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Sweeter words have never been uttered than the ones Jesus spoke in today's Gospel. This is every believer’s dream, every Christian's hope, every follower's wish, to hear praise from God's own lips. To have the Lord himself complement us. To get a divine pat on the back from the Savior. We can hardly wait to hear those words spoken by Christ as we make our way through heaven's gates. “Well done, good and faithful servant.”


 It's always a boost when you receive a complement. A word of thanks or a bit of praise makes the day better and the outlook brighter. Even if we argue with the giver of such words, even as we might try to say how undeserving we are of such kind words, nevertheless, an honest complement, a hearty “Good job!” does wonders to our mood. 


But to have God say it? That would just about beat all. No, it would beat all. No higher words could be spoken and no better person could speak them than the Lord. For we know he has no ulterior motive. We know He means what he says and He never says anything unless it's the God's honest truth. If God said it, then it is beyond all doubt the truth. 


It's just that, well, “good and faithful” doesn't jive with how we see ourselves. Far from it. “No one is righteous, no, not one,” Isaiah said. “All our deeds are like filthy rags.” No need to tell us, especially when it comes to the always sensitive topic of stewardship. For we would have a hard time characterizing our stewardship as faithful, good, diligent or prosperous. 


The Lutheran Study Bible summarizes this parable with these words: “We are to use everything entrusted to us in such a way that it benefits God's kingdom.” Ouch. Everything? Exactly what does it mean to use everything in such a way that it benefits the Kingdom? Doesn't matter. We haven't done that. And if you don't believe me, just consider how the landfills are filling up fast. The U.S is quickly running out of room for all the trash we are producing. Waste is a fitting word. 


Frankly, who isn't embarrassed by their stewardship efforts? Who doesn't get ashamed over our sometimes careless use of God's blessings? We have all at times misused his gifts, hoarding them for our ourselves and not for the good of the neighbor. 


Those two servants leave us envious. Jealous, even. They brought their profits to the master, joyfully it seems. They appear to be bold in their approach to the day of reckoning. Well they should. Who wouldn't be when viewing their accomplishments? Both had diligently and resourcefully multiplied what was entrusted to their care. Both used their talents to make more talents. Both had been praiseworthy, faithful stewards. While there is no indication that they were haughty with pride, you can easily get a feeling of contentment in the two, an inward nod of the head in quiet satisfaction that they had done well.


Who wouldn't, considering how they had performed? We've been there, in spite of our frequent slip-ups. We have at times done good, used our talents to make more talents, wisely and proficiently. And we too have held up the results to the master and knew He was pleased. 


How many times have we bemoaned the wastefulness of today's society? How many days have we said we would do better at our stewardship, handle our money better, make better use of our time and talents, then failed? If only. If only we had tried harder, been smarter, thought things through. 


Then there's the third servant. A sad story, that one is. Acting in fear, not confidence. He thinks the master is a crooked businessman, an untrustworthy merchant. The servant does not even consider doing the best he can with the master's talents. There is no thought that he could make the master some profit honestly. There is only fear and hesitancy and in the end, a decision not to do anything, but hide the talent, letting it lie there, unused. 


When the master returns, the servant comes and makes some vague accusation about dishonest business practices as an excuse. Then, the master utters those words. Ugly words. Sharp, biting words. “You wicked and slothful servant.” They sting. They cut deep. No, no, we don't want to hear those words. Give us another chance. We'll try harder. We'll do better. Just you wait and see. Shh. Don't say them. Give us a little more time. 


Isn't that our greatest fear? That we'll hear God say those words to us? For we know. We know what we have done with God's gifts to us. We know how we have squandered them, misused them, wasted and abused them. And we know God knows as well. 


Time. How often have we moaned about needing more hours in the day? How often have we looked back at the previous day or week and thought, “If only I had used my time more efficiently, I could have done so much more. I would have had time to help my neighbor, had quality time with the family, spent an afternoon at the shelter or pregnancy center. If only I could make better use of the days, I could serve on a church board.” In our minds, so much time wasted, too late now to do over. 


Talents. We've all got them. Special abilities. Maybe a knack for numbers or seeing the larger picture or being organized or good with your hands. Yet, we don't use them for the kingdom, for whatever reason. They're like those muscles that we hardly ever use. Abilities that we could be using for the benefit of God's Kingdom instead lie dormant and atrophied. 


Treasures. Oh, let's not even go there. Watching the stock market doing its up and down roller-coaster ride, we've gasped in shock as hundreds, maybe even thousands, of hard-earned dollars, money given to us by God, disappeared in one day's time. Just like that, snap, gone. We wonder if we should have take the risk or just put the funds in something that would at least have had steady growth, albeit it slow and nothing worth cheering about. Still.  


