
Sermon 67: Luke 12:35-48: The Master’s Return 
 

OUTLINE 
 
Be ready 

Be faithful 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Harold Camping, a popular radio preacher on Family Radio in America, predicted that the 
rapture/ Second Coming of Christ was to occur on May 21st 2011.1  The radio station spent 

$100 million dollars in advertising, various listeners spent money on the advertising and the 
news of this prediction was heard as far away in Russia where an impressionable and 
troubled teenager committed suicide out of fear for the terrible catastrophes Camping 

foretold; others gave up jobs and houses.  How did he know?  Well, Camping who was 
trained as a Civil engineer was attracted to the numbers in the Bible and believed each one 
as significant.  ‘In 1970, Camping dated the Great Flood to 4990 BC.  Using this date, taking 
the statement in Genesis 7:4 ("Seven days from now I will send rain on the earth") to be a 

prediction of the end of the world, and combining it with 2 Peter 3:8 ("With the Lord a day 
is as a thousand years, and a thousand years are as a day"), Camping concluded that the 
end of the world would occur in 2011, 7000 years from 4990 BC.  Camping takes the 17th 

day of the second month mentioned in Genesis 7:11 to be May 21, and hence predicts the 
Rapture to occur on this date.  
Another argument that Camping used in favour of the May 21 date is as follows: 

1. The number five equals "atonement", the number ten equals "completeness", and 
the number seventeen equals "heaven". 

2. The number of days (as calculated below) between April 1, 33 AD, and May 21, 2011 

AD, is 722,500. 
1. Christ is believed by Camping to have hung on the cross on April 1, 33 AD. 

The time between April 1, 33 AD, and April 1, 2011, is 1,978 years. 

2. If 1,978 is multiplied by 365.2422 days (the number of days in a solar, as 
distinct from lunar, year), the result is 722,449. 

3. The time between April 1 and May 21 is 51 days. 

4. 51 added to 722,449 is 722,500. 
3. (5 × 10 × 17)2 or (atonement × completeness × heaven)2 also equals 722,500.’ 

 

You may know how the story went.  The 21st of May came around and the second coming of 
Christ did not occur.  Camping announced soon after this that the 21st of May was a spiritual 
coming of Christ for judgement [that sounds just like the JWs 1914 spiritual coming of Christ 

view], but that the physical coming was still to happen on the 21st of October.  Why the 21st 
of October?  It is obvious, in John 21:11 the disciples caught 153 fish and May 21 plus 153 
days =Oct. 21st.  A common criticism of Camping’s prognostications was the fact that Jesus 

said, Luke 12:40, ‘You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do 
not expect.”  Matt. 25:13, ‘Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.’  
Matt. 24:36, ‘But concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of 

heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only.’   
 
We come now to a section which deals with the second coming of Christ.  We are in that 
part of the gospel where Jesus is training His disciples; He has warned them about 

persecutions; He has warned them about the trap of riches; He has outlined God’s care so 
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that we can live holding loosely to the things of this life, but Jesus also prepares His 
disciples for His departure.  The disciples were not envisaging a coming of the Messiah that 

involved the Messiah coming and dying and then going to heaven while the gospel went out 
to all nations, no they thought things would progress to the point that Jesus would raise an 
army and sit enthroned in Jerusalem.  Jesus equips His disciples to seek His kingdom while 

He is gone; this involves being ready for His return, and being faithful while He is gone. 
 
As we move through this section these will be our two headings, we will look at v35-40 

under be ready, and 41-48 under be faithful.   
 
Be ready 

 
The second coming of Christ is a doctrine of great comfort to the church.  The book of 
Revelation lays out some of the scariest image we can imagine as God reveals what is going 

to happen to the church.  We see dominating government powers that grind the church 
under its feet waging war against our bodies; we see the deceiving voice of false religion 
wage its war against our minds; we see the whore of Babylon, seducing culture, wage its 
war for our hearts; we see the outpouring of the trumpets, seals and bowls.  It is a 

menagerie of traumatic images that the Lord preserves us through, and in the end our King 
will come sweeping in on His white horse to crush all of our enemies and take us to the 
mansions He has been preparing for us.  And we will live happily ever after.  We can put up 

with tyrannical governments who remove our rights because they will be overthrown and 
have to bow; we do not lose heart when the majority of the earth follow the religion of the 
beast because the false prophet will be thrown into the lake of fire; we are not shaken by 

the seductive culture of this world that is drunk on the blood of the saints, because she too 
will be undone.  We can sustain the loss of life and limb and property because we will 
receive more back in the age to come.  Even dying in faithful witness for Christ is a joy for it 

is a triumph over satan and an entrance in our inheritance. The ending is guaranteed but 
there is a bloody battle in between, there will be a need for Christ’s disciples to stand true, 
to be faithful, to lay down their lives.  Even before Christ departs He is already preparing the 

disciples for His departure.  He outlines some of the responsibilities, the duties, and the 
obligations that we all have while He is gone.   
 

