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Matthew 25:14-30
Upon first reading, the message of this parable seems obvious. I hope that what I share with you today makes it clear that it is always important, if not essential, to read what Biblical scholars have to share with us and how they help us to better understand any passage.
What do you make of today's passage? There are 4 characters in the story: a landowner, a slave who received 5 talents, a slave who received 2, and one who received 1. The owner asked him to take care of his money. The two slaves who received 5 and 2 talents respectively each went out and doubled their money. The third buried his in the ground for safe keeping. Of these 4 characters, which one do you feel, is most like Christ....the landowner, or one of the slaves? (ask the congregation for a response)
Consider the qualities that you think about when you think about Christ. Do you think of Christ primarily as a slave owner, a good investor, or a victim of unfair punishment? Are there other qualities in the characters in the story that make any of the characters more or less like Jesus? (Ask the congregation for a response)
Now that you have had a chance to consider this passage with whatever knowledge you already have about this passage, let me share the following with you. 
The Talmud, which is the source from which all Jewish law was derived, says explicitly, “Take no risks. Bury your talent in the ground.” The third slave acted the way he did in obedience to the Jewish law. Does knowing this, change your understanding and interpretation of this parable or at least the actions of this slave?
The landowner gave 5 talents, 2 talents, and 1 talent to each of the slaves. Do you know what is being referenced when they use the term talent? A talent was the largest denomination of currency, equal to 10,000 denari. One denari was considered a fair day's wage. The worker entrusted with 5 talents was given management over a sum equal to the wages of 50,000 days' labour. Did you know that? Even 1 talent is an enormous amount of money.
The landowner was very wealthy, and at the extreme opposite end of the financial pole from the slaves. Compare their situation with today. If we look at the statistics in Canada for 2009, the wealthiest family in Canada is reportedly worth 23 billion dollars, and the 10th wealthiest is worth 3.2 billion. The combined salary of the average Canadian couple is 70 thousand dollars. Imagine if the wealthiest Canadian family asked not even the poorest, but the average Canadian family to manage their financial estate for, as Scripture says, “a long period of time”. What do I do...keep it safe, invest it in the stock market....? 
So now we know what is meant by talent, the directive of the Talmudic law, and the immense gap between the wealth of the landowner and the slave. Does this in any way affect your perception of this parable?
Oh, and one more thing we need to know. To those who heard Jesus speak this parable, it would have been obvious to them that the master/landowner in the story, represented Rome, and the slaves represented the people of Israel. Every story they ever would have heard would have evoked for them the tyranny of Rome. The Romans ruled with vengeance. Certainly this ever present threat would have affected the slaves' decision as to what to do with the large amounts of money. 
Sometimes when people read this parable without the aid of secondary sources, we imagine God to be the landowner and ourselves as the slaves. Yet how can God be perceived as the one who holds slaves? God's interest is in the freedom of His people. That is a well established Biblical truth. God is not motivated by human wealth, even the vast sums presented in this parable. 
I am not sure if you have read the book called The Help, but I certainly commend it to you. It is one of those books that you just don't want to end. If we were to look back at the debates over the ending of slavery in the United States, there were defenders of the practice who claimed that slaves had more comforts and were better fed than Northern factory workers. The argument deflected attention from the basic truth about slavery. Slavery is not wrong because slaves are economically deprived. Slavery is wrong because human beings are created by God to be free. Any system that denies this freedom is an offence against God. 
There is a great deal to consider in this parable...it has many layers. Sometimes this parable has been used by preachers using slavery as a metaphor for the relationship between God and humans. After the sermon, a reverse offering is held, where worshippers are given small amounts of money from the church's resources and are challenged to take the next week or month to consider the parable and then return their offering. It is not surprising that this results in a healthy return. 
When you think about this parable, which of the three slaves in the story would you like to imitate? Now consider which of the three is most like Jesus? Did Jesus produce great profits? Was Jesus financially successful? How did Jesus do in giving all that he had to give? How did Jesus use his time and talent in order to make the greatest impact in this world – an impact which has lived and grown over the centuries?
I hope that you will take the time to go back and re-read this passage and reflect upon it in light of today's message.
What do you make of it? Note that the landowner is referred to by the third slave as a harsh man who reaps where he did not sow. The third slave did what he did out of fear. In the end, this slave was thrown into outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. What do you make of that? 
Note that the landowner says to both the first and the second slave who doubled his money for him, “you have been trustworthy in a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.” What do you make of that? 
There is tremendous danger in reading Scripture at face value. Scripture has many layers. It comes from a time and a culture that is not our own. If we truly desire to take God's word seriously, we need to strive to understand, how teachings such as this parable would have been heard and interpreted by those who were there and heard it from Jesus. What was understood by them in their context needs to be explored before we can apply it to our lives in our context today? God's grace and peace to you as you spend time in the power and beauty of the word of God. 
Amen 
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