TEXT: Luke 16:1-8

SUBJECT: Luke #58: The Ungodly Are Wiser than We Are


The novelist Ernest Hemingway was not a disciple of Jesus Christ.  And—as far as I know—neither is the football player, Jerry Rice.  Yet despite their unbelief, you can say two good things about them that cannot be said of most Christians.  

· They knew what they wanted.

· They spared no effort to get what they wanted.  

Hemingway’s perfectionism is legendary.  He would often spend a whole day writing one paragraph.  Because typing was too fast, he wouldn’t do it, but insisted on writing every word by hand.  He wrote with a pencil and often tore the manuscript with an almost infinite number of erasures.  He once spent two or three days trying to decide which of these was better: “penniless” or “without a penny”.  Other writers wouldn’t care—and that’s why they’re “other writers”--and not Hemingway!  

Jerry Rice is the same kind of man.  He’s the oldest player in Football—I think—and has received every award the League has to offer.  Yet even now, his training schedule is harder and longer and more consistent than anyone in sports!  He works more than a 21 year old rookie—and he’s forty!  In the off-season, when they’re lying on the beach in Hawaii, drinking beer and eating pizza, he’s running the hills of San Francisco at five o’clock in the morning. Other players aren’t willing to pay the price of greatness—and that’s why they’re “other players”-- and not Jerry Rice.  

The dedication these men have to their craft makes me ashamed of my dedication to Christ.  If Jerry Rice is willing to rise early to run, why am I unwilling to get up early to pray?  If Hemingway had to get every word of his novel right, why do I slap together my sermons as I often do?  

The answer is not hard to find: either (1) I don’t want the right things, or (2) I do want them, but not enough to work for them with all I’ve got.  


What’s true of me may also be true of you.  For lukewarmness is not a new thing in the Church.  The Laodiceans had it in the First Century and many believer still have it.  When it comes to serving Christ, our vision is fuzzy and our efforts are half-hearted and inconsistent.  

This is what today’s story is about.  Commentators and preachers have long wrung their hands about its meaning.  They wonder how the Lord can praise dishonesty and why a crook comes off so good in His parable.  Likewise, skeptics have used the story to deny the innocence of our Lord or maybe, the inspiration of the Bible.   


But if you read the punchline, you’ll see that all the worries are groundless and the objections miss the point entirely.  What’s the parable of the unjust steward in favor of?  


Embezzlement?  Bribery?  Ignoring your work?  Of course not.  It’s in favor of wisdom—

“For the sons of this world are wiser in their generation than the sons of light”.  


In other words, the crook in our story knew what he wanted and he knew how to get it. And his shrewdness is in contrast to the stupidity of God’s People.

THE STORY


The story is easy to tell.  


There is a rich farmer whose land is tilled by share-croppers.  Every fall they pay the owner a percentage of what they harvest in wheat and olive oil.  The farmer doesn’t keep the books himself, but turns the job over to a manager.  One day, it occurs to the farmer that he’s not getting what he’s owed.  The land is rich, the weather is good, the tenants work hard, and yet the revenue is declining.  He looks into it and finds out the manager is to blame.  He may be siphoning off the money for himself—or more likely, he’s just bad at his work.  


The farmer gives him two weeks’ notice—and he’s outta here.  The manager is scared—he’s too old to go back to farming and he’s too proud to beg for a living.  So, what can he do?  How can he arrange things so that he’ll have a living after he’s fired?  


He’s got it.  He calls the share-croppers in and finds out how much they owe the farmer.  They tell him the amount and he cuts it way down.  He gives 50% off to the olive growers and 20% off to the wheat farmers.  Needless to say, he becomes their hero!  And they all thank him with the words, “If there’s anything I can ever do for you…”  

It’s not long before he takes their offer.  The crooked manager loses his job, only to become an honored guest in everyone’s home.  


As for the rich farmer?  He’s got a good sense of humor!  He does not approve of the man’s crookedness, but he cannot help admiring the steward’s cunning.  He may be a rascal, but he’s not stupid.  He knows what he wants and he knows how to get it.     

THE MEANING


The unsaved are often this way.  John D. Rockefeller started off as a bookkeeper and ended up the richest man in the world!   Abraham Lincoln was born in a log cabin and became the president of the United States!  Pete Rose had a smidgen of talent and got more hits than any man in the history of Major League Baseball!  