The first duty is to be ready, to live with one eye on the end when He will return.  We are 
being called to live in a state of preparedness, a state of alert because we do not know 
when that day will be.  To illustrate the necessity of this readiness Christ employs two 

pictures, one about ready servants preparing for their masters homecoming v35-37, and one 
of a master who prepares for the breaking in of a thief, v38-40.  
 

V35, ‘Stay dressed for action and keep your lamps burning.’  Jesus first parable gives us the 
picture of a typical rich man’s household where he has gone off to a wedding celebration 
and his servants are awaiting his return.  In this parable, we are the servants and Christ is 

the returning Master.  Firstly, we are to stay dressed for action.  In the Greek it is literally 
‘let your loins stay girded.’  In the ancient world where the most common form of clothing 
was long robes, if you wanted to engage in any form of active work you would reach down 

and grab the back hem of your robe, pull it between your legs and tuck it into your belt.  It 
would end up looking like a big nappy, but it moved the robe out of the way of your legs so 
that you could run or move about more freely.  We are told to not only do this once, but to 
live in this state of perpetual readiness.  Secondly, this readiness is signaled by keeping the 

lamps burning through the night.  At some point the servants would go around and put the 
lights out, but because the master is not home, the servant is to be awake, standing ready 
to serve with the lamps lit, and likely with some food ready to go as well.   



V36, ‘and be like men who are waiting for their master to come home from the wedding 
feast, so that they may open the door to him at once when he comes and knocks.’  Wedding 

feasts were long affairs that would last several days, there was no telling when one would 
be able to get away.  The servants are to be prepared for him to come at any time. 
 

What does this readiness look like?  Rom. 13:11-14, ‘Besides this you know the time, that 
the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when 
we first believed. 12 The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off the 

works of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13 Let us walk properly as in the daytime, 
not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and 
jealousy. 14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify 

its desires.’  Regularly Paul talks about putting off the old man and putting on the new man 
and being clothed with Christ.  Readiness involves walking in holiness and not walking in the 
flesh.  Readiness also involves our minds, in 1 Peter 1:13 Peter uses this imagery talking 

about us girding up the loins of our minds.  There is a proper attitude and way of thinking 
that makes up our readiness.  Being correctly clothed whether it is in the spiritual armour, or 
putting on the new man in the likeness of Christ; keeping our light shining in this dark age 
so that others might see our good deeds and glorify God; living ready to meet the master 

face to face.   
 
If Christ returns now will He find you dressed in your work clothes or in your pajamas?; will 

He find you shining our light or have you hidden it or snuffed it out?; will you be ready to 
meet Him at the door ready to welcome Him and given an account or will it be an 
embarrassing awakening?   

 
The homecoming of our Savior has often been used to terrorize people.  It is true that when 
Christ returns that it will be to judge and there is an element of terror that must be 

recognized, but for the Christian it is a time of joy and this is highlighted by Jesus in v37-38, 
the coming of Christ can be looked forward to in anticipation because it will be a time of 
blessing, ‘Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes. Truly, I 

say to you, he will dress himself for service and have them recline at table, and he will come 
and serve them. 38 If he comes in the second watch, or in the third, and finds them awake, 
blessed are those servants!’  This is the main surprise of the parable.  Christ declares twice 

that the ready servants will be blessed, this is a beatittude.  Why will they be blessed?  Here 
we see what no earthly master would do, the Master of the house assumes the role of the 
servant and serves the servant.  This is a picture of the gospel right here.  Christ in His first 

coming has already taken upon Himself the form of a servant, this is dramatically portrayed 
in His dressing Himself as a servant when He washed the disciple’s feet.  God in His grace 
has served the unworthy, He has given His best, He has stooped to do the most disgusting 

job in the universe, the eternally holy God has assumed our sin.  But His service does not 
end there, here we are told that upon His return He will continue to serve us.  How will He 
serve us?  He will crown us with a righteousness not our own; He will clothe us in a perfect 

and glorified humanity like Christ’s own resurrected flesh; He will bestow upon us rewards 
for deeds that He has wrought through us; He will bequeath to us an eternal inheritance as 
we share as co-heirs in Christ’s reward; He will stoop to wipe the tears from our eyes and 

comfort us despite the wounds He heals are those brought about by our own prostitution; 
He will make us His bride and be the perfect King and Bridegroom for us, and we will be His 
treasured possession and bride forever.  This parable hides more than it reveals as it points 
towards what God will one day do for us.   

 



Is He as Master worth waiting for?  Is it too much to ask that we be ready, that we stay 
alert, that we are dressed in our best having the household in order that He can return with 

joy?  
 
