Ascension – 10-8-2017
(OT Malachi 3:6-12; epistle 2 Corinthians 8:1-14 – up to what you need; PS 71; CW 454; 477; 481; 566)

INVESTING IN YOUR FUTURE
or Do I have the grace of giving?

Luke 16:1-13

There are some subjects which we Lutherans rarely talk about in our sermons.  We avoid them because they are widely misunderstood.  We rarely talk about the virgin Mary, for example, because we know some denominations worship her and make her almost more important than Jesus.  We rarely talk about the Holy Spirit because we know some denominations abuse the Spirit’s gifts and seem to make tongues-speaking or prophetic visions more important than Christ and what he says to us in the Bible.  Today we are going to talk about a third thing which rarely finds its way into Lutheran sermons.  We are going to talk about rewards of grace. (I talked a little bit about this in last Sunday’s sermon.) We Lutherans don’t like the word reward because many denominations make it sound as if salvation is the reward you earn by your good works.  In other words, instead of looking to Christ alone for forgiveness and eternal life, some start thinking their good works are what does the saving.  We know the temptation:  Instead of marveling at what God has done for us in Christ, we start focusing on what we do for God and thinking he owes us a big reward.  Even though we Lutherans hesitate to use the word reward, we find it appearing in our Bible.  It’s there 75 times in the NIV translation.  
Today we have before us a parable in which Jesus talks about one of the rewards of grace awaiting a faithful steward.  
A parable can be defined as “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.”  In a parable Jesus tells a story drawn from everyday life, and then explains the deeper spiritual truth which it illustrates.  Jesus used these everyday stories to teach concepts and truths which otherwise would be very difficult for the people to understand.  Parables were good teaching tools also because people could remember them.  Every time they saw a farmer sow seed, for example, or a fisherman pulling in his net it would be a reminder of what Jesus taught by that illustration.

Today we consider the story known as the Parable of the Dishonest Steward or in the contemporary translation the Parable of “The Shrewd Manager.”  It’s a parable which Jesus must explain to us if we are going to understand it correctly.  In the parable Jesus teaches about INVESTING IN YOUR FUTURE.  We will hear Jesus say to us:  BE SHREWD and BE FAITHFUL.  We want to use this parable to help each of us answer the question:  Do I have the grace of giving?
There was a rich man whose steward – business manager – was guilty of mismanagement.  So the master called in that manager and asked:  “What is this I hear about you?  Get your books in order and turn them over to me because you cannot be manager any more.”  The steward was a dishonest man.  He had misused what was entrusted to him, and he didn’t deny it.  He knew his firing was justified.

But now what was he to do?  “I’m not strong enough to get a job as a ditchdigger,” he reasoned, “and I’m ashamed to turn to begging.”  The steward did not live just for today.  He wasn’t satisfied to simply make the most of the next few days until his firing and then let come what may.  No, he was concerned about what lie ahead, and he wanted to do something about his future wellbeing.   
He hit on a plan:  “I know what I’ll do, that when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.”  So while he still had the master’s ledgers, that shrewd steward called in – one by one—his master’s debtors and reduced substantially the amounts due.  One man owed 800 gallons of olive oil; the steward cut it to 400.  Another owed 1000 bushels of wheat; the steward cut it to 800.  By these actions the manager made friends of those debtors.  Moreover, he put them under obligation to himself.  He was assuring that later on, when he was out of work, he would be able to go to those debtors for help.  The steward used this opportunity and the means at his disposal NOW to get ready for THE FUTURE.  The master commended him for that, saying that the steward had acted shrewdly – that is, cleverly, wisely.

Over the years various interpretations have been given for this parable, and undoubtedly some have used it to justify all kinds of unscrupulous conduct.  In fact, the parable seems to support the old adage that “the end justifies the means” – that is, that any form of conduct is morally acceptable if it is done for a good reason or in hopes of achieving a right end.  Athletes reason that the goal of winning justifies the use of illegal drugs.  Terrorists reason that jihad justifies killing innocent children.  And, on the other hand, we reason that the goal of stopping terrorists justifies bombing raids on cities which kill many besides the intended targets.  “The end justifies the means” is never acceptable, however, to a God who says: “Keep the whole law, and don’t stumble in even one point” (James 2:10).  In this parable Jesus does not approve of the manager’s dishonesty.    
The thing we need to remember is that in understanding a parable we must look for the one point of comparison.  For example, if I say someone is as slow as molasses, I don’t mean he is brown, or sticky or sweet-tasting.  I mean only that he is slow.  Or when Jesus talked about the shepherd who left his 99 sheep in the wilderness and went seeking the lost one, he was not saying that 99 out of 100 people don’t need him and his forgiveness.  Nor was he saying he didn’t care also about those 99.  Rather his one point in this illustration is that he came to seek and save the lost and that each and every lost soul is precious to him.
So what then does Jesus mean by his praise for the steward who was a dishonest criminal?  The parable tells us the meaning.  The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly (8).  The steward’s shrewdness is Jesus’ point.  The manager was wise enough, clever enough to use the means at his disposal – while he still had them under his control -- to provide for his future wellbeing.  But what about God’s children?  Do we show the same concern for a future which we believe will be eternal?  Do we INVEST IN OUR FUTURE using what we have NOW in the interest of our ETERNAL wellbeing?  
In connection with this parable, Luther wrote:  “The ungodly work harder to earn hell than the Christians do to gain heaven.”  That’s the point of Jesus’ parable.  Think ahead, Jesus says, and act shrewdly with the future in mind.  Our time of grace in this world is limited.  Use wisely that time, with the opportunities and money which God gives, to do the Lord’s work while there still is time.  Make eternal investments.

