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                       HOW TO INVEST YOUR ABILITIES

                             Matthew 25:14-30

     It was Howard Hendricks who said, "I never met anybody who planned on

having a mediocre life, but I have met plenty of mediocre people."  I

suppose that would be true for most of us.  We don't plan on being

mediocre.  We don't plan on being a person whose life doesn't count or

matter.  We plan to have some kind of impact.

     But all of a sudden, life just happens to us.  We get real busy with

things.  We end up getting active with our jobs and raising our families.

There are bills to take care of and stuff to do.  All of a sudden it is now

retirement time.  We just want to go fishing or camping.  Then it is the

end of our days.

     All along we plan to do something.  We were going to matter in some

way.  We were going to pursue that dream we had.  We were going to discover

what our abilities were and really make a difference.  For those of you who

are Christians, you may even be saying, "God, I want my life to count.  I

want to be useful.  I want to use what I have for you.  I am going to do

that someday."  But the somedays pile on top of somedays and then someday

our somedays are over and what did we do?

     Jesus has been teaching.  Someone asked him when the world was going

to end.  When will it be all over?  Jesus said he didn't know the answer to

that question; only God, the Father, knows the answer to that question.

Then he tells a couple of stories.  The stories have to do with expectancy

and accountability.  What are we doing and how are we living?  Are we

living as if our lives really matter for God, as if the impact we have can

be significant?  Or do we go through life and whatever happens, happens?

     The second story Jesus tells after this question is one you may be

familiar with.  We call it the Parable of the Talents.  Please turn to

Matthew, chapter 25.  Matthew is the first book of the New Testament.  In

Matthew 25:14, Jesus tells this story.  Let me summarize it for you.  Jesus

says there is a master who is going to go on a long journey.  He called

some of his servants to him.  He entrusted to one of his servants five

talents, to another two talents, and to a third servant one talent.  A

talent was a unit of silver that was worth about a thousand dollars.  These

would have been trustworthy people he called to him.  These would have been

people either he knew or wanted to test somehow.

     After a time, the master comes back from his journey.  As Jesus tells

the story, the one who had five talents went and gained five more.  Now he

had ten.  The one who had two gained two more.  Now he had four.  The

master word-for-word gives the two the same blessing, "Well done, good and

faithful servant.  You have been faithful with a few things.  I will put

you in charge of many things."  Then the one who had been given the one

talent came and said to the master, "I know you to be an exacting man,

reaping where you don't sow.  I know you expected me to do something with

this.  I was afraid and I hid your money.  Now you can have it back.  Here

is what belongs to you."  As Jesus tells this story, the master said, "Cast

this one into the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of

teeth.  Give what he has to the one who has ten."

     That is a tough story.  Probably not the way we would have told the

story if we were telling it.  If we were telling it, we would have had the

five talent guy make some risky investment.   Maybe some dot-com business

and he would have lost it all.  The one talent guy would have been

faithful, hard working, and diligent.  He would have succeeded because we

often root for the underdog, don't we?  Hence being a Buffalo Bills fan...

Or maybe we would have told the story that they all got the same amount.

The eight talents would have been divided up equally and everybody gets the

same footing and the same opportunity.  But that is not reality.  It is a

bit idealistic.  Jesus tells the story the way life often is.

      Why did the one talent man fail?  Why is it that he ended up being

condemned by the master?  He didn't lose it.  He returned the investment.

As Jesus is giving this analogy, the man gave back to God what he had been

given.  Yet he experiences the stinging condemnation of the master.  How

come?

     I think it has to do with a matter of perspective.  Perspective makes

all the difference, doesn't it?  Hollis Sharpe was a lady in southern

California who, every night, would take her miniature poodle out for a

walk.  Jonathan would take the stroll through the neighborhood with Hollis

and she would take a plastic bag with her so when Jonathan would do his

business, she could clean it up and not leave a mess in the neighbor's

yard.  One night, as she was returning home after Jonathan was finished,

she got knocked down by a mugger who jumped out of some bushes.  He broke

her arm in the fall.  He grabbed the plastic bag and jumped in a car and

drove off.  Hollis maintained her humor.  She said to the police, "I wish

there had been more in the bag for him."  It is a matter of perspective,

isn't it?

