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Good morning!

Welcome to week four of our five week sermon series on Engaging the 5 Purposes of the Church!

When we started this series we committed to doing it together! 

Our hope for this series is that each of us to discover and engage in the five purposes of the church. 

We are learning how we can take big steps toward reaching our God-given potential, and strengthen our relationships with God and one another. 

We said that by the end of this series we want a transformation in our thinking about the church, not just viewing it as a place to come to, but realizing that it is a vibrant family to belong to. 

We want to become the church: a community of faith—powerful, inspirational, and transformational—touching our community and the world with the power of the Gospel! 

Each week I am giving you a weekly challenge related to the particular purposes of the church that we are studying that week. 

We started by looking at authentic community. 

We looked at the importance of being part of an authentic community of faith where you can personally experience love, encouragement, and support. 

You were challenged to commit to joining a Bible study or a Sunday School class where you can experience authentic community. 
But I didn’t want you to just show up. You need to participate as well.

Then we discussed how we are wired for worship and that according to Romans 12:1, worship is a verb that should touch all aspects of our lives throughout the week, as well as Sunday mornings. 

The challenge for that week was to commit to coming to the worship service every week of this series, and to “take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking around life”, and give it to God as an act of worship. 

Then last Sunday we talked about spiritual growth. 

Life is about growth, and growth is about transformation—thinking and acting more like Jesus which will result in us producing spiritual fruit. 

In order to get and stay spiritually fit, the weekly challenge was to spend time with God every day for the next twenty-one days. 

You were challenged to read your Bible for five to fifteen minutes, depending on if you were new to this or had been doing it a while. And then spend 2-5 minutes praying, talking with and listening to God about what you read and what He wants to tell you.

So, how are you doing so far? 

Remember, it’s more than just saying that you did it. It’s about embracing the experience and engaging yourself in the five purposes of the church. 

Today we’ll learn what our challenge is by looking at the fourth purpose of the church—stewardship. 

Our foundational passage for this series is found in the book of Acts. 

So, if you would, open your Bibles to Acts 2.
I want to talk to you today about becoming a good steward. Steward is an old English word for a manager of someone else’s property.

Follow me as I read from Acts 2:42-47. 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 

43 Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 

44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 

46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. 

And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. 

In the first church they put their time, their talents, and their treasures together to do something powerful—something that has lasted from that day until now. 

They put their resources together and founded the church from which every other church since then is a daughter church off.

Turn back two books to Luke, chapter 16.

Luke 16 is “The Parable of the Shrewd Manager,” or “The Parable of the Shrewd Steward.” The story of the Shrewd Manager is a story Jesus tells in four scenes.

Let me read it to you. [Read Luke 16:1–13.]

Jesus told his disciples: "There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions. 
2 So he called him in and asked him, 'What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.' 

3 "The manager said to himself, 'What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I'm not strong enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to beg—

4 I know what I'll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.' 

5 "So he called in each one of his master's debtors. 

He asked the first, 'How much do you owe my master?' 6 "'Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,' he replied. 

"The manager told him, 'Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.' 

7 "Then he asked the second, 'And how much do you owe?' "'A thousand bushels of wheat,' he replied. 

"He told him, 'Take your bill and make it eight hundred.' 

8 "The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. 

9 I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 

10 "Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 

11 So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 
12 And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own? 

13 "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 

Let me walk you through each of these scenes, so you can see them the way Jesus’ first-century audience would have seen them, and understand the lessons of The Shrewd Manager. 

Scene 1 is In the Master’s Office. In this scene the main characters are introduced. The first one up is The Master. 

Let me stop here for a second. We tend to think that, when it comes to the parables of Jesus, when we see a Mater figure that this person represents God.

Not so here. We also need to understand that Jesus is making a point from a good bad example. He is not saying what the manager did was good, or that God would ever approve of dishonesty. 

Basically Jesus is saying; look, these worldly people know how to use worldly resources to get what they want.

