
 

 

 Sermon for Sunday, November 19, 2017  
 

Enter Into Joy 
 

 When you’ve preached on a text like this parable as many times as I have, you start looking at its 

subtleties, and search for something different, that maybe you failed to see before.  And of course, the context in 

which we are living always changes how we hear the text, and this year is no exception to that.  That the wicked 

slave is afraid captures my attention because suddenly, more than usual, we are afraid: afraid of deranged gunmen, 

afraid of identity theft and scams, and perhaps afraid of the prospect of an international crisis with North Korea.  

These are scary times.  But what the third slave is afraid of—and doesn’t just the word “slave” bother us more 

than it once did with its racist overtones—is his master.  He identifies him as a harsh man, who reaps where he did 

not sow, and gathers where he did not scatter seed.  In other words, he thinks his master is an exploiter, and a 

thief, which is, in truth, what I expect most slaves think of their masters.  Which may explain why the third slave 

buried his master’s money in the ground, so no one else could steal it.  Thieves just hate it, after all, when they fall 

prey to another thief!  It’s like they are getting beaten at their own game. 

By contrast, the other two slaves seem to get on quite well with their master.  They don’t act fearful at all, 

but with a kind of joy and gratitude, and a desire to serve, not only oversee what’s been entrusted to them, but 

multiply it for the sake of their master.  The remarkable thing is that they’ve been regarded by their master not like 

slaves, but like sons, entrusted with the master’s property and possessions while he goes away on a long journey.  

They have to feel pretty good about themselves, and in response to their master’s trust in them, they double the 

master’s assets, given to them in accordance to their ability. 

So this parable begs the question, what do you think of the master?  What do you think of God?  And 

what do you think God thinks of you? 

I’ve never been a slave, and neither have you.  But the Hebrews’ ancestors had been slaves, and that 

history was the stuff of their corporate memory.  When these words first came from Jesus’ lips, they most 

certainly evoked an emotional reaction from his listeners.  Their immediate reaction was to hate the master, 

because he was a slave owner.  They knew what it meant to be the property of another.  They knew what it meant 

to be oppressed, even as many of our fellow citizens do today, and it offended them to their core.  But worse, they 

were living now under the oppressive rule of the Roman Empire, and though they weren’t technically slaves to the 

Romans, they might as well have been.  The Romans treated them as such.  This slavery experience was an open 

and festering wound.  It always is, and always will be for anyone who has been owned by another, which helps 

explain why statutes to the Confederacy are so offensive and are coming down. 

Matthew’s Gospel was directed toward Jewish Christians, and secondarily to those Jews who refused to 

believe that Jesus was the Messiah.  By the time of its writing, the mainline Jewish authorities had decided that 

Jesus was not the Messiah, and that his followers should no longer be embraced or tolerated.  They were officially 

declared as outcasts, and as a dangerous sect.  So Matthew, is none too gentle about his chastisement of Jesus’ 

detractors, and none too subtle about the consequences of rejecting his gospel.  You will be cast into the outer 

darkness where people weep and gnash their teeth!  I don’t like that about Matthew’s Gospel, but I understand his 

anger and his frustration toward those who rejected his Lord and Savior. 

What frustrated Matthew then, and frustrates pastors even now, is the unwillingness to embrace a loving 

and grace-full God, who suffers to love us, who treats us not as the owned slaves that we actually are, but as 

beloved sons and daughters who will inherit all of God’s goodness and life, and whom God entrusts with the 

abundance of the whole earth, including our neighbors.  Instead many in Matthew’s day, and in ours, regard God 

as a harsh task master, as a judgmental, demanding, over-bearing God, who will call us to account one day, and 

that day will be decidedly unpleasant.  And when you think of God that way, you can’t help but live in fear, and 

when you fear God that way, well, you fear everyone. 

So though we rightly think this parable is about investing the resources entrusted to us, and getting a good 
return on God’s resources for God’s sake, it’s also about a whole lot more than that.  I mean, the investing part is 

easy.  We understand that and frankly are really good at it. We know what it means to use our talents for good, 

and we need no convincing of the benefits of investing our money in financial vehicles that offer a good return.  

We can count ourselves among the first two slaves, especially today as we sit pledge card in hand.  