1. HE BELIEVED, SAFETY FIRST WAS THE ONLY OPTION.

     This man's perspective is the reason he failed.  First of all, he

failed because his perspective was 'safety first is the only option'.  "I

cannot take a risk with what I have.  I am afraid of what may happen with

it.  I am going to be careful and cautious.  I am going to take what has

been given to me.  I am going out in the backyard and bury it.  Whenever

the master returns a year from now, ten years from now, twenty years from

now, I will be able to go out to that spot and dig it up and give it back

to him."  He was convinced that risk taking was not an option.  That

passage indicates he didn't know what to do with it, so he buried that

talent.

     What is it that we bury at times?  We do it under the banner of being

cautious.  We want to be wise.  We want to be careful with what we have

been given: the opportunities, the dreams we have, the abilities, the

talents.  Whatever they may be, we want to be careful with those things.  I

will admit there are times we should be careful.  Caution at times is

recommended.

     I have two teenage boys now.  One is sixteen and one is fifteen.  One

has had his driver's license for about six months.  The other has had his

learner's permit for two months.  I catch myself saying all the time now,

"Slower is better".  You never told me that the best sound I would hear all

day long was the garage door going up at night.  No one ever told me that

would be the sound you would listen for all day long.

     Sometimes caution is a good thing, but not when it comes to life.  Not

when it comes to what you are choosing to do with what God has given to

you.

      Some of you are five-talent people.  Everything about you is more.

More opportunity.  More resources.  More scrutiny.  More accountability.

More opportunity for success.  More opportunity for failure.  Some of us

are two-talent people.  Some of us are one-talent people.  It doesn't

matter how many talents we have.  What matters is what you and I are

choosing to do with what God has given to us.

     Sometimes, all we do is what benefits us.  It makes my job go better.

It makes my life go better.  It brings a return to me.  I never take the

risky part of saying to God, "What would you have me do?"  I never take the

risky part of saying to those who know me best, "What do you think I should

do?"  I never do the risky part of getting involved, plugged in, and trying

out a few things.  Sometimes failing and sometimes succeeding to discover

what it is that might be a way I could have impact or influence for the

kingdom.

     In fact too often it is easy for me to just get my shovel out and dig

a hole and put the talent in the ground, pat the dirt, go back inside and

grab a bag of Fritos and my remote control and just watch TV from my

Lazyboy chair.  Because when I risk, I stand the chance of failing.  But as

you have heard me say before, we are only free to succeed when we are free

to fail.  We are only free to discover how God might multiply and use what

you have when you put it at risk.  When you step outside your comfort zone,

what you have grown accustomed to, what is easier for you, and you risk

investing whatever it is that God has given you, you are free to discover

how God can use your opportunities and abilities.

     I know what some of you are saying.  I don't even know what it is I am

supposed to do.  I really don't think I have any gifts.  The Bible tells

each one of us should use whatever gifts he has received.  Serving others.

Faithfully administering God's grace in a variety of ways. (1 Peter 4:10)

God has gifted every person.

     Sometimes we look and say we don't have one of the big gifts.  We

don't have the ones that seem most obvious; especially to do something for

God.  I cannot speak very well.  I certainly cannot sing.  I don't lead.  I

am not someone who can be up front.  Those are the visible gifts and,

sometimes we are convinced they are the most valuable gifts.

     But I am convinced they are not.  The most valuable light in my house

is not the big one that hangs in our entryway that cost us a gazillion

dollars.  I had no idea how much lights cost until we built this house.  It

is not that light that is the most significant one in our house.  It is the

night-light that keeps me from stubbing my toe when I get up to use the

bathroom at night.  Which, by the way, after forty has been a lot more

often than it used to be.

     That light keeps me from stumbling.  It is small.  It is

insignificant.  It doesn't cost very much.  I can get it down the street

for just a few bucks.  But it is the light that oftentimes keeps me from

tripping.

     Sometimes you and I are convinced that God cannot use us.  There is

not much value in what we do.  We don't have any of those public gifts.

But I am convinced the more significant gifts are those that somehow this

morning, in some subtle and significant ways, served us so we could be here

and do what we are doing.  There are those of you who sit up all night with

a friend who is hurting.  There are some of you who find a way to invest in

children or students or seniors.  Some of you call or write or pray.  Some

of you share your faith.  Some of you take a risk with what you have, with

the opportunities God has given to you.

     Maybe this man in the parable is thinking, "I don't want to blow it so

I will wait for a good chance to do use the talent.  As soon as the right

thing comes along, then I will dig out the silver and find a way to utilize

it."