So we begin with the master. He is a wealthy Middle Eastern landowner, which tells us that the people in the area respect him so much that many of them come to him and tell him that his regional manager is cheating him.

Jesus’ exact words are, “There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions” (Luke 16:2). 

The tense of the verb in the original language indicates that the manager was accused repeatedly—over and over again—of this kind of embezzlement. 

In Jesus’ story, the master doesn’t berate the manager, he asks him calmly and graciously to give an account of his management. 
He doesn’t scold or threaten. He doesn’t demand repayment. 

He doesn’t put the manager in jail, which were well within his rights. He’s an impressive and gracious landlord.

The second character is The Manager. He’s an agent for the master, a middle man, managing property and assets that don’t belong to him.

Only he’s not managing them, he’s mismanaging them. He’s a rascal who’s cooking the books to his own advantage.

The third group in this scene is hinted at, but not present. They are The Debtors. These are the peasant farmers who live on the land as share-croppers. 

Every year each of them negotiates with the master, through the manager, to farm a certain number of acres. In exchange for the right to farm, the master gets a specified amount of wheat or olive oil, or whatever they are farming.

It is the peasants who have blown the whistle on the shrewd manager.

The entire action of scene one takes place in two sentences—both from the lips of the master.

The first sentence is a question: The master calls the manager into his office and says, “What’s this I hear about you?”

The master doesn’t say, “I hear you’ve been cheating me …” because that would tip the manager off as to what the master knows about him. 

He wants to know everything the scoundrel has been doing to cheat him. So he says, “What’s this I hear about you?”

All the listeners hearing Jesus’ story would expect one and only one response to a question like this: They would expect silence.

And that’s what they heard.

The manager is smart enough not to give an answer because he doesn’t know what the master knows about his dealings. 

Does he know everything? Or just one or two incidents? He doesn’t want to confess to any more than the master can already prove.

So he stays quiet.

The master delivers the second sentence. He fires the manager saying, “You cannot be manager any longer.”

At this point the listeners expect to hear a debate or argument from the manager, after all, there are a lot of ways he can defend himself. 

He can blame others. He can claim ignorance or that it was all just an oversight. He can put the responsibility on the master himself. 

This is the time for the manager to explain why he’s innocent and ought to keep his job.

But, to the surprise of listeners, the manager stays silent.

Silence is very significant in a Middle Eastern setting. The manager is non-verbally affirming that he’s guilty. The master knows he’s guilty, and he can’t get his job back by offering excuses.

This manager, this shrewd manager, doesn’t dwell on how he can get his job back. He knows he can’t. 

All his energy is focused on the future and what he’s going to do now that he’s unemployed.

Now what’s he going to do?

He’s thinking about this as he leaves the office. As he closes the door, he probably thinks to himself, “At least he didn’t throw me in jail. He didn’t demand repayment. He didn’t even scold me. He just released me.”

“He is a merciful man,” thinks the manager as he walks into scene two, which takes place On the Way to Get the Books.

The master has said, “Give an account of your management …”  (Luke 16:2).

How does an accountant account for his work? He keeps records. 

In Middle Eastern culture, when a person is fired, they’re fired on the spot. No severance pay, no sixty days’ notice. This guy is terminated. 

He is now powerless, friendless, and without a job. 

He only has one task left to do: turn in the books.

So on his way, he is thinking frantically: “What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job” (Luke 16:3).

He considers his options but he says: “I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg” (Luke 16:3).

So while he’s walking, he hatches a plan, based on everything he knows about the master. 

His thinking goes like this: I have been manipulating another man’s money for years, and everyone around here knows it. 

I’m too weak for manual labor, and begging is beneath my social station, so what am I going to do? Who will hire me now?

The answer, of course, is no one. Everyone knows his reputation. 
Nobody likes him, or else they wouldn’t have turned him in. There is no way in his current state of popularity he could hope to get a job. His reputation won’t allow it.

