
Sermon – 15 November 2020 – St Mark’s Sheffield – 10am 
1 Thess. 5.1-11 and Matt. 25.14-30 

 

There is an old joke which goes something like this:  

 

Two clergy are in their church and they see a young chap in the front pews praying. One of 

them waits until he stops praying and goes over and welcomes the man to the church. He is 

then taken aback when the man introduces himself as Jesus Christ. Startled, the clergyman 

rushes to his colleague and says,  

“The man says he is Jesus Christ. What shall we do?” 

“Look busy” says the other. 

 

Nearly all the passages in the lectionary for today – including a couple not read out this 

morning – point towards the coming of Jesus Christ to the world. However, rather than 

the waiting theme that is so important in the forthcoming season of Advent, this coming to 

the world is Jesus’ return. 

 

Whilst the parable of the talents from Matthew is often seen as a good way in to broach 

the subject of money with a congregation, this morning I want to look at it more in an 

eschatological way. Now this is not in any way an attempt to be clever by using theological 

words. It is anything but - as there are many people reading or listening to this who could 

tell you more about eschatological theology than I could at present.  

 

But eschatology – the consideration of the final events of history – is something that, unless 

I have missed something, we rarely dwell upon in our theology. The consideration of a 

second coming, the imagining of how that would play out, is all too “big” perhaps to even 

handle with our limited minds.  

 

Cath and I recently re-watched an excellent British film called Apostasy. It is about a 

mother and her two daughters who attend the Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

Without spoiling the story (as it is still on the BBC iPlayer), there is within their community 



a constant reference to the end of times – the belief that the community expect to see a 

new system implemented within their own lifetimes.  

 

It does seem to be that the writers of the gospel of Matthew and the letter to the 

Thessalonians were certainly addressing audiences who might have – as in the film – 

expected Jesus’ imminent return.  

 

Now, the passage from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians contains the famous 

reference to the Lord coming like a thief in the night. Christians can often read this as a 

warning – of being careful to be on your guard and not to be found sleeping on watch. Such 

an eschatological reading can be unhelpful and terrifying – for those who fear that they may 

be temporarily indulging in a lifestyle that is not fully holy and then miss out on a place in 

Heaven.  However, many commentators emphasise that the words of Paul are expressed as 

a means of encouragement. The people of the church of the Thessalonians are encouraged 

that they are on the right path to salvation and are asked to encourage and build up each 

other.  

 

This is not only referring, I think, to building each other up in the faith. But it can also be a 

recognition that we are all connected in the community, and the needs of others in the 

community – both within the church and without - are our needs too. 

 

The passage from Matthew is also quite well-known. The parable can be understood to be 

about stewardship of resources – including the gospel. A ‘good waiting’ for Jesus’ return 

means being good stewards.  

 

As the young Christian I was in my teens, the parable of the talents always seemed to jar a 

little. Just as I was always a bit puzzled that the non-prodigal son seemed to be treated 

unfairly, I thought the treatment dished out to the third slave who didn’t use his talent was 

rather harsh. I always thought that the servant – who is extremely cautious (as any sound 

steward of resources might be, as others’ livelihoods depend on them) – was castigated for 

not being a speculator. Some of you may well remember being in the audience at a CRC 



conference around 7 years ago when Ann Pettifor spoke to us about money – and was 

rather scathing about those who speculate on the stock market and on financial markets 

and derivatives – in other words those who don’t create ‘real’ wealth. Is this parable really 

saying that we should be looking favourably on those who DO this, rather than those who 

show caution? 

 

Well, some commentators note that in fact this servant’s tendency to caution has not been 

a virtue but a vice. Afraid of risk, afraid of giving something away, the servant effectively 

stagnates. He is petrified of his master, and has no confidence to step outside his safe place. 

 

This can be seen in many aspects of our lives. We might be familiar with the phrases ‘no 

pain, no gain’ or my personal favourite ‘no guts, no glory’. In other words, nothing 

worthwhile is achieved or earned without some effort – and perhaps without discomfort. 

And it seems that this is what the parable is getting at. If we stay safely within our means, 

and within what is familiar, then we run the risk of never growing. For us, that may mean 

that if we never summon up the courage to ask someone out, we may remain alone. If we 

never apply for that job and risk a nerve-wracking recruitment process, we stay 

unemployed or in a dead-end soulless occupation.  

 

Now for the early listeners to Matthew’s gospel, the risk was about spreading the gospel. It 

was about challenging the listener about their preparedness to take on the costs of 

discipleship.  

 

And the two servants who did take the risk, were not necessarily rewarded materially – 

there is nothing to support the prosperity gospel here. But they were given more 

responsibility – the chance to use their talents. They had shown that they were in tune with 

the master, and were being effective. 

 

Now what I have said so far is nothing like an examination of eschatological symbolism, nor 

a serious attempt to imagine Jesus’ return. However, I hope it has shown that passages that 

are on the surface quite difficult or even uncomfortable to consider, can often be quite 



encouraging. But I don’t think that encouragement means just a pat on the back, or a Grace 

Brothers’ greeting of ‘YOU’VE ALL DONE VERY WELL”. Rather, I wonder if this is an 

encouragement to step beyond where we feel safe. This might be an encouragement to be 

more open about our faith, but I wonder if it might also be a nudge towards offering 

ourselves more to serving both our communities and the church. 

 

In the church today – and in this diocese certainly – there is a recognition that there will 

need to be a greater role for the laity in future. You may think that is for others to 

consider and that you couldn’t possibly be involved in anything remotely like a role or a 

ministry. But you will be surprised where you might find yourself if you listen to God and 

consider stepping beyond what is familiar – and especially if we are encouraged by our 

community.  

 

So may we consider how we can encourage others to use talents they possess which are 

obvious in our eyes – in leading prayer, in preaching, in ministering to others? May we be 

prepared to be open to taking a risk in offering ourselves to ministry? 

 

Amen. 

 

JONATHAN WILLIAMSON 

 

 

 

 


