
YOU GET WHAT YOU EXPECT Psalm 90:1-8, 12-17, 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

Pentecost 24-A November 19, 2017 Matthew 25:14-30 

 
“For [the kingdom of heaven is like this:] 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…” 

 

What do you think is the main message of this parable?  Possible ideas: 

• Don’t be lazy or too fearful to try to multiply what has been entrusted to you. 

• Be prepared; because one day the Master will return and expect an accounting from you. 

• We should be good stewards of what we’ve been given. 

• Nothing ventured, nothing gained. 

 

First, let me say that all of today’s readings have a certain element of fear, of the end times, of 

judgment—because we almost at the end of the ecclesiastical calendar, nearing the close of the church 

year. These texts talk about end times, the Day of the Lord, the time of judgment; and their emphasis is 

about “getting our house in order” in this life before our time is up and we find ourselves standing 

before God. Our hope comes, not in our treasures or our possessions—things that wither and decay—but 

through the One who transcends all of these things and beckons us to look to him.  

The texts call us to return to the Lord, to place our trust in God, and to reach out to others as God 

reaches out to us. In the words of the Psalmist: “May the graciousness of the Lord our God be upon us; 

prosper the work of our hands; prosper our handiwork.” [90:17]  The First Letter to the Thessalonians 

reminds us that God’s intention is to save: “For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining 

salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ…” [5:9]. 

By the time we get to our gospel reading, we’re straining hard to see the hope, because there is no mercy 

for the guy who buried his one talent in the ground. It sounds like this might have something to do with 

stewardship, as was suggested earlier. After all, the rewards go to those who took what they were given 

and invested well.  But notice, each was given “according to his ability” which, in this example, might 

indicate that the master didn’t really expect much from the third slave. But there is another dynamic at 

work here, and it comes in the third slave’s response: “Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, 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.” [Mt. 25:24-25]  

The other two slaves/servants did not seem to have this fear. Why is that? From what we saw at the 

beginning of the parable, the landowner entrusted each of them with a great deal of wealth and went 

away. He praised and rewarded those who invested and doubled their investment. The first we hear this 

frightening characterization of the landowner comes only when the third slave is trying to defend his 

action (actually, inaction).   

So, is there a possibility that each of the three acts based on their perception of the landowner? That is to 

say, if they view the landowner as generous and gracious, they will work harder, and risk more 

willingly, in order to earn him a good return? 

And, since this is a parable—a story that Jesus tells in order to show us something about God and 

ourselves—does this say something about the way we respond or fail to respond to God, based on our 

perception of God? 

Growing up (particularly in my earliest “pre-Lutheran” years, my idea of God was probably based 

mostly on Santa Claus: “He sees you when you’re sleeping; he knows when you’re awake. He knows if 
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you’ve been bad or good; so be good for goodness’ sake!”  

It’s a natural human reaction to be fearful, in the light of our belief in God’s omnipotence and 

omniscience (all-being, all-knowing). Couple those attributes with God sitting in the judgment seat, and 

it’s little wonder that there are many theologies out there designed to convert through fear, rather than 

gather with love. The church has a history of sowing such fear; and those very things led a very fearful 

Martin Luther to wrestle with God and Holy Scripture. Fear was the very tool behind the medieval 

church’s sale of indulgences—because even if we did not care about ourselves, we surely did not want 

our loved ones to suffer. 

I believe there is wisdom in a traditional stewardship emphasis from this parable; but I think the parable 

also helps inform us about the way we respond to God based on how we view God. Life offers many 

metaphors to remind us that we respond more willingly and joyfully to positive stimuli.  Educators know 

that learners generally respond better to reward than punishment, and to kind words rather than threats. 

Still using the themes from the parable, I think people are more likely to risk (invest, venture out) from a 

sense of trust and respect than out of fear. The guy who received one talent to invest might have wondered 

why the master was entrusting him with a smaller amount of money. Or if he didn’t know how much the 

others received, he had a less positive image about the landowner and, perhaps, himself and his own 

potential. 

In a post, “WYSIWYG” [What You See Is What You Get], Pastor David Lose warns: “…if we imagine 

God primarily as stern, even angry, and given to dispensing a terrifying and harsh justice, we will likely 

come to believe that everything bad in our lives is punishment from God.” That echoes the Psalmist, 

who confesses: “we are consumed by your anger; we are afraid because of your wrath.” [Psalm 90:7] 

“Similarly, if we see God as arbitrary and capricious, that’s what we experience, a fickle and 

unsympathetic God who meets our expectations.” 

The Good News of God in Jesus offers us a new outlook.  The God who became Emmanuel—“God with 

us” is a God of grace: “one who empowers and entrusts and frees,” so that we will be “surprised and 

uplifted by the numerous gifts and moments of grace we experience all around us.” 

The Good News tells us that God is love, and in Jesus, we have received the promise that, through the 

death and resurrection of Jesus, that love comes in the body and blood that have been given and shed for 

you. When we realize God’s love is more powerful than the forces of negativity and hatred, we become 

changed, and our focus moves upward and outward. This is how “church” engages the world, and how 

Emmanuel Church shares good news of great joy for all.   

Thanks be to God that God gives us more than we ever expected. Because of God’s generous love, we 

are called together, equipped, and sent to proclaim that new paradigm, the new outlook on this world, 

and on everything and everyone God has placed in our midst.  Amen.  