So he thinks and thinks and thinks and thinks and comes up with a solution not based on his reputation, but on his master’s reputation: The solution he comes up with is that he’s going to trust in the master’s mercy.

After all, this is a man who was so kind that he didn’t even reprimand the manager when he let him go. He didn’t demand repayment, and he didn’t make a fuss! This man is generous! This man is merciful!

“I know what I’ll do,” he says, “I’ll stake my entire future on the master’s reputation!”

Scene three reveals the plan he’s hatched. Ironically, the plan has everything to do with the master, and nothing to do with the manager. 

The manager has to move fast because his entire future depends on changing the villagers’ perceptions of him, so that one of them will give him a job. 

He’s got to change the minds of his master’s debtors, and he’s got to do it before they discover that he no longer has any power or authority. 

So, Scene three is in his office, with the books. And everything that takes place in this scene comes from the mind of the manager.

As soon as he gets back to his office, he finds one of the servants and says, “Summon all my master’s debtors.”

The peasants don’t know that he’s been fired. So they come.

The minute the first tenant farmer shows up, the manager pulls his contract out of the file, lays it down in front of him and says, “Quick, “How much do you owe my master?” (Luke 16:5)

The farmer says, “Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,” (Luke 16:6).

“The manager told him, “Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred,” (Luke 16:6).

He calls the next one in, lays his contract in front of him: Then he asked the second, “And how much do you owe?” (Luke 16:7)

“A thousand bushels of wheat,” he replied. “Take your bill and make it eight hundred,” (Luke 16:7).

In actual monetary value, the debts are both reduced by the same amount: 500 denarii. The manager isn’t thinking percentages; he’s thinking speed. 

He knows he must complete every deal before a servant walks in and says, “Hey! I heard you were just fired!” If that happens, his plan collapses and he goes to jail.

But, lightning-fast, he pulls it off. One by one the tenant farmers come and they all have their bills reduced. 

He is betting-the-farm her folks. The manager is risking everything based on the master being generous and merciful. If this is true, he’ll be okay.

If he’s wrong, it’s Jewish Folsom prison. He stakes everything on his plan. 

Now, reducing bills like this was not unheard of, but it was rare. Sometimes a desperate debtor could convince a landlord to lower his rent, but the request would always come from the debtor, not the master.

So every farmer is astounded when he hears the words, “rent reduction.” They all wonder if this could be. The manager is only too happy to tell them.

He says, “I caught the old man in a good mood and decided to see if I could do something for you. Actually, I’ve been working on this for quite some time, and it all came together today.” 
The reduction may come from the master, but the manager lets it be known that the idea came from him!

And do the villagers respond?

Imagine getting a call from the last salesmen who sold you a car, and the guy says to you, “Have you gotten the check yet?”

“What check?” 

“The check that’s coming from the dealership. I convinced the manufacturer to give you a $5,000 rebate, for no particular reason, just because I’m a good guy and these people listen to me.” 

Now, who’s your new best friend!?

Only these guys haven’t gotten a $5,000 rebate, 500 denarii are equivalent to more like a $50,000 rebate.

As quick as he can, the manager gathers up all the freshly-reduced contracts and dashes back to the master’s office. 

This is where scene four begins, and where, to those who understood how things worked in Middle-Eastern culture, everything becomes clear.

As the manager reaches the master’s office, the ink is still wet on the contracts. The master can see what’s happened. He’s no dummy. 

And he can hear evidence too. Because already, in the streets, the tenant farmers are throwing a party, celebrating the name of their most generous landlord! 

Never before in history has there been a man as wonderful, as kind, as noble, and deserving of loyalty and praise as this master! 

Never before has a landlord reduced rents just because he’s a generous man!
As the sound of “for he’s a jolly-good fellow” goes up outside his windows, the master realizes he has two options: He tells them all that there was no rent reduction and that they’ve been conned. 

In which case, the master’s name goes from marvelous to mud. 