The next parable is from a different perspective focusing on the master of a house not the 

servants.  V39-40, ‘But know this, that if the master of the house had known at what hour 
the thief was coming, he would not have left his house to be broken into. 40 You also must 
be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”  Thieves would often 

dig through the mud walls of a house to break in, the picture here is that if a master of a 
house knew exactly when a thief was going to break in and steal, he would be waiting for 
him.  That is the level of alertness that we need to have.  If you knew someone was going 

to break into your house, would put on your pajamas and go to sleep, would you get caught 
up in some all-consuming pursuit that could suck you in that you were not aware of the 
time?  Peter upacks what this looks like, 2 Peter 3:10-13, ‘But the day of the Lord will come 

like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will 
be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be 
exposed.  Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought you to 
be in lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of 

God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly 
bodies will melt as they burn! 13 But according to his promise we are waiting for new 
heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells.’  Incidentally, you will notice that 

the thief in the night coming is not the coming in the clouds of the traditional 
pretribulational premillennial view, but the final coming to bring in the new creation.  
Amillenialists would view this as proving their case and disproving the dispensational view.  

The coming at the end of a seven year tribulation or at the end of a 1000 year reign would 
be expected according to those time indicators and not as a thief in the night.   
 

Are you ready?  If Christ came today, do you believe in Him, are you His, will He return as 
your King or your judge?  Christian are you living in light of that day?  Are you dressed, are 
you in serving mode, is your light shining?  Will you be found sleeping or serving?  

 
Be faithful 
 

Peter is confused and seeks clarification.  He wants to know if the parables about the 
servant and the master of the house is for the disciples only or for everyone, v41, ‘Peter 
said, “Lord, are you telling this parable for us or for all?”  Jesus now goes on to give us 

another parable, the parable of the unfaithful servant which puts everyone in one of two 
categories, you are either a faithful servant and will be rewarded or an unfaithful servant 
and will be punished.   

 
V42, ‘And the Lord said, “Who then is the faithful and wise manager, whom his master will 
set over his household, to give them their portion of food at the proper time?’  This parable 

like the last has a picture of a master who goes on a journey leaving the house to be run by 
His servants.  The challenge issued in the form of a question is be like a good steward who 
is trustworthy and goes about the Master’s business even though He is not here.  The 

temptation is one we know well and is summarized by the saying, when the cat is away the 
mice come out to play.  When the Lord delays His return how do we behave?  We are all 
living in this delay and how are we living there is a faithful response and varieties of 
unfaithful responses.   

This picture of a steward is a fruitful one for us as we consider our role as disciples.  The 
steward was the head servant and in the absence of the Master had a lot of responsibility 
and power.  They had money to spend and might have to make significant decisions that 



would impact the Master’s wealth.  They would have authority over the other servants.  This 
is a helpful picture because it reminds us of the facts.  Everything belongs to God, Ps. 24:1, 

‘The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein.’  
You heard it right, even you are not your own, everything in Creation belongs to God and 
ought to be used in accordance with His will, including ourselves.  In an age of human rights 

where we would talk about our rights to abort babies, the right to end our own lives, the 
right to damage our minds with various drugs, thinking that it is my life and my body.  Not 
true, God is our maker, we are in the world but we are not our own, the world is not our 

own.  We get to enjoy life through the 5 senses we have, through the gifts of family, 
marriage, work, and the things of creation.  But ultimately it is all His and it comes with 
instructions, we are renters not owners and everything comes with the owner’s instructions.  

One day when He returns we will have to give an accounting for all that we did with all that 
was His.  This reminder puts thing into perspective.   
 

V43-44, ‘Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when he comes. 44 Truly, 
I say to you, he will set him over all his possessions.’  We have already had a beatitude 
talking about the benefits that await the ready servant v37, now we are told about the 
rewards that await the faithful servant.  Here we are being told something about the New 

Creation.  Maybe you had a concept of the New Creation as being a permanent holiday, a 
prolonged state of retirement or inactivity.  These sorts of conceptions might appeal to your 
sinfulness, but they are not the nature of the blessings God has for us.  When God made 

Adam, He made Him to work and woman was made to support this task, together they had 
distinct roles and responsibilities in filling the earth and subduing it.  God made mankind for 
work, work is good, God works and He has made us in His image.  Our experience of work 

is fallen, but work in and of itself is dignifying and a source of satisfaction, but because of 
sin also a source of frustration.  The New Creation will involve fruitful employment, exactly 
what we will be doing I do not know, we don’t have that detail in scripture.   

 
Another point we need to raise is that fact that Jesus is again showing us that what we do in 
this life counts for eternity, and service for Him is never wasted but will receive its reward.  

