Greetings, People of God!

This Sunday we took our second step in the current FWC series, “Standards of Christian Excellence,” with a look at fiduciary relationship.
Fiduciary is a relationship that is grounded in honor and truth. It is a relationship of reliance in which one party is entrusted to use information and resources for the highest benefit of another.
Take a look at the conditions and qualities of this relationship as Gerald N. Hill and Kathleen T. Hill 1(981-2005) define it in their legal dictionary (emphases added):

fiduciary 


1) n. from the Latin fiducia, meaning "trust," a person (or a business like a bank or stock brokerage) who has the power and obligation to act for another (often called the beneficiary) under circumstances which require total trust, good faith and honesty. The most common is a trustee of a trust, but fiduciaries can include business advisers, attorneys, guardians, administrators of estates, real estate agents, bankers, stock brokers, title companies, or anyone who undertakes to assist someone who places complete confidence and trust in that person or company. Characteristically, the fiduciary has greater knowledge and expertise about the matters being handled. 


A fiduciary is held to a standard of conduct and trust above that of a stranger or of a casual business person. He/she/it must avoid "self-dealing" or "conflicts of interests" in which the potential benefit to the fiduciary is in conflict with what is best for the person who trusts him/her/it. For example, a stockbroker must consider the best investment for the client, and not buy or sell on the basis of what brings him/her the highest commission. While a fiduciary and the beneficiary may join together in a business venture or a purchase of property, the best interest of the beneficiary must be primary, and absolute candor is required of the fiduciary. 

In fiduciary relationship, self-seeking or self-dealing is absolutely forbidden and complete truthfulness is required. A similar set of conditions is articulated in the California Guidelines that regulate political conflict of interest:

California Fair Political Practices Commission - Conflicts of Interest / Form 700 / COI Codes:

"Assets and income of public officials which may be materially affected by their official actions should be disclosed and in appropriate circumstances the officials should be disqualified from acting in order that conflicts of interest may be avoided."
Gov. Code section 81002(c.)

"No public official at any level of state or local government shall make, participate in making or in any way attempt to use his official position to influence a governmental decision in which he knows or has reason to know he has a financial interest."
Gov. Code Section 87100

These are secular and non-religious minimum standards of behavior for people who are entrusted to care for others from a position of knowledge or power.
During the service, we looked at three biblical examples of conflict of interest that led people to distortions of truth.

The first example that we looked at was the story of Ahab, Jezebel and Naboth’s Vineyard (1 Kings 21.1-26). We noted the contrast between Naboth’s fulfillment of his fiduciary duty regarding his family’s ancestral property and Ahab’s violation of his fiduciary duty to protect the people of Israel.

In the case of Naboth, self- dealing and deceit by a cascade of persons resulted in the murder of Naboth on false charges and the subsequent theft of his property.

Ahab distorted his depiction of his interaction with Naboth to Jezebel. Jezebel forged and fabricated a strategy of falsehood in response. The elders of Jezreel colluded with Jezebel and hired false witnesses to bring false charges. The false witnesses spoke into the public sphere the lines that they had been prompted to speak. The populace stoned Naboth without seeking the truth of the stories they were told.  All of these parties violated their obligations and positions of trust through self-interest.

1 Kings 21 says that Ahab, “sold himself to do wickedness.” This is an extreme position of self-interest to which few are willing to commit themselves. Instead, many persons (especially, we, who are religious people) select paths of self-interest that involve justifications and rationalizations, rather than outright fabrications. Our second example, the story of Saul and the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15.1-33) operated on this level. 
In this instance, even though God had commissioned Saul to commit all of the spoils to destruction, Saul keeps the best of the cattle and sheep from the war and takes king Agag captive. Returning, he greets Samuel with the claim that he has performed the will of the Lord. 
When Saul’s selective understanding of “obedience” is challenged by Samuel, Saul insists that he did indeed fulfill the word of the Lord because the spoils have been designated for sacrifice to Samuel’s God. Further confronted by Samuel on the grounds that obedience is better than sacrifice, Saul changes his story, finally admitting that he sinned, but he justifies his actions by claiming that he did so, “because I was afraid of the people” (1 Samuel 15.25). When he hears God’s judgment on his actions, his final insistence is that Samuel would show him honor and preserve his social position.
Saul’s self-dealing depictions are based in selective representation and interpretation. They exploit religious technicalities to support disobedience and they dislocate the burden of responsibility by claiming personal fear and by placing blame on the people who are feared. This compromises Saul’s fiduciary responsibilities in three directions, toward God, toward Samuel, and toward the people.

