L eader ship Qualities: Stewar dship

Dr. Kenneth Boa

Condgder for a moment that everyone on earth has the same amount of time in every day.
Presdent or paper boy, housewife or executive, famer or financier — they dl have exactly 24
hours in each day, 168 hours in each week, 525,600 minutes in each year. Some people take that
time and build reaionships, dream dreams and make plans, cultivate ther wak with God,
develop new skills and live lives of adventure. Some people wetch alot of TV.

What differentiates people isn't the amount of time available to them, but the manner in
which they exercise ther gifts and tdents within the avaldble time. We can waste time; we can
goend time or we can invest our time wisdy. That's what sewardship is about: fathfully
developing and using our gifts, tdents and resources within the amount of time God has dlotted
to us.

In every stewardship relationship there are two parties involved: the master who hands
out the resources and will one day ask for an accounting; and the seward who is entrusted with
the resources and must eventudly answer for how they were invested. God is the master; he
digributes gifts a his discretion. We are sewards, accountable to him for al that we do with dl
that we have. Michad Novak putsit like this:

We didn't give oursdves the persondities, talents, or longings we were
born with. When we fulfill these — these gifts from beyond oursdves — it is
like fulfilling something we were meant to do.... The Creator of dl things
knows the name of each of us — knows thoroughly, better than we do
ourselves, what is in us, for he put it there and intends for us to do
something with it — something that meshes with his intentions for many
other people.... Even if we do not dways think of it that way, each of us

was given a cdling — by fate, by chance, by destiny, by God. Those who
are lucky have found it

! Michael Novak, Business asa Calling (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), pp. 18, 38.



Do not rush through this thought. Herein lies the fundamentd principle of biblical sewardship —
the fundamenta principle of dl Chridianity, in fact: We own nothing. God owns everything; we
are smply managers.  The Bible says, “You may say to yoursdf, ‘My power and the strength of
my hands have produced this wedth for me’ But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who
gives you the ability to produce wedth” (Deuteronomy 8:17-18).

As humbling as this sounds, we don't bring anything to the table. It's dl God's  This
principle carries some heavy implications.  First, snce God owns it dl, he holds the rights that
come with ownership. Since we only have what we have been alowed to have, then we operate
primaily in the redm of regponghilites  Hear tha cdealy: God has rights we have
responsihilities®> God has entrusted us with certain resources, gifts and abilities. These things
rightfully belong to him.  Our responghility is to live by that trus by managing these things well,
according to hisdesign and desire.

Ancther implication is that snce God owns everything and expects us to manage things
according to his plan and purpose, every decison is a spiritud decison. Whether it's buying a
new car or going to the movies, how we use our time and money matters a great ded to God.

God demands to be in the loop on every investment, purchase and decision.

The Parable of the Talents

When Jesus taught about his second coming, he drove home one important lesson: Only fathful
sewards will be prepared for his return (Matthew 25:14-30). The parable he used to make this
point involved three servants who each received a dizzying sum of money from his master before

that master departed on a long journey. This is not just an act of generogty; this is an act of

2 On this, see Ron Blue, Master Your Money (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1991), pp. 17-24.



tru. The magster gave each of these sarvants the opportunity of a lifetime. This was thar
chance to prove themsdves, test their skills and possibly rise to postions of greater influence and
responsibility.

Upon his return the master discovered that two of the servants had invested the money,
and that one had buried it. He took the greatest gift he would ever be given and buried it in a
fidd, forgetting — or choosing not to believe — that the master would return.

There are a couple of variables in this gory. First, the master does not give each servant
the same amount of talents. We don't have to look too closdy to see that this is just the way
things are.  Some people have gifts that are publicly cedebrated. Others have gifts that are quiet
and unseen. Not everyone is gifted in the same way, and that needs to be okay with us. It would
be foolish for the one-tdent man to pout that he was only given one tdent. A tdent was
equivaent to 15-years sday! In a day when most people lived day to day, ke ought to rgoice
that he was given such a grest gift.

