BE FRUITFUL - MATTHEW 25:14-30

Being Prepared for Christ's Coming #4

(Video clip from “Pistol Pete”)

Despite the ridicule and laughter from his fellow classmates, Pete Maravich did achieve much of what envisioned.  His 3,667 points and career average of 44.2 points a game for Louisiana State University remain college records.  These records are even more remarkable because Pete played college basketball 15 years before there the NCAA instituted a 3-point basket line (many of his shots were would have been well beyond that line) and freshmen were ineligible to play varsity basketball in college when he played.  Pistol Pete only had 3 years to accumulate his point total instead of the 4 years that players now have.  Maravich also went on to have a stellar professional career of over a decade and has been inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame.

But the most amazing fact of Pistol Pete Maravich’s basketball career did not come to light until after his seemingly premature death at the age of 40.  A devout Christian, Pete was scheduled to appear on Dr. James Dobson’s radio show one day.  He was playing a pick up basketball game the morning before he was to appear on “Focus on the Family”.  Dr.  Dobson was actually playing in the game with Pete.  Suddenly Pete collapsed on the court of heart failure.  The autopsy revealed the fact that Pete Maravich had a congenital heart condition.  He had achieved the highest level of basketball competition with only one coronary artery instead of the normal two that we all have.  Yet despite this heart defect that would debilitate most people, through hard work and conditioning and constant practice, Pete Maravich achieved a most fruitful career. 

It is a universal desire of human nature to take the amount of raw ability that God has given to us and make that absolute most out of it.  Everyone wants to reach his or her potential.    This universal desire even transcends generational boundries.  People 100 years ago, even 1000 years ago all had this same desire.  We all want to be fruitful and productive in life.  We all want to do the best we can with what we have.  I believe that God is pleased with such stewardship.  In fact, Jesus Christ himself used this very scenario of investing and multiplying resources as an illustration of how we should be living as we watch for the Lord's return.

TURN TO MATTHEW 25

We have been looking at 4 essential truths which we must know and be living if we are to be ready for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The Bible teaches that the Lord could come back at any moment- His return is imminent.  As we observe the signs all around us today, we cannot help but believe that the coming of Jesus Christ could be very soon indeed.  And it is interesting that the belief that the Christ, the Messiah, is coming very soon is not distinctive with Bible-believing Christians.  There is an extremely powerful Messianic movement among Jews in Israel at this time.  The famous former leader of the Chabad (the name for the extremely orthodox Jews), Rabbai Menachem Mendel Schneerson publicly predicted that the Messiah would come in 1995.  Rabbai Schneerson who passed away just a year before his prediction was to come true was a very respected Rabbai in Israel.  He was a direct descendent of the famous 16th century Rabbai, Judah Loew, who is commonly recognized to be of the lineage of King David himself.  I mean when this man spoke, people in Israel listened.  Some even went so far as to claim that he might be the Messiah before his passing.  One Chabbadnik when interviewed by a reporter was quoted as saying, "Whenever I make even short-term commitments, I ask myself, But what will happen if the Messiah comes first?"  One wealthy member of the Chabad placed a full page ad in the New York Times which announced, "The Time for Your Redemption has Arrived."   The last time I was in Israel, I saw a billboard with the message, “The Messiah is coming soon.”  The return of the Lord is not something that is just being preached by Christian evangelists holding prophetic conferences today; there is a growing belief that the Messiah is coming soon from orthodox Jewish sources as well.  
When the disciples asked Jesus for some signs of his coming and the end of the age, he responded by giving them many indications - many claiming to be Messiahs, national unrest, wars and rumors of wars, increase in the number of famines and earthquakes,  increase in wickedness, apostasy, and many others.  And then Christ told his followers that they were to live their lives ready for the Lord's coming at any moment.

*"Therefore, keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. . .So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him."  Matt. 24:42,44

*What does it mean to be ready for the Lord's return?  How can one be sure that he is watching for Christ's coming?  Does it mean buying a white robe and standing out on a hillside or in a graveyard?  

