MAKING THE MOST OF GOLDEN OPPORTUNITIES

By Pastor Tom Swartzwelder
A pastor was planning to conduct a wedding ceremony at the close of the Sunday morning service.  He delivered a message which was dedicated to the sacredness of message.  The church then sang a final song, and someone prayed the final prayer. The organist then began playing wedding music.  It was time to call the couple down front to be married in front of the entire congregation. 
But the pastor had a memory lapse.  He couldn't remember of the names of the two people who were to be married.  He just stood there with a dumb look on his face.  (You’ve never seen a pastor have a dumb look, have you?)
After several awkward moments, he finally did the only thing he could do.  He asked, "Will those wanting to get married please come to the front?” 
Immediately nine single ladies, three widows, four widowers, and six single men stepped to the front. 
I know what they were thinking: this may be the last OPPORTUNITY we have to get married!  So let’s take advantage of it and see what happens!  
Question:  Do you know opportunities do not always repeat themselves?  Sometimes opportunities come only once…sometimes they come twice… sometimes they come every single day and we don’t even realize it until the opportunity is gone.  

Text:  Ephesians 5:15-17.  Let’s stand together and read the text in unison.  “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.”  

The King James uses the phrase in vs 16, “redeeming the time.” But I chose this particular translation because I want you to know what “redeeming the time” means.  So repeat with me what it means to redeem the time.  Read with me the words which are underlined on the screen:  “making the most of every opportunity because the days are evil.”  How can you do just exactly that?  Be seated.  

Let me begin by asking you a question you need to ask yourself more and more as you grow older.  It is the question, “How long do you plan to live?”   The reason that question is significant is because there is a very close relationship between the number of opportunities you will have and the number of years you will live!  So how long do you plan to live?

When I was a little boy I thought I was going to live forever…then one day I learned that was not the case.  My grandparents took me to the cemetery on Memorial Day.  I remember looking at the tombstones and asking, “Are all of these people dead?”  And grandma said, “Yes, honey, they are.”  I then remember watching my grandparents stand over a grave in reverence and think about someone whom I did not even know.
I have never forgotten that scene because it told me that every opportunity is precious and that someday there will be no more opportunities.  

So if I as a little boy want to run and jump or go out and play in the sandbox or spend time with grandma and grandpa, I had better take advantage of that opportunity while the opportunity is still available.  

Do you remember what David said in Psalm 39?  “LORD, hear my prayer, and listen to my cry. Do not ignore my tears.  Like my ancestors, I’m only here a short time.  Just a short time!  So how long do you plan to live?
You say, “Pastor, the truth is it doesn’t really matter how long I plan to live.  The truth is that I am here for only a short time and my next breath may be my very last breath.”  

In other words, this may be the very last time opportunity to do what you are doing right now so be sure you take full advantage of it.  This afternoon at 3 p.m. may be the last opportunity to do whatever you are planning to do so be sure you take full advantage of it!  Wednesday at 12 noon may be the last opportunity to do whatever you are planning to do so be sure you take full advantage of it!  

Each one of you will be given some golden opportunities in this coming week to do something that may last forever in either your memory or the memory of someone you know!  

Whatever you do, be sure to make the most of the golden opportunities that will come your way in the next seven days!  

Let me suggest to you three golden opportunities that stand out above all of the rest.

Golden Opportunity #1 –   take the time to share my love with someone!

Why is that?  Because you may die before there is another opportunity or 

they may die before there is another opportunity.  
 I want you to look at your left hand.  Don’t look at me.  Look instead at your left hand.   What five people do you love the very most in all of this world?  Who would they be?  Count these five people on your hand.  Who is your little finger?  How about the next finger?  Middle finger?  Fourth finger?  Thumb?  

Don’t put your hand away yet!  

Question:  When was the last time you shared your love with the person who is your little finger?  Maybe today!  Great!  Middle finger?  Today, yesterday, a week ago.  Thumb?  
Suppose that today was the last day for either you or the person who is your thumb…would you be satisfied with how that relationship would end if it ends today?  
Let’s be practical about this.  You know you can’t do something every single day for the person who is your thumb or the people who are on your other hand or the people who are on your toes!  But you do know what you can do for them, right?  And would you be satisfied with how that relationship would end if it ends today?  

