A Responsive Heart-

 “Living Excellently in the Interim.”

Luke 19:11-27-Parable of the Ten Minas

“11While they were listening to this, he went on to tell them a parable, because he was near Jerusalem and the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once. 12He said: "A man of noble birth went to a distant country to have himself appointed king and then to return. 13So he called ten of his servants and gave them ten minas.[a]'Put this money to work,' he said, 'until I come back.' 14"But his subjects hated him and sent a delegation after him to say, 'We don't want this man to be our king.' 15"He was made king, however, and returned home. Then he sent for the servants to whom he had given the money, in order to find out what they had gained with it. 16"The first one came and said, 'Sir, your mina has earned ten more.' 17" 'Well done, my good servant!' his master replied. 'Because you have been trustworthy in a very small matter, take charge of ten cities.' 18"The second came and said, 'Sir, your mina has earned five more.' 19"His master answered, 'You take charge of five cities.' 20"Then another servant came and said, 'Sir, here is your mina; I have kept it laid away in a piece of cloth. 21I was afraid of you, because you are a hard man. You take out what you did not put in and reap what you did not sow.' 22"His master replied, 'I will judge you by your own words, you wicked servant! You knew, did you, that I am a hard man, taking out what I did not put in, and reaping what I did not sow? 23Why then didn't you put my money on deposit, so that when I came back, I could have collected it with interest?' 24"Then he said to those standing by, 'Take his mina away from him and give it to the one who has ten minas.' 25" 'Sir,' they said, 'he already has ten!' 26"He replied, 'I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but as for the one who has nothing, even what he has will be taken away. 27But those enemies of mine who did not want me to be king over them—bring them here and kill them in front of me."

1) The Best is Yet to Be!

a) Keep the Fork!

There was a woman who had been diagnosed with a terminal illness and had been given three months to live. So as she was getting her things "in order", she contacted her pastor and had him come to her house to discuss certain aspects of her final wishes. She told him which songs she wanted sung at the service, what scriptures she would like read, and what outfit she wanted to be buried in. The woman also requested to be buried with her favorite Bible.

Everything was in order and the pastor was preparing to leave when the woman suddenly remembered something very important to her. "There's one more thing," she said excitedly. "What's that?" came the pastor's reply. "This is very important," the woman continued. "I want to be buried with a fork in my right hand." The pastor stood looking at the woman, not knowing quite what to say. "That surprises you, doesn't it?" the woman asked. "Well, to be honest, I'm puzzled by the request," said the pastor. The woman explained. "In all my years of attending church socials and potluck dinners, I always remember that when the dishes of the main course were being cleared, someone would inevitably lean over and say, 'Keep your fork'. It was my favorite part because I knew that something better was coming...like velvety chocolate cake or deep-dish apple pi, rich food, good food… biblical food!. Something wonderful, and with substance! 

So, I just want people to see me there in that casket with a fork in my hand and I want them to wonder "What's with the fork?'. Then I want you to tell them: "Keep your fork....because the best is yet to come". The pastor's eyes welled up with tears of joy as he hugged the woman goodbye. He knew this would be one of the last times he would see her before her death. But he also knew that the woman had a better grasp of heaven than he did. She KNEW that something better was coming. 

At the funeral people were walking by the woman's casket and they saw the pretty dress she was wearing and her favorite Bible and the fork placed in her right hand. Over and over, the pastor heard the question "What's with the fork?" And over and over he smiled. During his message, the pastor told the people of the conversation he had with the woman shortly before she died. He also told them about the fork and about what it symbolized to her. The pastor told the people how he could not stop thinking about the fork and told them that they probably would not be able to stop thinking about it either. He was right.  

b) Our Best Days are in Front of Us!

We must never forget the fork, because our best days are ahead. As followers of Christ one of the promises we hold most dearly to is that something better is always to come. As we hold onto our forks, we hold on to our hope that whatever struggle we are going through will not end in defeat, but victory…. Even is that victory is the final victory in heaven when our life has end.

John Wesley, in his journal while thinking about his imminent passing boldly proclaimed that “The Best is yet to be!” How true it is for all of us as believers. As individuals, as a Church, at whatever stage what lies in front of us can be better than what is behind us.

c) We can’t passively hold our fork!