Or, he can keep silent and accept the praise, allowing this clever manager to ride high on the wave of popular enthusiasm. 

The master thinks for a minute: Reputation or money? 

For a man of character, it’s a no brainer. He turns to the manager and says, “Shrewd move. Shrewd move. You are a rascal, but a wise rascal.” 

This is very difficult for the Western mind to grasp. But for the Eastern mind, face, or reputation is everything.

The Bible says, “A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold” (Proverbs 22:1).

And Middle Easterners believe this.

This is a story about a master who is generous and merciful. And about a man who has assets that are only at his disposal for a brief time. 

He doesn’t control his own destiny, and he knows it. 

The question is: What does a person do with assets that are not his own? Will he make the most of his one and only opportunity? 

While he has assets at his disposal, will he squander them, or will he use them before they slip through his hands?” 

Jesus is saying, “The shrewd move is to trust the master. The shrewd move is to bet the farm that he’s generous and merciful.”

Jesus concludes his teaching with three lessons from the story.

In verse 9 he says, “I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.” (Luke 16:9).

Lesson 1:
A. The purpose of wealth is to win a welcome (verse 9)

You only have one life. Use it to enhance your future. 

I have a dream for each and every one of you: That one day, in heaven, someone will walk up to you and say, “I just wanted to thank you for what you did and what you gave. I am here in heaven, in part, because of you.” 

Take a look at this video. I think this really hits home the point I am trying to make here. [Show Video: God’s Glasses]

Sometimes I worry that many of us give because we think we have to, but we really don’t want to. We give because that is what we are told good Christians do, because it keeps the lights on at church.

Thinking about your giving as an investment in the lives of those who will one day welcome you into eternal dwellings changes everything. 

When you give or serve someone else, I encourage you to imagine someone thanking you one day for your investment in his or her salvation. 

When that happens, when they say “Thanks” I suspect you’ll think, in the back of your mind, “Shrewd move. Shrewd move.”

The second lesson Jesus teaches at the end of this story is this. 

He says: “Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 
11 So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 

12 And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own?” (Luke 16:10–12)

What Jesus is saying here is:
1st Treasures are a test (verses 10–12). 

According to Jesus, how we handle his money is an act of faith. 

Do you remember the late-night, public-service announcement that used to come on your TV? The station would put on its logo and say, “This is a test. This is only a test.” 

After a few seconds they would say, “This has been a test of the emergency broadcast system. If this had been an actual emergency, you would have been instructed to turn to your emergency channel.”

Basically Jesus is saying, “What you do with your money determines how much more I will entrust to you. If you respond well to the test of money, I will entrust you with TRUE riches.” 

And for God, true riches are people. How are you doing with passing the money test? 

Jesus’ final lesson is found in Luke 16:13: 
“No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.”

Verse 13 basically says either I master money or money masters me.

You cannot serve two masters.

Many of us have tried, and we just can’t do it. You have to choose who you’re master will be. You have to choose. Who will you choose to be your master?

The challenge this week is: Commit to increasing your stewardship through giving and serving. 

So I want to ask you to give serious thought to this question: What will you do with the things entrusted to you? 

Your time, your talents, and your treasures are not actually yours. God gave you your life; your time is his. God gave you talents. They’re on loan from him. 

God gave you the capacity to earn, and all that you earn ultimately comes from him because you’re a manager and he’s the Master. 

This is God’s Word for you today. Do you receive this?

Here’s my suggestion: Wherever you are in managing your time, your talents, and your treasures, take a step forward from there. 

If you’ve never given, give your first donation to the church today and see what happens. 

If you’re a sometimes-giver, decide today to become a regular giver. And stewardship is not just about money. 

You have time and talents that could be used for God and his church that would also greatly encourage other people. 

Or you love children and could invest in helping us train them for God. 

Or you have a knack for computers and could help with multimedia and our online ministry. Or you are good with making people feel welcome and could be greeters or ushers. 
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