BE SHREWD, Jesus says, and BE FAITHFUL.

The shrewd manager was concerned about money for the earthly good it could bring him.  Jesus says:  “Don’t overestimate money’s value.”  The Scripture often warns against covetousness.  It tells us frankly:  We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it….  Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction.  For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs (1 Tim 6:7,9-10).  You cannot serve both God and Money.  God is our rightful Lord; money is given to be our servant.  God demands a scattering of our money, a using of it for godly purposes.  Money, on the other hand, always demands a gathering of more and more, a selfish hoarding.  In Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament God says:  Whoever loves money never has enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income.  This too is meaningless (Eccl 5:10).  Luther warned: “Even the smallest coin held close enough to the eye will blot out the vision of heaven.”  

Certainly we know the temptations.  Selfishness has played a part in the life of each one of us.  We have put trust in our savings and retirement plans rather than trusting God.  We check our bank accounts more often than we check our Bibles.  
The mismanagement of money is a sin.  Thank God that Jesus loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood (Rev. 1:5).  His cross paid for our sinful selfishness and mismanagement as well as all our other sins.  His righteous life, credited to us, means God regards us as faithful stewards.  And now out of love and gratitude for that forgiveness and righteousness, we want to serve our Lord, managing well what he has entrusted to us.
The Scripture gives us guidance about the faithful use of our money and promises blessings for those who manage faithfully.  Scriptures speaks of priorities:  Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things [food, clothes, health] will be given to you as well (Mat 6:33).  It speaks of generosity:  Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously....   Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness.   You will be enriched in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion (2 Cor 9:6-11).  It speaks of attitude:  Each of you should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver (2 Cor 9:7).  It speaks of blessings:  Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this,” says the LORD Almighty, “and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough to store it (Mal 3:10). 
Today’s parable says that blessings are also waiting for the faithful steward in Heaven:  I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings (9).  These verses bring us back to the subject of rewards of grace which I spoke about at the beginning.  Consider Paul’s words in Ephesians:  The Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does (Eph 6:8).  Consider Jesus’ words:  I am coming soon!  My reward is with me, and I will give to each person according to what he has done (Rev 22:12).  Let’s be clear – good works don’t save; Jesus alone saves by grace alone through faith alone.  Good works are necessary, however, as the evidence of saving faith in our hearts.  And the Lord does promise to bless – Lutherans prefer the word bless rather than the word reward because bless reminds us that the source of the gift is God and his goodness.  But the Bible does use the word reward, saying God will reward works that flow from faith in Christ, even though they are imperfect.  God washes away the imperfections in our works in the blood of Christ and then rewards us as if we had done something worthwhile and good.  It's a reward of grace because our imperfect works don't deserve it.
The Parable of the Shrewd Manager is based on an undeniable fact, namely the day will come when each of us must leave this world behind – our money too.  But the effects of our money – faithfully used and blessed by God – will go on.  Jesus says:  “Use your money now, so that, when you must leave behind this world and your money, there will be a receiving line of grateful friends in Heaven waiting to welcome you home.” 
I’m not soliciting money from you today.  But let me give you some examples in recent months which I’m aware of – examples which I hope will stimulate you to recognize and respond to opportunities God sets before you, examples to stimulate you to be on the look-out for ways to exercise the grace of giving.
I spoke to a person about the congregation in a gypsy village in Bulgaria which must worship in a small rented room – and he loaned money to build a chapel there.

One couple saw my pictures of our trip to Liberia – and gave “seed money” to help villagers set up small businesses to improve their standard of living and be better able to support their church and school.

In Las Vegas members of WELS congregations volunteer to be “first friends,” befriending and helping new immigrant families from Africa. 

For years a ladies group in Sweden has sent money through me for Vacation Bible Schools in Bulgaria.

Another couple heard that orphans are fed in Liberia for $50/year.  They immediately gave money to feed ten for a year.

Or consider my brother Paul who buys boxes of Bibles which he carries around in his pick-up truck and gives away whenever he can.  At last count he has given away more than 500 Bibles.

In June our gypsy pastor in Bulgaria needed surgery for a cancerous tumor.  WELS members through Christian Aid and Relief covered the cost.

Right now numerous WELS members are volunteering in Texas and Florida through WELS Kingdom Workers to assist in the recovery efforts after the hurricanes there. Usually volunteers pay their own expenses.
This month a small congregation in rural Liberia will break ground for a 10-room school.  The building costs will come as a gift from a WELS couple, and Rotary Clubs, including the Escondido club, are providing the money to furnish the classrooms.

All these people demonstrate what Paul called “the grace of giving” – the special gift of the Holy Spirit to see a need and then generously, self-sacrificingly give of one’s time, talents, or money to help meet that need.  Today ask yourself:  “Do I have the grace of giving?”  There’s only one way to find out:  TRY IT!  Try giving cheerfully, generously to a need which touches your heart and see how good it can feel.  As they say: “Try it; you’ll like it.”

When we look up from self, I’m sure each of us will see opportunities to invest our time, energy, talents, and possessions wisely with an eye toward our future well-being.  I’m sure each of us, as forgiven children of God, wants to do that, and each of us also wants the rewards of grace which Jesus promises to give.

The question for each of us to ask today is:  What am I doing now with my earthly wealth – and that’s not just money; it’s also my time, my abilities, my energy – what am I doing now with my earthly wealth, so that, when it is gone, there will be a receiving line of grateful friends to welcome me into Heaven?  Am I investing in my ETERNAL future?