But because of the world that we live in and the way that God has made us we can’t passively hold our fork. (“Oh, Desserts coming… I’m so excited”.) We can’t just stand there with our fork in our hand, waiting for someone to put the cake in front of us. We can’t sit still, waiting idly, for heaven… it doesn’t work like that. Jesus tells us that the kingdom of God is forcefully advancing, and forceful men take hold of it. There is little room for passivity in the heart of a Christ Follower.

So often in the Church we believe that we just ‘drift’ towards the wonderful future that God has prepared for us, but it just doesn’t happen like that. Infact, the opposite is often true. In our faith if we are going to drift anywhere, we tend to drift backwards!

A couple of weeks ago, I introduced you to this scale that is helpful to us as we seek to understand our Christian journey. (Show PowerPoint Slide) I used this in the context of Zacchaeus, being a very sinful man who was at the sinful end of the behavior spectrum but the state of his heart changed and he looked to Jesus. (CLICK)To that list I could add the lady that we talked about last week, who had a label that said she was a sinner. But she saw something in Jesus that caused her to fall in love with him as one who could give her a new label and a new life. In each of these stories there were groups of people, the crowd and the Pharisee’s, who looked like they had things together, but had turned their back on God.

The principal that I was making was that God is primarily concerned about which way our heart is facing. 

Another principal that this spectrum helps us understand that if ‘drift’ is going to happen then drift is going to happen backwards. In reality, our spiritual journey is a climb. It looks like this (Click). Even as Zacchaeus and the Woman, and us (Click are facing the right direction following Jesus is still tough. (Click)This spectrum isn’t so much a straight line that we can stand on; it’s like one of the people movers that we stand on at the airport, except it is going the reverse destination to where we want to head. The world, the flesh and the devil exist to pull us away from the plans that God has for us. Life has a habit of drifting away from God, not to him.

Have you ever sought to walk the wrong way on those people movers? It requires some hard work and effort. My experience of the Christian faith, with the pull of the world against us, is very similar to walking the wrong way on the people mover. If we want we embrace the ‘best that is still to come’, then we have to actively, and passionately chase after them.

(Click Off!)

d) Works/Responsiveness

Don’t get me wrong, I am not advocating righteousness based on our works where we have to drudge forward, doing all we can to earn and gain closeness with God… I’m advocating that our hearts need to be responsive and responsible before a God who has done some much for us. 

As we spoke about Zacchaeus a couple of weeks ago we were talking about how important it was to ‘reveal our hearts’ before God. Last week as we looked at the woman who received a new label from Jesus we see one who had a ‘ready’ heart to receive the forgiveness that God for us. Once we reveal our heart before God, and it is loved, and once we say that we are ready for to serve God, our behavior is changed. I believe that today this scripture today calls us to have a ‘responsive’ heart, ready to respond to the initiative of God.

2) Background & Context

a) Excitement was building

This story today follows the story of Zacchaeus, the final pronouncement being, “Today Salvation has come to your House” and excitement is building among Christ’s followers that Jesus is about to be crowned as the King of the Jews and to force his way to become the leader that the Jews for so long had been looking for.

The fact that they were only 17 miles away from Jerusalem only added to their excitement. The closer these pilgrims drew to Jerusalem the more their hope of instant deliverance rose.

Jesus knew that the crowd failed to understand the coming kingdom in spiritual terms. In order to help them understand the implication of the kingdom, Jesus told them this parable. One of the points of the parable was to correct their misunderstanding about the nature of the kingdom. 

b) King Archelaus provided context for the story.

Jesus uses a story that was very real to the people to Jericho, to try and channel their enthusiasm. The people listening would have been very aware that about 30 years earlier, Herod the Greats son, Archelaus, lived the story that Jesus was about to tell. This story was very personal to the people of Jericho because Archelaus had built an beautiful palace in the town as well as an aqueduct that managed the irrigation.

The parable that Jesus told depicts the journey of this king-to-be, but Jesus isn’t just giving the people of Jericho a history lesson, although this would have tweaked their interest, but making a comparison between Want-to-be-King Archelaus, and King Jesus. He is using the story of a physical king to point to his Lordship has the Ultimate King.

c) There were numerous comparisons between the kings in the story as the people Jericho would have heard it and as Jesus meant it.

