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Surviving or Serving  

Surviving or Serving? 
Matthew 25:14-30 

Every time I read this parable, I remember the time when Larry, a good friend of mine, came to 

Cuba and visited with me. Larry had come to my home church in the past and we had become 

really good friends. Actually, Larry is one of the reasons why I am here in Ohio. He was a great 

guy. It was super fun to be around him. 

So, Larry came to Cuba in the spring of 2007. This was his last trip to my hometown. Yusdenis 

and I were newly married then. Like always, we had a great time together. But, this time, before 

Larry came back to America, he gave Yusdenis and me a gift, $100. This was a very generous 

gift. Back then, in the context this gift was given, it represented more than you can imagine. 

Larry’s gift was 4-5 times my monthly salary. In other words, Larry had gifted me almost half of 

the wages I earned in a single year. 

I bet you can imagine the excitement my wife and I had when we opened the little envelope 

Larry gave us. As a good banker, I thought to myself, I need to multiply this money. So, I did a 

little business here and there. A year later, in the spring of 2008, just before I came to America, 

the $100 Larry had given me had become a thousand dollars. By the grace of God, I had 

multiplied Larry’s gift ten times in 12 months. 

I came to America, and shortly after my arrival Larry, along with another good friend, Brian, 

came to visit my wife and me in Miami. We spent a whole day together recalling memories and 

talking about the adventure that brought us to this country. That afternoon as we were talking, I 

was able to share with Larry what I had done with the gift he had given me a year earlier. He was 

super excited to hear that the money had been multiplied tenfold. I could tell that he was really 

proud of me. 

Jesus told the parable of the talents. A man called his servants and gave each of them a huge 

amount of money. I will convert these amounts to contemporary figures for you to better 

understand what Jesus is saying. The one who received the least was given an amount of money 

that was worth more than fifteen (15) years’ wages of a laborer. Yep! That was the kind of 

money that was given to the servant who received one talent. 

I know you can do the math. If the one-talent servant received an amount worth more than fifteen 

(15) years’ wages of a laborer, the one who received two talents received more than 30 years’ 

wages of a laborer. Subsequently, the one who had been given five talents received more than 75 

years’ wages of a laborer. I know you get the idea. In the parable, Jesus is talking about huge 

amounts. 

It is easy to conclude that these servants had been the recipients of the great generosity of their 

master. So, after receiving a great amount of money, each of the servants went off and did 

something with the money they had received. The Bible says, “The one who had received the five 
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talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five more talents. In the same way 

(immediately), the one who had the two talents made two more talents. But the one who had 

received the one talent went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money” (vv. 

16-18). 

I wonder, “Why are the two with the greatest amounts of money willing to risk while the one 

who received the one talent did nothing with it? Why the different responses?” Of course, we all 

respond to life differently. However, we need to acknowledge that many times our responses are 

determined by our perceptions. 

This is a parable that makes us think about our perceptions in life. At the end of the parable, we 

are made aware that the inactivity of the servant who received the one talent was caused by fear. 

According to his version of the events, this servant became very anxious, dug a hole in the 

ground and hid his master’s money, because he perceived his master to be a harsh man. From 

where is this servant getting such a perception? 

I don’t know about you, but what I see in the narrative is a super generous man giving his 

servants more than enough. If I were to have the one-talent servant in front of me, I would ask 

him a few questions and even say a few things to him. “How can you call your master harsh? 

Why are you calling him harsh when your peers don’t even make any allusion to such 

“harshness”? How can you see your master as a harsh man when his actions are showing just the 

opposite: goodness and kindness?” 

Let me tell you, I think this dude is making things up. I think he is having some kind of 

hallucinations. I would confront this guy in a heartbeat. Actually, that’s what the master did 

himself in the story. He confronted the servant who was in self-preservation mode and wanted to 

survive more than to serve. 

In the parable, the master does not refute the perception of the one-talent servant, not because he 

is admitting the servant’s declaration as a true statement, but because the master is using the 

servant’s declaration against the servant himself. 

By not refuting the servant’s perception, the Master is saying: “If you think I am such a harsh 

person, if you truly think that I care more about results than people, why didn't you go to the 

bank and open a CD account for me to earn interest on my money? That was the least you could 

do. I mean, your statement and your perception about me do not match your actions. If you truly 

believe that I am a harsh person who cares more about results than anything else, you would 

have done something about it and you have done nothing. In all this time, you did less than the 

least. Even if what you are saying were to be true, that would have not discharged you from your 

responsibilities. So, please don’t tell me you were fearful. You are a wicked and lazy servant.” 