*No, Jesus then gave 3 parables which clearly illustrate what it means to ready for Christ's return.  

*First, to be ready means to be faithful.  We looked at this truth 2 weeks ago as we studied the parable of the faithful and unfaithful servant.

*Second, to be ready means to be prepared.  We looked at this truth last week as we studied the parable of the 10 virgins - 5 of whom were prepared for the bridegroom's coming and 5 of whom were not ready for his coming.

*Now, this morning, we want to conclude this brief series as we look at the 3rd parable which Jesus gives illustrating readiness.  To be ready means to be productive, to be fruitful.  Whereas the parable of the virgins last week emphasize the necessity of our being prepared while waiting for the Lord, the parable of the talents emphasize the necessity of our working for the Lord.  READ Matt. 25:14-30:
MT 25:14 "Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his property to them. 15 To one he gave five talents of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent, each according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. 16 The man who had received the five talents went at once and put his money to work and gained five more. 17 So also, the one with the two talents gained two more. 18 But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master's money.

    MT 25:19 "After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them. 20 The man who had received the five talents brought the other five. `Master,' he said, `you entrusted me with five talents. See, I have gained five more.'

    MT 25:21 "His master replied, `Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!'

    MT 25:22 "The man with the two talents also came. `Master,' he said, `you entrusted me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.'

    MT 25:23 "His master replied, `Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!'

    MT 25:24 "Then the man who had received the one talent came. `Master,' he said, `I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.'

    MT 25:26 "His master replied, `You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? 27 Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest.

    MT 25:28 " `Take the talent from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents. 29 For everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 30 And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.'

SUMMARY OF PARABLE:
*Now in this parable, Jesus presents a very, wealthy landowner.  He was wealthy enough to own land, to own a house, to have at least 3 servants, and to be able to take an extended journey.  We know that this man was extremely wealthy because of the amount of money that he left with these servants.  A talent was actually a weight equivalent to about 75 pounds originally.  Over the course of time, the term talent began to be used as a unit of money.  But as you can imagine, it was a very large amount of money - as 75 pounds of gold would indicate.  In Christ's day, a talent was the equivalent of about 5,000 denarii.  A denarius was a day's wage.  So then, a talent would have been the equivalent of almost 15 years of work.  5 talents would have been the equivalent of an entire lifetime - about 75 years.  2 talents would have been the equivalent of a man's prime working lifetime - about 30 years.  And 1 talent would have been the equivalent of about 15 years of labor.  So in addition to everything else that he had in land and houses and servants, this owner had enough money to leave the equivalent of about 120 years of an average man's labor with these servants.  Certainly, this master was a very wealthy man.  He had wealth that most of us cannot even imagine.  So he is an apt picture of Christ himself, the creator and owner of all things.

Now this owner left to go on an extended journey.  He left his servants in charge of all that he owned.  After a long time, the master returned to see how his servants were faring.  In his parable, the master's journey represents Christ's ascension back into heaven during the church age.  Having accomplished the work of redemption upon the cross of Calvary, Jesus Christ left his disciples standing on the mount of Olives and ascended back into heaven.  The Bible tells us that as he was ascending, angels said that he would one day return in a similar manner.  At this time, it is as if Jesus Christ is away on a long journey.  He is in heaven preparing a home for his bride, the church.  After he ascended into heaven, Jesus left behind him the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost to indwell each one of his followers.  The Holy Spirit is a priceless treasure - He is the 3rd person of the Godhead.  And one of the Holy Spirit's ministries is to give to each believer some supernatural, spiritual abilities.  Spiritual gifts we call them.  WE sometimes call them talents - a term taken from the very parable that we are studying here this morning.  

Now one day, Jesus Christ is going to come back to take his bride to her heavenly home.  When he comes back, Jesus is going to expect his followers to be active in using their gifts and abilities in a productive way.  That is what this parable is all about - being productive, being fruitful for the Lord.

Now let's look at 3 observations from this parable which are important for each of us to see as we consider this matter of being all that we can be for the Lord.

1.  First, I want you to notice that every servant received at least 1 talent.  Not a single servant was completely passed over.  All 3 servants received some talents.