Jesus uses this recently history for the people of Jericho to draw some comparisons between himself (King Jesus) and King mentioned in this story.

i) Both had a Nobel Birth (V12)

King Archelaus, the earthly king was the son of Herod the Great, and the Spiritual King Jesus was the son of the Living God! Can there be a birth more Nobel than that!

ii) Both went to a Distant Country to be Appointed King (Vs12)

For Archelaus, this distance country was Rome (of which it would take several months for him to get there) to be appointed by Cease. For Jesus this “Distant Country” was Heaven. Jesus would ascend to his father in heaven; his father would reward him for his accomplished mediatorial work, would cause him to sit at his right hand, thereby bestowing on him ruler ship over the entire universe in the interest of the Church (Eph 1:20-23). They were both gone for an undetermined period of time – people did not know when they would return.

iii) Both Kings had servants who they entrusted their interests to servants (Vs 13)

iv) Both Kings had their people turn against them. (Vs 14)

For Archelaus it was the delegation of Jews who went and spoke against him because of a violent massacre of Jews that he had over scene. It is interesting to note that it is the Subjects, not the servants who turned against the king. The servants!) For Jesus it would very soon by the same people who were heralding as the potential Messiah, but on that fateful Friday would turn against him.

Like all metaphors though, the comparison isn’t complete. Archelaus went on to be remembered, rightly so, as one of the worst leaders of Judea because of some of the atrocities that he had committed.  

The point of this parable though is that we understand two very important principals within the kingdom of God.

3) The Principles of the Parable

Of these parables I think there are two principals that are very important for us to hold onto if we are to keep our forks.

.

a) We have been given Kingdom Currency!

Vs 13 – He called 10 of his servants and gave them each one mina (minor, moe!)… how does this translate in the spiritual world that we live?

As followers of Christ, we have been given excellent resources to build and expand God’s kingdom. Jesus expects us to use what we have been given to further his kingdom!

What does Kingdom Currency look like? 

In the other gospel accounts of this story, what as been given to people to use, normally talks about our money. I think in Luke’s account he is talking about a lot more than just that. When we talk about what God has given us one of the natural places that our mind goes to is the issues of Spiritual Gifts. While it is true that God has given to each of us unique, special and supernatural gifts, I think that Luke’s accounts talks about more than that.

As the servants were given a Mina, I believe that the best word we can use to describe this kingdom currency that we have been given is “Love”. The economy of the kingdom moves not on the expenditure of our gifts, or our resources, but on our love. God has poured, in many various forms, to us his incredible love! 

The Spiritual Bank!

As the context of the scripture is an economic one, let’s talk very simply about the economy of Kingdom Currency. Very simply, since before we were born, while we were still sinners, as we continue to work out our salvation in a variety of forms God has shown his love to us. This love has manifested itself in Compassion, provision, protection, forgiveness, salvation, sonship, and many other ways. As we receive this love, our account becomes full. 

· As God cares for us we receive his love

· As God provides for us we receive his love

· As God saves us, we receive God’s love

With each act of mercy towards, God makes a deposit of his Kingdom Currency within us. Know that as God extends his love to you, he is pouring the very currency of the kingdom into you.

Given to Invest

Our job as stewards is to take this unending commodity of love and invest in the place where it will give us the best eternal interest – and that is it in the lives of the things that are eternal.

You see we are given this kingdom currency, not just to enjoy, but to invest. As the king in our story today left, he instructed them “Put this money to work”. (Vs13). In the same way, Christ says to us, “Put this Kingdom Currency that I have given to you to work!” God was giving them a test to try their loyalty. The gifts that God has given to us are to be used for him!

b) How we invest what we’ve been given is very important!

What God is trying to do is to strike a covenant deal with us. He’ll give the currency of the kingdom and we invest it in the lives of others.

