The Strange Parable

Sermon for September 19, 2004

1.  Good Morning.  Let’s pray.  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen
2.  Opening comments:  Well today we discover one of the advantages of following the weekly lectionary – why?  Because the Gospel reading for today i.e., Luke 16:1-13, is one very difficult but very rich and powerful parable.  Quite frankly it’s one that many would avoid because it appears, at first blush, to seem rather contradictory – contradictory to what we know is true.

The parable that we’re about to delve into has caused Biblical commentators over the centuries all sorts of head aches because it has been used by cynics and heretics alike to bash the church and even to lead the Church astray.  It’s one of those sections in Scripture which needs very careful exegesis if one isn’t to be lead astray.
Let me give you an example of what I’m talking about.  Listen as I read verses 8 and 9:

Luke 16:8 “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.

At first blush it appears that Jesus is commending dishonesty and encouraging us to use our wealth to garner friends for ourselves.   In this case, the mistake is in assuming that the “master” in these verses is referring to God – it most certainly isn’t, but it’s an easy mistake and some have made it over the centuries.

The Emperor Julian (AD 361-363) used this parable in his denouncing of the Church when he said, “Of course Jesus told it, and of course it proved Jesus a mere man and hardly a worthy man.”

So what is this all about and what does our Lord want to tell us this morning?

3.  Focusing in:  Let’s look at the parable again but may I encourage you to believe that there really is a magnificent message hidden in this “apparent” contradiction.

Let’s open our Bibles at the Gospel of Luke chapter 16 and read verses 1 through 13 – here we go!

Luke 16:1 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, Now listen to this rascal’s perverted but shrewd logic -  ‘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.’ Now what did he just do?  He got his master some payment, albeit, a reduced payment.

8 “The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly.  All the master knows is that his manager got some payment from his debtors – what he doesn’t know is that he did it for self-serving reasons!  Now listen to the closing sentence of verse 8: For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light.    Now it needs to be said here that Jesus is not commending the manager’s illicit motives – which are utterly self-serving – he was a rascal!   But interestingly what Jesus was commending was the fact that that the manager was able to get the owner’s debtors to pay some of their debt.
So what we see here is a dishonest steward getting money owed to his boss but in the process of getting this money ingratiating himself to the debtors and thus earning their return favors when he was no longer employed.

OK let’s stop here for a moment and gather our thoughts.  That last verse – verse 8 says: “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.  

Now the early Church fathers all agreed that “The master” referenced here is not Jesus Christ, but rather our Lord was using an example from the secular world to commend the practice of prudence or shrewdness but for the “right” as opposed to the “wrong” reasons.  

The steward was a “rascal” – he was clearly dishonest - but a shrewd dishonest rascal and Jesus followers were being encouraged to emulate this shrewdness but obviously for better ends!  It’s this latter point that we coming to now.  Listen to the closing verses and look for how we’re being encouraged to become shrewd and prudent but for the right reasons.  Look with me now at the verses which follow:

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.  What????  Use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves – but that’s not where it ends.  Listen again to the closing words:  “so that when the wealth is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings – Ah!  This is the key – godly shrewdness has eternity in mind – not immediate reward but rewards that await us in heaven.

Listen to the closing verses:  Verse 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?  The Lord is clearly commending our prudent and wise and even shrewd use of worldly wealth but for eternal ends.  

This is a critical point – how many Christians are in credit card debt?  Let’s assume that some get into this position for legitimate reasons but many more get there because they are unwilling to live within their means.  They are not good stewards of the money that our Lord has entrust them with and therefore it’s very unlikely that He will entrust them with much!  Can you see the point!  Those Christians who have been given much have clearly proven their ability first with little!

Listen now as our Lord brings this point home:  Verse 12 And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give you property of your own?  Did you hear that – to the extent that you and I are wise with our worldly wealth is the extent that God will give us greater wealth to “steward” to what end?  Eternal Ends.  Now listen to the closing verse:  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.”
Ah!  It’s about stewardship towards eternal ends isn’t it?

3.  OK let’s regroup once more.  What have we learned so far?  Christ is commending to us the good shepherd who is quite shrewd and prudent with His resources for godly ends!  Remember - you really can’t serve two masters – God and Mammon!
Christian shrewdness – prudence – cleverness – good stewardship!