My first work in the ministry was at Leatherwood Missionary Baptist Church in the early 1980’s.  One of my best buddies at Leatherwood was Paul Edwards.  We used to spend hours on the telephone talking about this Bible passage or that Bible passage and how we were going to use it in our Sunday School lesson.  
Twenty years later - one Friday evening - I was making my hospital rounds.  I had everything timed perfectly so I could get to our daughter Elizabeth’s softball game.  And guess who I ran into?  I ran into – almost literally - the wife of Paul Edwards.  I asked, “Kay, who do you have in here?”  She said, “Paul is in the emergency room.”  
Question:  what do I do?  Do I make an excuse and go to the softball game?  After all, there are only 15 more games after tonight!  Or do I go see my good friend Paul?  
Which decision is ““redeeming the time” or “making the most of every opportunity because the days are treacherous?”   I never hesitated.  I said, “Would it be all right if I tagged along?”  She said, “Paul would love to see you.”
I spent the next thirty minutes with Paul and Kay.  We had a great visit.  It was like old times. When I left Paul said, “I believe our meeting like this was meant to be.”  
Seven years later I buried my good friend Paul.  I’m glad I went to see him!  I took advantage of the opportunity which was given to me to be with my friend.  
That’s what our text means when it says, “buying the time” or “making the most of every opportunity because the days are evil.”    

Let me give you another example.  A pastor was counseling a married couple.  There were a lot of problems in this marriage and the counseling was not an easy time for any of them.  Finally, the husband became exasperated with his wife.  He said, “Look, honey, I’ve given you everything.  I’ve given you a new home.  I’ve given you a new car.  I’ve given you new jewelry” and on and on the list went.  

The husband finally ended his long list.  His wife quietly said, “That is true, John.  You have given me everything…except yourself.”  

The greatest gift you can give anyone is the Lord Jesus Christ but the second greatest gift is the gift of yourself because that is the gift of your love.  Jesus said it like this: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends…that he give himself to his friends.”  

Golden Opportunity #1 - Take the time to share your love with someone in the next 7 days!  Make the most of every opportunity because it may be the last opportunity you have!

Golden Opportunity #2 – Take the time to pray for my family. 

Prayer is something that all people do at some point in their lives, but in most cases it is something which is done only when we desperately need God to do something.  We are like the boy in high school who prayed:

“Now I lay me down to rest, And hope to pass tomorrow’s test.

If I should die before I wake, That’s one less test I have to take.”
The truth is that many of us only pray when we really need something.   Someone asked me to go see their loved one who was sick in the hospital.  They said, “I want you to know I am praying for my loved one who is sick.”  
That got me to thinking:  Do you pray for your loved one when she is well?  Healthy?  Has a good job or making straight A’s at school?  
I want you to turn over about ten more pages in your Bible to the book of I Thessalonians chapter 5 and vs 17.  Read vs 17.  “Pray without ceasing” has 2 ideas connected with it:



 Having a prayerful spirit that allows you to pray at the drop of a hat.  You are in tune with God 24 hours a day, you have no unconfessed sin in your life that would hinder your prayers.  As a result you can pray effectively in the hallway, while you are washing dishes, taking a shower, driving a car!


Continually taking needs before God. Needs and people go together; when you take people before God in prayer you are also taking their needs before God because every person has a number of needs.  

Are your loved ones important enough for you to pray for them day after day with that kind of attitude?  
I remember taking one of my churches to hear Dr. Jack Hyles preach.  At that time Dr. Hyles was the pastor of the world’s largest Sunday School– averaging 20,000 every Sunday!  Dr. Hyles made a statement that I did not write down but it made such an impression that I never forgot it.  
He asked this question, “Is your family worth you spending five minutes a day praying for each member of your family?”  He said, “Some of you don’t spend a total of five minutes a day in prayer or even five minutes a week in prayer.  But isn’t your spouse worth you praying five minutes a day for your spouse?  Aren’t your children worth you praying five minutes a day for each one of them?”  That is a good question.  How would you answer that question?