The other principal is that we are living in an Interim time. Our king has left as he has ascended into heaven, with the promise that he will one day, as the trumpet sounds and in the twinkling of an eye, he will return and judge the living and the dead. As he returns one of the first questions that he will ask us is what we did with the Kingdom Currency that he has invested in us. In the remainder of this parable he lets us know that there will only be two groups of people – those who used invested the currency of the kingdom well and those who didn’t.

i) Servant  #1: (16-17)

First up is servant #1. He passed the test. He had received a great return on his investment – 10 times more! The king was so pleased by this and didn’t hide his delight from his servant. How thrilling it would have been, and will be to see the delight on God’s face if we have invested his kingdom currency well! 

In reward for his faithfulness the king made him the governor of ten cities. God rewards faithful servants!

One thing I love about this servant is that he is very aware that everything he has been given to invest belongs to his master. While he has invested it well, he is quick to acknowledge that what he had belonged to his master. With great humility, the servant says, “Your pound has gained 10 more”

It is also worth noting that the gift that he had been given, the minas, was “a very small matter”. How small are our tasks here and now compared to our responsibilities in the new heaven and new earth!

Well done good and faithful servant. Keep your fork… for the best is yet to be.

ii) Servant # 2 (18-19)

The second servant had done a fine job as well, even though it wasn’t as much. This servant also was rewarded in proportion to his ability. “Well done servant #2 – You have been a good and faithful servant”. Keep your fork!

Both are commended and promoted. The reward is not rest, but the opportunity for wider service. Can there be a greater gift that to be further involved in the work of God’s kingdom? Is there a great thrill and sense of purpose than serving the king of kings? 

Investment story.

I am so grateful for all that God has invested in me. Every since we moved to our house we have been praying for our neighbors. We have come to know that most of them are not connected with a Church and they come from a diverse background of faith systems. After we moved in, I have printed out a little map of our neighborhood and put the names of our neighbors on the house. It is pinned by my computer and as I often as I remember I to I pray for my neighbors, and, that if God would see fit he would allow me to invest some of the love he has shown to me in them.

A couple of months ago I had taken some time off work to prepare our house for Jonathan’s arrival. Physical, handyman kind of work doesn’t come easy to me and I tend to expend a lot of time and energy doing little projects. I had been working on fixing something one Thursday evening until about 11pm when my energy level was finally at zero. I got ready for bed, lay down, turned the light off and prepared to go to sleep. As I closed my eyes I realized that I hadn’t collected the trash and that early tomorrow morning the trash man would come. I reluctantly jumped out of bed, gathered the trash together and went to put it outside. I reasoned that as it was so late and dark outside and because I’d only be a couple of seconds running the can to the curb, I needn’t worry about getting dressed… so out I went in my boxer shorts and T Shirt. As I got to the curb, I heard this voice shout, “Good Evening”. It was my neighbor from across the street, who I had been praying for… and to my horror she was walking towards me. As I quickly tried to excuse myself, feeling very self conscious because of my attire, she decided that at this moment, at this time, she needed ‘a pastor’. She was going for a walk to ‘clear her head’ and think through some of some of the struggles she was having with her teenager. Feeling as self-conscious as I ever had done, I listened, cared for, empathized and invested some of the love that God had extended to me into this lady. God loves us, so we want love others!

There are two morals to this story;

The love we are given is given to be invested in others! Don’t come by our neighborhood after 11pm at night!

Servant # 3 – (20-21)

We are not told of the other seven servants, but this third servant received mention because his failure to do what his master had expected of him. There would be only two groups -those who used the master’s money well and those who did nothing. 

This third person is a hard account to read, because it doesn’t have a happy ending and we can’t help but come to conclusion that this third servant had been very irresponsible.

He had not stolen it, in fact he had hid it, literally in a face cloth.  Wrapping money in a perishable handkerchief was considered one of the most irresponsible ways to take care of money. 

We read that he was motivated by fear… he described his master as ‘strict’… meaning, one who expects to get blood out of a stone.

Fear had led him to inactivity…. He was afraid that the master expected so much that he would do nothing at all. He was giving lip service to the father’s will. Playing it safe meant he squandered and opportunity.

How often does fear prevent us from doing the things that God has called us to do –

· I can’t go and love that person, I am afraid of what they will do to me

· I can’t go forgive that person because it’s too hard for me.

· I can’t trust God because there is too much to lose.

· I can’t give God the kind of commitment He desires because “what would people think”.

· What if what I am trying to do for God doesn’t work out, and God will be disappointed with me.

