SERVING GOD

Luke 16:1-17:10

Key Verse: 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.”


In last week's passage Jesus taught his disciples about the joy God has when one sinner repents. Jesus taught that God seeks the lost coin, the lost sheep and the lost son, and sent his one and only Son so that what is lost may be found, and what is dead may be alive. After this, Jesus began to speak to his disciples about stewardship and serving God. Jesus was only a few days from Jerusalem, so this issue must have been very important to him. May God help us to learn how to serve God in the matter of money and be stewards of what we are given, I pray in Jesus name, Amen.
I.  Managing Worldly Wealth (16:1-13)


Verses 1-2 read, "Jesus told his disciples: 'There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions. 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.’” In the ancient world rich people would use managers to take care of their estates so that they didn't have to spend all their time doing business and keeping records. Rich people were constantly on the lookout for a competent and trustworthy manager. 

The story of Joseph is a good example of this. After Joseph was taken to Egypt and sold into slavery, his master Potiphar discovered that he was a capable and trustworthy person so he put him in charge of  his entire household. After this, Joseph was falsely accused and sent to prison. But even here, the warden recognized Joseph’s quality and made him responsible for everything in the prison. A few years later Joseph was freed and taken to the Pharaoh. Joseph was appointed prime minister of Egypt because he was wise and discerning. Everyone recognized that Joseph was a good manager. He was wise and trustworthy. This was different from the manager in today's parable. The manager in today's parable was irresponsible and unfaithful. He wasted his master's possessions and this cost him his job. But after he found out he was fired he wised up. He realized that his master's worldly wealth could still be used to his advantage. 

Verses 3 - 7 read, “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—I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.’ So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ ‘Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,’ he replied. The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.’ 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.’” What did the manager do? Instead of trying to make up the money he had wasted, he used his master's money to make friends for himself. At fist I question whether or not this parable was really about wealth. After all this man was giving away food and not money. But I discovered that In those days, the Jews were forbidden to lend money for interest to one another. However, they got around this by lending out commodities instead of cash, like olive oil, corn, or wheat. So even though the parable concerned food it was really money. He gave one man four hundred gallons of olive oil and another 200 bushels of wheat. To put this in perspective eight hundred gallons of olive oil was worth about 75,000 dollars by today's standards. So this manager gave away about 30 to 40 thousand dollars of his master's money. He was quite bold. 

What did his master think about this? Verse 8 reads, "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." Jesus pointed out that even though the master suffered loss, he commended his manager's shrewdness. 

Verse 9 reads, “I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.” To our surprise Jesus told the disciples to use worldly wealth to gain friends for themselves so that when it was gone they would be welcomed into eternal dwellings. In essence he told the disciples to be shrewd like the manager in this parable. But doesn't this go against what we as Christians are supposed to do? Aren't we supposed to be honest people? I had to ask this question because in my mind shrewdness has to do with dishonesty. But by paying close attention to Jesus' parable we find that shrewdness is actually wisdom. The manager realized that money he had been wasting could help him after he got fired. In the same way the disciples were fired and Jesus was calling them to realize that the money they had been using without thinking about it could help them secure eternal dwellings. 

Verses 10-12 say, “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. So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give you property of your own?” The disciples were not very rich by worldly standards. But even they had to use money for various things. This need for money could consume them. But in chapter 12 Jesus taught his disciples they didn't need to worry about their survival because God would give them what they needed. Luke 12:24 reads, "Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds!" The disciples would be given what they needed to survive. More than this some of them would become like Joseph who had a lot of money under his control. What they did with this money was not an inconsequential matter. They needed to be shrewd like the manager in the parable and recognize that the money under their control was more than just money. But they needed to go beyond this. They needed to recognize that the money under their control was God's and not their own. They were God's servants called to be stewards in this world. 

Jesus summarizes this truth in 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.” This is everyone's truth. A person must have a master. If he is not in submission to God, he is mastered by other things, especially money. When I first started studying the bible I didn't like to hear this. I remember reading Romans 6:16 which says, "Don't you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?" I didn't like this because I wanted to be my own master. But the more I studied the bible the more I saw that Paul was right. In Genesis 4, Abel found himself in the world cursed by God because of sin. So he offered some animals to God. He did this because he believed God would look with favor on him and accept him. He used worldly wealth with the hope of being welcomed by God into eternal dwellings. But Cain rejected God and his word. God told him, “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” There is no middle ground. Either God is our Master through the gospel, or sinful desires will master us. It is a fearful thing. When Cain rejected God’s plea, he was mastered by his murderous desire and killed his brother. In this example we see that managing worldly wealth is deadly serious. It is how we practically live out our lives as God's servants. Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters.” Either we manage worldly wealth with wisdom and surrender to God or we become like the Pharisees who claimed to obey God but in reality obeyed their sinful desires.

