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November 19, 2017 
 
Tim Hughes Williams 
 
The First New Testament Lesson: 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
5Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not 
need to have anything written to you. 2For you yourselves know very well that 
the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 3When they say, “There 
is peace and security,” then sudden destruction will come upon them, as labor 
pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there will be no escape! 4But you, 
beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you like a thief; 5for you 
are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of 
darkness. 
 

6So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be 
sober; 7for those who sleep sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk 
at night. 8But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the 
breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. 9For God 
has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, 10who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we 
may live with him. 
 

11Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are 
doing. 
 
The Second New Testament Lesson: Matthew 25:14-30 
14“For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted 
his property to them; 15to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another 
one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away.16The one who had 
received the five talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five 
more talents. 17In the same way, the one who had the two talents made two 
more talents. 18But the one who had received the one talent went off and dug a 
hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. 19After a long time the master 
of those slaves came and settled accounts with them. 20Then the one who had 
received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying, 
‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made five more 
talents.’21His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you 
have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; 
enter into the joy of your master.’ 22And the one with the two talents also 
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came forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me two talents; see, I have 
made two more talents.’ 23His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and 
trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in 
charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 24Then the one who 
had received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew that 
you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where 
you did not scatter seed;25so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the 
ground. Here you have what is yours.’ 26But his master replied, ‘You wicked 
and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather 
where I did not scatter? 27Then you ought to have invested my money with the 
bankers, and on my return I would have received what was my own with 
interest. 28So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten 
talents. 29For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an 
abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away. 30As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 
 
Sermon:  “God’s Economy”  
 
I was rushing into a coffee shop on Friday afternoon, computer in hand.  
Maybe I looked a little frazzled, I don’t know.  I ran into a woman that I know, 
sitting at a table in the sun.  She was sipping a tea and looked like a person 
who was about two and a half hours away from The Weekend.   
 
She asked me how I was doing and I told her the truth.  A little stressed.  A lot 
of sermon left to write.  “Oh,” she said.  She is not, to my knowledge, a church 
person.  “Well, I bet I can guess what your sermon is about,” she said, smiling.  
 
“What is that?” I said.  
 
She said, “Gratitude.”   
 
“Tis the season!” I said, with a fake little laugh.  It was really depressing to me 
that church might be that predictable, that boring old sermons about gratitude 
get trotted out like so many Pumpkin Spice Lattes, just in time for 
Thanksgiving and the Stewardship Campaign.  I hate the idea that a person 
who doesn’t go to church could just pull a boring old sermon out like that, like 
a sad rabbit from a hat, and be kinda right?  Thanksgiving is around the 
corner, to be sure.  Thanksgiving is, ostensibly, about spending time being 
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grateful for the blessings in your life.  But is this sermon really going to be 
about gratitude?  I wondered to myself.   
 
Because my text is this harsh little story that Jesus told called, “The Parable of 
the Talents.”  It’s about three employees or servants or slaves, depending on 
how you translate the Greek. It’s maybe not the kind of story you would 
gather your family around the Thanksgiving table to tell.   
 
There was once a man with a fair amount of wealth.  Enough wealth that he 
leaves it in the possession of three servants when he leaves town for a long 
trip.  This is not unusual behavior for wealthy people. And don’t be confused 
by the use of the word “talent” here.  We’re not talking about whether or not 
you can dance or hit a high C.  A “talent” in Jesus’ context was a unit of 
currency.  Specifically, a talent is an exact measurement of a precious metal.  A 
talent of gold, for example, weighs about 130 lbs.   
 
I don’t know why the boss didn’t divide his fortune equally between the three 
servants?  Actually, that’s not true.  Anyone who has worked in finance or 
almost any job knows exactly why.  Responsibility isn’t doled out equally 
between all available parties.  Responsibility correlates with competence and 
capacity and trust.  So the boss makes some managerial calculations before 
leaving town.  He gives the first servant five talents.  The second, two talents. 
The third, a single solitary talent. And then he leaves. I would wager that if he 
could have left all eight talents in the hands of the first servant, he would have.  
 
Jesus doesn’t spell it out, so it may not be immediately clear that the servants 
are not supposed to just protect their talents but invest them. But it does 
become abundantly clear when the boss returns and meets with each of them 
individually.  The results are somewhat uncomfortable.   
 
The first servant, the one with five talents, is no doubt proud to report that he 
has doubled his boss’ wealth, returning ten talents. The second servant has a 
nearly identical conversation, returning four talents instead of two. “Well 
done, good and faithful servants!” 
 
I would love to tell you that the real point of this story is to celebrate the 
growth and success of servants one and two, but the text is clearly most 
interested in the failure of servant three.  He gets as many verses as servants 
one and two combined.   
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“I knew you were a harsh man,” he says, “reaping where you did not sow and 
gathering where you did not scatter seed. So I was afraid, and I went and hid 
your talent in the ground.”   
 
