
THE WAGES OF FEAR

Matthew 25:14-30

THE JESUS BUSINESS

“As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” That’s a rather nasty ending, don’t you think?  We didn’t end the Children’s sermon that way, did we? I don’t know about you, but I find it difficult sometimes on Sunday mornings to hear the Scripture read and then to affirm it with a “Thanks be to God!” It’s like that sign you see on a work associate’s desk: “I can please only one person per day. This is not your day. Tomorrow is not looking very promising, either.” 


Darkness, weeping and gnashing of teeth? I remember my professor, Eric Rust, quoting the pastor in England who was asked about this story, “What if you ain’t got any teeth?” The pastor responded, “They will be provided!” What crime did this servant commit to be thrown into the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of borrowed teeth? Let’s look again at Jesus’ story.



Jesus tells the story about a master who gives three servants (slaves) five talents, two talents, and one talent. A talent in this story is not the ability to sing or play an instrument or paint or speak; for a talent is a large sum of money. In the Near East in Jesus' time, the talent was the largest unit of currency imaginable. Scholars give different possible amounts that a talent represents (from 15 years of labor to 38 years of labor), so let's just make an estimate of 24 years of work with weekends off. Thus, five talents would be what you could earn in 120 years before retirement. If you make $50,000 a year, that would be about 6 million dollars for the first servant. Let’s just use “million” for “talent” in this story. 


According to Jesus two servants doubled the money entrusted to them. How do you double your money in a short time? Not in a savings account or Certificate of Deposit. Well, what about stocks and bonds? Have you read your 401K statement recently? 


How do you double your money quickly? Perhaps they put their money in hog futures, which I have not really understood because hogs don’t have much of a future! You can double your money if you put it on the horses in West Virginia or work the tables at Las Vegas. If you have the possibility of losing all of the original investment, isn’t that risky?


The third servant, however, does not risk and can think only of absolute security. His activities are low risk. The rabbis write that if someone immediately buries entrusted property, that person is no longer liable because he or she has taken the safest course conceivable. He is a conservative. 

The Gospel of the Nazarenes, which is not in our Bible, tells us that one servant multiplies the capital, one hides it and one squanders it with harlots and “flute girls.” (I have not idea what “flute girls” are, but they don’t sound like a good idea.) The first is rewarded, the second rebuked, the third thrown into prison. This sounds like the way we would tell the story; therefore, this version from the Gospel of the Nazarenes is far from the original story of Jesus.


This servant in Jesus’ story is a conservative who plays it safe and may as well have hid the money in his mattress. Our society today, as that society, honors conservatives in the world of finance, politics, and religion. I imagine that if we, instead of Jesus, had told this story, we would have said to the one-talent-servant, “Well done, you good and trustworthy servant, you have not lost any of it!” Jesus, however, says “As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Why?

FEAR OR FAITH

Well, Jesus is big on what motivates us--what is inside of us. What motivates this third servant to be so conservative that he hides the money in the ground? This third servant is motivated by the opposite of faith. He says in verse 25, "I was afraid." 


One summer evening during a violent thunderstorm a mother was tucking her preschool son into bed. She was about to turn off the light when he asked with a tremor of fear in his voice, "Mommy, I’m afraid. Will you sleep with me tonight?" The mother smiled and gave him a reassuring hug. "I can't dear,"  she said. "I have to sleep with your Daddy" After a long silence, the boy muttered, "The big sissy."


"I was afraid” the one-talent man said. Why is this third servant paralyzed with fear? He says, "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.” But 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? (25:24-26). 

Please notice that when the master responds, this is a question: You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter? Notice that the master is not agreeing with the slave and is not describing himself. He is simply repeated what the slave thinks of his lord--that the master is harsh and demanding. 


Here is the main problem that the third slave has--he is motivated by fear and not by faith because he thinks the master is harsh and demanding and is a boss who reaps where he does not sow and gathers crops where he has not scattered seed. The third slave is fearful and conservative because he does not really know his master.


