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November 15, 2008
“Thanks for the Bread to Get Us Ahead!”
Matthew 25:14-30
“Thanks for the Bread!  Everything we have comes from God!”

Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
We are discovering how the Bible instructs us to use our resources wisely and effectively.  Today, we focus on how the Lord generously gifts us together with resources (both monetary and skills) to assist Him in building up His eternal kingdom.  It should amaze and excite us that the Lord wants to include us in His plans to build up His eternal family.  He could easily do this without us, but knows we appreciate and need to be part of that which is significant and eternal.  So, let us talk about our money and resources so that together we can be effective in achieving God’s purpose for our lives.

Let’s focus on what Jesus taught in the Parable of the Talents: Matthew 5:14-30.
14Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his property to them.  15To one he gave five talents of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent, each according to his ability.  Then he went on his journey.  16The man who had received the five talents went at once and put his money to work and gained five more.  17So also, the one with the two talents gained two more.  18But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money.

19After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them.  20The man who had received the five talents brought the other five.  “Master,” he said, “you entrusted me with five talents.  See, I have gained five more.”  21His master replied, “Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share your master’s happiness!”
22The man with the two talents also came.  “Master,” he said, “you entrusted me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.”  23His master replied, “Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share your master’s happiness!”
24Then the man who had received the one talent came.  “Master,” he said, “I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed.  25So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground.  See, here is what belongs to you.”
26His master replied, “You wicked, lazy servant!  So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed?  27Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest.  2Take the talent from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents.  29For everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance.  Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.  30And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”
The talent was the largest unit of accounting in the Greek/Roman money system.  One talent equaled 10,000 denarii.  One denarius was a fair day’s wage.  Multiply that times 10,000 means one talent equaled about 40 years of wages – a lifetime of wages - a tremendous amount of money, a huge fortune.  At a wage of $50,000 per year today one talent equals 2 million dollars.  Talent has come into the English language meaning whatever distinct abilities or gifts we have to offer others for the common good.  In this parable God generously gifts his servants with 10 talents, 5 talents and 1 talent, all incredible millions of today’s money.
Consider the gifts of the Lord to us.  The average US citizen ranks among the very wealthiest of the world.  If you make more than just $50,000, you are in the top 1% of the world’s richest people.  Did you realize you are that rich?  If you make more than $100,000, you are in the top .66%  We evaluate homes by the standard of rooms per person, while the rest of the world evaluates homes by the standard of persons per room.  And what of our abundant opportunities when it comes to medicine, education, occupations, recreation and leisure, civil protections, judicial process, etc.?  We are bountifully blessed to live where we do.  God generously gifts us with all we have.  What do we do with all these resources and blessings?  Do we live only or even mostly for ourselves?  Or do we understand God gifted us with resources and blessings to help others and build up his kingdom.  We have been gifted with a lot so that we can do a lot.  God expects us to use His gifts for His work and kingdom, for the betterment of others around us, and for the enjoyment of life together in community.

God treats us like adults and expects us to be responsible for what we have.  God does not ask us to do something we can’t, but equips us with the resources we need to get the tasks done.  God uses money and resources to help us grow in our relationship with Him and each other.  God gives different gifts of talents and service according to His wise knowledge of what we can do with them.  To one servant He gives one talent, another gets five and another gets ten.  While the gift of eternal life is equal for all who follow Christ, the gifts are different according to His decisions as to what we can do with those gifts.  God does not create by the cookie cutter method.  Part of the fun of Christian life is to discover our unique characteristics and gifts, and then learn to use them for others and for the Lord.  Therefore, it is not how much we have received that matters.  It is what we do with the grace gifts of the Lord – even the bags of gold – that show what we think of the Lord.

