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November 16, 2014 

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

Matthew 25:14-30   “I Was Afraid…” 

 

The summer after I graduated college, I spent a month housesitting for 

one of my college professors. His house was an amazing log cabin that 

he had built himself. He had also built the garage himself. In the garage 

were several antique tractors which he had restored himself.  His home 

and the surrounding acreage were full of things that he had made with 

his own hands. As students that he had made his children himself. His 

place was truly amazing. And it would be my job to watch over 

everything while he and his family were gone for a month. I was excited 

but also very nervous. He was head of the Classics department. And his 

wife was affectionately called ‘the Cougar’. And the whole month I 

stayed there I was terrified that I would break something or lose 

something or catch something on fire. I was terrified I would do some 

sort of damage to his property. Of course, I didn’t. Everything went fine. 

Until the very last weekend. When I decided to mow the lawn one last 

time before he got home. And I was pulling the minivan out of the 
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garage to get to the lawnmower, I sideswiped the garage door and broke 

off the side mirror. 

I was horrified and extremely penitent. I couldn’t say I was sorry 

enough. My worst nightmare had come true. But luckily, the professor 

didn’t get that upset. My dad got our insurance to cover it. And all in all, 

it wasn’t that big of a deal. But let’s just say that I was glad I had already 

graduated from college and I wouldn’t have to face him in the 

classroom. I felt so guilty. I was supposed to take care of things and I 

had not. I was afraid that something like that would happen and it did. 

‘I was afraid.’ That’s what the servant in today’s parable says to his 

master. “I was afraid. When you gave me what was yours. When you 

entrusted me with your property. I was afraid of what might happen. I 

was afraid of what you would do, if something did happen. So I hid what 

you gave me. And here, here it is. You have what’s yours, safe and 

sound.” 

“I was afraid,” says the servant. And we can hardly blame him for being 

afraid. This servant knows his master and he knows he is harsh and he 

knows what he has is extremely valuable. An entire talents-worth of 
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money to look after. When we hear the word talent, we usually think 

‘talent’ as in skill or ability. We think of a talent for dancing or baking 

or building houses or balancing checkbooks. And our word ‘talent’ does 

indeed come from this Bible story. But today, let’s just think about it for 

what it was back then, an astonishing amount of money. A talent was a 

worth about 6000 denarii and one denarius was the usual payment for a 

day’s labor. It would take an ordinary person twenty years to accumulate 

a talents worth of money. In today’s terms, that would be about half a 

million dollars. Half a million dollars. Entrusted to a lowly servant by a 

master who is harsh and probably has a wife named ‘the Cougar’. It’s 

understandable that this servant is a little bit fearful. 

I was afraid, says the servant, so I hid what you gave me. I was afraid, so 

I buried your treasure. I did not lose it or damage it. I did not use it or 

invest it. I was afraid of what would happen. I was afraid of risking 

anything. And maybe sometimes, that is how we live our lives as well. 

We have been entrusted with God’s great riches and resources. And 

maybe we are afraid of what we have. We are afraid of losing it or 

damaging it. We are afraid of using it or spending it. We are afraid of 
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what we might do. What others might do. We are afraid of what our 

master might do. We have these fabulous blessings but we are too afraid 

to enjoy them or use them. 

The servant in our parable has an extravagant gift and he is afraid. His 

response is to take it and hide it. And my first thought is that maybe he 

was afraid of what I am afraid of. Like me, he was afraid of what he 

might do. He was afraid of doing something wrong or messing things 

up. Or misplacing all of it like Uncle Billy misplaces the bank deposit on 

It’s a Wonderful Life. Because that’s what I would do; either that or I 

would break it somehow. Or I would accidentally spend it all on solid 

gold bookcases and a trip to Europe and a tricked-out RV. I wouldn’t put 

it past myself. I might accidentally do something like that-- all the while 

telling myself that surely this is what the master wants me to do with it. I 

am afraid I might do something foolish with what the master has given 

me. What if I do something stupid? What if I fail? Perhaps it’s best not 

to do anything, like the third servant. Maybe I should hide it from 

myself. 
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My second thought is that maybe the servant was also afraid of others. 

