The Joy of the Master

Psalm 128, Matthew 25:14-30 January 14, 2001

“For it will be as when a man going on a journey called his servants and entrusted to them
his property; to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his
ability. Then he went away.” In today’s reading from Matthew Jesus tells his disciples and so us
about what to expect at the end of time. These opening words tell us about what has already
happened and which forms the basis of our current reality. What has already happened is that
God has entrusted to us treasures valuable beyond our calculation. God has placed into our hands
life, breath, health, family, community, language, culture, society, government, faith, courage,
hope, and aspiration. God turns the planets, ignites the stars, sustains the atoms, and determines
the movement of time. God gives us each other. God gives us Jesus Christ. And God give us
abilities for building up the church and for serving human need. That is what this is all about.
The world exists by the grace of God. We exist by the grace of God. And, by that same grace of
God, we have been given wonderful opportunities and therefore tremendous responsibilities.
These make up the components of our particular Christian lives and of our life works or
vocations. God has entrusted to us treasures valuable beyond our calculation. The treasures vary
widely. They are distributed according to our ability, which is itself a gift from God. We are not
responsible for the selection or distribution of the treasures. We are responsible for their use.

“He who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them; and he made
five talents more. So also, he who had the two talents made two talents more. But he who had
received the one talent went and dug in the ground and hid his master’s money.” God has
entrusted to us treasures valuable beyond our calculation. We have already established that. Now
we are dealing with the importance of that trust. What we see at this point is a difference in
human life. Some people use their God-given gifts. Some do not. Some fulfill the trust God
places in them. Some do not. Some people serve and glorify God. Some do not. Some people
build up the church. Some do not. Some people serve human need. Some do not. Some people
build up human community. Some do not. Some fulfill the trust God places in them. Some do
not. This has to do with more than personal choice. This has to do with more than personal
liberty. This has to do with fulfilling one’s God-given responsibilities, the purpose of one’s life,
the reason for one’s existence. We each have a part in this. We each have something to
contribute. We each have a trust to fulfill. Yes, there are risks involved. And we are urged to take
them. There is a much greater risk involved in failing us use our gifts.

“Now after a long time the master of those servants came and settled accounts with them.
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.” 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.” 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.” 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.”” The treasures of incalculable value are now
seen to be regarded by the master as a little. It is not that they are small but that his wealth is
great. What we have received here is a tiny part of what is to come. Here we see the goal of life!
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What wonderful words of commendation! What a target for which to strive! We were created to
share the joy of our master. We have been saved to share the joy of our master. We have been
entrusted with gifts valuable beyond all calculation in order to share the joy of our master. Are
we going to fulfill that purpose or not?

“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; so I was
afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.” 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? 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. So take the
talent from him, and give it to him who has the ten talents. 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. And cast the worthless servant into the outer darkness; there men will weep and gnash
their teeth.”” Here we see the terrible negative possibility of life. There is nothing wrong with
being entrusted with only one talent. Even that is extremely valuable. Even that should inspire
gratitude, honor, and responsibility. What is horribly wrong is the failure and the outright refusal
to use even that single talent, that entrusted treasure, that God-given ability.

The consequences of such failure and refusal will not be pretty. While the other servants
were invited into the joy of their master, this one was cast into the outer darkness. It is not as if
perfection were demanded of any of them. The first two might could have made even more than
they did. This last one might have been accepted if he had used his treasure only to the extent of
generating a return of simple interest. The point is not perfection or the lack thereof. The point is
an absolute, stubborn, stupid refusal to use at all the wonderful gift and ability entrusted to one
by God. The point is not only disobedience but also an abject failure of gratitude. The grace of
God intends to elicit from us the response of gratitude. The gift of God is meant to evoke
thanksgiving. The rudeness depicted here of returning God’s gifts unopened, unused, and
unappreciated is beyond all comprehension.

God is expecting a tremendous return on the treasure with which he has entrusted us. God
has good and high expectations of us. He has placed a great deal of confidence in us. That is
encouraging. The treasures differ according to ability. That is not the point. The point is,
whatever the treasure, God is expecting us to use it to the glory of God and for serving human
need.

At least two questions are raised here: What are the treasures and abilities with which we
have been entrusted? What are we doing with them? As I mentioned earlier, a “talent” is a unit of
money. It is on the basis of this parable that the word “talent” has come to mean in the English
language a special ability which God has given us. For some it is the ability to preach. For some
it is the ability to teach. For some it is the ability to be an elder. For some it is the ability to be a
deacon. For some it is the ability to pray. For some it is the ability to minister to the sick or even
to the dying. There are countless other talents. For some it is taking care of the money. For some
it is taking care of the building. For some it is loving and caring for the people. And at a very
plain and simple level, this reading talks to us about our stewardship. Are we being faithful to
God, in our pledging and giving, with the money with which God has entrusted us, however great
or small that is? Overall, what are our gifts with which we have been entrusted? What are our
talents? What are our treasures and abilities? This parable teaches that each of us has a profound
responsibility to identify our God-given talents for building up the church and serving human
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need. This is no time for false modesty. This is no time for digging a hole in the ground and
burying our talent. We have seen the consequences of that. This is no time for ignoring our God-
given responsibilities. This is no time for holding back. The excuses that our gifts are small,
unimportant, or insignificant, are irresponsible and unacceptable. Even the single talent is God-
given, important, and valuable. Each of us has been given at least one, and maybe two, or even
five, talents, abilities, gifts, and treasures for building up of the church and serving of human
need. What are the treasures and abilities with which we have been entrusted? Few things could
be more important than finding this out.

When we have identified our gifts, the second question comes into play. What are we
doing with them? Are we using them? Are we discovering and developing them? Are we
appreciating and enjoying them? Are we putting them to good use? Are we serving God, building
up the church, and serving human need? Will we have something to show for it when our master
returns? Can we give it back double or at least with simple interest? Or have we buried our
talent? Have we ignored our gift? Have we denied our abilities? Have we left our work, the
calling of our life, the reason for our existence, for someone else to do? Have we left a gaping
hole in the life and work of the church because of our recalcitrance? Have we left people cold
and hungry because of our refusal to work?

Think of the treasures with which we have been entrusted! Think of the honor that comes
with that trust! And think of our appropriate gratitude for all those graces. I can hear the master
saying: “I forgave you all your sin; whom have you forgiven? I loved you when you were
unlovable; whom have you loved? I shared with you the gospel; with whom have you shared the
gospel? I gave you courage when you were afraid; whom have you encouraged? I gave you
comfort when you suffered; whom have you comforted? I brought you to myself, to the presence
of God, in worship, in church; whom have you brought to church?”” The preview Christ gives us
here of the end of time gives us good direction for the living of our lives here and now. At least
two questions are raised here: What are the treasures and abilities with which we have been
entrusted? What are we doing with them? What could be more important than these?

The telling of this story is an act of mercy. Jesus is coming back to settle accounts with
us. This urges us to put our lives in order. When the day of the Lord comes, what words do we
want to hear: “’You wicked and slothful servant!” or “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?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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