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It's hard to believe that we are only two weeks away from the beginning of Advent. Of 
course, according to the secular calendar, we are already three weeks late in celebrating, 
because the commercial Christmas season began the moment Halloween was over – in 
some instances, even before. As one who watches the Hallmark Channel with great 
regularity, I guess I really don't mind the early emphasis on Christmas.

But in the church we have a few things to talk about before we look ahead to 
Christmas. Today and next Sunday are the last two Sundays of the church year. The gospel 
lectionary passages leading up to Christ the King Sunday (which is next Sunday) emphasize 
the judgment that will take place when the Son of Man returns in glory. Today's parable is in 
the middle of a series of parables that speak of being prepared, being ready for that day; even
more, the parables speak of an accounting that will be made of our lives while we await 
Christ's return. The servant must be caring for the household of which the master has left him 
in charge; the bridesmaids must be ready when the bridegroom comes, not just “ready to get 
ready”; in next week's lesson we are told that our treatment of those whom the world calls “the
least of these” will be the litmus test of our admission into the kingdom. 

And in this morning's lesson we are told that there will be an accounting of our use of 
what the Master has left us.

Different translations of the Bible give this story different titles. Eugene Peterson, in 
The Message, calls this “The Story About Investment.” The most recent edition of the New 
International Version calls it “The Parable of the Gold Bags.” The traditional title is “The 
Parable of the Talents.” But I like the title given by the Good News Bible: “The Parable of the 
Three Servants.” After all, it isn't the talents or the bags of gold that are judged in the story; it 
is the servants who are judged. And in using the language of “servant” and “master,” Jesus is 
clear that he is referring to believers, and how we will be accountable to him.

It's a familiar parable. Three servants are given varying amounts of money by their 
master, with the understanding that they will take care of what their master has entrusted 
them while the master is away. Two put the money to good and productive use, and are 
rewarded for their diligence; the third, though, hoards and hides the money so as not to lose 
any of it – and for that, he is cast into the darkness, where there is weeping and gnashing of 
teeth. A troubling note to end the story, I would say – certainly not a happily-ever-after ending.

What is it, besides the obvious, that distinguishes the first two servants from the third 
servant? What is it that moves the master to say to the first two servants, “Well done, good 
and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many 
things. Come and share your master's happiness!”, while lashing out at the third servant, “You
wicked, lazy servant!” and then summarily have him thrown outside into the darkness? 

I can think of two things: gratitude, and faithfulness.
When you start with the premise that everything belonged to the master, and the 

master entrusted the servants with something precious that belonged to the master, then 
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shouldn't the servants be grateful? While the third servant thought that the master was selfish 
and harsh, the first two servants saw a tremendous privilege that had been given to them – to 
do something worthwhile for their master.

I remember during my first year here, there was some wringing of hands over the 
budget – could we make it to the end of the year without dipping into reserves? Someone 
asked aloud if we should maybe approach one or two people in the congregation who were 
known to be in a position to help close the gap. And I'll never forget what our Finance 
Director, Fritz Vinson, said in response to that. He said, “No, we need to go to the whole 
congregation and make a plea. If you just go to two or three wealthy people, you keep the rest
of us from helping out. It's a privilege to give to the ministry of this church, and I want all of us 
to be given the chance to help.” So we did, and a lot of people added a little more to their 
giving.

It is a privilege to do something that will make a difference for the kingdom of God. It is 
a joy to give back to the One who has given us life – everlasting, eternal, purpose-filled life. 
We should be grateful for the privilege to make a difference for the Master.

And I'm not just talking about giving to the church, because the parable may be about 
stewardship, but it's not really about giving to the church. It's about doing something with what
God has entrusted to us. It's about putting the gifts we have been given to use, for the good. 
It's about living each day wanting to make a contribution to God's kingdom by sharing the gifts
we have been given – the gifts of love, and grace, and mercy, and the gifts of time, and skills, 
and passions, and the gifts of wealth and material things. 