So it is true in the body of Christ that every single believer has been given at least one spiritual ability.  The Apostle Paul wrote to the church at Corinth, "There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit.  There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord.  There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men.  Now to each one the manifestation of the spirit is given for the common good."  1 Cor. 12:4-7

There are no second rate Christians in the body of Jesus Christ.  There are no Christians who have been overlooked by God when the gifts were distributed.  Every Christian is important, an important part of the body.

Bo Schembechler tells of a turning point in his life.  He was the coach of the University of Miami at Ohio when he received a call from the University of Wisconsin to interview for the position of head football coach.  Now this was Schembechler's dream - to coach a school in the big ten.  So he traveled to Madison, Wisconsin with high hopes.  When he arrived, he was shown all of the facilities and then interviewed by a committee which was comprised of the athletic director, several head coaches and several school trustees.  The interview went very well.  But Schembechler said that he couldn't help but notice one of the trustees whose eyes were getting heavy, and then whose head began to bob, and finally who fell right asleep during the interview.  Schembechler left after the interview and went back to his smaller school in Ohio.  As expected, the U. of Wisconsin offered him the position of being head coach of the football program.  But the more Schembechler thought about the opportunity, the more he saw the picture of that sleeping trustee in his mind.  He came to the conclusion that if the trustees of the school weren't anymore excited than that about the football program, he didn't want to be a part of it, and Bo refused the offer to move to Madison.  A couple of years later, the Univ. of Michigan asked Bo to come to Ann Arbor to become head football coach, and we all know what happened from there.  An interesting sidelight to the Wisconsin story is the fact that a few months after Bo's interview there, he received a call from a coaching friend named Bobby Knight who was then the head basketball coach at Army.  Wisconsin was not only looking for a head football coach, they were also looking for someone to head up their basketball program as well.  Schembechler told Knight about his interview, the response of that single trustee, and the decision that he had made and the reasons for the decision.  This convinced Bobby Knight to also refuse to go to the U. of Wisconsin.  A couple of years later, Bobby Knight ended up at Indiana as head basketball coach.  Now anyone who follows sports at all knows what kind of football team that Wisconsin had during the years when Schembechler was building the program at Michigan.  Now Wisconsin is much better in football and basketball, but back in those days they were pathetic.  But before Michigan began its domination in football, they could have had Bo Schembechler as the coach of Wisconsin.  And before Indiana won several national championships in basketball, they could have had Bobby Knight as their head coach.  We don't know anything about the circumstances of that anonymous trustee who fell asleep during that interview.  Bo Schembechler doesn't even know his name to this day.   He might have been up all night with business or a sick child.  But it was obvious that he didn't consider himself to be in integral part of the interviewing process - he was just excess baggage, ornamentation.  Yet, because he didn't take his position seriously, he cost his school the best coaches in the 2 major sports of the big 10.

There are many Christians who are like this trustee.  They are sitting back watching the other Christians, thinking that they are not an integral part of Christ's church.  The others have the gifts, I haven't been given any spiritual abilities.  Such is simply not the case.  There isn't a Christian who is a part of the body of Christ who has not received at least one talent from the Lord.  And then Christ returns, he doesn't expect that see any Christians sleeping at the end of the table.  He is going to expect every Christian to be active and productive in his work.

2.  But also note with me that none of the servants received the same amount of talents.  One received 5 talents, one received 2 talents and one received 1 talent.  Each was given the talents at the discretion of the master.  He chose who received 5 and who received one.  The servants did nothing to merit the talents.  But even the servant who received just 1 talent, received a tremendous treasure - the equivalent of 15 years of hard labor.

Now we have to realize that each of us have differing abilities and gifts.  We are not responsible for how we have been made - God is responsible for that.  We are only responsible for what we do with what we have.  And God does not expect us to do more than he has created us to do.  