Thus, in the Parable of the Talents, the responsible servants rejoice in the Master’s entrusting his talents to their care, and use them to honor the Master and serve him.  The irresponsible servant fears the Master and in idleness wastes the resources entrusted to him with no return on the Master’s investment.  Notice how each responds to the gifts given them by the way they relate to the Master.  Each then receives the consequence of this relationship perception, this view of the spiritual dimension of their resources as related to the Master.  The Master rewards those who use his gifts wisely and punishes the one who wastes his gift.  The Master celebrates with His wise servants.  He promotes them into positions with more opportunities and resources to enlarge his kingdom.  And so shall we, if we wisely use the gifts the Lord places at our disposal for His greater life and kingdom.  But the Master removed from his employment, the one who acted irresponsibly.  He received no celebration party and can only listen in from the outside while others rejoiced.  And so shall we, if we misuse the gifts entrusted to us for the Lord’s intentions.  Dale Bruner wrote, “Instead of eternity in the lighted banquet hall, persons whose preoccupation in life was self-pleasing will find themselves out in the dark, feeling forever the regrets of lost opportunities, misspent chances and stupid choices.”  The Bible is clear on what we must say and do on this point.  We cannot shrink from the warning side of this parable.  So we must, in love, try to dissuade those who would bury or misuse their God-given talents, and thus be outside the eternal celebration.  It is my prayer that all who come in contact with our church will be encouraged to use their resources in such a way that they will be part of God’s celebration for eternity.  We must speak about healthy ways to handle our money and resources openly and clearly so that we all can enjoy the greater celebration.
Ron Blue, author of Master Your Money, said it this way, “Money for the Christian is a tool, a test and a testimony.”  Our money is a test to see if we will use it for the Lord, a tool to build God’s kingdom and a testimony to the greater good we can do when we use it for God’s glory.  Jesus said, (Matt. 6:24) “You cannot serve both God and Money.”  Richard J. Foster in The Challenge of the Disciplined Life wrote, “When Jesus uses an Aramaic term ‘mammon’ to refer to wealth, he is giving it a personal and spiritual character.  When he declares, ‘You cannot serve God and mammon’, he is personifying mammon as a rival god.  It is the ability of money to inspire devotion that brings its dark side to the forefront.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer has rightly said, ‘Our hearts have room only for one all-embracing devotion, and we can only cleave to one Lord.’  What we must recognize is the seductive power of mammon.  Money has power, spiritual power, to win our hearts.  Behind our coins and dollar bills or whatever material form we choose to give to our money are spiritual forces.”
In that light, understand that the best way to use our resources is together in God’s greater plan.  We can coordinate our resources as God’s people to achieve greater goals.  We use our resources better together when we encourage each other to use them wisely.  We need heroes and models for our lives.  We learn so much from mentors who show us by their actions and words how something can be done positively.  Recent headlines chronicle the pitfalls and failures of many corporate officers.  There are other corporate officers who live with integrity both morally and financially.  They are serious disciples of Jesus Christ even in the corporate and financial spheres.  Yet we don’t hear much about them in the headlines.  I would like to hear more from these people in the church.  Wouldn’t you like to hear how they resist the temptations that come with a surplus of power, benefits and salary?  Wouldn’t it be great to hear more about how they are trying to establish companies and use their offices for the glory of Jesus Christ?  That would be a great encouragement.  At a breakfast for business persons specifically hosted to share how Christ can be glorified in the office, one of my previous church members shared how he has been successful as a witness to Jesus Christ in his corporate life.  It was a strong and encouraging testimony.  Many walked away from that breakfast realizing that they too could rely on their relationship with Jesus Christ as they worked in their offices.  We need to talk about money and Christ in our business lives to encourage each other.
Luke 6:38 Give, and it will be given to you.  A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap.  For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.  We need Christian brothers and sister to cheer us on, encourage us and hold us accountable.  There is great strength available for us to succeed when we know that others are supporting us and counting on us.  This happens very well in small groups of caring Christians dedicated to each other and willing to be open about the hurts and needs of their lives.  I was involved in such a small group of dads for many years.  Much of our conversation and prayer related to being husbands and fathers.  Many other times our discussion and prayers related to financial concerns and decisions.  We talked about the power money had on our lives, how to balance competing financial demands, and the tug-of-war that goes on between being a good father and a good businessman.  This was a safe place to express a need, share a temptation or relate a desire to change.  The rest of us supported that person to try to meet that need, defeat that temptation or live out that goal.  It was exciting to see answered prayer as we openly brought up economic concerns in a healing atmosphere of Christian fellowship and grace.

We use our resources better together when we set pastors and missionaries free to serve the Lord full time.  1 Timothy 5: 17-18, The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.”  I am encouraged to lead your ministers and staff that you generously support and encourage.  You have a great team of people who care for you.  Your staff serves you, often sacrificially, caring for your children, youth, families, older adults, people in crisis, emergency and need, people of many concerns and situations.  They work long and hard to help you grow in the Lord.  You set us free to serve the Lord Jesus, each of you in this local church and in our community.  We enjoy helping you and we rely on your encouragement so we can serve even more.  The more support we receive, the less we must be concerned about finding other ways and jobs to meet the economic needs of our families.  Help us to help you as you pool your resources together in doing the Lord’s work here at Church of the Valley.
In my last two churches we decided to commit a percentage of our income only to outreach and mission.  In one church we decided on 20% and the next 24%.  Word spread among Christian missionaries that these churches provided wonderful care for missionaries.  In my last church we supported 46 different missionaries and mission agencies.  Many would appreciate the care and support of Church of the Valley so they would be freed to share the great news of Jesus in their mission assignments throughout the world.  But we can only support so many as we have limited funds.  Can we set a goal of supporting missionaries?  The world-changing work of Jesus Christ continues, and we can be a part of that mission.  We can add our gifts together and dedicate them to supporting missionaries freed to share the great news of Jesus Christ.  I am not sure where this quote came from, but it means a lot to me, “It is not how much we have of the world that dictates our generosity toward God, but how much God has of us.”  Let us pray that the Lord will gift us with even more, so that we can in turn give it back to Him.  Let us show Him He can trust us to use His gifts not for selfish purposes, but for eternal kingdom building.  Let us be amazed at what the Lord can do through us when we are united in Him.

We use our resources better together when we care for each other where we have been given more.  One of the great joys of being a pastor is directing people in need to those that can meet the need.  Over the years I have seen many grateful people rejoice in the help offered by others.  Interestingly, those that were in need are often later the first ones to volunteer to help others in need.  They know the value of receiving that happy gift.  It is a wonderful opportunity to be able to help others in need, to be able to give and receive.  Sometimes we are in need and another in the church family can meet that need.  Other times we are in a position to give and help another in need.  The Church body is built up by mutual relationships that freely and lovingly give and receive as needed.  Pity the one who stands alone and thinks he/she does not need anyone else.  2 Corinthians 8:13-15, Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality.  At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need.  Then there will be equality, as it is written: “He who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little.”
Giving and receiving, yes also financially, helps the local church become a family in Christ.  We come to rely on each other in healthy ways and share our gifts for the good of all.  Our church family responds well to demonstrated needs.  This response brings out the best in us as we express love in our sharing.  We are not alone in this, as this is true of human nature as it was created in the image of God.  The more we give as the Lord gives, the more we become like Him in the very best of ways.  That is the real goal of giving, to become more Christ-like.  For that is what the Apostle Paul is really concerned about as he writes to the Corinthian Christians.  They are learning to excel in Christ.  And so are we as we talk about giving our money and thus serving Christ in that part of our lives too.
2 Corinthians 8:7-9 But just as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in your love for us — see that you also excel in this grace of giving.  I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others.  For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.
