FAITHFUL STEWARDS OF TIME - James 4:13-17

FAITHFUL STEWARDS #2 

Richard Versalle was excited.  At 63 years of age, he was finally getting the opportunity that he had dreamed about all of his life.  Richard was going to sing the tenor solo in an opera opening at the Metropolitan Opera Company in New York City.  The opera called The Makropulos Case was a fascinating one.  It had been written by Czeck composer and had just recently been translated into English.  The plot revolved around an elixir that had been discovered that gave eternal youth.  With the interesting plot and fine music, the whole cast was confident that this was going to be a long running opera.  Richard just knew that it was going to make his career.


Richard was in position to sing his first solo from a 10 foot balcony.  He was justifiably nervous, who wouldn't be?  He opened his mouth and belted out his first line - You can only live so long.  And then he collapsed, falling off of the balcony.  He landed on his back with his arms outstretched on the stage.  Of course, the curtain was immediately closed as the Met show was cancelled midway for only the 3rd time in its illustrious history.  An emergency team was called in from St. Luke's-Roosevelt Hospital.  But it was too late.  It was determined that Richard Versalle had died from a massive heart attack.  His last line sung in an opera where it was claimed that the secret to eternal youth had been discovered was - You can only live so long.


History is filled with examples of people who had great plans that were cut off short because of untimely disasters that entered their lives.  In fact, nobody schedules an accident or disaster in their life.  But they occur in everybody's life at times, don't they?  So it important that we all have a realistic view of life and a Biblical plan of how our lives should be lived.


We have begun a series entitled Faithful Stewardship.  God has entrusted some very precious gifts to us and He wants for us to be faithful in our use of these gifts.  1 Corinthians 4:2 reminds us:  Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.  Three of the most precious gifts that God has given to us are our natural abilities, time and the material possessions that we have.  God has given to each of us certain talents and abilities.  We all have potential that can be developed.  God has given to you natural abilities that the person seated next to you doesn't possess.  God desires for each of us to be faithful in developing these talents that He has entrusted to us.  You will recall that we looked at this subject last week if you were with us.  God has also given to us a degree of material possessions.  We all have much more than we had when we were born into this world.  Every one of us came into this world the same way - naked.  We didn't even have clothing on our backs.  But now, at least we have that.  And we all have much more that God has entrusted to us.  God desires for us to use our material possessions wisely as stewards of that  which He has given to us.  We plan to look at this subject next week, the Lord willing.  But this morning, I want to look with you at being faithful stewards of our time.  Time is among the most precious possessions that we have.  For time is our life.  Time is our sojourn here upon this earth.  God has given a quantity of time to each of us.  Now in one sense, we all have the same amount of time because every day has 24 hours for each of us.  But in another sense, each of us has a different quantity of time for we all have differing lengths to our lives.  But for all of us the quality of our life and the eternal value that our life brings are dependent upon how faithful we are in being good stewards of the time that God has entrusted to us.


We are going to ask James to help us find God's perspective on our time this morning.  I would invite you to turn to James 4 with me as we look at a very important passage for each of us to consider.


READ James 4:13-17


13 Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." 14 Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. 15 Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that." 16 As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. 17 Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins. 

Now it is important for us to realize that James is not criticizing commerce or trade or any other kind of business practice as being evil.  Nor does he imply that tradesmen or merchants or workers  cannot be godly.  God ordained work.  6 days thou shalt work is a divine commandment.  We are out of God's will if we do not work.  But just because it is God's will that we work doesn't mean that any attitude in working is pleasing to God.  It is very possible for us to not be exercising divine wisdom in our work ethics - that is what James is addressing here.


1.  First of all, notice with me the wrong attitude towards time found in verses 13,14.


13 Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." 14 Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.


Now James' words are confusing to us at first because he appears to be describing exactly the way we are taught to do business.  In business, we are taught to be proactive, nor reactive.  In business, we are taught to set goals, make plans.  The person who fails to plan, plans to fail - this is the motto that we hear so often.  In business, we are taught to make projections, chart out future growth.  Can you imagine a CEO who started out his meeting by saying that his company was no longer going to make any plans or projections for the future?  He would be laughed right out of the boardroom, wouldn't he?