But we also know that the parables of Jesus are never as easy on us as that.     Besides, that simple reading 

sounds too much like works righteousness.  Do good and get rewarded.  Don’t do good and get toasted!  And 



 

 

while we are pretty comfortable with that interpretation of life, it’s not the gospel, and it’s not good news.  No the 

gospel is about grace and forgiveness, about love and mercy, joy and peace, and the reign of God.  So because the 

parable makes us uncomfortable, we keep looking for the gospel that we know is there. 

 Like all parables, this one invites us to identify ourselves with a character in the story, and Jesus never 

really gives us an option.  We’d like to be one of the first two slaves, but we aren’t, and deep down we know we 

aren’t.  We are the third slave, the worth-less slave, because like him, we are careful, prudent, cautious, fearful, 

and we have a really hard time trusting in God’s trust in us. 

All along in this relationship with our Master we suspect that punishment awaits us, that when the final 

reckoning comes we are going to come up short and have to pay a terrible price.  So to protect ourselves, we take 

what is given to us, and preserve it.  Believing, like the third slave, that the Master is unfair and harsh, we make 

our survival and our own justification the ultimate aim of our Master’s trust. 

  But the good news of the gospel is that God’s grace abounds!  We are not punished or rewarded 

according to our works, but instead, enjoy communion with God through faith in Jesus in Christ.  Or as Paul puts 

it in Thessalonians, “For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus 

Christ (I Thess. 5:9).”  We have nothing to fear. 

 Because we have nothing to fear Jesus invites us in this parable to live boldly and courageously as the 

first two slaves did, and as he did.  Implied in his telling is that we have been given the amazing grace of God not 

to keep it for ourselves but to employ it for the good of others.  While we wait for his return, we are to live as 

Christ’s ambassadors, living for others even as he lived and died for others, not out of a sense  

of obligation or in a spirit of fear, but rather out of a sense of unbridled joy, and in a spirit of unlimited provision 

entrusted to us by our Master, because the Master’s joy is to share everything with his adopted children, and that 

would be us. (Gal. 4:7; John 15:15).   

 It’s important to know that a talent, or in Greek, a talanta, represented a lifetime of earnings.  To be 

entrusted with five talanta, or two, or even one, would stagger the recipient.  Jesus uses this outrageous hyperbole 

to symbolize the gospel.  God has entrusted us with a gospel that we cannot possibly exhaust, that we can never 

use up, and that is so much more than any one of us needs.  Why?  So we can spread the wealth around, because 

when you spread the gospel around, by its very nature it multiplies, and it grows, and it increases.  The only way 

to subvert the gospel is to bury it, and to bury it subverts the life of the recipient as well. 

 This parable is not about the stewardship of money; it’s about our stewardship of the gospel, and 

therefore of life itself.  If you have allowed yourself to be defined by the principle of works righteousness, then 

your net worth is determined by your earnings, your savings, your investments, and your property, that is, by what 

you own.  And if that’s the case, then you are anxious because your net worth is always at risk, always vulnerable, 

not only to the vagaries of the market, but also to theft, or fire, or natural disasters.  But the good news of the 

gospel, is that your net worth is determined not by what you own, but by what has been given you in grace by 

God.  And the peculiar economy of God’s grace is that it is given to you so that grace may abound.  Grace is given 

so the gift can multiply, and grow, and increase, toward the end of uniting all of humankind into the joy of one 

family of faith.  That is its purpose, and that is its glory.  Offering that grace to others is the ministry to which we 

are called. 

 But here’s the catch, and every parable has one.  God will live up to your expectations.  If you believe 

that God is a harsh task master, and judgmental, reaping where he does not sow, and gathering where he did not 

plant, then you will live that way, and your false idol, will oblige you, and the joy of your Master’s love for you 

will elude you, both now and forever.  You will, in the end, weep and gnash your teeth for the joy that you missed. 

 This parable invites us to awaken to the truth of the gospel, to embrace it unto our salvation, and to enter 

into the joy of our Master’s love.  We are beloved children of a generous, forgiving, and grace-full God, entrusted 

by God with more resources than we need or can exhaust.  Our value to God is over-the-top, because we have 

been saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  There is nothing to fear but our fear.  Enter into the joy of your 

Master!  Embrace the grace that has been given you, and give it freely to others, as Jesus did, that the amazing 

grace and joy of God may abound. 

 

PRAYER:  Almighty God, as you have embraced us with your love and blessed us generously with your grace, 

may we also embrace and bless others, that your grace and joy may abound.  In Christ we pray.  Amen. 
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