Note that he doesn’t steal the talent or lie about what happens. He returns 
what was given to him, safely recovered from the earth.  “You wicked and lazy 
slave!” the boss cries out.  “You should have at least kept it in the bank, where 
it would have earned some interest.” Just like that, the single sorry talent is 
given to the servant with ten talents, and the third servant is banished into 
“outermost darkness.”  The End.  
 
So. Is this a story about gratitude?  It certainly doesn’t seem to be, at least not 
on its face. Indeed, there will be those who boycott this parable altogether, 
saying that it simply mirrors the deep injustices of the world.  And those 
people won’t necessarily be wrong.  In a world where the rich get richer and 
the poor sink deeper into poverty, can we really seek God’s truth in this story?  
In a city where poor people are frequently blamed for their own oppression, 
can we really say, “You wicked and lazy slave?”  What’s the takeaway? Are we 
supposed to identify the weak and unproductive people in our midst and 
banish them?  Even worse, is that what God is up to?  
 
Let me say this outright – no.  I believe that this story only makes sense on the 
level of illustration. That is to say, we are not the exact equivalent of the 
servants. God is not the exact equivalent of the boss. Rather, this story uses a 
business situation to illustrate some principles that are critical to what Jesus is 
talking about when he talks about the Kingdom of God. I don’t think we have 
to identify the boss as God in order to learn some things about how we should 
be good stewards of the treasure God has given us. 

 
*** 

 
The Greek word for “stewardship,” is “oikonomia,” the same root word for 
“economy.” It comes from two root words, “oikos,” meaning “house,” and 
“nomia,” meaning “laws.”  “Oikonomia,” then, is most accurately translated as 
“household management.”  To be a steward, then, at least in the ancient Greek 
world, is to be the manager of the house.   
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If anyone here has been a manager of anything, then I suspect you will agree 
with the following two statements.  A manager has a certain amount of 
authority and power. If you want something done in the household, you need 
to talk to the manager.  The manager gets things done.  But while the manager 
has authority, the manager does not have ultimate authority.  Why?  Simply 
put, the manager is not the owner.  The manager is the steward of someone 
else’s property.  
 
What is the definition of a good manager?  A good manager acts boldly and 
efficiently, using the power given to her, in the service of her mission.  At the 
same time, a good manager never loses sight of the fact that she has been 
entrusted with someone else’s interests.   
 
That is the nuanced power dynamic of stewardship that we tend to lose sight 
of when we remove it from the context of the marketplace. Business 
consultant Peter Block defines stewardship as “the willingness to be held 
accountable for the larger organization by operating in service, rather than 
control, of those around us.” 1 
 
One could argue that the wealthy boss is an example of unchecked power over 
other people.  He expects to profit from other people’s work.  He has no 
concern for their well-being or context.  Might makes right, and thus he is 
always right. It would be difficult to argue that this is a godly way to live or 
conduct a household, and yet it is not hard to find examples of Christian men 
and women who live their lives this way.  In fact, one of the scariest things 
that is happening right now in our culture is that so many of our current 
church leaders are demonstrating that power is their god.   
 
On the other hand, the third servant is an example of a person who forsakes 
all power, all responsibility to act, all in the pursuit of some illusion of safety.  
Jesus’ parable would suggest that this is a losing game.  What good does it do 
us, he asks, to bury our talents, our heads in the sand, when at the end of the 
day the conditions of our world demand action.    
 
Real stewardship, the parable would suggest, requires the bravery to act.  To 
take a risk.  To step out into the world and see what happens.  Real 

                                                      
1 Peter Block, “Stewardship: Choosing Service Over Self-Interest,” Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 
San Francisco, 2013.   
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stewardship also requires the humility to remember that at the end of the day, 
what you achieve is not about you, nor does it remain with you.  Real 
stewardship is about the glory of God.   
 
That tension between not being afraid of your power and understanding that 
it ultimately belongs to God – that tension is much more interesting to me 
than a facile understanding of the word, “gratitude.”  Gratitude asks very little 
of us. In fact, gratitude is sometimes simply a way to simply congratulate 
ourselves for our own good fortune.  Harvard Business School recently did a 
study of an online phenomenon called “humblebragging.”  A humble brag is 
self-congratulation disguised as gratitude.  “I am humbled to announce that 
I’ve won this prestigious award,” an artist recently tweeted.  No, you’re not.  
Being fired humbles you.  Being cheated on humbles you.  Losing a tough 
game humbles you.  Winning a prestigious award feels pretty awesome.  The 
Harvard study found that 77% of those surveyed responded more negatively 
to humblebragging than outright bragging.  Why?  Because its dishonest. 2  
 
Stewardship is not without gratitude, but it goes further.  It also manages to 
ask the self-critical question: “What am I going to do with these gifts that I’ve 
been fortunate enough to receive?  How am I going to invest my talents in the 
service of God and the world?”  