Jesus makes it clear that the size of the gift is not the important variable. The variable
that matters is what each servant does with what he's been given. While the first servant is given
more than double what the second servant is given, they are both commended with the exact
same words. “Wdl done, good and faithful servant!  You have been fathful with a few things; |
will put you in charge of many things Come and share your master’'s happiness’ (w. 21, 23).
In the find andyss, on the day of reckoning, the master will not ask why you didn't invest
someone d<g's gifts He won't ask what you did with what you didn't have. He will only be
concerned with what you did with your gift.

When the servant who had buried the money began offering excuses, the madter refused

to accept them. Instead, he rebuked the lazy servant and punished him severdy. Meanwhile, the



fathful servants enjoyed the rewards they had recaived for ther diligent labor. The meder is
generous beyond belief, but he is dso going to hold his servants accountable.  He will reward
diligence and fathfulness, he will punish laziness Here is perhaps the most sobering point of
this parable: The third servant is not judged for doing bad things, he is judged for doing nothing.
He did not lie or cheat or stedl; he smply sat on his hands.

For some reason, we have gotten away from the idea that laziness is that bad.
Higoricaly spesking, however, doth was listed as one of the Seven Deadly Sins.  Solomon
Schimmd points out that doth is a uniquely Judeo-Chridian sn — the aily one of the seven not
consdered a vice by Greco-Roman dsandards. This is because the Judeo-Chrigtian worldview
understands human beings to be responsible to God. Our lives are not merely concerned with
sdf-presarvation and sdlf-promotion; we are stewards of what God has given us.  To fal in this
isaform of stedling from God

Leaders are sdewards. They manage multiple resources because they direct others in

usng their own resources.

Ownership Has I ts Advantages

Let's get this sraight: God has no needs, and he did not create the cosmos because he was londly
or bored. Ingtead, the created order is the overflow of the fountain of love that has aways
exised within the triune Godhead. As stewards, we participate in a world that derives its being
and sugtenance from the infinite, persona Crestor.

Psalm 104 is a rich poem, extolling the manner in which the created order displays the

beauty and glory of the living God. It's filled with expressons of praise, wonder and adoration.

3 Solomon Schimmel, The Seven Deadly Sins(New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 193.



All things find their origin and nourishment in the mind and power of the persond and
inexhaugtible God:

Praise the Lord, O my soul. O Lord my God, you are very grest; you are
clothed with solendor and mgesty.... He set the earth on its foundations; it
can never be moved....

He waters the mountains from his upper chambers, the earth is satisfied
by the fruit of his work. He makes grass grow for the catle, and plants for
man to cultivate — bringing forth food from the earth; wine that gladdens the
heart of man, oil to meke his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart.
The trees of the Lord are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon that he
planted....

You bring darkness, as it becomes night, and al the beadts of the forest
prowl. Thelionsroar for their prey and seek their food from God....

How many are your works, O Lord! In wisdom you made them dl; the
earth is full of your cregtures.... These dl look to you to give them ther
food a the proper time. When you give it to them, they gather it up; when
you open your hand, they are stisfied with good things. When you hide
your face, they are terrified; when you take away their breath, they die and
return to the dust. When you send your Spirit, they are created, and you
renew the face of the earth.

Psalm 104:1, 5, 13-16, 20-21, 24, 27-30

The Lord's splendor and maesty are digplayed in the heavenly bodies, as wdl as in the clouds,
winds and lightning. God formed the earth with its oceans and mountains, and the water he
provides sugtains the beasts of the fidd and the birds of the air. Earth's gatdy forests and lush
vegetation sugtain humans and animds; and the sun and the moon differentiate day from night
and mak off the seasons. The incredibly rich diversty and abundance of crestures both large
and gndl are a continua source of awe and amazement. All things look to God for ther
exigence, and when he takes away their breath, they die and return to the dust. “Who is like the
Lord our God, the One who dts enthroned on high, who stoops down to look on the heavens and

the earth?’ (Psalm 113:5-6).



Paul employs pardldism for emphass when he says that “For us there is but one God,
the Father, from whom dl things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus
Chrig, through whom dl things came and through whom we live” (1 Corinthians 8:6).

He further addresses the Corinthian believers: “You are not your own; you were bought
a a price. Therefore honor God with your body” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). Jesus owns us both
by virtue of cregtion and of redemption. He is the source of both our biologicd and spiritud
lives. Humans are the apex of God's created order, but we are sill part of that creasted order.
The practicd implications of this truth should be evident.