I think Jesus is saying that you and I are too conservative with our resources because we are afraid and because we don’t really know our Master. The main question is what you think God is like. Do you, like the third slave, think that God is harsh, that God reaps without sowing and gathers without scattering seed? Do you think God is a mean and demanding accountant who counts every penny and every sin? Do you think your Lord keeps ledger books on what you do wrong and what you do right? If that’s the God you worship, then you can identify with the third servant who is willing only to give back to the Master the very minimum without risk, without effort, without faith.

Or, do you worship the God who is like the master in this story? All three parables in chapter 25 are about how God works. Because Matthew uses the term “kingdom of heaven,” we assume it’s about the final judgment before we die. I believe these three parables of Jesus are about the way God works on earth as well as in heaven. Jesus is not talking about the final exam at the end of your life but about the daily quizzes our Lord is asking us each day.


Let’s see how Jesus describes this master who is at work right now in our lives. At the beginning Jesus says that the master is going away on a journey and hands over (paradeken) his possessions/property. How much does he hand over? Jesus does not say “a part” of his possessions or “some” of his possessions. He hands over “his” possessions. Sounds like all to me. Jesus says that the master cleans out his pockets and bank account, signs over the deed to the property, and leaves. Is this a harsh person, a stingy person, a strict person? Doesn’t sound like one to me. He sounds generous and gracious and extravagant. The third servant does not know his master.


This master whom Jesus describes is generous to those who are good and faithful. To the two servants who doubled their investment, the master puts them in charge of many things. At the first of the story they receive according to their “ability” (power, means). To those who are good and faithful with what the master gives them, more will be given. Is this a harsh master, a strict master, a stingy master? No, this is a generous master who continues to give to those who are risky managers--to those willing to do business with the master and are motivated by faith rather than by fear. The third servant does not know his master.

ALL OR NOTHING

Well, what about the Master who takes away the little the third servant has? That sounds strict and harsh and stingy, doesn’t it? Look again at verse 29: For 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. 

Did you hear what Jesus says here? Jesus does not say, “But from those who are poor, even that will be taken away.” Jesus does not say, “But from those who have very little even that will be taken away.” Jesus says, “But from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.”  Did you hear that? Jesus says their “nothing” will be taken away. Now I ask you, “How does anyone take away your nothing?”


What does the third servant have? He doesn’t have even one talent. He is just holding on to what he thinks is his master’s million. The other two servants receive the five and two million and do some risky business with them because they understand that the Master gave it to them. The third servant never really receives the gift from the master, just as you and I sometimes do not receive the gift of God our Master. It’s still hard for us to accept a basic truth of the Bible--before God expects something from us, the Lord always gives something to us. We have so much trouble giving to God and to others because we have not practiced the discipline of receiving gifts from God and gifts from others. This third servant has nothing because he never receives his master’s gift. 


If the servant does not have even one talent, what does the servant have? Fear. Fear and an incorrect opinion of the master are all that the third servant has. And that’s not much. As a matter of fact, fear is nothing because it is the absence of something that the Master and the other two servants already have--joy. “Enter into the joy of your master” the Lord says to the other two servants. The master has joy and is generous and gracious with that joy and invites those good and faithful servants into the joy of the master’s life. 


What do you have if you are motivated by fear, if you refuse to receive gracious gifts, if you think that the master is harsh and strict and stingy? Nothing! It’s a risk-free life, an empty life, a meaningless life, a joyless life. And no one can take anything from such a servant because the servant does not have anything--anything!--anyway. But from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. Such servants live in a dark place where there is weeping and gnashing of borrowed teeth. 


What kind of Master do you serve—a harsh, strict, stingy Master or a generous, gracious and joyous Lord who smiles when calling out your name? The picture you carry with you will govern whether you are a grudging giver or a generous giver, a fearful follower or a faithful disciple. To those who have ears to hear, the Lord says. “Enter into the joy of your master!” 
HYMN: Take My Life (Verses 1, 4. 5. 6)
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