Now I believe that it is important to realize that James is not criticizing all planning or thinking about the future.  The book of Proverbs tells us that a wise person makes plans for the future.  The good man lays up an inheritance for his children's children (Pr. 13:22).   Jesus taught the value of making plans in many of his parables.  Even the unscrupulous steward was praised by the Lord for his retirement plan in Luke 16.  God had a plan to redeem this world.  That plan had been laid out from eternity past.  Jesus didn't just live his life day by day without any direction or purpose.  Rather Jesus committed himself to carrying out the expressed plan that had been laid out by the Godhead.  So I believe that it is important and necessary that we realize that James is not being critical of planning as such.  Most of us should do more careful planning in life.


What James is criticizing is the arrogant attitude in the person who is planning.  The person who James is being critical of is the person who is assuming that he is in control of his time.  The person who James is being critical of is the person who makes his plans selfishly, with only his own interests in mind.  The person who James is being critical of is the person who doesn't have any room for God in his plans.  And how often do people have a selfish attitude towards time.  My life is my time and I can use it anyway that I want – this is the attitude that many have.


You see as we pile day upon day, week upon week, year upon year, we can actually come to the place where we think that we are immortal.  Oh, we would never deny the reality of death.  A person need only to look around him to realize that death is real.  The Pederson Funeral Home down the street is one of the busiest places in town.  Almost every paper carries an obituary section.  We all know that death is a reality.  But we can come to the place where we live our lives as if death is only for others, it is not for us.  We delude ourselves into thinking that we are somehow the exception, exempt from death.  So we make plans to do business as if we are in control of our lives and destiny.  This is very dangerous - for when we begin to live in this way, we begin to live in a fantasy world, a world that is not in touch with the realities of life.  And we are then not prepared when the real world hits, when some tragedy or unexpected occurrence abruptly barges into our life.


2.  What should be our attitude towards time in life.  Notice with me in the wise attitude towards time found in verse 15.

 15 Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that." 


Now I want you to notice something.  James doesn't change the plan at all.  The plan of business in verse 13 is the same plan of business in verse 15.  The only difference is the attitude.  The self-sufficient attitude of verse 13 is changed into the attitude of submission to the will of God that is found in verse 15.


Why should a person live his life always allowing for the intervening will of God?  The answer is found in verse 14 isn't it?  Our lives are but a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.  The picture is one that will soon be very common to us as the crisp fall mornings soon come.  In fact, a good part of these past summer mornings could have fit into this category.  When we walk out in the morning into that crisp, chilly air, we can see our breath.  It appears like a mist before our mouths.  But what happens to it?  It quickly disappears as it is assimilated into the atmosphere around us.  Our breath is a vapor that appears for just a moment and then quickly disappears.  James compares that picture to our lives.


Now most of us would never compare our life to a mist of vapor.  That is because all we have ever known is our life.  To us, life would be better pictured by stability.  We have all succumbed to sickness, but we have always gotten well again - otherwise, we wouldn't be here.  In our minds, our life would better be compared to the Everready Bunny who used to be so common on our T.V. screens.  You remember that pink bunny that kept on going and going and going.


But James is giving a picture of our life from God's eyes.  You see, God has existed from eternity past.  There never was a time when God wasn't.  God is older than everything that now is - the earth, the stars, the sun.  And there never will be a time in the future when God won't be.  God is eternal.  So while 70 or 80 years appears to be a long time to us because that is all that we have ever known, our lives are just a mist of vapor in God's eyes.  A breath into the cold air that appears for a moment and then disappears from sight.


We don't know when our lives are going to end.  We just commemorated the 3rd anniversary of that awful terrorist attack of September 11, 2001 last weekend.  Every person who went to work in the World Trade Center that day had plans for their life.  They all had plans for their tomorrow.  But almost 3,000 of those people died - killed instantly in the collapse of those twin towers.  The people that got up the morning before the collapse of those buildings probably felt like their lives were stable and secure.  But their lives were really a mist of vapor - and our lives are the same.