As we mentioned before, the creator has the rights of ownership. God is presented
throughout the Bible as the Crestor. In fact, the whole book sarts with this Smple statement: “In
the beginning God created” (Genesis 1:1a). He owns everything that he has made, and he made
everything that is. This has tremendous ramifications for how we live.

If humen life is Imply an acadent arigng from millennia of humen higory, then we are
free agents, accountable to no one but ourselves. But if we were created, then our Crestor has
full rights of ownership over our lives. These are mutudly exclusive propogtions. Either we are
merely an accident of history and therefore completdy at liberty to do whatever we want with
our lives, or we are intentiondly created beings who will be held accountable to our Crestor.

If we buy into the very first sentence of the Bible, we must acknowledge that we are not
our own. Our life is a trust given to us by God. We are not worthless or amless. God has
chosen to bring us into being. He did this in purpose, and we can only discover true meaning
and fulfillment as we get to know the One who created us.  John Cavin was right when he sad

that no man can know himsdf unless he first knows God.



When people gat bdieving that they are meaningless accidents, human life becomes
chegp. And if human life is chegp, it becomes disposable whenever that's convenient.  First the
unborn, then the ederly, then the handicapped or others who are viewed as a dran — if they
become bothersome, they become expendable. Where does that lead? Where does it stop?
History has shown that it progresses to people who are the “wrong color,” the “wrong race’ or
the “wrong religion.” The most mongrous evils of our time have been built on the assumption
that humean life happened by accident.

When we open the Bible, we are confronted by God. He is the Creator, and he has the
absolute rights of ownership over dl things Missng this is like misdigning the top button on
your shirt — nothing dse will ever line up. Nothing dse in the Bible will make any sense or have

any relevance if we missthe fact that God is the Creator and has full rights of ownership.

The Cultural Mandate

God has entrusted to us the dignity and respongbility of being stewards of the resources and
cregtures of this planet. When we shepe, refine and cregtively utilize the minerds, plants and
animals that God has placed a our disposal, we are accountable for the results. Geness 1:28-30
contains God's sewardship mandate for the newly created man and woman, whom he had
formed in his own image:

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill
the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the ar
and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

Then God sad, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the
whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours
for food. And to dl the beasts of the earth and dl the birds of the air and al
the creatures that move on the ground — everything that has the breath of
lifeinit—1 give every green plant for food.” And it was so.



Here is the firg “Great Commisson” in the Bible, dso known as “The Culturd Mandate” This
is God's idea for the human race a cdl to establish human society al over the world. We are
not to be subject to cregtion; we are to hold dominion over it.

God's command to “fill the earth and subdue it” (v. 28) has been redized to a far greater
extent during the past century than ever before. For the firg time in human history, we face the
crigs of globd pollution and wholesde destruction of irreplacedble resources (eg., the ran
foress). Much of this is due to human greed and presumption; people have assumed that the
supplies of earth are inexhaudtible and that we are free to use them for persond gan. Greg
Johnson warns us.

Indudridization and the environmentd criSs that accompanies it have

given us a negdaive image of dominion — one divorced from our God-given

cdling. Dominion means more than filthy drip mines and smog.

Dominion doesn't mean rgpe and pillage. It does mean, however, that

God' sworld is incomplete without humanity in its proper place*
As we have previoudy mentioned, Scripture cautions us that we redly own nothing, that “The
eath is the Lord's, and everything in it, the world, and dl who live in it” (Psdm 24:1). And
again, God reminds us in Psalm 50:10 that “every anima of the forests is mine, and the cattle on
a thousand hills” The crestion is not here for our amusement. Its cdling is the same as ours to
bring glory to God in heaven.

A steward manages the possessions of another. We are dl stewards of the resources,
abilities and opportunities that God has entrusted to our care, and each of us must one day give
an account for how we have used them. The bass for reward is fathfulness: “Now it is required

that those who have been given a trus must prove fathful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). Our God-given

dominion over nature is not sef-regulated. We exercise our dominion under the watchful eye of

* Greg Johnson, The World According to God (Downers Grove, IL: InverVarsity Press, 2002), p. 87.



the one who created everything. The mandate to etablish civilization on the earth is for God's

glory, not our own.

