
5. The Parable of the Servants Waiting for their Lord
(Luke 12: 36-48)

We have been finding interesting patterns in the parables Jesus uses to teach us. In this lesson,
we’ll see a few of those patterns again, used in new ways. Every time Jesus uses a particular image or
idea, that gives us a little more understanding of God and His Kingdom. When we put all of the lessons
we have learned together, we will have gained a much deeper understanding. In The Parable of the
Servants Waiting for their Lord, we find that we humans are once again presented as servants who work
for God, our boss. This time, the servants are not working in a vineyard or taking care of money --
instead, they are watching over their Lord’s house while he is away, and it takes him a very long time to
come back home. This parable is about waiting, and patience and more!

As He begins the parable, Jesus calls out, “Let your loins be girded about, and your lights
burning”. Archbishop Dmitri Royster, in his book on the Parables, explains this line:

Let your loins be girded about, and your lights burning (v. 35). In Palestine, the girding of
loins, that is, the gathering of the commonly worn long garment and tucking it in, was used as a
figure for being ready to work, being alert for action. Keeping the lamps burning means staying
awake, watchful and prepared. The Christian life is by definition active, and that activity should
be good works.

(The Parables, 124-5)

If you can imagine wearing the sorts of robes we see in icons, they might get in the way if you had to
move around a lot. You wouldn’t want to trip over them when you’re doing important work! When
people needed to be ready for action, they gathered up some of that fabric and tucked it in around their
waist, so that they could move freely. And keeping the lights burning may remind you of another
parable: the foolish virgins did not keep their lamps ready while they were waiting for the bridegroom,
so they could not go to the feast! Once again, Jesus is telling us that we need to be ready all the time.
One day, He will come back to us, and He will separate us into the sheep and the goats: as we remember,
the sheep are the ones who do good works, and are always alert to the presence of God, and the goats
are the ones who don’t.

Jesus tells the parable like this:

“Let your waist be girded and your lamps burning; and you yourselves be like men who
wait for their master, when he will return from the wedding, that when he comes and knocks
they may open to him immediately. Blessed are those servants whom the master, when he comes,
will find watching. Assuredly, I say to you that he will gird himself and have them sit down to
eat, and will come and serve them. And if he should come in the second watch, or come in the
third watch, and find them so, blessed are those servants.
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But know this, that if the master of the house had known what hour the thief would
come, he would have watched and not allowed his house to be broken into. Therefore you also be
ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”

(Luke 12: 36-40)

Jesus talks about a Master and his servants. We have seen this before, but this time instead of
God the Father as the boss, it’s His Son Jesus who is the Master and once again we are His servants.
Keep in mind, of course, that the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit are all God -- whether God the
Father is the boss in a story, or God the Son is the boss sometimes, it’s always true that God is our boss.
So we see that Jesus, the Master, created a house, and now He has gone o� to a wedding banquet and
left His servants to watch over that house. Do you remember what a wedding banquet means in the
parables? It means heaven! The fathers tell us that we are to understand that Jesus is talking about the
time after He has gone to heaven, and the people are left here on earth, to watch over His house. What
sort of house would God’s or Jesus’s house be? The Church! God has created His Church here on earth,
and He will be going away to the heavenly banquet, so His servants are supposed to keep watch over the
Holy Church, keeping it safe and well until He returns.

When Jesus tells this parable the disciples may not completely realize it yet, but Jesus is going to
be crucified, resurrect, and then ascend up to heaven. He is God, so He knows what is coming, but even
when He talks about it, the disciples don’t quite understand it -- until it happens. Jesus is creating the
Church, His house, by teaching the people and training His disciples to take care of them. But soon He
will be leaving, and the disciples will become Apostles and then Bishops and Patriarchs, and it will be
their job to keep the Church safe while Jesus is away. They must wait for Him to come back -- because
Jesus promises to come back -- but it might be a long time.

Jesus said, “Blessed are those servants whom the master, when he comes, will find watching.”
When He returns, He will find that some of His servants are watchful -- they are waiting for Him and
taking care of His house, protecting it from robbers and trouble! He tells us, “Assuredly, I say to you that
he will gird himself and have them sit down to eat, and will come and serve them.” The Master will see
that they girded themselves and served Him, so He will gird Himself to serve them! What an unusual
Master we have! Jesus wants to serve us, to nourish us and take care of us. He is hoping that all of us will
remain watchful, that we will act like Christians and pray like Christians and just take  care of His
Church while He’s away, because He wants to come back to us and serve us, sitting at the table with us.

