The 22nd Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 28 (a)]
November 13, 2011

MATTHEW 25:14-30
[Jesus said,] 14 “For it will be as when a man going on a journey called his servants and entrusted to them his property; 15 to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away. 16 He who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them; and he made five talents more. 17 So also, he who had the two talents made two talents more. 18 But he who had received the one talent went and dug in the ground and hid his master's money. 19 Now after a long time the master of those servants came and settled accounts with them. 20 And he who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five talents more, saying, ‘Master, you delivered to me five talents; here I have made five talents more.’ 21 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.’ 22 And he also who had the two talents came forward, saying, ‘Master, you delivered to me two talents; here I have made two talents more.’ 23 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.’ 24 He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not winnow; 25 so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’ 26 But his master answered him, ‘You wicked and slothful servant! You knew that I reap where I have not sowed, and gather where I have not winnowed? 27 Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own with interest. 28 So take the talent from him, and give it to him who has the ten talents. 29 For to every one who has will more be given, and he will have abundance; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away. 30 And cast the worthless servant into the outer darkness; there men will weep and gnash their teeth.’”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
If you give me a dollar, I’ll probably go buy a cup of coffee with it.  If you give me five dollars, I’ll go buy a cup of coffee and two donuts.  If you give me ten dollars, I’ll go to Walmart and buy a Waylon Jennings CD—but who wouldn’t?  But what if you gave me real money?  Big money?  What if, instead of one or two or five dollars, you plopped down in my hands one million dollars, or five million? 

It may be okay to use a dollar or two or even ten to buy some consumer good, but what about real money, what is proper for that?  If you put a million dollars in someone’s hand only to find out that a month later it’s all been spent on coffee and donuts and music and all sorts of other consumer goods—it’s obvious: you would know that that person has no idea of what money is properly for.

What is money properly for?  To invest, to trade with—you use it to build a business, to create things, to invest in things that are productive and helpful to your own family and to your neighbor.  

It’s simple enough, with a lot of money, you do what is proper to money: You trade with it, you invest it.

In the parable this morning from Matthew 25, our Lord speaks of a rich landowner entrusting three servants with a lot of money—one gets 5 talents, one gets 2 talents, and one gets 1 talent.  That’s a lot of money.  In today’s money a talent of gold would be several hundred thousand or a million dollars.  So the parable has one servant being given around 5 million dollars, the next around 2 million, and the last servant 1 million.  

What do you do with that kind of money plopped in your hands?

The servant given 5 million dollars, he went and traded with it, invested it, and made 5 million dollars more. [Matthew 25:16]

The servant given 2 million dollars, he went and traded with it, and made 2 million more.

And the third, with a million dollars dropped into his hands, he went and dug a hole and stuck it in the ground.  


Jesus is not here trying to show how to invest money.  He’s not working for a first century Scottrade; he’s not some sort of Judean Dave Ramsey.  

Our Lord speaks of a different wealth.  And the point of those incredible  returns—getting a return profit of 100% for one year of trading—is not to show how to make some sort of fantastic profit on our own investments.  It’s to show a contrast.  (Because, after all, we know that our Lord is not showing us any investment strategy for money.) The contrast is simply this, two servants do with money what is proper with money—they trade with it, they invest it, while the other servant sticks it in the ground.  If there’s one thing you don’t do with money, one thing that is not only foolish, but is also a refusal to let money be of service to your family and your neighbor, it is to take a big pile of money and stick it in the ground where it will serve no good purpose at all.

That’s the simple, unavoidable point: you don’t stick it in the ground, you do with it what is proper to it.

But our Lord is not, of course, speaking about money.  Scottrade and Dave Ramsey can handle that.


Whenever we hear a parable, we must hear it as a revelation of the cross.  Jesus says his parables are mysteries, and the mystery is the cross, to which Jesus was on his way as he was telling the parables. 

If we hear a parable without getting the cross out of it, if we hear a parable as just a fable teaching the right way to spend money or some other moralistic teaching, then we are hearing the parable wrongly; we’re hearing it not as Gospel, but only as Law.

The parables are about the cross, about the Son of God giving himself on the cross to atone for the sins of the world, to forgive your sins and mine.

The parables are always about the forgiveness of sins.  And in this parable, a great amount of wealth is plopped into the hands of three servants.

The Son of God came to this world to give one wealth: the forgiveness of sins.  There is no greater wealth than to have your sins forgiven.  For, sins-forgiven by the Son of God means that you have zero debt before the Father in Heaven, your conscience is cleansed, and you are an heir of the heavenly kingdom.

So Jesus looks around: he sees the Pharisees putting people under the condemnation of the Law, he sees the scribes and the teachers of the Law coming up with rules and regulations of how to live a respectable life, he sees even his own Apostles at times being tempted to calculate who is the better Christian than another, and what Jesus does not see is, People forgiving each other of their sins, people who have been harmed turning to their enemy and speaking grace, people seeing someone living in shame and speaking to them mercy and honor.

Jesus sees our world and he sees people treating each other according to the harshness of the Law, according to retribution, as if they think that God himself is a hard man who is demanding and filled with retribution, reaping where he does not sow.

Where is the abundant wealth of God’s forgiveness?  Where is the mercy spoken from God to the sinner, for the sinner then to speak to those who have sinned against him?  Where is the Lord’s word of kindness being spoken to the person living in shame?  Jesus doesn’t see it; it’s been stuck into the ground.  


That servant who stuck the money in the ground, the worst thing he said was, “Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you do not sow, ... so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground.” [Matthew 25:24]

Well, if we want a Lord who is a hard man, who has no mercy, who shows retribution—if we want a Lord who works by the Law, then that is the Lord we will get.

But Jesus doesn’t want to be know as a hard man.  He wants to be known for his cross, for his forgiveness of sins.  He wants to be known a Lord who inexplicably hands out gifts without any logic, any rhyme or reason, without any regard for justice or who deserves what, who hands out gifts unreasonably, abundantly, and without any bounds.  He wants to be known as a Lord who is like a landowner handing over huge amounts of gold to mere slaves, with only the desire that these slaves do with his wealth to others what he has done with it toward them.

His wealth that he hands out inexplicably, abundantly, and without bounds is the forgiveness of sins.  He sees our hardness of heart against our brothers and sisters, and he forgives.  He sees our fear of the Law, our fear of standing before God the judge, and he forgives.  He sees how we have been impoverished by our shame, and he forgives.  

He hands over the gold into unworthy hands, into our hands, the hands of our families and our brothers and sisters in the faith, and we are made wealthy beyond understanding with the forgiveness of sins.

Then, having forgiven all our sins, he sets us out to do with this forgiveness the one thing that is to be done with forgiveness.

With a talent of gold, the thing that is proper to it, that is to be done with it, is to trade with it, invest it, use it as gold is given to be used.

With the forgiveness of sins, the thing that is proper to it is to forgive sins, to release the debts of those who have sinned against us, to speak mercy, to build-up and encourage in the Gospel, to do with forgiveness that which it is proper to it.

For we are servants of Christ Jesus, and he forgives us our sins.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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