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Today, we get the middle of three parables from Matthew’s Gospel.  Last week we heard about the wise 

and foolish bridesmaids, and today we hear a story about a master who entrusts his servants with talents.  
Next week, we will hear about sheep and goats.  These three parables come toward the end of Matthew’s 
Gospel.  That is, Jesus offers them just before he enters Jerusalem on a donkey, which we know was the on the 
first day of the week we call Holy.  Jesus tells these stories knowing that he is heading toward the Cross.  That 
may help explain why the language and imagery in the parables are so extreme.  These are the parables of 
judgment—God’s final judgment on us and one our world.  And we must always remember that Jesus begins 
this trilogy by saying “The kingdom of heaven is like:”. 

So, the kingdom of heaven is like a harsh employer?  The kingdom of heaven is a place where slavery 
flourishes?  The kingdom of heaven is a place where people who are afraid get excluded?  Seems like the 
question is, why would we strive to enter the kingdom of heaven? 
 If you will bear with me a moment, I want to walk down a side lane.  We live in America in the 21st 
century.  I certainly cannot hear this story without stumbling over the concept of slavery.  I don’t know 
anyone who thinks that the Bible condones slavery—but I do know that for centuries, stories like this one 
absolutely helped to uphold the understanding that slavery was “normal.”  I cannot make that cruel history 
disappear in a short paragraph on a Sunday morning.  The history of this nation toward our indigenous 
peoples and toward those persons of color whom we kidnapped and dragged halfway around the world and 
then built an economy around—that history is layered, complex, and dreadful.  And for all the progress we 
have made, our most recent history shows that we have so much more work to do.  And so we remember the 
names of Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, and in humility, we realize that there are so many suffering 
whose names we do not know—for instance, folks who are more likely to die in this pandemic simply because 
of the color of their skin. 
 Jesus’ parables of judgment were not meant to normalize chattel slavery as it was practiced for the 
first 250 years of our history in this land.  And they were not meant to normalize the so-called Gospel of 
Prosperity that began in the Gilded Age and still seems to flourish today—that notion that if you love God hard 
enough and well enough, you will get rich.  And if you are rich, it is a sign that God loves you more—that God 
loves the rich and judges the poor. 
 I see a crossroad up ahead, we are about to walk right out of this side lane.  Today’s gospel is not about 
America, and our American sin of poor Biblical interpretation.  Jesus told us what today’s Gospel is about:  the 
kingdom of Heaven. 

Maybe by the end of this sermon, we can come up with some better similes for the kingdom of heaven 
than a master/slave culture or a false prosperity promise.  Let’s start by taking a look at the word, “talent.”  
The master gave each slave some talents.  

In Old Testament times, a talent was a unit of weight—somewhere between 60 and 135 pounds.  
Talents are referred to in the Old Testament and other writings of that time period to convey weight in 
precious metal—talents are about wealth.  But they are not used as units of weight or money in the New 
Testament at all, except in two of Jesus’ similes of the kingdom of heaven. 

So Jesus is purposely using an old-fashioned and not very well defined term.  I think he is underlining 
that this is a story.  Just as we would say, “Once upon a time” Jesus is telling us that this story is going to teach 
us something, but it is not a factual account.  And here is something else about Jesus’ story:  the classic 
understanding of “talent” is something that is fabulously valuable.  135 pounds of gold is a lot of gold, and 
worth a lot of money, or grain, or animals, or whatever it is that you value. 
 Five talents, two talents, and one talent—an Internet search will tell you that is more than 22 million 
dollars in today’s money!  This man had an enormous amount of wealth to leave behind with his slaves.  And 
he must have had an enormous amount of confidence in them, too.  It is obvious that he was a discerning 
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man—because he gave to each slave according to his ability.  But these weren’t ordinary slaves, we guess. 
These slaves must have learned from their master just how to work with wealth. 
 One of the things to remember about Jesus’ parables is that he gives you all the information you need 
to puzzle out his meaning.  The owner went away, and he gave his slaves some huge sums of money.  He gave 
them gifts.  We don’t need to know what the men did to earn their return—we just need to know that they 
used their talents.  We don’t need to know just how anxious the man who hid the one talent was.  It is enough 
to know that his anxiety and fear caused him to hide his gift.  And we don’t need to know the judgment of the 
owner on someone who fails.  This parable is not about failure—it is about giftedness.  The kingdom of 
heaven is like receiving gifts. 
 But that doesn’t mean that there isn’t judgment in this parable.  The man who hides the talent is not 
just rebuked—he is stripped of everything he has and sent into the outer darkness.  It is not how well you do 
something—how successful you are, that brings the judgment.  It is the one who does nothing at all that is 
judged harshly.  The kingdom of heaven is like using the gifts you have been given. 
 Talents are not just Old Testament money, of course.  Talents are those gifts of God that are things we 
do well.  “Scott Bailey is a talented musician,” we say.  And, “Jess Lee’s talent with computers is a real gift to 
us.”  That definition for talent fits quite well into a Stewardship season sermon.  God needs your talents and 
your talent—so please make a pledge and please join a committee!  Amen. 
 But, this week, as I have been wondering about this parable, and figuring out pretty clearly what it 
does NOT mean, I have also wondered if those talents might mean something altogether different from money 
or those things that we are naturally good at doing.   
 In our first lesson today, we hear the beginning of the story of Deborah, the Judge of Israel.  In 
Deborah’s day, judges did not preside over courts of law—this is not an American story, either.  Deborah was 
a wise and faithful political leader.  That is, she was sought out for her wisdom.  Those who came to her 
trusted that her solution to their problem would at once honor God and be effective.   
 In the story we read today, the people have been ignoring the word of God, and as usual, that has led to 
trouble.  And Deborah sees a way out.  So she sends for a mighty warrior named Barak, and tells him what God 
will do for them all if Barak agrees to lead the charge.  And Barak agrees—but only if Deborah will come with 
him. 
 Barak has the talent.  And Deborah has the faith.  And together—well, together with 10,000 men and 
another warrior woman named Jael, they do what God has told them to do to save God’s people.  Barak had 
the talent and Deborah had the faith and they used it together. And the people were saved. 
 What if those talents in Jesus’ parable are all about faith?  The kingdom of heaven is like:  God giving us 
all the faith we need.  And the kingdom of heaven is like: using the faith we have been given.  But what 
happens to us if we are too scared to use the gift we have been given?  What if God generously showers us 
with all the faith we need, and we just bury it inside our frightened little hearts?  What happens then?   
 Jesus’ parable is not about money at all.  But that twenty-two million dollars sure did catch our 
attention, didn’t it?  God gives and gives and gives—in astonishing amounts.  The faith we have been given is 
so abundant that we are not at all sure what to do with it!  I mean, what does it mean to “use faith”?  Isn’t faith 
a feeling?  We feel like we believe in God, so we come to church, or we say a prayer.  And how can we ever feel 
enough to be sure that we are giving God a good return on the faith we have been given? 
 But here’s the thing:  faith is not a feeling.  Faith is an action.  Deborah didn’t get to sit under that tree 
and just tell the people what she thought about God.  Deborah got up and partnered with Barak to lead the 
charge.  If the talents in Jesus’ parables are the faith we have been given, then Jesus is telling us to do 
something with that faith.  Don’t just sit there with it, feeling good or worrying about what people will say 
about you. 
 God wants us to live our faith—to know that God is God and we are not—but more!  God wants us to 
be the agents of God’s love, healing and holding the whole world.  Jesus tells us that the day is coming when 
the only thing that will matter is that we have lived faithfully to love God’s people.   
 