They achieved so much because they knew what they wanted and they did what they had to do to get it.  Some of what they did was not right; Rockefeller in particular was a ruthless man who climbed on the backs of the men he destroyed.  But their morality is not the point here.  It’s their shrewdness in getting what they want.  


Christians—on the other hand—rarely have this knack.  By and large, we are not as wise as worldly men are.  You can see it in our lives, in our homes, in our careers, in our churches, and in our efforts to reach the world for Christ.  


What the parable is calling for, then, is getting wisdom.  Not cunning (which is selfish and crooked), but godly wisdom, the wisdom to glorify the Lord in our lives.  Solomon wrote,

“Wisdom is the principal thing;

therefore, get wisdom

and in all of your getting

get understanding”.

THE PARTICULARS


On this general point, I think we all agree: we ought to be wiser than we are.  The New Testament tells us to pray for wisdom and the Old to seek it as silver and search for it as for hidden treasure.  Yes, of course, we ought to grow in wisdom.  


But the devil is in the details.  We all want wisdom…as long as it doesn’t step on the toes of our favorite folly!  Let’s get into some of the particulars.  For example

Time.


Time is the gift of God and ought to be used for His glory and for the good of others.  This does not mean we have to pray 24 hours a day or read the Bible every waking moment.  Of course not!  We need time to rest, to laugh, to visit, and to just enjoy the blessings of God.  


But can you tell me how sitting in front of the TV four, five, and six hours a day—every day!—is a wise use of your time?  


I am not a legalist and I cannot condemn TV as such.  But don’t you think some of that time watching things that are often unwholesome and almost always boring and pointless could be better spent?  


In reading the Bible, praying, or meditation?  Or, maybe in encouraging believers, witnessing to the lost, or helping the poor?  Or, in playing with your kids or kissing your wife?  


Jerry Rice didn’t become the best player in pro football by watching TV all day.  No, he spent his time on the track, in the weight room, on the field, and in front of the playbook.  A wise use of time made him the player he is.  


Are you willing to turn off the TV to be a better disciple?  If you do, prove it.  

Money.  


Money is a second example.  The theology of money is very easy to state—but not so easy to live up to!  Your money belongs to God, you need to spend it His way, and one day, He’ll ask you to account for it.  


What is a wise way to spend your money?  Once your basic needs are met, what do you do with it?  What the Lord wants you to do is to invest it in His Kingdom.  That includes the church, of course, but not only the church.  There is great flexibility here.  Because God doesn’t give us the numbers, no man has the right to!  


But I do have the right to tell you to spend your money for God.  And not to waste it on stuff you don’t need and will be tired of five minutes after you buy it!  


F. Scott Fitzgerald  was a fine novelist whose hand-written budget can be found in his collection, Six Tales of the Jazz Age and Other Stories.  On the left side of the ledger he has necessary expenses like rent, food, and taxes.  On the other side, he has unnecessary expenses.  In his own hand, he wrote:

· House Liquor--$80.00

· Gambling--$33.00

· Wild Parties--$100.00

· Theatre--$20.00

· Charity--$4.00

His priorities were clear: partying (really important), helping people (not too important).

I hope you don’t spend as much on booze and gambling as he did, but even he gave to charity.  Do you?  Do you give $4.00 a month to the church?  To missions?  To the poor?  To brothers and sisters who need your help?    

F. Scott Fitzgerald knew what he wanted: drunkenness, and he was willing to pay for it.  Do you want God’s Kingdom to grow?  If you do, what part of the bill are you willing to pay?    

Your Kids


A third example is your kids.  What do you want your kids to be?  If you want them to be scientists, you send them to good schools and keep an eye on their classes and their grades.  If you want them to play in the Major Leagues, you sign them up for Little League.  If you want them to be musicians, you get music lessons for them.  What you do for them is determined by what you want for them.  


What do you want your kids to be?  Above all else, I want my boys to be disciples of Christ.  That means I’ve got to do everything in my power to bring it about.  For example: spending time with them, showing them I care for them, setting a good example, teaching them the Bible, urging them to believe in Christ, correcting their faults, and showing them what a just and merciful father is.  