Did you notice that each of the servants who were faithful received the exactly same commendation?  I mean the one who was given 5 talents made 3 more talents than the one who was given 2.  That's a lifetime more - 45 years.  Over a million dollars in today's market.  We might think that the master would be more pleased with the servant who made him an extra million, wouldn't we?  But such was not the case.  You see, in the master's eyes, the amount of money made was not the issue.  It was the fruitfulness of the servant.  And the servant who had 2 talents did just as well with what he had as the servant who had been given 5 talents.  Both doubled their assets.

So it is that God never expects more out of us than we are able to do.  And He is equally pleased with each of his children who do their best for Him.  

3.  And this brings us to our final observation.  The fruitful servants received a commendation from the master, while the unproductive servant did not please him at all.

Notice that the commendation of the master for the 2 fruitful servants was 3 -fold. 

a.  First, there was his expression of pleasure.  Well, done, good and faithful servant.

b.  Then, there was the giving of additional responsibilities.  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.

c.  And finally, there was an invitation into the joy of the Lord.  Come and share your master's happiness. 

In the context of the Lord's coming, these would represent the words of commendation spoken by Christ to his fruitful workers, the giving of rewards of crowns and greater responsibilities for faithful service, and the invitation to the millenial kingdom of Christ and a heavenly home of eternal joy and happiness.

But the master was not pleased with the unproductive servant.

*And we must ask ourselves at this point “Why did the unfruitful servant fail?”  I'm sure that it was not his goal to fail, that he didn't set out to be a failure in life.  How is it that he failed while the other 2 servants pleased the master so much?

*Well there are 3 reasons given by Christ in this parable:

a.  First, he had a wrong view of the master.  I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed.  His view of the master was a harsh one, of a perfectionist owner who had absolute expectations.  He thought that he could never live up to those expectations.

Now, the view of the 3rd servant had some truth to it.  And the master repeats what he said of himself.  And certainly it is true that God is a God of absolute perfection.  God, by his very nature, cannot tolerate anything less than the best.  It must be perfect for him.

But it is also true that God is loving and kind, gentle and forgiving.  It is true that God demands absolute perfection, but it is just as true that God has provided that which is perfect to meet his standards, and he offers us His perfection as a free gift, by his grace.  You see, this servant overlooked the master's generosity and kindness.  After all, the master gave him 15 years worth of wages.  I would say that this would represent a very generous amount of money to work with, wouldn't you?  This 3rd servant didn't have a proper view of the master, and this lead him to a faulty lifestyle.

b.  This faulty view of the master lead to a fear, a fear of not doing well enough, fear of failure that this servant had.  So I was afraid.  People who do not have a rounded, Biblical view of God will either try to deny his existence altogether or they will live in fear of this one who is perfect in his character and omnipotent in his power.  

c. But it is interesting that the master interpreted the servant's actions as Sinfulness and Laziness.  You wicked, lazy servant.  The master had given to the servant what was needed.  But the servant had chosen not to serve the owner as he should. 

Now the personal applications of this parable as so obvious that we needn't belabor them.  God has blessed each of us with his abundant riches, and he expects us to be using these resources in building his kingdom while he is gone.

*What do you think Christ is going to think if he returns to find many in his bride, the church, asleep at the end of the table rather than being good stewards of the resources that he left for them?  Do you think he will be pleased?

*I will tell you what Christ will think.  I can do so because he told his disciples personally and us as well through his inspired word.  When Jesus Christ returns, he will be pleased with those whom he finds multiplying their talents in his household.  And he will be displeased with those who have hidden their talents in the ground.  

Jesus Christ is coming back to earth one day, it may be very soon.  On that day, at that moment and for all eternity, the only thing that will matter is whether or not we are ready to meet him.  The size of our house will not be important, the title of our job at work will not matter, the size of our bank account will not enter our mind, the only thing at that time and for all eternity that will be important to us is whether we truly are one of his servants, and what kind of servant we have been.  That's it.

*Are you a servant of the Lord?  Have you received Jesus Christ into your life?

*Are you faithful to him, are you prepared to meet him, are you being fruitful and productive in your service for him?

*If you are a servant of the Lord, and you are living a faithful, prepared, and fruitful life, you are ready to meet the Lord.
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