The Parable of the Shrewd Manager

Stewards are expected to redize the maximum possible return on the resources which the master
has entrusted to their care. In preparing his followers to be steward-leaders, Jesus told a parable
that redly caught their attention:

“There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wading his
possessons. So he cdled him in and asked him, ‘What is this | hear about
you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be
manager any longer.’

“The manager sad to himsdf, ‘What shdl | do now? My mader is
taking avay my job. I'm not strong enough to dig, and I’'m ashamed to beg
— | know what I'll do so that, when | lose my job here, people will welcome
meinto their houses’

“So he cdled in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the firdt,
‘How much do you owe my measter?

“*Eight hundred gdlons of olive ail,” he replied.

“The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, st down quickly, and make it
four hundred.’

“Then he asked the second, * And how much do you owe?

“* A thousand bushels of wheet,” he replied.

“Hetold him, ‘Take your hill and make it eight hundred.’

“The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted
srewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in deding with
ther own kind than are the people of the light. | tel you, use worldly
wedth to gan friends for yoursdves so that when it is gone, you will be
welcomed into eternd dwellings.”

Luke 16:1-9

This perplexing parable gppears at first glance to encourage dishonesty. But Jesus enjoins us to
mimic the geward’'s shrewdness, not his dishonesty. Jesus commends the man's ability to use
his present and temporary power and resources to make preparation for what was coming.

In Jesus day there were two primary words for “wisdom.” One word was sophia, which

had a spiritud, pious ring to it. This is the wisdom which comes from above, resulting in godly



character and conduct (cf. James 3:17). This wisdom comes through the grace of God (Ephesians
1.7), and is a beautiful thing. But the word Jesus uses here is phronimos, which meant cunning,
cleverness, street-smarts. Jesus uses this word in Matthew 7:24 about the “wisg” man who builds
his house on the rock. It takes no specid revelation from above to know that Jesus teachings in
the Sermon on the Mount form perhgps the grestest ethica platform known to man. It only
makes sense to apply these teachings to our dally lives, thusthe “wise’ man is dso shrewd.

We often see pictures of Jesus looking as innocent as a dove. But we never see pictures
of Jesus looking as shrewd as a serpent.  This reveds our falure to grasp his true nature. We
tend to confuse being spiritud with being gullible or timid. But, in the Gospds, we find that
Jesus had an earthy dreek that didn't look spirituad to people.  This is one of the things that
caused people to misundersand him. There was nothing naive about Jesus. He was completely
redidic without a trace of cyniciasm. And he was totdly innocent without a trace of naiveté.
That «ill confuses a lot of people today, because were not accustomed to seeing that
combination.

No parable can be interpreted correctly until its purpose has been identified. Before
asking what a parable means, the reader must ask why it was told. The Stuation which prompted
this parable is recounted in Luke 15:1-2. The Pharisees were attacking Jesus for eating with the
wrong people. His answer to their charge came in the form of four separate parables, the first
three of which are recorded in the previous chapter (Luke 15:3-32). In the parable of the steward
(16:1-9) Jesus dew his concluson. Stewards work hard and “smart” to please their master. But
some go the extra mile and work “shrewd’!  While it gppeared to some that Jesus was working

contrary to the Father's wishes, he and the Father both knew that Jesus was working judicioudy
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and discerningly (synonyms for shrewdly) on precisdy those things which the Father wanted
accomplished (notice the first sentence of 16:8).

Jesus made it clear that we are his sewards. We manage his resources on earth. Since
leaders manage multiple resources, the stewardship role is especidly gpplicable to them. Verses
8-15 contain the gpplication of this extended passage. Read carefully from the standpoint of
your role as a steward of God's resources. The point of stewardship is that we manage what God
owns (and he owns everything). He expects maximum return on his invesment. Stewards work
hard and smart. The best stewards are dso shrewd. They look for the “extra’ possbility to serve
God well.