Throwing money at your kids’ salvation won’t work.  Christian schooling is good, but it will not make up for a lack of discipleship in the home.  And that takes time and attention and prayer.  A lot of it.  


This means you may have to cut down on some things you really like to do.  It may mean you’ll have to get by on one income instead of two.  It may mean driving the old car another year or unplugging the internet or other things nobody wants to do.


…unless you want your kids to be saved more than you want the other things! 


On this point, the Vietnamese Boat People are a painful rebuke to our laziness and lack of focus.  These people came to the US about 25 years ago with nothing.  They did not know the language, they did not know the culture, they did not bring money or family connections and many of them, though educated, were not qualified to teach or practice law or medicine here.  


Yet they had a burning passion for their kids’ future.  And so, attorneys became janitors and formerly rich people lived two or three families in an apartment.  And they saved for their kids’ education and pushed them in school, and did not give them the freedom to hang out at the mall or stare into a TV screen all day.  


These children of the Boat People are among the most successful people in America today.  Because their parents did without and worked two jobs and kept an eye on their friends and insisted they stay in school and excel.  


And most of these people are…Buddhists.  Buddhists who care more for the future of their kids than we do for the eternal future of ours.  


The Lord was right, wasn’t He?

“The sons of this world are wiser in their generations than the sons of light”.  

Like the manager in the parable, they know what they want and they do what it takes to get it.

WHY WE DON’T


If the ungodly are wise enough to get what they want, why aren’t we?  Three reasons occur to me:

· We’re not clear on what we want.

We say we want holiness (or the salvation of our kids), but we also want things that are not compatible with them.  


What would you say to the man who said “I want to be thin—and I also want to eat a dozen donuts a day and drink a case of beer”.  You’d say, “It can’t be done”.  He can have one or the other—but not both.


You can have discipleship, but you cannot have it and also do whatever you want, whenever you want, and with no one ever telling you that you’re wrong!  


You can’t be a disciple of Christ and also spend your money any way you want to.  Setting aside the sinful things you might buy, it’s the priorities that hurt our discipleship more than anything else.  It’s not crack that’s keeping us from giving to the church or helping the poor, it’s fast food and cable TV and the fiftieth pair of shoes!  It’s an unwillingness to squish into your house or to drive the old car another year.  


If they were plainly wicked things, it would be easy to identify them and repent.  But they’re not—that’s the point!  They’re good things, but not as good as discipleship.  


Moses wasn’t just filling space when he said the serpent was “more subtle than any beast of the field”.  Just as a snake can slither without being seen, so the devil can wrap himself around your heart without you even knowing it! 


What do you want?  If you want the Kingdom of God, you can have it—but only if you want it more than anything else.  

· We’re not patient.

When I was a boy, if you wanted something you couldn’t afford, you put it on layaway.  It was set aside, you paid it off over time, and then you got it after it was paid for!  Today, we have credit cards that get you want you want right now.  


We want to use the card for holiness.  I want to be wise and humble and brave and—especially--patient right now.  And, if I can’t have it now, don’t bother.   


But this is not how we grow in grace—all at once.  It’s a slow grind over our whole Christian lives—and with plenty of delays and setbacks too.  Athletes work out every day for years; scholars study for decades.  Their rewards come through patience.  And so do ours.  


If we were wiser, we’d be willing to work hard for years to see growth in grace.  

· We use pious copouts.  

If everything is by grace then we don’t want to pollute God’s sovereignty by trying hard to do His will.  Can’t you see what’s wrong with that?  Our efforts, too, are by His grace and He fulfills His sovereignty by enabling us to try hard.  

We have too much half-truth theology.  What we need is wisdom.  Hitler did not believe in Christ, of course, but he very much believed in Fate.  He thought he was fated to rule Germany.  And yet, he didn’t lie around in his dirty bed, but he worked for the rule he thought Fate had chosen him for.  


Will he serve fate more than we serve God?  Let’s get rid of our pious copouts and seek to do God’s will and let Him bless our efforts as He sees fit.  Duty is ours; the results are His!  

CHALLENGE


Do you want to grow in wisdom?  If you do, pray for it, look for it in the Bible, and follow the wisdom you have so far.  And remember,

“He who has, to him more will be given.  But to him who does not have, even what he has will be taken away from him”.   

