PAGE  
8

How to Become a Better Cheater
June 18th, 2006

I want to start off this morning with a story that some of you may be familiar with.  We read in the Book of Daniel about a king of Babylon named King Nebuchadnezzar who had conquered a good part of the ancient world. 
· And after he’d conquer these nations, he’d take their best and brightest back to Babylon with him in order to serve him in key positions of leadership.
· But to make sure that these folks remained loyal to him, Nebuchadnezzar orders a 90 foot gold stature be built… and then he makes this declaration:
· “This is what you are commanded to do, O peoples and nations of every language. As soon as you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, you must fall down and worship the image of gold. Whoever does not fall down and worship immediately will be thrown into a blazing furnace.” (Daniel 3:4-6)
Well this sets up a crisis for three Israelite men named Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego… because unlike the others, these three guys knew God… and they knew what God expected from them. 
· And yet, they still faced that crisis of having to decide where their ultimate loyalty should go. 
· In way, they’re going to have to cheat someone. Either they will have to cheat the king out of what he wants, or they’re going to have to cheat God out of what He asks for. 

· But one way or the other, someone is going to feel cheated by what they do. 
Now in our day, what rivals our attention and affection for God isn’t Nebuchadnezzar; Instead, it’s often our culture of busyness and hurrying. 
· Our crisis is not whether we should bow down to a statue… it is far more subtle than that. For most of us, the issue is: How will we spend our time?
· That’s how we proclaim our ultimate allegiance—how we spend our time. That’s why Paul writes in Ephesians 5:15-17, “Be very careful how you live, not as unwise but as wise, redeeming the time, for the days are evil.” 
· Now God created the day… in and of themselves they’re not a bad thing… but what Paul is reminding us of here is that our days have a way of sucking us into doing things with our time that do not honor God. 
· That’s why he finishes his statement here saying, “Therefore, don’t act thoughtlessly, but learn to comprehend what is the will of the Lord.”
In other words, will I use my time in a way that honors God… and builds into the people God has put me closest to? Will I do that? 
· Or will I just go through life kind of busy and frenzied like most people in our culture inadvertently do? 
· Some of you think that the reason that you don’t get everything done is that you’re not organized enough… or that you’re just not disciplined enough. 
· Well, to whatever degree those things may or may not be true, let me tell you that there’s a more fundamental problem. 
· You see our problem is that there’s just not enough time! 

