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     A church in a small town told the local businesses that if they were hiring or if they had any special sales 

during the week of Thanksgiving, the church would be happy to promote any of their job openings or special 

promotions in order to support “Small Business Saturday.”  The church put a bulletin board on the wall in their 

lobby area and the owner of one of the restaurants in town put a sign on the board that read, “Wanted: Someone 

to wash dishes and two waitresses.”  I wonder how many people thought, “That might be in interesting job.  I 

don’t know if there would be any room for advancement, but I wonder how much it pays?” 

     A week later there was a sign put on the bulletin board from the local department store that read, “Bargain 

Basement Sale on Shirts for Men With Flaws.”  Apparently the department store did not get much of a response 

to their ad on Small Business Saturday, which is not surprising, after all how many men want to openly admit 

that they have flaws? 

     The people who composed the help wanted sign and the clothing sale sign thought they were being perfectly 

clear.  They thought they were saying exactly what they meant to say, but as we can see, there was a lot of room 

for misunderstanding in what they actually said. 

     In the chapters leading up to our Gospel lesson for today, I’m sure Jesus thought He had been perfectly clear 

on how He wanted people to behave.  On several occasions Jesus had said, “Keep watch, be alert, no one knows 

when God will return, so live appropriate lives in honor to God.”  But apparently people were not taking this 

message seriously or they were trying to figure out exactly when God would return so they would be prepared.  

Some people today are still trying to figure out when God will return and sometimes they even make 

predictions, only to see those predictions proven wrong. 

     So in our Gospel reading, Jesus tries to find another way to restate what He wants His disciples to remember 

about His mission and His plan for them: He came to seek and to save the lost, but soon He will be leaving 

them.  He will die on a cross and will ascend into heaven, but that does not mean His mission will end.  Jesus 

will provide His disciples (and all of us) with everything they need to continue His work.  Then, someday, He 

will return to this world.  Nobody knows the date or the time of His return, but they (and all of us) need to be 

ready to give an account of their actions upon His return. 

     Jesus said in this text that leaving this world and someday returning without notice will be like a man going 

on a long trip, but before he left he gathered his 3 servants together and divided up his money between them.  

To one servant he gave 5 talents, which was a huge sum of money in those days, to another – 2 talents, and the 

third – 1 talent – “each according to his ability.” 

     When the man returned from his trip, the first servant reported that he had invested the money wisely and it 

had earned an additional 5 talents.  Likewise, the second servant was able to return twice the amount that had 

been entrusted to him.  The man was very pleased with these 2 servants and rewarded them.  It’s important to 

note that these 2 servants loved their master and they put the talents they had been entrusted with to work, 

knowing that even if they lost them, their master would still love them.  The third servant, though, viewed the 

master in a very different way.  He saw him as being very harsh and demanding, which made him afraid of 

losing the money that had been entrusted to him.  So he took the one talent that belonged to his master and he 

hid it in the ground for safekeeping.  The master is furious with this servant and takes his talent from him. 

     The point of this story is that God is the master and He wants us to remember that He is a God of love, who 

gives us all kinds of talents to be used in service to Him and to others; but we’re not going to be measured 

someday by what we have to begin with, but by what we do with what we have been given – “each according to 

his/her ability”. 

     God doesn’t give all of us the same gifts or the same amount of gifts, but whatever we have been given is to 

be used in service to Him and to others.  The challenge, though, is to figure out how God wants us to use our 

talents.  In other words, to serve God doesn’t mean He’s calling everyone to be a pastor, or a teacher, or a leader 

in the church.  When I was in seminary I attended a Lutheran Church in St. Louis that was over 125 years old.  

In the 1950s and 60s, the church used to have over 500 people in worship on a Sunday.  But over the years the 

neighborhood declined and it became a very poor area.  When I was there attendance on a Sunday was about 75 

people and most of the members were retired.  They still lived in the area, while many others had moved to the 



nice growing suburbs.  One of the members was an 80 year-old man named John.  He was the youngest of 4 

brothers.  His dad was a pastor, and all 3 of his brothers were pastors.  So, when John finished college, he went 

on to seminary to be a pastor.  But John struggled at seminary and eventually failed out.  It was very hard on 

him as he felt like he let his dad and his brothers down, and wondered if he let God down. 

     But John was very good with numbers and he loved people.  He went on to become an accountant and he 

served as the church treasurer for over 25 years.  I was a second-year student when John died and at his 

memorial service, hundreds and hundreds of people attended the service.  Several people were there, because 

John had helped out their church by teaching them how to manage the financial records.  But most of them were 

there, because almost every Sunday John stood at the front door of the church to greet people.  John made them 

feel welcome, he encouraged them to come back, and John would always say “Hi” to them whenever he saw 

them outside of the church.  Many people shared stories of how they were active in their churches, because of 

John.  John’s gift was simply loving and encouraging people, and he was using that gift in a different way from 

his dad and brothers, to be a blessing to others.  

     We all have gifts and talents.  Some of you can teach, some of you are very good at fixing things, some of 

you do an amazing job of beautifying this church; some of you are great at preparing meals or taking meals to 

those in need; some of you have a tremendous ability to encourage people, to inspire people, or to simply 

welcome them here on a Sunday morning; and all of you have the ability to pray. 

     Sometimes people look at this text and wonder why Jesus chose to pick on the servant with only one talent.  

In other words, why wasn’t it the servant with 5 talents who hid the money?  He certainly had a lot more to lose.  

But as is often the case with Jesus’ teachings, He wants to point out the responsibility of ordinary people.  And 

that’s who we are.  That’s not a put-down, but for every 5-talent person, there are hundreds of ordinary, one-

talent people.  And Jesus points to this one-talent servant to remind us that we all have just as much 

responsibility to serve God, “each according to his/her ability” as the one with the 5 talents does. 

     In fact, some of God’s best work over the ages has been done through ordinary, one-talent people.  People 

like Moses (who couldn’t speak well and committed murder, but God used him to lead His people out of 

slavery); and Peter (who promised to die for Jesus, but denied he ever knew Him when asked if he was a 

disciple); and a boy (who gave his lunch of 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish to be used by Jesus to feed over 5000 

people).  The one thing these people had in common was that they were willing to allow God to use the gifts 

they had been given.  When we let God use our talents – and talents in this story refers specifically to money – 

when we allow God to use our money and our abilities, we will find that the return on our investment is not 

money, but people.  Investing ourselves in the lives of others, gaining interest in human terms, is God’s plan for 

our lives and that’s what the church is all about. 

     While we have all been given different gifts by God, we are all equally loved by Him, and if God didn’t want 

to use you to serve Him and others, then He never would have created you.  When we use the good things we 

have been given, for God and for someone else’s benefit, then we learn why we were given those gifts in the 

first place.  We were all created for a purpose and I pray that we can live our lives in the trust and hope that 

someday God will say to each one of us, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”   


