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 We’ve now been together since April—or perhaps even since March when I actually got to 
preach and there were people in the church. This has been a strange time that none of us expected or 
could have planned for, but here it is. It is hard not to be together in person. Paul writes to the 
Thessalonians: When they say, “There is peace and security,” then sudden destruction will come upon them, as labor 
pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there will be no escape! There was peace and security and even joy in 
this special place and then suddenly everything changed. I don’t know anyone who thought we would 
still be worshipping virtually in mid-November. Back in March, we thought this might last a month 
or two, but here we are. In this time of pain, of suffering, of fear, Paul has a word for us. 
 Paul speaks of the day of the Lord, the day of God’s judgment and then he says, “Beloved, 
you are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you…you are all children of light and children of the 
day. So stay awake, put on faith and love and the hope of salvation, for God destined us not for wrath 
but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ…therefore encourage one another and build 
up each other, as indeed you are doing.”1 

Do not be afraid. God isn’t out to get you. God already knows all about us, everything there 
is to know, even those things we’ve kept carefully hidden away, and God still loves every last one of 
us. When we talk of the day of the Lord, or judgement day, we do not need to be afraid. Instead, we 
can encourage each other, we can build up each other, just as you are doing. That is something I see 
in this church. You all have a great way of building up each other, showing how deeply you care for 
each other even as you help each other to laugh at yourselves, not to take yourselves too seriously. 
Just last week the word went out that we were collecting food for Thanksgiving baskets with our 
Deacon moderator at church to collect your offerings. I looked down on the stage and there is lots of 
food, food that will be shared with some of our neighbors who might not have much of a 
Thanksgiving dinner otherwise. In the midst of COVID and the building being closed, still we found 
a way to welcome Friendship House and now there are people in need who are being helped here in 
our building. And I have to say I’m encouraged when I see all the ways you quietly and without fanfare 
are reaching out to others who are facing a difficult time simply to remind them that they are not 
alone, that you will be right alongside them in their time of need.  

Yes these days right now feel like days of destruction with no escape, but that is not the whole 
story. God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
so even in these impossible times, do not be afraid. 
 Matthew also has a word for us today. The realm of God, Jesus says, “is like a man going off 
on an extended trip. He called his servants together and delegated responsibilities. To one he gave five 
thousand dollars, to another two, to a third one, depending on their abilities. Then he left. Right off 
the first servant went to work and doubled his master’s investment. The second did the same. But the 
man with the single thousand dug a hole and carefully buried his master’s money. He wanted to keep 
that money safe. 

“After a long absence, the master of those three servants came back and settled up with them. 
The one given five thousand dollars showed him how he had doubled his investment. His master 
commended him: ‘Good work! You did your job well. From now on be my partner.’ 
                                                
1 1 Thessalonians 5: 4-11 abbreviated. 
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“The servant with the two thousand showed how he also had doubled his master’s investment. 
His master commended him: ‘Good work! You did your job well. From now on be my partner.’ 

 “The servant given one thousand said, ‘Master, I know you have high standards and hate 
careless ways, that you demand the best and make no allowances for error. I was afraid I might 
disappoint you, so I found a good hiding place and secured your money. Here it is, safe and sound 
down to the last cent.’ 

“The master was furious. ‘That’s a terrible way to live! It’s criminal to live cautiously like that! 
If you knew I was after the best, why did you do less than the least? The least you could have done 
would have been to invest the sum with the bankers, where at least I would have gotten a little interest. 
“‘Take the thousand and give it to the one who risked the most.  And get rid of this “play-it-safe” who 
won’t go out on a limb. Throw him out into utter darkness.’”2 

You should know that this was written at a time when the church was actively waiting for the 
return of Jesus. The people of the church thought he might return at any time—like a thief in the 
night—and they struggled with what church people should do in the meantime. Each of the parables 
in this twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew encourages the reader to be faithful, to be prepared, to be 
awake, to be ready to risk herself or himself for the sake of the gospel. As Professor Charles Cousar 
says, “Waiting and watching for Jesus’ return really means being good stewards of all our resources.”3 
God actually wants us to use the talents, the treasures that we’ve been given. Part of being a good 
steward is actually not being afraid. The reason the third servant buried his treasure is that he was 
afraid. As my friend Gene McAfee puts it: “The difference between a one-talent person and a ten-
talent person is not talent; it’s fear.”4 Gene goes on to suggest that the difference between a one-talent 
church and a ten-talent church is also fear. 

However, as we have said before, the command that is spoken over and over and over again 
in Scripture is: Do not be afraid! God doesn’t want us to be afraid. I once served a church that said it 
wanted to be the church of “yes.” They wanted to be open to new ideas. They wanted to say yes if 
someone suggested doing something in a new way. They recognized that sometimes they might fail 
but they also knew that sometimes they would not and always they would be learning. I suspect those 
servants all were a little afraid. The ones who invested could just as easily have lost their money but 
they were willing to take a risk and they learned something in the process.  

In that church, I no longer remember the failures, but I do remember the successes. Some of 
the women in the church decided that they would knit scarves in the colder months, and they put 
those scarves outside of the church on a railing with a note for any passerby. “If you need this scarf, 
please help yourself. As it helps to keep you warm, feel God’s embrace around your neck.” All those 
scarves disappeared and people not only stayed warmer, they also were reminded that God cares about 
them. Another investment was related to prayer flags that were made for the church: over a series of 
Sundays people wrote prayers on colorful pieces of fabric and we hung them across the church but 
one member said that it wasn’t fair that people outside the church couldn’t be a part of this, so he tied 
ribbons on the railing outside and invited people to write their own prayers on those ribbons and 
people did! We didn’t know who they were, but those ribbons brought them closer to God.  

Jesus today tells us a parable about the kingdom of God. In God’s realm, those who use what 
they have in God’s service, receive in return both the favor and the presence of God. Those who bury 
their treasure, those who hide their gifts, those who are overcome by fear, miss out on God’s joyous 

                                                
2 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message, The bible in Contemporary Language. NAV Press © 1993 
3 Charles B. Cousar, in Texts for Preaching, A Lectionary Commentary based on the NRSV, Year A. © 1995 
Westminster John Knox Press. 
4 Eugene C. McAfee, Getting Ready for Judgment Day, sermon preached at Faith United Church of Christ, Richmond 
Hieghts, OH, November 13, 2005. 
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presence. So don’t be afraid. For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation. Spend 
your energy and your time on encouraging and building up each other. Do we have problems? Of 
course we do. We have them here. We have them in our country and we have them around the world. 
But those problems are as nothing when compared to the power of God at work in our midst.  

Do not be afraid. God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him. 
Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing. 
 
 
Let us pray: From across the expanse of centuries and cultures, languages and faiths, we hear your 
call O God, to live the abundant life you came to give. Overcome our fear with your promise. Grant 
us wisdom and grant us courage for the living of our days. For Christ’s sake we ask this. Amen.   