 
*** 

 
I want to reflect briefly on two ways this parable has been working on me for 
the past week.  One of the things I’ve been learning from preaching every 
week is that the sermon-writing process sort of never stops.  It just goes on 
percolating, week after week.  By the time I finally sit down to write, I find that 
my life and the text have been talking behind my back, if that makes any sense.   
 
The first thing I want to talk about is this Stewardship Campaign we are doing 
at Light Street.  This invitation to consider the upcoming year and make a 
pledge to future giving.  I have to tell you that it is not without some fear and 
trepidation that we are putting together this upcoming budget.  Because it’s 
not a maintenance budget.  It’s a bold budget.  It’s a budget that presumes 
growth.  And as I’ve poured over the numbers, I will confess that sometimes I 

                                                      
2 “Harvard Study: Humblebragging Doesn’t Work.”  
http://fortune.com/2015/04/30/humblebrag-study/ 
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feel the fear of the third servant inside of me.  “I know that this is a harsh 
world,” the fear says, “a world that reaps where it does not sow.  I know that 
this is a harsh world that doesn’t care too much how hard we’ve worked or 
why the recent past was difficult or what might be possible.” I know these 
things, and there is this huge temptation to take what we have and bury it.  
Protect it from harm.  Keep it safe and untouched and present it to God as the 
best we could do.  I can even see the preservationist wisdom of such a move.   
 
But what I hear Jesus saying, through this text, is that we need to be braver 
than that.  We need name and claim the gifts we have.  And then we need to 
step out into the world and invest them for the good of God’s Kingdom.  
 
Not everything about this parable is perfect, but here is the part that I do think 
is kind of beautiful.  Servants One and Two have dramatically different gifts 
and abilities. The story doesn’t try to present them as equal.  The story doesn’t 
suggest that its fair that one had so much more to work with than the other.  
It’s probably not fair.  Really, all that Servant One and Two have in common is 
their faithfulness.  It doesn’t matter than one ends up with ten talents and the 
other four.  Well done, good and faithful ones!  Look what you have done.  
Look how you have grown.   
 
I think that is a very hopeful word for each of us, because I know that at any 
given moment we have more or less to offer in the way of money, and time, 
and talent.  We don’t have to minimize that.  It’s not about the particularities 
of your gift.  It truly isn’t.  It’s about your willingness to participate.  To 
commit, even on a small level, as a way of stepping out in faith.   
 
So that’s the first thing.  The budget thing. Ok.   
 
Here’s the second thing, and I think it helps contextualize some of the 
harshness of this parable.  I hear Jesus saying that the sacred work of the 
Kingdom of God is not just happening in our sanctuaries. A sanctuary is 
literally a refuge from danger.  It’s a place of worship.  It is wonderful to have 
them but we are not meant to live here.  There is the image given to us in 1 
Thessalonians of a person who says, “There is peace and security,” when all 
around them is violence and suffering and danger.  I’m afraid that too often 
that’s how the church is perceived – in total denial of the suffering of the 
world, heads and talents in the sand.  Trotting out sermons about gratitude 
that fail to acknowledge the dumpster fire right outside our doors.   
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If we are to be stewards of the gifts God has given us, we need to be speaking 
up, and showing up, in a world that desperately needs that.  Yesterday I 
watched a video of a white man yelling the most terrible things at an Asian 
man on the bus. Racist slurs, etc.  And there was another white man sitting 
next to the Asian man and about halfway through the video he just slides out 
of his seat and takes another one, leaving the Asian man sitting by himself. So 
many of the other people on the bus were silent.  I think about how many men 
have been silent in the face of women’s stories of sexual harassment.  I think 
about the violence in our city, over 300 murders, a historic record.  And so 
many of us only respond when it starts to creep into our own backyard.   
 
The third servant is banished into darkness at the end of the parable, and it is 
easy to interpret that painful conclusion as an image of God’s judgment.  But I 
would like to offer an alternative interpretation – that such an outcome is 
what happens when we cease to care about our neighbors, when we turn 
inward towards ourselves.   
 
I would like to suggest that to invest our own gifts, our own talents, our own 
power, in the service of God’s justice and love will inevitably send us beyond 
the walls of our sanctuaries and into the dark.  We are not done until we’ve 
found the weeping ones, the excluded ones, the wounded ones.  Until we’ve 
found them and reconciled with them and welcomed them.  In fact, I would 
argue that God is not done until all Her children are gathered back to her.   
 
That’s what I mean by the economy of God.  The household management of 
the One who created each and every one of us and knows our names.  Every 
created thing precious and accounted for.  In the end, the economy of God will 
be fully reconciled.  She is, after all, the true owner – we are simply the 
stewards. Imagine her joy when she sees the Church being the Church.  
Fighting for justice and making space for love and calling her children home.   
 
“Well done, good and faithful servants,” she would say.  “Well done.”   
   