Why didn’t you put the money in the lenders bench? Since moneylenders paid interest on money deposited with them, which in turn they would lend out at a higher rate of interest, it follows that out modern banking system had its origin here, the very word bank being derived from this word ‘bench’.

God gives so we can give! When we don’t give, we grieve God to the extent that he will think twice about entrusting to us the things of the kingdom.

God’s people dare not sit idly by;

This guy was motivated by fear; but there are other reasons why we just sit on the kingdom currency that God has given to us. We must put forth every effort to make the best possible use of the good tidings of salvation proclaimed to us. When Christ returns, he will as severely punish those who have not done so, as richly as he will reward those who have faithfully followed him.


The King’s Response - 19:22-23

The master became very angry at this servant, whom he would judge with the same anger that the servant feared. The king punished the man because he didn’t share his master’s interest in the kingdom; he didn’t trust his master’s intentions; his only concern was for himself; and he did nothing to use the money. Christians are accountable to Jesus for the way they use their time, money and abilities. The Fork is taken away from this servant and those like him. You left early.

God is a wise steward of His resources - 19:24-27

Those who have much – because they make wise use of what they have been given – will be given more abundance so they can continue to produce. Those who have nothing, because they refuse to take advantage of any opportunities they have – will end up losing even what they had been given. If you’re just sitting on it God will take it away, because you are not meant to sit on it.

How to Invest

We must commit that we are going to give place some of the love that God has given to me, into you! We invest and use our kingdom currency when we love, when we listen, when we care. We invest our kingdom currency when we make a difference. Some people choose to throw away their fork and thus have it taken away from them. Keep your fork!

4) How are you going to live in the Interim?

This parable brings us to a decision that we all must face. How are we going to live in the interim? What are we going to do in the interim since our King ascended and before our king returns? How we going to invest the currency of the kingdom we have been given during our one and only life - or are we going to hide it in our handkerchiefs, at the back of our sock draw? 

5) Malachi’s Statement!

My internal alarm clock went off a few months ago on this issue, as I was reading through the book of Malachi. 

God’s Standard

In OT testament times the appropriate act of worship was to give the very best lamb that you had – this was the kind of sacrifice that was required by our living and loving God. 

Bring your very best, your most valuable, your ‘perfect lamb’ as an act of worship, but standards had had begun dropping, so God raises up a prophet, Malachi, through whom he would speak.

Malachi’s concern

 6 "A son honors his father and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the honor due me? If I am a master, where is the respect due me?" says the LORD Almighty. "It is you, O priests, who show contempt for my name. "But you ask, 'How have we shown contempt for your name?' 7 "You place defiled food on my altar.”But you ask, 'How have we defiled you?' "By saying that the Lord’s table is contemptible. 8 When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?" says the LORD Almighty. 

Through Malachi, God says, “Where is honor due to me?” What about this covenantal obligation we have? I have given my best, but your standards are going south.

The prophet saw very real abuses in the priesthood and the sacrificial system. The ironic challenge is when he says, “Try presenting that to your governor” (1:8). 

The accusation is the people had begun to ‘sniff’ at God… mock the offering that they give. People weren’t giving their best. They were looking for the worst lamb, the blind one, the sick one that was barely making it as it leant up against the post and they would put it on the altar, saying, this is for God. Malachi tells us that this is offensive to God, better off not giving a lamb than a blemished one.

We don’t have lambs anymore…! We give ourselves and the gifts that God has given us back to him. Excellence is still required.

We tend to figure out how to do the least necessary, just enough to get by. It never dawned on us that God doesn’t want or need our left over’s! Generally, we give him our left over time, our left over talents, our left over energy, money and our left over love. We think that God would be pleased that we are giving him something… but God doesn’t want our scraps.

6) God has only ever given his very best

Before you consider what you are giving to God though and before you decide how much of this kingdom currency you are going to invest, let’s think for a moment not just about what God has given us, but to what standard God has given. God has only every given his very best to you!

· God demonstrated excellence in Creation – By any standard of measurement, God did an excellent job. Stand on the mountains, look out on the ocean, look up at the stars and give God a grade. Look at the Grand Canyon, the latest pictures from NASA, the Coral Reef… Excellent!