In a more subtle manner, our third example, the story of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5.1-11) illustrated that it is possible to self-deal and to lie without using words or overt communication. In this account, Ananias and Sapphira simply lay a partial amount of money at the apostles’ feet and leave it up to the people to make their own mistaken conclusions. However, the manner in which they do so is designed to give a mistaken impression by exploiting the limited knowledge of the people. 

As he confronts the couple, Peter declares that this kind of behavior shows that, “Satan has filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit” (Acts 5.3), and that, “you have not lied to men, but to God” (Acts 5.4). The couples’ fiduciary duties to the community and to the Lord were violated so that the couple could gain social standing.
Through these examples, we saw that it is possible to self-deal and to lie in at least three ways: 
1) by outright fabrication, when we make up things that are patently false 
2) by modification, when we portray altered versions of events, 
and, 
3) by selection, when we deliberately choose behaviors that require others to “fill-in the blanks” in mistaken ways.

All of these strategies violate our fiduciary responsibilities to God and to others.

Proverbs 6.16-19 indicates that God’s agenda is dead-set against self-dealing and falsehood:

There are six things which the LORD hates, Yes, seven which are an abomination to Him: Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, And hands that shed innocent blood, A heart that devises wicked plans, Feet that run rapidly to evil, A false witness who utters lies, And one who spreads strife among brothers.
Additionally, as members of the body of Christ, we are called to deal with each other truthfully. In Ephesians 4.13-15, the apostle Paul exhorts us that we are to:

…attain to the unity of faith and knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the extent of the full stature of Christ, so that we may no longer be infants, tossed by waves and swept along by every wind of teaching arising from human trickery, from their cunning in the interests of deceitful scheming. Rather, living the truth in love, we should grow in every way into him who is the head, Christ. 
Because of this relationship and goal, Paul commands,
Therefore, laying aside falsehood, speak truth, each one of you, with his neighbor, for we are members of one another.  (Ephesians 5.25)


Because we are Christians, we are called to the highest standards of excellence in regard to truthfulness. Jesus has commissioned us to be the Light of the World and the Salt of the Earth (Matthew 5.13-14). We carry a fiduciary responsibility to Jesus, to the World, and to the community of faith. This duty requires absolute candor from us, and it requires this honesty to a degree that exceeds even the highest standards of fiduciary trust that the world expects. Because we are followers of Jesus, we are not allowed to act or to communicate out of self-dealing that preserves our self-interests or social standings. We are not permitted to distort truth in any way, whether through fabrication, modification, or selection. 

However, as Jeremiah 17.9 indicates, “the heart of man is deceitful, desperately wicked above all things, who can know it?” This means that our own strategies of dishonesty can become elusive to us. We can engage in self-deception as a form of self-dealing.

Perhaps the best way to strive for the standard of truthfulness that obtains on us as agents of Jesus is to recognize that deception and falsehood should not be judged by their relationships to “data” or “interpretation.” Information alone is not the criterion by which to judge truthfulness, since information must always be selective and it always can be organized in a way that self-deals.


A better criterion comes from the principle of fiduciary responsibility. We should seek to assess how, when and where we are seeking to gain outcomes from our communications and behaviors that are pleasing to us or that serve our self-interests and agenda. We can contrast self-serving communications and behaviors against those that promote the benefit of others through strengthening maturation in Christ-likeness, unity of faith, righteousness and well-being. The key question for Christians to ask in regard to the truthfulness of their behaviors and communications is, “Does this bring the other to the clearest encounter with the reality that is around them, regardless of where my interests reside, or am I seeking to get the best outcome for me and for my dignity?” When we use this line of examination, we can discern where self-interests may be at play, and we can declare those self-interests, recuse ourselves from influence, and adjust our communication toward the interests of God, the community of faith and the other.

May the Lord grant us all the grace and strength to attain to this standard of Christian excellence together!!

Blessings on you! See you Sunday!

-Pastor Adam