     So many of us catch ourselves saying we are going to do something

someday.  The time just isn't right.  I will wait.  I will wait for the

right time.  I will wait until I have more opportunity, more money, more

time, more knowledge, more wisdom, more experience.  Or I will wait until I

know it is a sure thing; very little risk.  Or I will wait until I get my

career on track.  I have bills to pay and things to do.  It is pretty busy

right now.  I will wait until my kids are grown.  I will wait until I have

grandkids and I will invest in them.  I will wait until I get my act

together.  I have to clean up my own house first.  I cannot serve yet.

     So we wait.  We wait for someday.  Someday our somedays are over and

we wonder what did we do.  We ended up being so mediocre.  From this man's

perspective, safety first was the best option.  He wasn't condemned because

he lost the talent.  I am convinced that if he had tried something and

ventured out and lost it, he wouldn't have been condemned.  He was

condemned because he didn't do anything.

     When we say to God, "Here is how I used my days.  Here is how I used

the opportunities.  Here is how I used the abilities I had.  I kept it

safe.  It is yours to have back."  What do we hear from God?

2. HE BELIEVED, EASIER WAS BETTER.

     The second reason this man failed was because from his perspective

'easier was better'.  Now, we like easier.  If our lives can be managed

better, if our jobs could go easier, if we could get rid of some of the

tasks we have or make them easier, simpler in life, we want to do that.

But too often we are unwilling to do the hard work that it takes to be a

person of influence, to dig deep.  This guy didn't have any ambition.

Jesus called him lazy and wicked.  No plans.  No hopes.  No dreams.

Content to float through life.  Whatever happens, happens.  I will just

take it a day at a time.

     It was Albert Einstein who said, "What is sad is when something dies

inside a man, while he is still living."  We have to admit there are plenty

of dead folks walking around us.  We are just showing up.  Doing our job.

Bringing home our checks.  But we have lost our dream and our passion and

our heart.

     Maybe it is because, along the way, somebody stole that from you.

Maybe you grew up in a home where you were convinced that you weren't very

good.  You weren't very smart.  You weren't very hard-working.  You were

never going to make much of yourself.  You have lived down to those

expectations.  Or maybe somehow you did take a chance one time. You stepped

out.  You tried.  You wanted to do something.  It didn't work out.  You

have convinced yourself that you must not have been right.  It is not for

me.  It happens for other people, but it cannot happen for me.  It works

out for others.  They somehow seem to get their things to happen with God,

but it didn't work out for me so I'll never do that again.  We got back to

where our life is a bit easier.

     We make a huge mistake when we do that because we miss out, I believe,

on God engaging and significantly blessing our lives as you and I dig and

seek and move outside our comfort zone and outside our safety net and say

to God, "I don't know what it is you want me to do, but here I am."  Those

are not easy words for us.

     What is it you dream about?  Proverbs 29:18 says, "Where there is no

vision, the people perish."  That word vision means revelation.  Where

there is no fresh word from God (if you and I aren't spending some time

saying to God, "Where do I go?  What do I do?  What do you want from me?"),

if we are not spending some time in the word asking God, "What is it you

want from my life?", we are missing out on the opportunity to have dreams.

Dreams that, I believe, God can give you.  What is it you dream about?

     Only great dreams are worthy of the great God we serve.  Great dreams

are born in the heart of God.  Proverbs 69 says, "The mind of man plans his

ways, but it is God who directs our steps."  I believe that it is God who

has given you the ability to dream, think, strategize, and scheme and

counsel.  I also believe God wants you to be open to his direction.

     Some of you have heard me share this story before.  I didn't grow up

in the church.  I didn't grow up as a Christian and I never thought I would

be doing ministry.  This is not what I had planned for my life.  I had

other dreams that I wanted to do.  Along the way, I was convicted that this

would be the best use of my gifts.  So I said, "God, if I am going to do

this, then I want to go back to upstate New York and help plant churches.

There aren't very many effective churches there.  That is what I want to

do."  Right after we were married, Diane and I went back and tried to make

that work.  We tried in a variety of ways and it never did seem to come

together.

      As a result, I ended up living in Ft. Myers, Florida, and I was on

staff as an associate minister of a church.  I never wanted to do that.  I

didn't want to live in the south or be on staff like that.  I had missed

out on the impact of what that could be.  Those were some great years for

our lives as we grew as a couple.  Our first two children were born there.