We who are children of light must use our power, resources and abilities to prepare for
eternity. We do that in a least two ways. Primarily, we use our resources and abilities to make
invetments into eternd things (Matthew 6:19-21, 33). We win friends (specificaly God and the
people we love and serve) who can help us when we are hdpless (eg., judgment) so that we will
have a comfortable place when we lose our job (i.e, when we die). Secondly, we spread God's
message, using whatever resources and skills we have so that others can prepare for the future as
wdl. In this way we leverage the tempora resources of this world for the eternd treasures of the
next by investing them in people.

The children of light (Ephesans 5:8) can be s0 naivel We ae afrad that if we ae
shrewd, we are being unchrigian. We fed we should not use secular abilities or procedures in
the work of the kingdom. But Jesus said, “Be as shrewd as serpents and as innocent as doves’

(Matthew 10:16). We ought to be impressive examples of sagecity to thisworld.
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This “shrewd use of resources’ must dso include our money, especidly for Americans
who have been entrusted with so much of it. The wisest use of money is not tempord pleasure,

but eternd security. Present investments in the poor will be honored by God in eternity.

Stewardship in All Circumstances

In Genesis 39:1-41:57, Joseph provides us with a classc example of sewardship. His life is the
ultimate good news/bad news story. He is his father's favorite son, but that makes his brothers
jedlous. His father gives him a beautiful coat, but his brothers tear it off and sdl him into davery
because of it. He finds a job working for a wedthy man who puts him in charge of his
household, but his boss wife tries to seduce him. Joseph resds, but this makes her angry
enough to fadsdy accuse him and have him thrown into jall. In prison, Joseph mests a royd
officid, interprets a dream and receives a promise of parole, but the officid forgets and Joseph
languishes in prison for two more years. Joseph's life has more plot twists than an Indiana Jones
movie.

We want to rush to the end, where Joseph is large and in charge, reconciled to his
brothers, enjoying luxury, and they dl live happily ever after. But Josgph modds something
more important for us. Stewardship happens in the meantime. Regardless of his circumstances,
whether he was on an upswing or a downturn, Joseph utilized the resources avalable to him for
great good. God was with Joseph, he was dways put “in charge’ (Genesis 39:4, 22; 41:41).
From Potiphar’s house to the prison ward to Pharaoh’'s Egypt, Joseph built others fortunes by
managing ther resources and managed Stuations well regardless of his own comfort. That's
what sewardship entails, and that, according to Matthew 25, is what leadership is dl about as

well. But of what, exactly are we sewards?
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Peter Drucker asserted in Post Capitalist Society that knowledge is fast becoming our
most valuable asset.  Karl Albrecht (The Northbound Train) tdls us thet, in this emerging post-
capitdist society, “one of the man jobs of leadership is to hep people understand the
contributions they can make” Lef Edvinsson and Michad Mdone's book Intellectual Capital
is subtitled, “Redizing Your Company's True Vaue by Finding Its Hidden Bran Power.” In
Sewardship, Peter Block consgently equates stewardship with a leader’s commitment to
develop the human resources placed in his or her charge. This representative, and by no means
exhaudtive, lising demondrates that today more than ever before leaders-as-stewards must
cultivate their human resources. People are aleader’s mgjor stewardship focus.

Joseph, Jesus and contemporary leadership gurus tell us that, as leaders, we are stewards
of our greatest resource — people. A view of leedership that is condstent with the Bible will
focus on what God deems important. And again, that is people. Whatever dse biblica leaders
fed respongble for in the name of stewardship, they must accept responsbility for the people
God has entrusted to their care.

Biblical stewardship touches every area of our lives. It requires a basc commitment to
present oursaves completdy to God as his servants, with no strings attached. The red issue of
dewardship is whether we are administrating our affairs and possessions as if they are ours or as
if they are God's. Our lives are shaped by the decisons we make, and there is no greater choice
offered to us than surrender to the one who crested us and knows us better than we know
oursgves. The ultimate question, then, is this Am | the lord of my life, or is Chrig the Lord of
my life? We will ether labor under the illuson that we can control our own lives, or we will
submit to the reign and rule of God. This is the difference between the great | will and the great

Thy will. Whether we redize it or not, we face this decison many times in the course of esch
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day. Our answver to this question will determine how we manage the time, abilities, money, truth
and relationships God has placed under our care. A wise seward will treat things according to
their true value, treasure the things God declares to be important and hold with a loose grip the

things that God says will not metter in the end.
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