For instance, think about work. Many of us really like what we do… and yet, the reality is that we all have more work on our desks than we could ever get done. 
· And, beyond the piles of papers and deadlines, you still have to manage your employees or your clients… and even your boss. You have to manage conflicts, schedules, performance, deadlines, and meetings.
· In fact, as American, you will, statistically, spend, on average, three years of your life just sitting in meetings. 
· And what about interruptions and distractions? The average person is interrupted 73 times per day. 
And, as you know, technology has not made life any easier… because now we can be electronically hardwired to our work 24/7. 
· Now you get to come to work each morning knowing you have 50 new emails to sort through… not to mention the 25 from yesterday you didn’t have time to look at.
· You see, here’s the problem: If you said, “I’m going to get everything done that my work demands… I’m going to meet with every person who could use my time, attend every meeting, complete every project, take advantage of every opportunity”, when would you leave the office?
· Never. It will always ask for more. There’s just not enough time. 
But at least, at the end of a long day, you get to go home… but that takes time! The average American will spend 75 minutes per day commuting. You will spend 6 months of your life sitting at traffic lights, waiting for the lights to turn green. 
· And, of course, because there’s not enough time, we multi-task… yes, even while we’re driving.  
· Needless to say, talking on the phone has just become a part of our lives these days… but we don’t stop there.  How many of you women have ever put on makeup while driving?
· Even worse, how many of you have read while driving… whether a map or an email or anything else? You’ve got to admit… that’s some honest-to-goodness multi-tasking!
· Now raise your hands… how many have done two of these things at the same time… leaving the actual steering of your car to your trusted knee?
So then we finally arrive home… I love going home… I’m a homebody.  But you know… there’s more to do there than I could ever get done. 
· Again, there’s just not enough time… so we keep trying to invent ways to make life at home go faster, make projects take less time. 
· Actually, I read that if you put instant coffee in a microwave oven, you actually go backwards in time. You’ll have to think about that one for a second.
There was an article in USA Today in which the writer interviewed experts in different fields like physical fitness, vocational life, relationships, sleep, nutrition, and so on. 
· All of the experts listed how much time a person needs to devote in their particular area just to get by…not to be a master of it, but just to get by… 
· How much do you need to sleep? What do you need to devote to your career? How much exercise do you need? 
· The writer totaled all of those amounts, and they came to about 40 hours a day. 
· Do you hear this? We’re being told that to minimally get by, we need at least 40 hours a day! So, what are you going to do? 
Andy Stanley has written a book called Choosing to Cheat. The idea is that we all have to cheat somewhere in order to make it through life. 
· He’s not talking about unethical cheating like cheating on a test. Just to illustrate the kind of cheating that he is not talking about, let me give you this example: 
· A Stanford football player is told by his professor that he has flunked a test… even though he only got one problem wrong. 
· He asks, “Why did I flunk?”  The instructor answers, “You’ve not been getting good grades, and you are sitting next to the brightest student in the class. He also got one problem wrong.”
· The football player answers, “That could just be a coincidence.” “But you both missed the same problem,” the professor responds. 
· The football player says, “Well, that could be a coincidence.” The professor says, “Yes, but that straight A student wrote next to the question, ‘I don’t know the answer to this,’ and you wrote, ‘I don’t know the answer to this either.’” 
You see the kind of cheating we’re talking about here has to do with the fact that as we live out our lives, we all have to give up certain opportunities in order to take advantage of certain other ones. 
· You can’t answer every demand. You can’t satisfy every voice. You have limits. Say that out loud… “I have limits… I am finite!”
· Somebody in your life is going to feel cheated, because the reality is that you don’t have enough time to do everything that needs to be done or to make everyone happy. 
· So, one way or another… you’re going to have to cheat.
For example, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had to decide who would feel cheated: King Nebuchadnezzar or God? It had to be someone. 
· And just like them, we all have to decide: “Where am I going to cheat?”  I don’t have enough time. Neither do a lot of you. 
· Maybe some of you are in a different season of life, and you do have extra time. 
· But for many in our culture, in this church, getting this one right is huge. Who in my life am I going to allow to feel cheated? 
The danger is that we typically cheat those we care about most of all. Let me give you an illustration of what this can look like from Andy…
· Imagine someone you love—your best friend—asks you to do him a favor. They take you out to the trunk of their car and pick up a rock that weighs about thirty pounds. It’s a big rock! 
· Your friend says to you, “I need you to hold this for me for a while. I have some really important things to do, and I’ll be back in about thirty minutes or so. Will you hold the rock for me?”
· It’s kind of a strange request, but he’s your friend, and you want to help. So you say, “Yes.” He climbs into the car and drives away. 
· Thirty minutes go by, and he’s not back yet. Forty-five minutes. An hour. Two hours! The rock is starting to get very heavy, and you’re pretty annoyed. 
At last, the car pulls into the driveway, and he hops out. He’s pretty chipper,..“I’ve got a lot of things to do. This is so helpful! It’s going to take me a little longer than I expected. Hold the rock for me a little while longer, would you?”
· You’re not too sure, because you’re feeling a little tired. But after all, he’s a friend and he’s asked you for help.
· So, he leaves… and again he’s gone for a couple of hours. This time, the situation is getting serious. Your back is sore, your arms are tired and, worse yet, your trust in him is starting to erode. 
· You start to resent having to hold the rock, and then you feel guilty that you resent it. Suddenly your hands-free Bluetooth headset rings… it’s him! 
· He says, “Guess who! I’m not quite finished yet. It’s going to take me a little longer, but you’re doing a super job holding the rock. Can you hold it a little bit more?”
Your hands now are cramping; your shoulders are in agony; your body has reached the breaking point. You can’t hold the rock any more. 
· Just as you see his car pulling up, it slips from your grasp and shatters into a thousand pieces. 
· Your friend gets out and shouts, “What happened? Why did you let it slip? Why did you let it go? Why did you drop it all of a sudden like that?” 
· Of course there was nothing “sudden” about it. You were just ground down, minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour, and there was not enough strength left in you to hold the rock… and so, you collapsed. 
You see here’s the question I want to ask you as you look in the mirror at your own life: Who’s holding your rock?
· When I miss key moments in the lives of my children because I’m too busy, then I leave my kids holding the rock. 

· When we ask spouses to be constantly present in the family so that we can be chronically absent, then they’re holding the rock. 

· When I cannot really engage with the people I say I love because I have given my best energy someplace else, then they’re holding the rock. 

· And it may be that today you need to have a conversation with someone you love about who is holding the rock. 

Truth is, I think that most of us tend to cheat at home. We say that’s the place that matters most to us… and I believe it does… 

· And yet we so often end up cheating the ones we love the most… leaving the rock in the hands of those we had always intended on caring for the most.
· So… who’s holding the rock for you in your life right now?
Let’s go back to the story for a moment, because what happens next is pretty powerful.  You see, Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego choose not to bend down to the gold idol. 