(Luigi’s Version) 
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If I were to define the problem of this servant I would say that “He made his own justification 

and survival the ultimate aim of his master’s trust.”1 This servant was more concerned about 

surviving than serving his master. “The servant had rationalized his [laziness] by convincing 

himself that the problem with his own character was really a problem with his master’s.”2 And, 

at the end, by trying to put the blame on his master, the one-talent servant tries to blackmail his 

master into pitying him. “Your harshness made me so fearful that whatever I did is your fault. 

Now, you have to show me pity.” 

In my experience, I have come to realize that some folks work harder to earn the pity of others 

than they work to fulfill their responsibilities. I think that’s the attitude of the one-talent servant, 

which I encourage everyone to avoid. Here is a moral I learn from this parable that I usually 

offer as advice to people: “Seek to earn the respect, not the pity of others.”  

Perception is super important. The way we perceive life and others many times determines our 

attitude and actions. The one-talent servant could only see the harshness of the master. Yet, his 

colleagues saw the master as benevolent and grace-full. It was perhaps that perception that led 

them to take risks. It was that perception that moved them to do something fruitful with what 

they had received. Perhaps, it was that perception that caused them to be grateful; and out of 

gratitude, they decided to do something of value with the talents entrusted to them.  

From the parable, we learn that the servants who multiplied their gifts were called faithful. I 

don’t want to push it, but I believe that the actions of the servants who received five and two 

talents respectively were prompted and fueled by a deep sense of appreciation. They were 

grateful for the trust of their Master. They were grateful for the gifts entrusted to them. They 

were grateful for their ability to employ such talents and probably many other things.  

The reason I say that their actions were fueled by a deep sense of appreciation is because when 

you are truly grateful you use and develop what is entrusted to you. When you are appreciative 

of life you don’t only try to survive, you want to serve, give, fruitfully (not fretfully) use the 

talents you have received.  

If I were to define faithful stewardship, I would say this: “Faithful stewardship is gratefulness 

in action… Fruitfully employing our talents is an emblem of our gratitude for having 

received them. It is a sign that we really care.” 

Church, life is more than money… Jesus used a financial analogy here to teach about a greater 

principle in life... By the grace of God, we have received countless gifts. What are we doing with 

them? From the Scriptures, we learn that properly investing the things we have received from 
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God brings honor to and delights our Creator. Moreover, our talents multiply as we make use of 

them. 

Maybe you are thinking that you have not received too many gifts. Yet, I encourage you to take 

an inventory of the talents entrusted to you. When you do this, please think beyond your 

physical, mental, and artistic abilities. If you take such an inventory, I know you will realize that 

you are more talented than you think. Let me prime your thinking a little bit… When you 

consider your gifts, keep in mind: 

● The love of God …  

● The knowledge of Jesus Christ… 

o The faith we have is not our own; it is a gift (Ephesians 2:8) …  

● The love, generosity and support of those around you… 

● Those who have paved the way before you and have given you much of who you are… 

● The forgiveness of God and of all those who have decided to begin anew with you...   

● The wisdom you have acquired through God’s word and throughout your life… 

● Think about your hearing. See if you are using it to deeply listen to people so you can 

fully understand them and learn from them.  

● The 86,400 seconds you are given every day. How are you using that time?  

This parable is more than a call to risk. It is a call to fruitfully employ our gifts. The overriding 

message is “faithful servants use their gifts.” I will go as far as saying: “Faithful servants are able 

to recognize even the smallest gifts and show gratitude by employing them.”  

Even when you take inventory of your talents and you come up as the one-talent servant, know 

this: Having fewer talents does not exonerate anybody from properly employing the blessings 

received. “The question is never how much I have been given, but what I have done with what I 

have...”3 The way we use or don’t use our gifts determines if we are merely surviving or fully 

investing our lives in service.  

My friend Larry was super excited when he heard that a gift he gave me had been used fruitfully. 

I want to cause the same excitement in my Lord, Savior, and friend Jesus Christ. I want to be 

called a good and faithful servant. If you have the same goal, ask yourself:  What am I doing 

with the gifts entrusted to me? 

The Word of God for the people of God… 
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