Once he had that mountain of money, maybe he was afraid of how 

others would react. Because once they found out about it, they would 

start showing up at his door. Once they heard he had the master’s 

fortune, they would come out of the woodwork. Just wait and see. They 

would want a piece of it. And they would all have a story. They would 

all have an angle. People would come, rich or poor, friend or stranger, it 

wouldn’t matter. They would come and they’d want to get their hands on 

it. That alone would be a good reason to bury it. But if he did use it, he’d 

have to figure out what to do. He’d have to determine the best course of 

action. Should he start a business? Or buy a rental property. Or donate to 

the pet shelter or to Hospice or to the American Cancer Society. Maybe 

rehab an old building downtown and start an art center or start a 

scholarship program for inner city kids. He would have to decide and 

commit and invest himself. But if he does nothing, then he doesn’t have 

to choose and he doesn’t have to commit and he doesn’t get criticized by 

anyone for his decisions. 
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I was afraid, said the servant. I was afraid of what would happen. And 

the servant might have been afraid of himself or afraid of others. But we 

know that he was afraid of his master. We know that he sees his master 

as someone terrible. He is harsh. He is brutal. He takes what isn’t his. He 

reaps where he does not sow. He harvests where he does not plant. He is 

calculating and cruel, the Wall Street banker of the parable world. He 

takes what is not his and he is not a man to be trifled with. He is a man 

to be afraid of. 

I wonder how many of us are afraid of the master too. If this parable is 

about us and if we are the servants and Jesus is the master, then how 

many of us feel afraid of our Lord? How many of us are afraid because 

we have been told that he is harsh. Because we have heard that he is 

unreasonable. Because he is a tyrant with unreasonable expectations. 

That he cares little for us and only uses us to advance his purposes. That 

he actually dislikes us and when we fail, he snorts and rolls his eyes and 

throws us out into the outer darkness where there is weeping and 

gnashing of teeth. 
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We are afraid that that’s what God is like. We are afraid of that God. 

The harsh, unloving God with no patience for us. We are afraid of the 

Lord who will return as the apostle Paul describes him, like a thief in the 

night. And when they say there is peace and security, then sudden 

destruction will come. Keep awake and be sober, says Paul. And we are 

afraid.  We are afraid of the judgment. We are afraid that what we have 

done, will not be right. Whatever we have done, it won’t be enough. It 

won’t be enough for our harsh Lord who is perpetually dislikes us. 

But our parable today makes one thing clear. It’s that fear is the 

problem. It was fear that made the servant hide the gift. It was fear that 

made him do nothing. It was fear that gave him an excuse to think 

poorly of his master to stop trusting him. Fear became the excuse for 

him to stop caring for the master’s property. Fear stopped him from 

doing his job as a servant. Fear got in the way of hope and joy and faith. 

Fear is not what God intends for us. Not for you or for me. Or for 

anyone. Fear is not God’s will. Fear strangles life. It freezes life. It 

buries us and the gifts God has given us. And it makes us pretend that 

they aren’t there. But that’s not what God intends. God means for us to 
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have lives of wild, extravagant blessing, lives that risk love without fear. 

We are destined for that. We are meant for that. That’s what the apostle 

Paul tells his Thessalonian church. Their destiny is not to be afraid. 

Their destiny is not God’s wrath. But salvation through our Lord Jesus. 

God’s will, God’s intention is not for us to be rejected. It is not for us to 

be sneered at from the heavenly throne. It is not for us to be cast aside 

and judged as unworthy. In Christ, we are worthy. We are welcomed. 

We are loved. And we are encouraged to take that treasure of salvation 

and live without fear of failure or death, because Christ has died for us. 

Christ has died to set us free from fear. So that we might know the 

wealth of God’s goodness. And that God is not the harsh master, but the 

loving Father, who will not let us be separated from him in life or in 

death. 

When we have faith in that God, fear disappears. When we believe in a 

generous, life-giving God, we feel free to risk loving others. The other 

two servants in the parable know this. They have extraordinary gifts; 

two talents worth, five talents worth. More extraordinary, more 

unbelievable wealth. And yet they are not afraid. They are not afraid to 
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use it. They are not afraid to spend it, to trade it, to invest it, to pour it 

out into the world because they will never lose it. They will always have 

the amazing resources of the master on hand. 

When I was in Northern Ireland as a Young Adult volunteer, working at 

a church, a wise, kind man in the congregation came to me and gave me 

an envelope. He said, I thought you might know what to do with this. 

Inside was what looked like a lot of money to me. 50 pounds, about 75 

dollars. I was surprised and humbled. But I did know what to do with it. 

I wanted a good sleeping bag because I was thinking about going to 

work at a YMCA camp that brought together low-income kids from 

Protestant and Catholic towns. His gift was the green light. It 

encouraged me to take the risk. And I’d like to think that I multiplied the 

gift with all those kids at camp. That his gift, his love became my love, a 

hundred percent increase for others. 

Do not be afraid. The Lord is gracious and abounding in steadfast love. 

Be encouraged. For God has given us unbelievable wealth: our skills, 

our abilities, our possessions, our minds, our hearts, our lives, our faith 
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in a God of unstoppable love. Let us take the gift and show the world 

what it means to us. Let us take the gift and share our faith without fear. 