· Nebuchadnezzar hears about it and is furious. He calls them before him, and he says, 

· “Is it true you don’t serve my god? You don’t worship the golden statue that I’ve set up? Now, if you’re ready, when you hear the music and you fall down and you worship the statue I have made, well and good. But if you do not worship, you shall immediately be thrown into a furnace of blazing fire, and who will deliver you out of my hands?” (Daniel 3:14-15)

You’ve got to admit… that’s a pretty good question… “Who will deliver you out of my hands?” 

· But it’s not meant to be a good question per se… but a rhetorical question.  Nebuchadnezzar wasn’t expecting an answer.

· If you’re a parent… you’re already an expert in the rhetorical question… “Do you want a spanking?” 

· “Well, I was going to play Nintendo, but, yeah, OK. That sounds better.” 
· The thing about Nebuchadnezzar’s rhetorical question is that… they had an answer!
· “We do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand” (Daniel 3:16-17) .

And notice this… Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego have made up their minds what they would do before they knew what the outcome was going to be. 

· They don’t have it all planned out. They don’t know how the details are going to be arranged. 

· But the first thing they did was to make a firm decision: I will not bend my knee to a golden statue because my God is able. 

· Some of you may be thinking, “You don’t know my situation… I work in the real world, and if I were really to spend the time that God wants me to spend with Him and with my family, I would not have enough time to carry out all of the work responsibilities that I have. You don’t know the details of my life.” 
You’re right. I don’t know the details of your life.  But there’s a question you still have to answer… 
· Do you believe that if you honor God with your time…if you spend time with Him and those you love… Do you believe that our God is able to make up whatever gap that creates for you vocationally or financially?

· That’s the question, because the time issue is a trust issue. We’ll never get the time thing right unless we start with this: Our God is able. 
· “God, I don’t know how the details are going to work out, but I’m going to dare to trust You with my time. I am not going to cheat You and I am not going to cheat at home any more. I’m going to trust You.  I believe that You are able.” 

There is something else about this decision. It needs to be concrete. Just a vague,  “Well, I’m going to spend more time at home and less time at work” is not going to do it. 

· One way or another you’re going to have to put a stake in the ground.

· Maybe it means that everyday I will walk out of the office to go home at 5:30 p.m., whether I feel finished or not. 

· Maybe it means I will schedule a day this month to go and be alone with God, even if I think that I can’t afford to.

Andy Stanley said that one day a man came to him. He was a 37-year-old bicycle racer who had been almost an Olympic cyclist in his twenties, and that was his passion. 

· His family accepted and even encouraged his desire to aim for the Olympics… but one year turned into another… and over time, his wife and daughter became exhausted holding the rock.

· He kept vowing that he would spend less time on his bike, but he kept breaking his promise. He knew he would have to do something drastic. 

· Finally, he came to Andy and said, “Here, I want you to have this. This is something that God has wanted me to do for a long time. I’ve avoided it long enough... I thought there would be some way around it… but there’s not. So, here it is. Have fun!” 

· And so, he gave to Andy, who was his pastor, his two thousand dollar mountain bike.

Bottom-line guys… there’s a good chance that someone in your life has been holding the rock for you.  I want to challenge you to put the stake in the ground. 

· But its’ got to be more than just a vague intentio  There’s one dad who said, “I’m going to be home every morning to fix my kids’ breakfasts, even though that takes time that I feel I ought to be giving at the office.” 
· There’s a mom who said, “I’m going to rearrange my schedule so that I’m able to take each of my kids out individually every other week for a one-on-one date.”
· I know a husband who said, “I’m going to make time to come home early from work one day each week to watch Oprah with my wife.”  You see… now that’s what I’m talking about.  

· Greater love hath no man than this… than to watch Oprah with his wife!

It’s kind of funny that whenever someone challenges us about “cheating” our family, we are all quick to say, “I love my family!” And, of course, we really do. 

· But here’s the problem. I measure my love for my family by my deep feelings toward them. 

· And yet, the people closest to me will measure my love for them by my calendar… by what I do. 

· I hope you’re tracking with me on this.  The best way to spell “love” will always be “TIME.”  Can you spell it MONEY? Can you spell it “good intentions?”  No.  TIME.

· Some of you need may need to take a hard look at your calendar… you may need to do some hard rearranging.  Perhaps you need to have a family meeting… to talk about who is holding the rock. I know it will be hard, but our God is able. 

There is another dimension to the decision Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego had made.  Remember… they were under a lot of pressure to bow down that 90’ gold statue… 

· And yet, look at what they said to Nebuchadnezzar, “Our God is able to save us, and He will rescue us from your hand, O King.” (and this is one of the great sentences in the whole Bible) “But even if He does not, we want you to know, O King, we will not serve your gods.” (Daniel 3:17) 

· We will not bend a knee to your idol. Our God is able and He will deliver us, but we want you to know that even if He does not…we will not serve your gods.
· WOW! You see, we’re looking at three guys who chose to take God at His word… who chose to trust Him.