When Jesus was crucified and resurrected and then ascended into heaven, the disciples would
remember Him saying things like this, about waiting for Him to come back, and they thought that He
meant He would be back really soon. But as it turns out, He ascended to heaven over 2,000 years ago and
He is still not back! If you listen to this parable closely, you might not be surprised that it is taking Him a
long time to return to us. Jesus talks about watches, which are like shifts for security guards. In the
military or on a ship, a person will “stand watch” for hours while everyone else sleeps, watching for
anything bad that might happen. Rather than using cameras or alarms, security comes from people just
watching, and letting everyone know if there’s a problem. People take turns standing watch, so you
might have two or three shifts in a night. Jesus says, “And if he should come in the second watch, or
come in the third watch, and find them so, blessed are those servants.” The first watch is earlier in the
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evening, and the second watch is late, and the third watch is very late -- so the Master may be very late,
but they should stay alert! The servants might get tired and want to give up and go to sleep, but they
don’t. They stay awake and ready for action, waiting for their Master and keeping His house safe.

Then Jesus talks about a thief coming to a house. The reason you need a security watch is so that
no one comes to break into the house, right? They might steal things or scare the people sleeping inside.
Jesus says, “But know this, that if the master of the house had known what hour the thief would come,
he would have watched and not allowed his house to be broken into.” If we knew when a thief was
coming, we’d be ready for him! But you never really know when one  will try to sneak in, so you have to
be ready all the time. Jesus tells us, “Therefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an
hour you do not expect.” We need to be ready to receive Him, whenever He comes!

The scriptures continue,

Then Peter said to Him, “Lord, do You speak this parable only to us, or to all people? ”
And the Lord said, “Who then is that faithful and wise steward, whom his master will make ruler
over his household, to give them their portion of food in due season? Blessed is that servant
whom his master will find so doing when he comes. Truly, I say to you that he will make him
ruler over all that he has.

But if that servant says in his heart, ‘My master is delaying his coming,’ and begins to
beat the male and female servants, and to eat and drink and be drunk, the master of that servant
will come on a day when he is not looking for him, and at an hour when he is not aware, and
will cut him in two and appoint him his portion with the unbelievers. And that servant who
knew his master's will, and did not prepare himself or do according to his will, shall be beaten
with many stripes.

But he who did not know, yet committed things deserving of stripes, shall be beaten with
few. For everyone to whom much is given, from him much will be required; and to whom much
has been committed, of him they will ask the more.

(Luke 12: 41-48)

If God’s house, Jesus’ house, is the Church, who is the steward whom God has made ruler over that
house? Who is entrusted to take care of the Church? Jesus says that this steward will give the people of
the Church “their food in due season”. And later Jesus says  to Peter, “Feed my sheep.” (John 21: 17)
Being the leader of the Church means taking care of Jesus’ flock. All of us, all of the people in the
Church are Jesus’ sheep and He is our Shepherd -- but while He is away in heaven, at the wedding
banquet, He leaves servants behind to watch over the house and the sheep, the Church and the people in
it. The patriarchs, the bishops and the priests are the faithful steward-- they are the servants who are
taking good care of the Church for Jesus. When He returns someday, He will be so happy with those
servants who did a good job!

But what if the leaders of the Church do a bad job? God loves His people so much, and He has
trusted these leaders to protect them. But we are human, and sometimes we do a bad job. Jesus describes
three di�erent levels of being a bad steward of His Church.
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● The worst level is “if that servant says in his heart, ‘My master is delaying his coming,’ and
begins to beat the [...] servants, and to eat and drink and be drunk”. If the bishop or the priest
abuses the people, then he will be in terrible trouble! When the Master comes home, He will
punish such a leader harshly. He will receive a very serious punishment.

● The second level is “that servant who knew his master's will, and did not prepare himself or do
according to his will”. That would mean that this priest or bishop really did understand what
God wanted from him, and he just didn’t do it. He wasn’t ready when the master came home, or
he hadn’t done a good job of protecting the sheep. That type of servant will be punished for
failing to do his job. (His punishment will not be as terrible as the other’s, though.)

● Finally, the last level is the priest or bishop “who did not know, yet committed things deserving
of stripes, shall be beaten with few.” If the person really didn’t understand that he was supposed
to be better at taking care of the sheep, he will still be punished for not doing a good job, but it
will be lighter, because God sees that he really didn’t understand. He wasn’t intentionally bad, he
was just kind of mediocre.