Even if we live a full life of 70-80 years, our lives are still like a mist of vapor in light of eternity.  So we are wise if we live our lives in this reality.  We are wise in business if we make our plans in light of the true nature of our lives.  We are wise in business if we plan with eternal values as a top priority.  As we plan in God's will, we are living in light of eternity.

3.  Finally, note with me why our attitude towards time is so important to God - because it reveals a deeper heart problem.

16 As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. 17 Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins. 

Now it is critically important that we see God's perspective on the way we live our lives.  From a purely human standpoint, nobody criticizes the person who makes plans and projections for the future, whatever his or her motive.  The world applauds and holds such a person up as a model of a business tycoon.  But from God's perspective, the person who plans without taking the will of God into effect is arrogant, is boastful, is even evil.   God takes this perspective because He understands that what this person really has done is filled that void in his life that is reserved for God alone with himself.  He has assumed the throne of deity in his life.  He has followed the lead of Lucifer who said, I will be like the most High.  And God is jealous of that position.  God knows that He is the giver of life and that He is the one who ultimately determines its length.  So when someone tries to assume that position, God considers it to be evil, to be arrogant, to be boastful.


Jesus gave a story of a rich man to his disciples to illustrate the very point that James is making here.   Let me read it for you  as we close this morning.  It is found in Luke 12:16-21:


16 And he told them this parable: "The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. 17 He thought to himself, `What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.' 


18 "Then he said, `This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19 And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry."' 


20 "But God said to him, `You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?' 


21 "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God." 

Now there is nothing wrong with building a barn - it is a wise investment for a farmer to build a barn to protect his animals and grain from the elements.  But it is obvious from the context that this man was making his plans without taking God's will into account.  He was thinking only of himself and his own pleasures.  I will take life easy, I will eat, drink and be merry.  God calls him a fool because he might have been rich in the eyes of men, but he was not rich towards God.


The final verse in James 4 is perhaps the most convicting verse in all of the New Testament to me.  It shows the magnitude of our sinful condition and our tendency to fall short in the eyes of God.  It simply says, Anyone then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins.

Aren't you happy for the grace of God?  I sure am.  When I think of the burden of being responsible to be doing the highest good that I know at every moment of my life, to use the time that God has given to me to the greatest eternal advantage at all times,  it's simply overwhelming to me.  I am thankful that Jesus Christ has provided the atonement for all of our sins.


But just because we are forgiven people, we must not neglect the warning that is given.  It is not a light thing in God's eyes when his children choose to live their lives in their own strength, without consulting or relying upon Him.  God is not pleased when we take one of the most valuable possessions that He has entrusted to us - our time on this earth - and squander and waste it away.  God desires for us to use our time wisely.  God desires for us to make plans - but to always make those plans consulting His direction.  God desires for us to project for the future - but to always make those projections if the Lord wills.  It is only as we live our lives with this attitude that we can be the faithful stewards in our use of time that God desires for us to be.


Imagine if Bill Gates came up to you and said, “I am going to open a bank account in your name and credit $86,400 to your account every single day.  The catch is this – you have to spend all of that money that day in order to actually receive it.  There will be no balance carried over to the next day.  Every day will end with a zero balance and then the next day will have $86,400 credited to it.”  Now I know that it is a stretch to imagine this, but just think of this remote possibility with me for a moment.  Don’t you think you would do your best to spend all of that money during the day?  Don’t you think you could find things to buy with it?  Don’t you think you could find worthy charities to give some of the money to?  I’m sure that each of us would do our very best to profitably use that money and not leave a balance left at the end of the day in the account to be wasted.


Well, God has given an even more valuable resource to each of us.  It’s called time.  It’s more valuable than money because even money can’t buy more time.  And every day that we live, God give us 86,400 seconds.  We must use that time during the day because none of it will be banked for the following days.  Whatever time we fail to invest wisely is lost forever.  Whatever time we use for the glory of God brings eternal reward.


Are you being a faithful steward in your use of time?