Treasures. Not just money, though. Other treasures. Greater treasures, treasures that are priceless. Treasures that are irreplaceable. Family. How carelessly we have treated them? How silly were the things that we let upset us. The little things, the inconsequential things that seemed worth the anger at the time, but now? Was it really that bad? Was it really that necessary to get so upset? Because now, there is a wall between us and them. A wall of separation, built with silly grudges and foolish pride. An insurmountable barrier held together by bitterness over things we can't rightly recall. 


These are the real treasures that call for our best stewardship efforts. People. Family. Husband, wife, parent, child. Fellow saints. Brothers and sisters in Christ in this congregation. How often we have mistreated them or been unforgiving, unloving, ungracious, inattentive? We've angered them, hurt them, ignored and abused them. 


How hard we try, really try, to be good stewards. How many sighs have escaped our lips as we take out the garbage and recall what's in the bag? Wasted food that could have fed a handful of hungry children. Recyclables we're just too lazy to take to the recycling center. Never mind the massive inventory in the garage, basement or attic. All the stuff we have accumulated, stuff we had to have, now takes up space, collecting dust, packed away in boxes we haven't opened in years. 


Well done? Sigh. Not even close. Good and faithful? Sorry, no good and faithful servant here. Only a servant who could have tried harder, could have forgiven more, loved more, cared more, but for some reason, dumb reasons sometimes, did not. A servant who made unwise choices, passed up opportunities, wasted valuable resources, and at times, just didn't try.


The realization of our less than stellar stewardship of time, talents and treasures may leave us hopeless and depressed. We might be filled with such fear and dread of the master's return that we wish we could hide somewhere. We might be convinced that the Lord is severely displeased with us and we'll never, ever, hear those words that we long to hear, words that would lift us out of our pit of despair and self-disappointment. Words that could, would, help, encourage, and give us the impetus to make another go at it. 



There is one resource of God's that we need to turn to in just such times as this, when we are disappointed with our stewardship efforts and work. It's one that can never be overused. It's a gift God expects us to cling to, hope in, kneel before and believe in. It's the cross, where the Son of God hangs, working out the forgiveness of our poor stewardship. There, the gift of His body and blood were given so that we would never hear those sharp, biting words. Those ugly words. The blood that flowed for the forgiveness of our sins is God's greatest gift and one this church has always been a great steward of. 


The suffering servant has taken upon himself the judgment for our imperfect use of God's resources. Because Jesus lived the perfect life, because Jesus is the perfect substitute for us, God has accepted his sacrifice and there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ. The cross of Christ is the gift that keeps on giving. It is the daily gift of forgiveness for all our sins. 


That means that your less than stellar stewardship is wiped away. The past is gone. All your stewardship fumbles are erased from the ledger. All your failures to make good use of your time are expunged from the record books. All the money you might have wasted is forgotten. God will not hold these things against you, for they were nailed with Christ on the cross and buried with Christ in the tomb. 


And each day, God tells us to remember another one of His precious gifts. Your baptism. For that is God's daily promise that He makes all things new. Each day is new. Each day is a day filled with opportunities to be the good steward He has called you to be, the good steward you want to be. God is all about new starts, fresh beginnings and do overs. 


You see, every good work you do, in grateful response to the wondrous grace of God shown you in Christ is a work pleasing to the Father. Any real work for Christ is better than no work. Your nightly prayers for the church, for the broken-hearted, for those who are hurting or dying or suffering, are a good and faithful use of time. Ten minutes of reading God's Word is a work pleasing to God, a multiplying of the time given you. Serving on a board or as an officer is well-pleasing to God. 


Even those with little financial resources can use them for good the Kingdom. It doesn't matter how much you give to the church or other charities, what matters is that each penny you give, you can be assured that the Lord will use for His purposes and He'll stretch it farther than you can imagine. Your offerings are added to others and in and through them, the Kingdom benefits. Your neighbor is helped. 


God doesn't expect you to move mountains. God doesn't expect you to make millions. God  doesn't demand that you turn a huge profit.  What He does want is for you to keep your focus on the cross. For it is the Gospel that will help you to be a better steward. It is His forgiveness, free and unlimited, that will give you the courage to forgive others. It is the love of Christ that will embolden you to love others as He has loved you. It is His amazing grace that strengthens you to be gracious and merciful to others. 


He wants you to use your talents for the good of your neighbor, for the good of your family, for the good of His church, and for the good of whoever may benefit from your gifts and abilities, your time and your treasures. You see, it is not the quantity of the return that the master praises the servants for, but the faithfulness of their actions. 


One day, God promises that you will hear those words. This is what drives us to do good works, to be good stewards. It is that hope that God will pat us on the back, that He will say those precious words to us one day. 


The cross and the empty tomb are that assurance. They proclaim that you have already heard those words that thrill the Christian who endeavors to be a good steward of all that God gives. It is the highest praise, the praise of God, not men. 


And when he comes, we shall present all our work, all our best stewardship efforts, to the Lord, and we will hear those words, those thrilling words, spoken to us, face to face, by the Lord of life. “Well done, thou good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your master.” It'll be the best pat on the back you will ever get. Amen. 
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