· God showed excellence in creating Humans – With our bodies, minds, spirits, mixed together, leaning on each other to the minutest of details. As Tracie and I have had our two children, throughout the pregnancy we have tracked the stages of development that a baby takes during its time in the womb. It boggles the imagination! Excellent!

· When we rebelled against God, instead of destroying us he has showed excellent patience and forbearance.

· When God’s wandering people were traveling form Egypt to Canaan, lost in the wilderness for all those years, they were guided by through a system more complex than what we used to sending the space shuttle into space last Wednesday. God showed excellent in his guidance.  His GPS system is amazing.

· When God’s people were up against the face of incredibly adversaries, even when the odds were at times 100-1, God gave excellent protection and won excellent victories!

· When his people were hungry and starving, empty and dying, time and time again God gave excellent provision to his people in need.

God has only ever given to you excellently. Then in the New Testament... God gave his very best, his only begotten son, and Jesus came and set and showed us the eternal standard for excellence. –

· His teaching was so excellent that even his fiercest critics lauded him. 

· His wisdom was profound that it confounded even the smarted of leader

· His integrity was beyond any fault, his transparency was crystal clear and his actions always reflected not just the desire of his heart, but of his heavenly father’s as well.

· His love for all people was excellent – Rich/poor, Male/Female, Sinner/Saintly. His love crossed racial, political, gender, economic barriers and he loved all excellently

· Then he died an excellent death! He carried his own cross, forgave those who killed him, made arrangements for his mother while he was making arrangements for our eternity… and while he was doing this he still found time for one lost guy who he took to heaven with him, then he said ‘it is finished”. Grade his death! A plus!

· He produced an excellent resurrection – clean, quick and according to reports he didn’t even wake the guards!

· Then an excellent ascension! If you don’t believe it, you try levitating and see how far you get!!

· Then he sent his most excellent Spirit so that we can become carriers of his power and his presence… one who would be with us always and would be God within us.

· He developed an Excellent Organism – the Church to serve a loved starved world and create for us a family of faith.

· Scripture tells us that he is preparing an ‘excellent’ eternity for us… with streets of God, with all that is wrong and evil banished.

· But before we go there we can have an Excellent life – and abundant life as Jesus calls it in John 10:10

It is no wonder that one day we will be standing in heaven proclaiming ‘excellent, excellent, and excellent’ is the Lord. Holy, Holy, Holy, Worthy is the lamb to receive all power and praise.

God has given to us nothing but his very best… what are we going to give to him in response? A blemished lamb, what he had given to us originally back to him in a handkerchief?

As God has given his very best to you, you must in turn give your very best to him. Has God has excellently invested in you; you must excellently invest this same love into others. 

I just want to say something else that God has placed on my heart in the past couple of days. Giving our very best to God means that we do not so to serve our own interests. If we selfishly seek to make a return on our investment, we can’t do it. If we give to get, we won’t get… because it is God who gives. The excellent love of Christ, and the excellent way that we must respond to him, is a selfless love that we must invest beyond ourselves!

We can’t replenish ourselves, it is only God who can do that and therefore we must invest selflessly.

7) Give your very best to him

We are living in an interim period between our Kings departure and before his return. How are you going to live in the interim? What kind of commitment should we give to the God who has only ever given his most excellent.

I would suggest that there is only one way to live – and that is to give your very best to God, give him your excellence and invest the Kingdom Currency that he has given to you back. We must give our very best to God because God has only ever given his very best to us? –

Make an excellent commitment to the one who has only ever made an excellent commitment to you! An unconditional commitment!

When we start to give God second best, it isn’t long before we aren’t giving him anything. Keep your fork – because the best is yet to be!

In a moment we are going to hear a song sung to us that I want you to let challenge your heart. The lyrics go;

When it's all been said and done
There is just one thing that matters
Did I do my best to live for truth
Did I live my life for You
When it's all been said and done
All my treasures will mean nothing
Only what I've done for love's Reward
Will stand the test of time




On that final day, when the King has returned and all has been said and done. Will you be able to look back and say that you have God your very best? Can you say, from this moment on, that you will invest your life for the purposes of God and life your life excellently in this interim period.

Let’s Pray Together.

