The Twenty-fifth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 28) November 19, 2023
“Good and Faithful Servant”
“Well done, good and faithful servant!” (Matthew 25:21).

Today’s first reading greets us with a shocking proclamation of God’s wrath. Zephaniah writes, “Be
silent before the Lord God! For the day of the Lord is near...At that time I will search Jerusalem with
lamps, and I will punish the men who are complacent, those who say in their hearts, ‘The Lord will not
do good, nor will he do ill.” Their goods shall be plundered, and their houses laid waste. Though they
build houses, they shall not inhabit them; though they plant vineyards, they shall not drink wine from
them...A day of wrath is that day, a day of distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of
darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness” (Zephaniah 1:7, 12-13, 15).

These words describe the terrifying justice of a perfectly righteous God who will not tolerate or excuse
sin. Here, we find a picture of punishment and destruction that would make the most shameless sinner
squirm. The clear and plain meaning of this text is that complacency will not be tolerated, sin will be
punished, and for those resting on their own merits, the day of the Lord will be one of suffering and
regret.

This theme is picked up again in the early verses of our epistle reading where Paul writes, “the day of
the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, ‘There is peace and security,’
then sudden destruction will come upon them as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and they
will not escape” (I Thessalonians 5:2-3). Passages like these leave us dazed. They challenge our ideas
about the grace of God and instead reveal a God of fierce justice; a vigilant and all-powerful God who
takes sin seriously and acts decisively. Here, our false and misguided assumptions about a benign and
oblivious God are obliterated, and we are shown a vision of judgment in which those who expected
God to simply overlook sin will be tragically surprised.

When I was in the fifth grade, my dad was the principal of our small Lutheran school. Needless to say,
I didn’t get away with much, and I can recall one particular day when this was made very clear. [ don’t
remember the specific infraction, but my teacher had the idea that | had been the instigator of some
trouble in the class. As | remember the situation, | felt like 1 had been wrongly accused, or that my
teacher had overreacted to something that wasn’t that big of a deal. Whatever the case, when my
teacher pegged me as the guilty party, I was immediately sent to the principal’s office, and to be very
honest, I didn’t mind that one bit. It got me out of class and broke up the monotony of a boring day,
and | was sure that when | explained my side of the story my dad would understand and everything
would be just fine. And | was very wrong.

When | got to his office, | plopped down in one of his chairs and started to mess with some of the stuff
on his desk, fully expecting a light and easy conversation. But when my dad arrived and firmly closed
his office door, my expectations were quickly dispelled. His usual benevolent and easygoing tone was
gone, and the early afternoon visit that | had naively anticipated suddenly soured. For the first and only
time in my life, I was spanked by the principal, and | walked back to my classroom a slightly sore and
deeply humbled young man.

In a small way, the surprise I faced in my dad’s office that day speaks to the picture of God we see in
today’s texts. You see, the holiness of God is complete. The righteousness of God cannot be
compromised. The justice of God must be realized, and the reality of our sin cannot be overlooked.



The sobering and severe words of Zephaniah are not obsolete, they still apply to us today, and this
should shake us to our shameful core!

Yet alongside these true and terrible words of judgment, we find another word from God and it is even
more shocking than His word of condemnation. You see, God dealt with our sin, but the way He did it
is utterly absurd to us. Instead of inflicting us with the death and destruction we absolutely deserve, He
sent His Son to take our place. And, in an unthinkable act of justice, God placed all the punishment and
wrath that our sins deserve solely and completely on Christ. My friends, in the death of Jesus, the
righteous requirements of Divine justice have been fully satisfied, and, on the Cross of Christ Jesus,
the words of Zephaniah were realized as God’s own Son experienced, “a day of distress and anguish, a
day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness...”” And
He did all of this for us!

The Cross stands at the center of Scripture. It answers sin with grace, it balances the scales of justice,
and it is the guarantee that our sins have been dealt with — that our shame has been taken away, and
that no matter what you have done, or how horrible and damning your secret sins may be, through the
blood of Jesus Christ shed for you, today, you stand before God as righteous and holy as Christ
Himself. As Paul writes in today’s epistle, because of the Cross we are “are not in darkness, (but are)
children of light, children of the day. We are not of the night or of the darkness...For God has not
destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (I Thessalonians 5:4-5, 9).
And when we grasp this gift of grace; when we realize that the price for our sin has already been paid,
and that we have received full forgiveness and the promise of eternal life, then our view of the Master
changes forever and we are compelled to action. We are liberated from the paralyzing fear of
punishment and freed to live our lives for others, and this is exactly the change we see highlighted in
today’s gospel reading from Matthew 25.

In “The Parable of the Talents” Jesus gives a picture of what our lives look like as redeemed people. In
this well-known parable, the Master entrusts his property to three servants, charging them to manage it
well in his absence. To the first, He gives five talents, to the second He gives two, and to the third
servant the Master gives one talent. Upon His return, the Master calls the servants in to give an account
of their stewardship. After the first two servants reported on how they had multiplied the talents of the
Master He commends each of them saying, “Well done, good and faithful servant!” But when the third
servant reports that, fearful of judgment, He had buried the Master’s talent, the Master erupts, stripping
the servant of the little he had and casting him into the outer darkness.

Jesus didn’t tell this story to show a temperamental and unpredictable Master. He told this parable to
highlight the stark contrast between a fear-driven existence and a faith-guided life, and what we see
here informs us that a redeemed life is a life that risks for the Kingdom and responds to God’s grace by
using His gifts — not out of fear and uncertainty — but in the confidence of the Cross that we are loved
by God, forgiven through Christ, and freed to use our talents for His saving purpose.

Outside of Christ, we are paralyzed with fear. Outside of Christ, we are under judgment. Outside of
Christ, we will face the fullness of God’s justice. But in Christ Jesus, God’s wrath has been satisfied
and we have been freed to serve — freed to use the talents God has given us and freed to be the people
Christ died to create. And today, in Christ Jesus, the Master calls us, “good and faithful servants.” Go
in the peace of this promise God has made to you today and all God’s people say, “Amen.”

Pastor Thomas A. Eggold



