were on the home stretch to Jerusalem, Jesus felt compelled to tell this story.  Remember, they had just had their encounter with Zacchaeus, the ex-loan shark/tax collector who gave testimony to his change of heart by giving half of his good to the poor and repaying fourfold whatever he had taken from innocent people.  His was an extravagant expression, which caused Jesus to exclaim, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham.”  

It would not be the last time Jesus would tell such a story.  In Matthew’s gospel he tells a similar one after the disciples arrive in Jerusalem and Jesus is giving them final instructions on how to recognize evidences of the Kingdom.  There are, however, some differences.  In Matthew’s account the benefactor is a wealthy man.  In Luke’s account he is a nobleman.  In Matthew’s account, the amount of money bestowed is a hefty amount, in the neighborhood of $1,000.  In Luke’s account, it’s more modest, a Lincoln, a $20 bill.  In Matthew’s account more money is given to some than others.  In Luke’s account, each servant receives the same amount, one “pound” or “mina” per servant.  Then the investing begins.
One important consideration must be noted: since each servant was given a relatively small sum, the nobleman’s purpose was not so much to increase his own wealth as it was to test his servants to see which of them would be worthy of greater responsibility when he returned from his travels.

I don’t know of any area of life that shows our irresponsibility more than in the area of how we manage our money.  That’s why hearing sermons on money is so difficult for so many of us.  We find it painful to be reminded of how reckless and immature so many of us are with our money.

A recent survey of how church people spend their money shows that a smaller percentage of earnings is being contributed to the church at the same time members are going deeper into debt to purchase luxury items.  For example, while giving to church causes amounts to some $2 billion dollars/year, a hefty amount, in the same year, expenditures on craft items totaled $4 billion, on diet programs totaled $32 billion, and on leisure travel totaled $40 billion.  And what has it bought us?  Where has it led us?  What peace has it really given us?

Those are the questions Jesus is speaking to in this simple but powerful story.  A nobleman calls ten of his servants gives them each one pound, telling them to “Trade with these till I come,” while he goes into a far country to receive a kingdom.  When he returns, he calls these servants to give a report of what they had gained by their trading.  The first servant steps forward and offers this report: “Lord, your pound has made ten pounds more.”  To which the nobleman replies, “Well done, good servant!  Because you have been faithful in a very little, you shall have authority over ten cities.”  The second comes before the nobleman to report, “Lord, your pound has made five pounds.”  To which the nobleman replies, “And you are to be over five cities.”  But then another servant steps forward, “Lord, here is your pound, which I kept laid away in a napkin; for I was afraid of you, because you are a severe man; you take up what you did not lay down, and reap what you did not sow.”  And to him the nobleman replies, “I will condemn you out of your own mouth, for if you knew that I was a severe man, why did you not at least put my money in the bank, so that at my coming I should have collected it with interest?”  Then Jesus concluded the story in a fashion that astonished his disciples, “And the nobleman said to those who stood by, ‘Take the pound from him, and give it to him who has the ten pounds,’ for to every one who has will more be given; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away.”
“Use it or lose it,” that is what Jesus is saying.

Let me elaborate.  This story is not about losing one’s salvation; that’s not what Jesus means when he says, “Use it or lose it.”  It’s about losing one’s opportunity to make a difference.  You see, each of us is given some measure of grace to be used in the work of the Kingdom.  Each of us has some spiritual gift, some talent, some ability, some body of knowledge or some possession with which we are to further the cause of Christ.  Like the nobleman in the story, Jesus has gone into the far country to receive the Kingdom, and one day upon his return we will be called upon to give an account of our stewardship.
The question we have to ask ourselves is, “Have I been faithful with what God has given me?  Have I invested myself?  Have I gone out on a limb for the sake of Christ?  Or have I put my pound on the shelf because I’ve been too busy or too discouraged or too angry with God?

When you think about it, one of the reasons, if not the primary reason, why successful people seem to just grow more and more successful is because they take advantage of every opportunity they receive.  They don’t miss anything.  And every opportunity, no matter how small it may seem to be, is something they take advantage of to help them move ahead of the pack.  Losers, on the other hand, are fearful and timid, and when an opportunity passes them by, they act like victims in an effort to shift the blame to somebody else.
Sigmund Freud was hardly a rich source for sermon illustrations, but his favorite story, as I understand it, certainly illustrates this point of being responsible with what is put at our disposal.  The story concerns a sailor who was shipwrecked on one of the South Sea Islands.  The sailor was seized by the natives, hoisted to their shoulders, carried to the village, and set on a crude throne.  Little by little, the sailor learned that it was their custom once a year to make some man a king for a year.  The sailor like that idea until he began to wonder what happened to all the former kings.  Soon he learned that every year when the kingship ended, the king was banished to an island, where he would starve to death.  The sailor didn’t like that idea, but he was smart and he was king, at least for a year.  So, the sailor/king put carpenters to work making boats.  He put his farmers to work transplanting fruit trees to the island.  He had farmers go out to plant crops on the island and masons to build houses.  So when his kingship ended, he was banished not to a barren island, but to an island of abundance.
When this life ends, we won’t be able to take our money with us, nor our possessions or accumulations.  But when this life ends we will have had an opportunity to have shown ourselves faithful and responsible, and to be welcomed into an eternal Kingdom where opportunities will remain to be active and productive.
Let me offer this sidebar on heaven.  I don’t read anywhere in the Bible where heaven is characterized as a place of boredom and inactivity.  When I read what the Bible says about the life that is to come, I read verses of action, involvement, investment, and joy, the same kind of opportunity we have here on earth, just more of it and better.

But don’t expect to be given such a chance when Jesus returns, if you’ve squandered your chance while he’s been away.  Though this story Jesus told speaks to God’s future, the time to be faithful is right now, “today.”  And because, as they say, “time’s a’ wasting’,” here are some actions we all need to be taking.
1. Identify what grace God has given you.  Each of us has been given something, and don’t think yourself excused if your measure seems small.  Remember, these servants in the story each received only a small amount.

2. Recognize that whatever you have belongs to God.  It’s not ours.  All that we have is on loan from God.  That’s the starting point of stewardship.  We’re just managing God’s resources.

3. Don’t be afraid to step out of the box.  Every investment brings with it some measure of risk, but one of the cardinal principles of investment is, the greater the risk, the greater the reward.

4. Understand that God is near to encourage you.  When we fail, and we will, God in Christ forgives us and desires to give us a second chance.  We are only God’s enemies we set our will against His and refuse to be productive with what He gives.

If you want your life to be fruitful, both now and forever, pay attention to this newsletter (the Bible).  After all, some newsletters are better than others, and this one will never lead you astray.  You can invest your life in accordance with its counsel and direction and find the blessing and the joy of being faithful to God.