What does that look like in our lives right now?  In your life right now?

Let me give you an example from my own life and as I give it perhaps you’ll find one in your own life.
A friend and I created a rather innovative way of feeding the poor in Seattle and indeed around the state of Washington by salvaging the surplus produce from the farmers – produce that would have otherwise been dumped and wasted.  Now that’s prudent and our means of getting the produce was rather shrewd – we used a company like Wegmans whose truck left Seattle full but came back the same day empty – so we were able to convince them to pick up large amounts of donated produce from farmers and in return we got them all sorts of good public relations! 

This program is still working today – very very well!

Now we hatched the idea but we needed funding so we took it to the University Rotary Club.  The new President of the Club loved it and gave us his entire year’s largess - $17,000 and in 6 months we had collected over 1,000,000 pounds of donated produce for the needy in Seattle.  And the rest is history.  Within 12 months Operation First Harvest had been born and was separately incorporated as a Non-Profit organization and was therefore spun off from the Rotary Club.

Now fast forward 2 years – I’m now a Rotarian managing a hunger relief program which is respected by many.  And it’s the beginning of the year and there is a new Rotary President at the University Rotary Club and guess what – he’s sweating blood!  Why?  It’s his watch and he’s got to come up with a charitable program to outdo his predecessor!

I mean this man had a real problem!  And so he called me in to help him.  We spent days and days together exploring idea after idea trying to come up with something upon which he could “hang his hat” and at the end of the year be proud of the fact that it had be created under his watch!  And, by the way, he did come up with a charitable program which worked as I recall and he was able to hold his head up high for many years after that!

Now this was a shrewd steward don’t you think!  He was in a very similar position to the one described in the Gospel of Luke.   His motives, like the steward in the parable, were certainly not pure.  He wanted fame and recognition and certainly he didn’t want to be cast in the shadow of his predecessor!

And look at the intensity with which he attacked this problem.  Believe me, it was as if this was a life and death struggle.  He really “weighed in” on this one and did everything to come up with a “winner.”  And, as it turned out, he did wonderfully well!!!

Now can you see why our Lord is commending this to us?  How may Christian pastors and parishioners agonize each year trying to come up with a ministry idea which will bless the largest number of needy people possible – for the right reasons – which are?  That people would be blessed and be drawn into intimate fellowship with the living Lord of the universe!

4.  Placing this within our context today.  Now let’s bring this lesson which our Lord is teaching us into our context today.  

Clearly, I’m convinced at least, that our Lord is calling us to become “Great Disciplers!”  He’s calling us to “make disciples!”  Now how much energy, shrewdness, and prudentiality are you and I pouring into this enterprise?  And what are the good and right reasons for this?  To the end that God’s Kingdom would come into the lives of all of the people around us – bar none!
How much time are you and I spending praying and thinking and planning and scheming and actually implementing strategies – shrewd strategies, clever strategies - designed to attract and hold the “prodigals” about us?  

This is discipleship with legs under it!  Shrewd and prudent legs!

This is what our Lord is commending to you and me today!

Now, let’s get practical!  Can you think right now of a way of drawing someone in your midst who is lost into the Kingdom of God.  Think outside of the box!  

A good friend of mine – Jim Harden – Executive Director of Compass Care, told me about a book he had just finished called “The Contrarians Guide to Leadership” and it was according to Jim “the best book on leadership I had ever read!”

Why, because the writer “Simpleton” argued that we’ve got to look at problems from “outside of the box!”  Find new and innovative solutions! 

Sounds like a shrewd steward to me – don’t you think!  - But he’s doing things “for the right reasons!”

By the way, Jim Harden has become in less than 4 years the most successful Crisis Pregnancy Center clinic Director in a 5 state area!  He’s one very clever and very shrewd godly steward!  

5.  So what’s the lesson for us?  I’m convinced that God is calling you and me to get shrewd and clever and intense about reaching out to people whom we will attract to become our disciples!

The difference here is that God wants us to succeed and He’s going to give us an Almighty Helper to not only give us the ideas but the power and energy to bring our dreams into reality!

Now the only question remaining is this?  How badly do you want this – for the right reason?

Your desire... empowered by the Holy Spirit will bring something to life!  I guarantee it!  Are you willing to pray for that?

Let’s pray... 

Amen!