You see, it starts when we take stock of what we've been given. And if you are 
breathing and sitting in these pews, then you've been given a lot. Not just material comfort or 
health or a happy home life, though those are amazing gifts in and of themselves, to be sure. 
But we've been given the promise that we are loved with an everlasting love by the God of 
this universe. We've been give the assurance of the forgiveness of our sins through the blood 
of Christ on the cross. We've been given new life through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit – 
life marked by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self control. We've been this amazing gift that we call the Body of Christ – the church of Jesus
Christ, in which you and I become family, brothers and sisters. 

Who wouldn't be grateful to be given gifts like these?!
I believe that it starts with being grateful for the gifts we've been given.
And we've been given a lot.
But there's more to it than gratitude. There's also faithfulness required. For the truth is 

the master didn't simply GIVE the talents to the servants; he ENTRUSTED the servants with 
the talents. More than simply a gift, there is the expectation that the servants will do 
something with the talents, something that is in line with the purpose and will of the master.

What do we need to do in order to be deemed “faithful”? Dale Bruner notes that, simply
by looking at the verbs used to describe the actions of the first and second servants, and 
those that describe the third servant's inaction, we will see that the emphasis is on being 
active, not passive. The first servants went out at once, went to work with their gift, and “won” 
or “earned” an amount equal to what they were given. There is enthusiasm in their activity, a 
willingness to go “all in” with their gift.

The third servant, though, went away, dug a hole, and buried or hid his talent. 
Recessive verbs describe him. Instead of going out, he withdrew, circled the wagons, shut the
windows and locked the doors. Where the first two were willing to go all in, the third servant 
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was afraid of losing any, so he did nothing. He played it safe.
Friends, the gift we have all been given is the gospel. And Jesus makes it clear that 

what we've been given is not meant for hiding or hoarding, but sharing, putting to work. The 
gospel is meant to be spent, it's meant to be shared. 

Hide it under a bushel? No! The worst thing we can do with this gift, is nothing.
Now, what the parable doesn't describe, is the servant who took what he was given, 

invested it, but lost it all. That would've been the scenario in a year like 2008, when the stock 
market plummeted. We don't hear of the servant who tried, but failed. Here's why I think we 
don't hear about that servant: It's impossible to share the gospel and come back with nothing 
to show for it. I think the gospel is so precious, so powerful, so life-transforming and life-
giving, that it never comes back empty. We may not see the results. We may not see its 
effect. But I don't think that it's ever wasted when we share it.

Do something with the gifts you have been given. Anything is better than nothing.
It's not perfection that the Master expects of us. It's faithfulness. It's giving yourself into 

his service, living each day as an opportunity to contribute to the sharing of gospel love and 
forgiveness and new life. It's filling each day with a purpose – to glorify God, to enjoy God, 
and to love one another.

Do that, and you will be faithful. Do that, and you don't need to worry about failing to 
please the Master.

Two stories from our Bible study on Wednesday. One of those who attended the Bible 
study told of the time that, seemingly out of the blue, she thought of a person from the church 
where she had raised her family. She felt a nudging by the Spirit, to write to this woman (who 
was now a much older person), and let her know how much she had meant to her family – 
teaching Sunday school to all of her family's children, and serving in so many ways in their 
home church.

Well, the person from our Bible study got a letter back. The woman wrote that she was 
so deeply moved by the letter she had received. It seems she was terminally ill, and she had 
just been wondering if anything she had done in the church actually made a difference.

Do something. Even the small things may bear much fruit.
Another woman said that when she was first ordained as an elder in the church, one of

the first things she did was write to the pastor from her childhood church. She thanked the 
pastor for taking her to all the youth group events, and making her feel so important. It was 
because of his reaching out that she was motivated to serve the Lord in the church.

A Christian man who happened to care about the young people in his church didn't 
personally witness the results of his faithfulness. But he was faithful just the same.

As you can see, you may never know what kind of fruit your efforts bear. But when you
are faithful in putting your gifts to work for the sake of the Master, you can be sure that you 
will bear fruit.

So be grateful, and then be faithful. And you can be sure that you will enter the joy of 
your Master when he returns.

Amen.


