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Matthew 25:14-30  Parable of the Talents
From a blog by Fern Ronay (Jan 2014)….
“One of my favorite things about our wedding was the artist. (He) did an oil painting of our reception. It turned out so beautifully, we took a photo of it and made it our thank you cards. And that was the last we saw of it. Not because it got stolen or damaged or lost or accidentally sold at a garage sale. But because we were afraid.

We have been married for three and a half years and for three and a half years, the painting has sat in my in laws' house in New Jersey, in a spare bedroom, safely tucked in the canvas bag in which it was presented to us.

Many times while we were home at my in laws', (we) would say, "Let's look at the painting!"

Barbs (my mother in law) would go upstairs, bring it down, unwrap it and there'd be this dialogue:

H: We can't ship it.  What if it gets lost?
Me: We can insure it.
H: For what? It's priceless.
Me: Maybe we can drive it back.
H: Maybe we can bring it on the plane.
Me: Where would it fit on the plane?
H: Where they hang garment bags.
Me: Yeah and then some klutzy guy stuffs his golf clubs in the closet and pokes a hole through it.
H: Maybe we can unstaple the canvas and roll it up?
Barbs: SHIP THE WRETCHED THING ALREADY!
H: ... No.  What if it gets lost?
Me:  It is priceless.

So, there it went, back in the black bag and back upstairs at Mum’s.

This went on for three & a half years until we were home for the holidays a few weeks ago and we decided it really is too special to not be enjoyed and gave the brave order:   SHIP IT!

And, it arrived today.

Now it’s over our bed.   Yes, it needs a frame but that's the point - it doesn't matter.  It really is too special to not be enjoyed now.”
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The couple in this story and the third servant in our Gospel reading this morning would have definitely understood each other.

What's this parable all about? We have three servants, each of whom is entrusted with a sum of money. The first is given five talents, the second two, and the third, one, according to their ability.  The first two put the money to use, and gained a 100% return on their investment.  The third servant, however, just buried the money, and had nothing to show for it when his master returned.

A 'talent' in those days was a unit of weight, used for gold. It was the heaviest unit of measurement, and represented an enormous sum of money - equivalent to around 15 years of earnings for a normal worker. So even the servant who'd only been given one talent had been entrusted with an enormous sum of money.

So what is Jesus saying in this story?  Well - like the previous two parables - the one about the faithful and unfaithful servant, and the wise and foolish virgins – it’s about judgment: our accountability before Jesus when he returns.

Often this parable is thought to be speaking of how we use our gifts or our money - but the real emphasis in the parable is not stewardship of our money or gifts, but rather our stewardship of the gospel - how we share the precious message of Jesus that has been entrusted to us.  

As we examine our own response to this commission from God, we find that this parable exposes the nature of our relationship with God.

In the story, there were basically two responses to the gift the master entrusted to his servants.  The first two servants, we're told, "went at once" and put the money to work. They were enthusiastic, motivated, and got right into it. 
But there were no guarantees that they would be 100% successful in everything they did, so there was also a sense that as these servants took risks, they trusted in the goodness of their master. They were secure in their relationship with him, and weren't afraid of making a mistake.  In the first two servants, we see a healthy, positive relationship with their master.
The third servant, however, reacted quite differently.  He didn't "go out at once," enthusiastically, and trustingly, like the other two servants.  He simply "went off" and dug a hole in the ground, and hid his master's money.  This suggests quite a different attitude to the master.  This servant is not enthusiastic, or motivated or as responsive to the trust his master has placed in him.  
In those days it was an accepted practice to safeguard your money in a hole in the ground. It didn't bring any return, but neither did it pose any risk, and, more importantly, it relieved the owner of responsibility.  He was deemed to not have it. So this servant was definitely lazy.  
His words to the master on his return also show quite a different relationship.  This servant sees his master in a completely different light - he sees him as a capitalist, an opportunist, and a harsh man.  

Now that's interesting, isn't it?  Here we have the one master, but two completely different perceptions of what he is like.  It makes us stop and think - what is our relationship like with OUR master?  Do we see him in the same light as the first two servants - a master who is generous, encouraging, willing to entrust us with great gifts and great responsibility? Or do we see God in the same light as the third servant - a harsh taskmaster, wanting to squeeze everything out of us that he can, waiting to pounce on us if we make a mistake?  
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How we see God will determine of the type of relationship we have with him.  And our relationship with God will determine how we serve him.  

If our relationship with God is one of love and trust and enthusiasm - we'll find that we will serve him accordingly, and we will find when we are held accountable for that service, that Jesus says to us, "Well done, good and faithful servant.  You have been faithful in a few things.  I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share your master's happiness."

When God entrusts us with the good news that Jesus loves us, and has died on the cross to forgive us, and to bring us back to himself, he equips us to share that message with others in different ways.  

The thing we need to remember is that God has created each one of us uniquely, and he doesn't expect us to be something or do something for which he has not equipped us.  In the parable, we note that the master gave the responsibility of the talents to each servant ACCORDING TO HIS ABILITIES.  He didn't underestimate the abilities of the 5-talent servant, by giving him too little.  Neither did he overburden the 1-talent servant by giving him too much.  His expectation of their service was in accordance with their abilities.  However, he DID expect them to use what they were given.

Where I think we sometimes fall down, is in the area of confidence.  Perhaps, like the third servant, we are sometimes afraid to take a risk in sharing God’s message with others because we might fail.  

Before I was ordained, I led a Bible Study that was looking at an approach to sharing the message of Jesus called “Two Ways to Live.”  There were several Bible study groups in the church I attended, and all the groups were  asked to learn this approach. It was interesting to note my group's reaction to this prescribed study.  They didn't want to do it. They lacked confidence.  One lady didn't want to do it because she was scared she might offend someone.  Another guy felt that he might not be able to give the information clearly enough. Another felt he wouldn't be able to remember it. They lacked confidence.

But the thing that we need to remember is that in everything that God calls us and equips us to do - he never asks us to do it alone.  He promises us His Holy Spirit to guide us and to empower us!  He's not going to zap us from heaven if as we serve him, we make a mistake.  
Though this parable speaks of a grim fate for the third servant, that is not actually the point of the parable, and, as I’ve said numerous times, we really have to stop allegorising if that bothers us.  That means we need to stop trying to find a meaning for every aspect of the parable.  A parable generally has one point only, and in this one, the point is to be willing to take a risk and use the gifts God has given us to share his message.

If we are reluctant to share the good news of Jesus with others, then we would do well to examine our relationship with God – is it one of trust, enthusiasm, and confidence in his love for us, or is it one of self consciousness and fear?  
Let me finish with a story – 
A mother, wishing to encourage her young son's progress at the piano, bought tickets for a Paderewski performance. They found their seats near the front of the concert hall and eyed the majestic Steinway waiting on stage. Soon the mother started chatting, and the boy slipped away. When eight o'clock arrived, the spotlights came on, the audience quieted, and only then did they notice the boy up on the bench, innocently picking out, "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star." His mother gasped, but before she could retrieve her son, the master appeared on the stage and quickly moved to the keyboard. He whispered to the boy, "Don't stop - keep playing!" Leaning over, Paderewski reached down with his left hand and began filling in a bass part. Soon his right arm reached around the other side, encircling the child, to add a running obbligato. Together, the old master and the young novice held the crowd mesmerized. 
In our lives, unpolished though we may be, it is the Master who surrounds us and whispers in our ear, time and again, "Don't stop - keep playing." And as we do, he augments and supplements until a work of amazing beauty is created.

Let's pray