Maybe you need to pray for:

1. Their salvation!  Your child may only be 2 weeks old but you ought to already be praying for that child’s salvation!  

2. Them finding the will of God for their lives! 

3. God to protect them from the evil one!  

4. Their maturity as a child of God!

5. Them to get their hearts right with God before they make a mess of their lives!   

The truth is I don’t know what their needs are but what I do know is that you will have a number of opportunities to pray for your family during the next 7 days!

You will have an opportunity to pray for:

1. Your spouse –what does your spouse need you to pray about the very most?    

2. Your children!  For God to bless them as only God can bless!  

3. Your in-laws – for your out-laws – for people who desperately need someone to pray for them and God is going to give you that very opportunity!  

7 days of golden opportunities to pray for your loved ones!  to intercede in the courts of heaven on behalf of their needs!  I urge you to make the most of this golden opportunity!

Golden Opportunity  #3 – Take the time to tell someone about Jesus!

It is sad to say but some people die and no one cares.  Someone wrote a poem about that kind of person.  It goes like this:  

“Here lies a man who did no good; And if he loved he never would;

Where he’s gone and how he fares, Nobody knows and nobody cares.”
One of the saddest experiences in my pastoral work has been talking to spouses who did not know if their spouse had ever been saved.  These people:
1. Were happily married – some for ten years, some for twenty years, and some for even more.

2. Slept together every night and had children to prove it.  

3. Had a joint checking account, a joint savings account, a joint IRA account.  

Then the spouse suddenly died and I got called to do the funeral.  I asked the surviving spouse, “Was your spouse saved?  Did your spouse know Jesus Christ?”  The spouse gave me a blank look and said, “I have no idea.”  
The survivors will live with that question for the rest of their days.  They will ask themselves, “Will I see my spouse in heaven or is my spouse instead in hell?  Why didn’t I talk to my spouse about getting saved when I had the chance?”  After all, what else can they say?  Because for them there are no more golden opportunities!
The Bible says in the book of Ecclesiastes chapter 7 and verse 4, “A wise person thinks about death, but a fool thinks only about having a good time.” But even the good times eventually become the last time!  “A wise person thinks about death, but a fool thinks only about having a good time.”    

There are two possibilities in that verse:  Which person represents you?  A wise person seizes the opportunity but a fool doesn’t even recognize the opportunity!  

You need to hear what once happened to an evangelist by the name of Paul Rader.  Paul would often talk to a banker about his soul, but this banker would always reply that he was too busy for Jesus.  The banker eventually overworked himself and he was sent to a psychiatric hospital for a complete rest. 

One day God spoke to Paul Rader and said, “Go and speak to the banker.”  Rader caught a train and went immediately to the hospital.  

The banker said, “I am so glad to see you!”  Rader said, “I received your telegram.”  

The banker said, “That is impossible.  I wrote a telegram urging you to come but I tore it up.  I did not send it.”  
Paul said, “That may be so but your message came by way of heaven.”  Paul found that the banker’s heart was ready to get saved.  He led the man to accept Christ as his personal savior.  

They talked for a while then the banker made a strange statement.  He said, “Paul, did you ever see the sky so blue or the grass so green?”  
Paul began to sing a verse from the song, “I am His and He is Mine.”  He sang, “Heaven above is softer blue, Earth around is sweeter green; Something lives in every hue, Christless eyes have never seen.”  

Suddenly the banker leaned against Paul and then fell into Paul’s arms.  He was dead.  He had gotten saved just in time.  

That man was scheduled to die at such and such a time.  Do you know what that means?  It means he was going to die at such and such a time.  No doctor was going to change that!  No paramedic was going to change that!  That man was going to die at such and such a time.

But suppose Paul had decided to wait until the next day…suppose he had decided to wait until the banker got released from the hospital…suppose he had decided to wait for a more convenient time…

Suppose he had waited just long enough until it was too late!

But Paul didn’t wait, did he?  And Paul’s story ended happily ever after.

Do you know the difference?  

The difference was Paul made the most of his golden opportunity
to tell someone about Jesus.  

During the next seven days you are going to meet someone who desperately needs to hear about Jesus.  

Their entire eternity may depend upon you making the most 
of your own golden opportunity!

So what are you going to do with all of your opportunities?

Bow.  
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