Those people cared for us and nurtured us.  They helped us grow up.  Those

were good years for us and we wanted to stay there.

     Then the college I graduated from got in some financial trouble.

Because I could read a balance sheet, I was invited back to help them out.

I volunteered for awhile and, all of a sudden, I was working up

there--living in the Midwest.  I don't like the Midwest.  I didn't want to

work for a college.  When I was interviewed by the school paper, I remember

answering the question how long I would be there, "No longer than a year."

We were there five years and just about ready to sign a contract to stay

several more years when I was on my way to California and stopped in

Longmont, Colorado to speak to a church I knew nothing about.  I was

probably just hitting you up for bucks for the college.

     After that morning, because you were looking for a minister, someone

asked me if I would be interested in coming.  I chuckled and called Diane

that night.  I asked her if she wanted to live in Longmont, Colorado.  We

both had a great laugh about that.  I didn't want to come this direction.

I thought I would go back east if I went anywhere.  Six weeks later, nine

years ago, we ended up moving out here.

     I am grateful to God; how he has directed the steps.  Not always my

dream, but how God has provided.  Lately I have been praying, "Lord, I

don't ever want to go to Hawaii.  Don't ever send me there.  That is not

where I want to be."  Great dreams can inspire others.  They force me to be

dependent on God.  Great dreams take time.

     Henry Banks said, "If at first you do succeed, try to hide your

astonishment."  Not everything works out the way we want it to the first

time out of the chute or the second time out of the chute.  But God wants

you to keep investing what you have for him.

3. HE BELIEVED, FEAR WAS HIS ONLY CHOICE

      This man failed also because, from his perspective, fear was his only

choice.  He said to the master, "I was just afraid of you.  I was afraid of

what you might do to me.  I knew you wanted me to be accountable, so I

wasn't going to take any chances.  I was going to do what was safest and

easiest.  I was afraid of you.  Here is your money back."

      Fear can be debilitating at times, can't it?  What is it that fear

has stopped you from?  There have been some times along the way I have been

afraid.  Fear of failure.  Fear of success.  Fear of people, what they

might think or how they might react.  Fear of not knowing what I am

supposed to do.  Afraid to really ask God because he might just show me.

Fear can stop us from becoming the kind of person God intended for us to be

and from doing the kinds of things he intended for us to do.  We end up

being mediocre and we never, ever, ever planned on being like that.

     What would you do if you weren't afraid?  What would you do if you

weren't afraid of whatever it is?  The opposite emotion of fear is love.  I

believe when we understand how much God loves us, how much he cares for us,

how interested he is in us, he can take away our fear.  Fear of him.  Fear

of everything else that stops you and I from doing the things we should do.

     I have no idea what you might be good at.  I have no idea what

opportunities you have.  I have no idea what your dreams are.  I have no

idea what God may want you to do.  There may be some of you who God is

saying to you that you should be in ministry somewhere.  I don't think that

is for everybody.  But maybe for some of you that is what you should do.

Maybe God is saying to you, some of the pain and hurt you have been

through...you can use that to care for some other people.  You can make an

investment in other people's lives and share with them how you have made it

through the journey.

      Maybe you have been given opportunity and now you have the chance to

take a break from some of the things you have been doing and pursuing so

passionately and you can invest those resources and abilities in some

kingdom things.  Maybe God is saying to you, "You really haven't been doing

much at work.  You have been quiet, so quiet nobody knows what you believe

or what you think."  Maybe you should share your faith or invite your

friends.

     I don't know what it is.  But I do know God has given you some ability

and some opportunity.  I am convinced if you are going to hear the words,

"Well done" someday, you have to well do.  So what are you doing with what

you have?

     I know...someday you are going to get to that.  What a huge difference

you will make then.

     Let's pray.  God, thank you for your grace, your goodness, and your

mercy.  Father, so often we fail.  So often, I have chosen the safest,

easiest way.  I haven't even done the riskiest thing of asking you what you

want from me.  Father, help me to be like you, for my heart to be like your

heart.  Father, I don't know what abilities I have.  But, Lord, let me take

those things that seem so simple and insignificant and make an investment

for you.  Father, help me to recognize how much you care for me and there

is nothing to be afraid of.  We thank you for Christ.  We pray in his name.

Amen.
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