Last week we spoke about storing up treasure by faithfulness with our money, this week 
Jesus is promising meaningful service for faithful service.  Faithfulness to God may mean 
that you give up promotion in this life.  You may have to not take a career advancement 

because it will impact our family negatively, or because you want to be able to serve more 
faithfully in the church.  This is not wasted.   
 

V45, ‘But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming,’ and begins to 
beat the male and female servants, and to eat and drink and get drunk.’  We come now to 
the unbeliever.  Every person is a steward in God’s creation, some are believing and faithful, 

this second type is someone who knows the truth but is hypocritical and pursues sin instead 
of God’s will.  Peter warns of these scoffers, 2 Pet. 3:3-4, ‘knowing this first of all, that 
scoffers will come in the last days with scoffing, following their own sinful desires. 4 They will 

say, “Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things 
are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation.”  We know that God’s delay is 
due to His patience, the longer He waits the more will have the opportunity to hear and be 

saved.  The believing heart may raise the question not having expected things to be allowed 
to go on so long, but this just magnifies our view of His patience because we would have 
called it quits a long time ago.  The unbeliever on the other hand is driven by sinful pursuits 
and gladly latches onto the delay and happily allows it to reinforce unbelieving and atheistic 

ideas about God.  It interprets the data of God’s delay not as a sign of His goodness but His 
absence and the increase of sin is the result.   
 



The unfaithful servant is characterized by three things, an unbelieving perspective towards 
God, an unloving treatment towards others, and an uncontrolled life towards sin.  Those 

who are believers love God and so love their neighbors, the unfaithful are those who 
mistreat others, it could be your children, your spouse, your work colleagues.  Are we cruel 
to those who we have authority over?  Are we servant leaders or overlords?  The fear of 

God makes us treat others well, the love of God makes us want to serve them well.  John 
uses this test to help us see if we are true Christians, 1 John 2:9-11, ‘Whoever says he is in 
the light and hates his brother is still in darkness. 10 Whoever loves his brother abides in the 

light, and in him there is no cause for stumbling. 11 But whoever hates his brother is in the 
darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the 
darkness has blinded his eyes.’   

 
The faithful servant we see uses his stewardship to serve making sure that others get their 
proper food.  The unfaithful servant abuses his position over the Master’s things and 

becomes a glutton and a drunk.  These are token sins for a general lack of self-control, 
instead of serving God’s will, they serve their own.  Instead of using their stewardship to 
tend to others needs they tend to their own sinful greeds. 
 

V46, ‘the master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an 
hour he does not know, and will cut him in pieces and put him with the unfaithful.’  This is 
describing the final judgement of the wicked.  It is very strong language.  This is not 

describing someone who is a Christian but someone who is clearly an unbeliever.  They have 
sinned in a high handed way against knowledge and with authority and so are judged by the 
strictest measure.  It is hard to know whether Jesus is aiming this critique at the Pharisees, 

being the religious leaders, or perhaps the Jews as opposed to the Gentiles, we do not 
know.   
 

Jesus goes on to make distinctions between those who are most guilty and those who are 
least, they all get judged but the measure of judgement depends upon what they knew, 
v47-48, ‘And that servant who knew his master’s will but did not get ready or act according 

to his will, will receive a severe beating. 48 But the one who did not know, and did what 
deserved a beating, will receive a light beating. Everyone to whom much was given, of him 
much will be required, and from him to whom they entrusted much, they will demand the 

more.’  There are only two types of servants, faithful and unfaithful, but on the unfaithful 
side there are levels of guilt so differing levels of judging.  God is just and does not punish 
all the same but all are punished.  Some have tried to use these verses to say that some 

people who do not believe in Jesus for salvation might not go to hell.  That is not Jesus 
point He is clear that all unfaithfulness is punished, but that there are levels of guilt.  The 
final judgement will be in accordance without knowledge.  Those like ourselves here in this 

church today have a lot of knowledge, if someone here today rejects Christ with all that they 
have heard they will receive a harsher judgement than the bushmen who have not heard 
the name of Christ.  The bushman will be punished because he sinned against the truth that 

he had but the punishment will match his guilt.  To establish how God would deal with the 
bushman we do not try to line up the case of the bushman with a parable not addressing 
the issue, but we go to places like Romans 1-2 that do address it, and the principle taught 

there is the same, they will be held accountable for what they had.    
 
We should all be seeking to be the faithful servant.  Those who have trusted in Jesus and 
who have become His disciples will show their new life by a changed life.  Let us be those 

who are faithful and will be well served and promoted in the new creation.  It is possible for 
some who are truly Christians to be servants who get to heaven but as through fire, 1 Cor. 
3:13-15, there are lesser faithful servants, ‘each one’s work will become manifest, for the 



Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work 
each one has done. 14 If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will 

receive a reward. 15 If anyone’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will 
be saved, but only as through fire.’  Let us make sure that we are the faithful ones who 
receive reward.                                    

                   


