
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Last Sunday of the Church Year (Proper 29 – Day of Fulfilment), Year C
Luke 19:11-24

Your Endowment Is Needed

When we celebrate a birthday, we sometimes look back over our lives to assess what we have achieved. If we feel we have developed what God has given us, and used what we have wisely, we feel grateful. Often our achievements have involved risks and failures. We learn that we live life to the fullest by making the best use of what we have. Yet there are people in our church and community who argue that they have nothing of value to contribute. They leave it to others to keep a church or community organisation going. Strange as it sounds, most of us find it easier to list abilities we feel we don’t possess, than to number our strengths.

In His parable of the talents, Jesus focused on the different gifts and skills He has given to us, and how He will hold us accountable for their development. In this Parable of the Gold Coins, our Lord focuses on what we all have in common, of what we all have an equal amount. Each of us has a life that is meant to be for the good of others. God values every life He has made. God seeks from each of us, from all of us, our unique contribution towards the advancement of His work in our world. God’s cause thrives where everyone contributes to it. The more we contribute, the more we are able to contribute, because God multiplies with blessing whatever we do for Him.

Time is one thing of which we all have an equal amount. Our attitude to time affects our priorities; our use of time is determined by our attitude to Eternity. Our selfish nature seeks to say: “My time is my own to use as I like.” Faith, however, acknowledges: “My times are in Your hand, O Lord (Psalm 31:14).” God has given us sufficient time to do His will. If we are too busy to pray and too busy to worship regularly, we are busier than God wants us to be. Can we expect God to bless the time we steal from Him?

We constantly need to distinguish between what is essential - like time for our relationships with loved ones, time for prayer and worship - and those things that claim to be urgent. God has surrounded us with many good things which are not continually claiming priority. In our use of time, we need to distinguish between what is good (some entertainment or leisure activity) and what is better (supporting His work by our participation and involvement in it). We consecrate time by taking time off to spend with the Giver of this priceless gift. Time spent with God increases our appreciation for this gift and gives new and deeper meaning to everything else we do. Time is one of God’s most precious gifts to us; we show our love for Him by how we use it. The Bible views time in terms of its content rather than its length. It speaks of ‘times and seasons’ rather than time in the sense of days and hours. “It is time to seek the Lord that He may come and pour down His saving power on you (Hosea 10:12).” God promises that He will multiply with blessing whatever time you give to Him. We will always find time to do what we love doing. Time has been given to us to prepare for Eternity. 

Discover what countless Christians have – that the longer they live, the better life becomes, because God means so much more to them as the years pass. The more God means to us, the more we are in tune with the rhythm of life. The Bible urges us to “redeem the time (Ephesians 5:15).” This isn’t a call to busyness, but a call to give priority to what God considers important. The Bible’s approach to time is future-orientated. Each day is given to us to encourage one another. 
Every Christian has been given an equal ability to pray for others. The more frequently we pray, the more blessings we receive from doing so. We discover that prayer also involves asking to be changed, asking to be made more grateful, more able to see the good in what we’ve been given, rather than grieving over what might have been. In heaven, we’ll discover that God has blessed our prayers in ways we never dreamed. Furthermore, God has given to us all the same resources of His love and grace. We all have the same access to His Word. We are going to have to give an account of how we have put into practice what we have heard. We all have two ears to listen lovingly to others, and one tongue with which to speak words of kindness and encouragement. But we aren’t all expected to develop or use these God-given endowments to the same degree, as Jesus points out in today’s parable.

In the parable, the incoming king is first of all a generous giver of good gifts. He gives gifts equally to each servant in order to advance the prosperity of His kingdom. Before he expects anything from his servants, he entrusts them with his property. There’s no fixed quota they’re expected to meet. The first two servants are well disposed to their lord and master, and have no difficulty capitalizing on the golden coin he has loaned to them. To serve their master is a labour of love. They waste no time in improving the value of what they’ve been given, without thought of reward or any other ulterior motive. When the master returns, the first servant says with winsome humility, “Sir, I have earned ten gold coins with the one you gave me.” For his faithfulness, he receives a reward vastly greater than what he has achieved. Reliability is rewarded with greater responsibility. He’s put in charge of ten cities, as his master lavishly praises and commends his faithfulness. The second servant multiplies the master’s gold (worth four months’ wages), by five times. He is similarly rewarded and honoured with greater responsibilities too. The master rewards faithfulness rather than achievement.

The third servant is a pitiful figure who hid his master’s gold coin in a handkerchief where no one could gain any benefit from it. He is the focus of Jesus’ parable. Without any sense of shame, he blames his master for his failure to make use of what he was given. Because he never had the master’s interests at heart, he tries to excuse himself by painting a negative picture of the master who was so generous to him: “I was afraid of you, because you are a hard man. You take what is not yours and reap what you didn’t plant.” Nursing a sense of grievance and painting himself as a victim, he wants his laziness to be rewarded with leniency. He’s the kind of person who thinks all that’s necessary in life is to abstain from doing wrong. There’s no need to do good to anyone. Because he’s made up his mind that he can’t do as much as others, he wouldn’t attempt anything. “Evil triumphs because the good do nothing.”  

The third servant refused to inconvenience himself for his master, or take any risks for him. He refused to be challenged by the proverb: “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” None of us could ever learn to speak Swahili unless we’re prepared to be laughed at by those who speak Swahili fluently! We can’t establish a friendship unless we’re willing to be rebuffed by those whose goodwill and esteem we long to have. Our Lord urges us to leave our comfort zones and serve others as we haven’t ever done before. In matters of faith, we cannot stand still. Unless we progress, we go backwards. 
Life’s a risky business, but the risk of withdrawing from life is greater than the risks that flow from involvement. The master’s words to the self-serving third servant sound harsh: “Take the gold coin away from him and give it to the servant who has ten coins.” What Jesus is saying is simply this: “If you don’t use it, you lose it.” What we’ve been given is a lot like a muscle. Develop your muscles and your reward is that you can carry a heavier load and still feel good.

Our Lord seeks faithfulness, not visible success, from us. He promises to bless our conscientious and faithful efforts. “For God is not unjust; He will not overlook your work and the love that you showed for His sake in serving the saints, as you still do (Hebrews 6:10).”  New and rewarding perspectives open up on life as we serve the One who has given us life and health and daily food. All we have is given to us to draw us to each other, rather than separate us from others. It’s not a question of how much we have, but what we do with what we have. It’s better to have failed in the Lord’s service than to have attempted nothing. God has a surprising way of bringing good from our failures. Today’s parable directs us to ask ourselves: “What do I have that I am not yet using for my Lord?” 

Today, we ask Jesus to forgive our sins of omission and, as we enter a new Church Year, we pray for the power to give ourselves more whole-heartedly in His service. The good news is that hearing the message of this parable now, we can change our priorities while we still have time. Don’t delay. Make a new start with God today. Amen.

And the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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