· If you trust God with your time, our God is able. 

· Our God is able to multiply your effectiveness. 

· Our God is able to shower you with blessings. 

· Our God is able to cause a flow of financial resources to come into your life. 

· Our God is able to give you advancement. 

· Our God is able to introduce more opportunities your way than you have ever known before. 

And that may well be what happens. But the question is: Will you honor Him with your time even if He does not? 
· Again… this can be really hard… it may involve some real sacrifice... but it will be life-giving… not just to your family… but to you as well.  

· Maybe that’s hard to see on the front end… initially it may mean dying to something… maybe money, greater status, a promotion, maybe a more impressive resume. 

· But it is still worth it… it is still worth laying it down for.

And so, Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego choose not to bow down to the gold statue… so Nebuchadnezzar orders that the furnace be heated seven times hotter and has them thrown in. 

· But soon after, when he looks into the furnace, they are still alive. 

· Looking at them, Nebuchadnezzar says to the people standing with him, “…didn’t we throw three guys in there? Now they’re still alive, and there is a fourth guy walking around in the furnace!” (Daniel 3:25)

· Who do you think the fourth guy was? In the old King James Version, Nebuchadnezzar looks into the furnace and says “There is a fourth guy walking around in the furnace, and he appears like a “son of God.” 

You see, the thing about Jesus is that He shows up in the most unlikely places where people make room for Him. 

· There was no room in the inn. He doesn’t force Himself where there is no room. And so, He shows up in a manger—in a stable. 

· There’s no room on Nebuchadnezzar’s throne. He doesn’t force Himself there. And so, He shows up in a furnace. 

· You can squeeze Him out. You can cheat. You can hand it off to somebody else. But when people decide, 

· I’m going to honor God with my time. 

· I will not cheat my God. God has given me a family. I will not cheat my family. 

· I will not get to the end of my life and look back on it and see that people who should have mattered the most to me got the least. I will not do that.

· It’s time to put my stake in the ground.

· You just try this… and see if Jesus does not show up in your life!

So, here’s the challenge. The challenge is: Between now and the end of the summer, make the decision that you will trust God with your time—that you will honor God with your time. 

· I don’t know what that means for you. Maybe it means that you set a time when you will walk away from work each day, and you do it… 

· Or that you’re going to set apart regular time for your family… that you’ll mark it on your calendar… and not leave them holding the rock by not showing up.

· Maybe it means you set aside some time that you are going to meet with God—to retreat together with Him—and you trust that He will help you make up whatever gaps are created because of that. 

· Maybe it’s going to be that you will decide to protect weekends. I dare you! 

· I dare you to take the risk of trusting God with your time, and see if Jesus doesn’t show up and bless your life, your family and your heart. It’s part of His Grace.

Here’s the thing about our days. It’s why Paul talks about being careful. It’s because the days go by so fast. One day may not seem too special, but those days add up so fast. 

· A little over a year ago, my mom and dad moved out of the house I had pretty much grown up in.  I remember walking alone around the house… from room to room… remembering the years that passes by there. 

· It all went by so quick.  Just a week or so ago I was sitting in my living room just staring at Rebecca while she was doing her homework… just overwhelmed at how quickly time has passed. 

· Maybe you’re a little further down the road than Joyce and I… maybe your little baby is now ten inches taller than you and weighs 185 pounds… And you ask, “Where did the time go?”  

It’s why Paul wrote, “Be careful how live.” The days just keep going, one after another, and one day you will ask yourself, “Where did it go? How did the house get empty?”
· One hundred years from now, no one will remember what your house looked like, where you worked, how much you made, and what kind of car you drove… 

· But let me tell you… if you want to make an impact on the world that will still be felt in 100 years… in 150 years… than don’t leave your children holding the rock… make regular time for them… for the people you love the most.

· Because the life and love and security that will give them will pass down for generations.  That will never be forgotten. So, be really careful whom you Cheat.

Maybe looking back is a little painful… because you realize that you’ve left some amazingly beautiful people holding the rock.  

· If that’s you… that acknowledge that to God… let Him cover you with His grace. Maybe you’ve been in denial about your cheating—about who is holding the rock. 

· It’s not too late… if you’ve left someone you love holding the rock… it’s not too late to take it back from them… 

· But just remember, good intentions aren’t enough.  As you face our own gold statue… as you face the question of how will you spend your time… 

· Just know that there is nothing that will free those rocks from their hands than our showing up when we said we would show up… in order to spend time with the people we love.