II.  A Rich Man and a Beggar (14-31) 

In verses 14-18 the Pharisees responded to what Jesus was teaching his disciples. Verse 14 says, “The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus.” If they loved money, then according to what Jesus just said, they despised God. So they sneered at Jesus. But Jesus said to them, “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God’s sight.” Jesus taught his listeners that the love of money and recognition is detestable in God's sight. The Pharisees didn't truly know this or else they would have gotten rid of these detestable things. To help them Jesus told them, “The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that time, the good news of the kingdom of God is being preached, and everyone is forcing his way into it. It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least stroke of a pen to drop out of the Law. Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery, and the man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” At first these verses don’t seem to be connected to what Jesus was just talking about. Why did Jesus suddenly talk about the Law, the Prophets and the good news of the kingdom of God? When we consider these verses in the context of all Luke’s Gospel, we find some clue. Before this passage Jesus had been talking about the kingdom of God, which is the message of the gospel of forgiveness. The Pharisees criticized Jesus and rejected him even though the Law and the Prophets pointed towards him. They didn’t know that they were misusing the wealth they had been entrusted with. 

What was this wealth? This wealth was the Law and the Prophets which pointed to the time when the good news of the kingdom of God would be preached. Now at this time the kingdom of God had come. As Jesus taught, many people were grabbing hold of it. Crowds came to listen to his word. Once a group of men cut a hole in someone’s roof to get to Jesus. Another time a man stood by the side of the road shouting, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” It was the time for men to force their way into the kingdom of God. Jesus was inviting these Pharisees to get out of their love of money and recognition and into the kingdom of God. The Pharisees were given the word of God himself and yet they were being bad managers. Not only were they hurting themselves but they were hurting others by preventing Jesus from freely preaching the good news. They would crucify Jesus because they failed to recognize the truth of what they were entrusted with. They were rich with the word of God, but it didn't matter because they used it to justify and reinforce themselves. They treated the word of God like it was far less valuable than it really was.

To help them Jesus taught a parable about a rich man and a poor man. Verses 19 - 21 read, “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores." Eventually both of these men died and their roles were reversed. The rich man suffered in hell while Lazarus received good things in heaven. Upon seeing this, the rich man pleaded for Abraham to ease his torment, but Abraham replied, “Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.”  Even Abraham could do nothing to help the man in torment. A great chasm had been fixed between the two sides. What was this chasm? It was an inseparable divide that started in this world. Jesus teaches that there is a time when a man can force his way into the kingdom of God. But there is also a time when there is no way even for Abraham to cross over the chasm. The rich man of the parable is an example of one who received all good things—even the heritage of Father Abraham, the word of God—and despised it. After he was dead he realized the mistake he had made. But it was too late for him to do anything so he turned his attention towards his brothers.  

He said to Abraham, “Send Lazarus to my father’s house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.” Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.” “No, father Abraham,” he said, “but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.” He said to him, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” The testimony of Moses and of Prophets, even of the resurrection of Jesus was not enough to help the man's brothers cross the chasm because they were already on their brother’s side even though they were still alive.
This is a startling truth. Of course these brothers still had a chance to listen to the Law and the Prophets. What does it mean to listen to these things. Contrary to the belief of many of the Jews at this time it is not being convinced by a miracle; it is learning the incomparable value of the forgiveness of sins. It is meeting the glory of God in the gospel every day until it is everything to us. This passage teaches us that gospel, worldly wealth and eternal dwellings are all related. We can use our blessings like money to help others. There is always a Lazarus right at the gate. For the Pharisees there were always the “tax collectors and sinners”—the God-given opportunity to practice everything the Law and the Prophets and Father Abraham testify to: the gospel.

This is a serious teaching, which wakes us up to the truths of our lives.  Personally, I spend a lot of time thinking about God's word on the weekend because I have to write the message but during the week I don’t. This passage helps me to see the dualistic nature of my life. A good example of this is when I got a co-op with P&G. I was overcome by the amount of money they paid me. All I could think of was how to spend this money. But this passage teaches that we should not think about money or even the gospel in terms of ourselves but in terms of God. These things belong to God and are given to us so that we can share them with others. This is where I stopped when I first wrote the message and sent it to M. Sam. But he warned me that there is a trap that we can fall into, that it is up to us to earn our way into heaven by handling money and the gospel the right way.
One question that helps to address this issue is, “how did Lazarus end up in heaven?” Was it because he was poor? Most people say no because being poor is not a virtue in itself. Was it then because he listened to Moses and the Prophets? I thought so, but if this was the case then it would be saying that he earned his way into heaven.  This was the same attitude of the Pharisees. We can say that Lazarus got into heaven based on God’s mercy.

Being wise in how we handle money and the gospel means depending on God’s mercy. Originally I gave this message the title, “Serving God.” I realized that serving God can easily be misunderstood as doing something for God. But we should listen to God and depend on his mercy before we jump into serving God, and managing our lives, and dealing with the things God has richly blessed us with. When we listen to God depending and waiting on his mercy, God who has blessed us will help us to be acceptable. To cross the chasm that separated the rich man from Lazarus in the last part of today’s passage. It is a challenge for me to accept that being a shrewd steward is not about behaving properly or live up to God’s standard but depending on God’s mercy. May God help us to stop and listen to God’s words and depend on his mercy. May he help us to come to him like people with nothing to offer, I pray in Jesus name, Amen.