Having the job of leading the Church -- whether you are a patriarch or a bishop, a priest or a Sunday
School teacher -- is a very special and important way to serve God. He is so happy with those people
who take care of His people and who wait patiently for Him to return! But because this job is so
important, the punishment for doing a bad job, for hurting the people, is very strict. When Jesus returns
to us at the end of days, separating the goats and the sheep, He will be especially hard on those whom
He trusted to take care of His Church, but who did not. Church leaders must be especially careful to
serve the people well, to feed Christ’s sheep, and all of us should be ready for Christ to return at any
time!

As we discuss Jesus’ return, which we call the Second Coming (because first He came to us in a
human body as we see in the Bible, so when He returns that’s the second time He comes to the earth),
sometimes we wonder what exactly we are supposed to do. If we think He is coming soon, is there
something special to be done? Should we be worried? Met. Isaiah of Denver wrote about this in 2003,
saying:

Not only in their lifestyle are Orthodox Christians supposed to keep alive the Second
Coming of the Lord, but especially in the Lord's prayer, ...when they say "Thy Kingdom
come," and also in the ... Creed when they recite, "And He is coming again in glory to
judge the living and the dead, Whose Kingdom shall have no end." And... "I expect the
resurrection of the dead and the life of the age to come."

From all this we can readily see that the belief in the end times and the return of the
Lord Jesus Christ is and has been the undercurrent of the faith, from the days of the
Apostles to our present day... It will continue to be Her basic message until the Lord, the
Bridegroom of the Church, returns to claim Her as His Bride. Until then we live our lives
as normally as we can, without having undue concern in interpreting the signs and the
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seasons. For...just as we know that spring time is arriving when we see the budding of
plants and trees, ...we will know when the end is truly imminent and the coming of our
Lord Jesus Christ in glory is near at hand.

Met. Isaiah of Denver, 2003

So the Metropolitan wants us to remember that It is important to understand that Jesus is going to
return, and we are reminded of this in our prayers and our services. But at the same time, we should live
our lives normally! Knowing that Jesus will return someday is like knowing that the seasons are going to
change again and again -- there will be change, but it’s not something to be afraid of! Jesus is not telling
us that we should ‘gird our loins’ and keep our lamps ready just at that last moment -- He is saying that
we should find a way to always live like that. Our normal life should be about happily watching for
opportunities to serve Him by serving others, and about remembering God! We should always be
praying and serving Christ. That makes for a very good life. Whether we go up to heaven ourselves first,
or whether He returns in our own lifetimes, He wants to see us being good and faithful servants to the
end.

Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear! Let’s hear and understand.

QUESTIONS:

At the beginning of this parable, Jesus says, “Let your loins be girded about, and your lights burning.”
What does He mean by that?

- In Palestine, when Jesus was telling this parable, “girding their loins”, or tucking in the extra fabric
from their robes, meant that people were ready to work. Keeping lights burning means staying awake,
watchful and prepared. So Jesus is telling us again that we need to be ready all the time.

What does Jesus call the servants who the master finds waiting for him when he returns from the
wedding? What will happen to them?

- Jesus calls those servants “blessed”! He says that when he finds them waiting for him, the master will
gird himself and have the servants sit down to eat, and he will come and serve them!

In this parable, there is a house, a master, servants, and a steward. Can you remember what each of
those things represents? What was Jesus talking about when He told this parable?
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- The master is God. The house is the Church. We are all the servants. The steward, the one that God
has put in charge to rule over His house, the Church, is all of the Church leaders. So the patriarchs,
the bishops and the priests are the faithful steward, taking good care of the Church for Jesus. When
He returns someday, He will be so happy with those servants who did a good job!

FOR DISCUSSION:

We learned in this parable that it is very important that we keep watch, staying ready for Christ’s return. We
also learned that the good stewards, the leaders who take good care of God’s House, the Church, while He is
away, will be very glad that they did such a good job when He returns.

Talk together about the leaders in your parish. How many leaders can you name? (For example, your
metropolitan, your bishop, your priest(s), your deacon(s), your Church School superintendent, your Church
School teacher, etc.)  That is a lot of people keeping watch over God’s House, isn’t it? Now think of a job that
they each do to take care of God’s House. Some of them do many, many jobs, don’t they? Now pick one of
those leaders who is really doing a great job of caring for God’s House. Take a moment to pray and thank
God for their hard work for Him (and for you!), and then draw them a picture or write them a note or card to
thank them for what they do, and to encourage them to keep taking good care of God’s House!
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