Matthew 25: 14-30 Sermon 2020
P: The Holy Gospel, according to St. Matthew, the 25th Chapter                                 C: Glory to you, O Lord 

[Jesus said to the disciples:] 14“For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property to them; 15to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away. 16The one who had received the five talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five more talents. 17In the same way, the one who had the two talents made two more talents. 18But the one who had received the one talent went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. 19After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them. 20Then the one who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made five more talents.’ 21His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 22And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me two talents; see, I have made two more talents.’ 23His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 24Then the one who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed; 25so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’ 26But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter? 27Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return I would have received what was my own with interest. 28So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten talents. 29For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 30As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ ” 

P: The Gospel of the Lord                                                                                             C: Praise to you, O Christ
Let’s pray:  Speak, Lord, your people are listening.  Amen.

Today, we hear yet another parable from Jesus.  In this one, a master presents each of three servants with a portion of his property according to their ability and then he went away – apparently for some time.  The first servant received 5 talents – roughly equivalent to 100 years of income.  The second received 2 talents, about 40 years of income and the third received 1 talent, the equivalent of about 20 years of income.  These talents were not loans, but gifts given over to each servant.     The first thing for us to be aware of in this parable is that the master gave to these servants abundantly, exceedingly generously - over the top.  Their cups overflowed indeed.  The other interesting thing to notice here is that the master gave no instructions as to what the servants were to do with the gifts.  He left that entirely up to them.  
We read that the first two servants went off and traded their talents and ended up doubling them.  The word “traded” does not mean “trading” as in trading or investing in the stock market, or trading one item for another, but rather it means that they “worked” with the talents.  In other words, they did something.
If we apply this parable to us today, I think that it supplies further answer to the question that we dealt with last week.  That is, Jesus is coming again; what do we do while we’re waiting?  Last week I told you not to be concerned about your own salvation because that’s been taken care of through the death and resurrection of Jesus.   I told you that our mission is clear – as stated in the Great Commission of Matthew 28.
In the parable of the talents, the master represents Jesus, and the slaves or servants represent us – believers – God’s children.  That part is clear.  Let’s explore a bit as to what the “talents” might stand for in our world today.  Many expositors maintain that the talents stand for the God-given gifts and abilities that each of us possesses.  Others believe that they represent fruits of the spirit that we produce as believers.  Both are equally reasonable, but to me a more intriguing possibility is what if we see the “talents” as the Gospel?    What might that look like?  

Something I began to hear while in seminary is that all believers ought to take risks for the Gospel.   
A  number of years ago when I was taking Amtrak across the mountains of Montana to visit my sister, I overheard a woman as she went from person to person in the train car, telling them about Jesus and asking them to say a prayer to invite Jesus to save them.   When she got to me, she asked “Who is Jesus?”  My response was, “The Son of God.”  It wasn’t the response she was looking for, so she asked, “Have you been saved?” I said, “Yes”. That still wasn’t quite enough to satisfy her, so she then asked “when were you saved?”  At that point we embarked on a 
theological discussion and ended up agreeing to disagree. That really isn’t the point I want to make, though.  Regardless of how our theology might have differed, I realized that the woman was to be commended because she took risks for the Gospel.  She stepped out in faith and told the story of Jesus to others. I suspect that the more that she tells the story, the better she becomes at it and the more she is blessed by telling the story. She, like those first two servants, was willing to take the risks and do the work. She will never know whether or how the Holy Spirit moved in the lives of those people she encountered, and that isn’t the point either.  The point is, she did the work; she took the risk.  The reality is that in spreading the Gospel - doing something – even if it’s wrong – is better than doing nothing. Perhaps Luther's "sin boldly" quote might be appropriate, which might be paraphrased, "Move off dead center and do something -- even if it's wrong." If it is wrong, then "pray boldly" to receive God's grace even more profoundly.
Let’s consider the response of the third servant.  He received a generous gift as well and he took great care to see that he did not lose it, but neither did he use it.  He points to his fear of the master as the reason why he buried his treasure.  Apparently, he didn’t see the master as generous at all – in fact, he tried to return the talent to his master.  The third servant let his fear of doing something wrong keep him from taking any kind of risk with the talent the master gave him.  In the end, he lost it. Notice the master didn’t keep it – it was given to the first servant who had worked hard and doubled his own talents.  The third servant refused to take any action and he lost everything he had been given.  It brings to mind the phrase “use it or lose it.”  Nobody ever gets better at doing anything if they don’t actually do it. 
Do we as a congregation encourage one another to take risks for the Gospel?  Sometimes we can be so afraid of doing something wrong that we don’t do anything.”   I think that aptly described the third servant.  Perhaps we should all be more like the first two servants and the woman on the train.  What are we doing with the generous gift of the gospel while waiting for Jesus to return? Is there something we should be doing – practicing so that we do it better and better?  Are we going to be afraid or are we going to take risks? 
 I found an anonymous poem that talks about the contrast between what fear prevents and what faith allows.  Listen for the place where you are called to take a risk for the Gospel.
Fear paralyzes, faith empowers
Fear discourages, faith encourages
Fear sickens, faith heals
Fear makes us useless; faith makes us serviceable
Fear feels hopelessness, faith is full of hope.  
"To laugh is to risk appearing the fool
To weep is to risk appearing sentimental
To reach our for another is to risk involvement
To expose feelings is to risk exposing your true self
To place your ideas, your dreams before a crowd is to risk their loss
To love is to risk not being loved in return
To live is to risk dying
To hope is to risk despair
To try is to risk failure
But risks must be taken, because the greatest hazard in life is to risk nothing
The person who risks nothing does nothing, has nothing, and is nothing
They may avoid suffering and sorrow but they cannot learn, feel, change, grow, love, live
Chained by their certitudes they are a slave, they have forfeited their freedom
Only a person who risks is free,"
Amen.
