
 1

Taking Care of the Master’s Business 

Rev. James Van Schaick 

Pound Ridge Community Church 

Twenty-Fourth Sunday After Pentecost 

November 19, 2017 

Matthew 25:14-30 

 

Today we consider another of the familiar parables of Jesus.  A very rich man, 
who is leaving on a trip, calls his three servants together.  To each he entrusts a 
sum of money.  Each one receives a different amount – the first, five talents; the 
second, two talents.  The third receives a single talent.  

Throughout history, a talent has always been a measure of value.  Originally, a 
talent referred to a certain weight of precious metal, and was later used for 
currency with the same value.  We don’t exactly know how much the talents that 
Jesus is talking about were worth, but it was a lot.  Some say that a talent was 
equivalent to about 20 years of wages for a common laborer in that time.  So the 
rich man was certainly very rich, and he entrusted a huge sum to his servants’ 
care.  

This parable is pretty easy to allegorize.  The rich man is obviously supposed to be 
God, who is the source of all we have.  The rich man has placed his servants in 
the role of stewards, just as God has done with us.  Stewards are just people who 
are entrusted with the use of something that belongs to someone else.  We talk 
about stewardship all the time, but especially this time of year.  We use that term 
to foster the understanding that everything we are and have isn’t really ours; it is a 
trust from the God who created us. 

Stewardship carries the additional understanding that what has been given to the 
steward will be preserved, and used in a way the actual owner would approve of.   
Therefore, being stewards of God’s wealth also carries the expectation that we will 
use what has been given to us to pursue God’s interests.  That doesn’t mean we 
don’t spend on our own needs.  God is interested in us taking care of ourselves.  
But God also wants us to take care of each other and to build up his kingdom.  I 
don’t know if you’ve ever noticed, but the rich man in the parable gives no 
instructions to the servants as to what they are to do with the money he’s given 
them.  Yet they don’t need to be told.  They begin immediately to use what their 
master has given them ways that they think will make their master happy.  At least 
two of them do. 

This parable is really all about the poor servant who got the least – the one-talent 
servant. It’s about what he does, and why. Instead of putting the money to work 
the way the master wanted, he hides it in a hole in the ground.  Did you ever 
wonder why he did that?  Well, we can only speculate. 
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It’s possible that, seeing himself has having relatively little compared to the others, 
he thought that whatever contribution he could make to the master’s plans didn’t 
really matter – that it wouldn’t be missed.  We can sometimes have this feeling 
about both our money and personal abilities.  Best to leave things to the people 
with real money, and more obvious personal talents.  Of course, it’s easy to see 
how the master’s work never gets done if everyone has this attitude.  In fact, it 
never even gets started. 

Maybe the servant with one talent fails to do what he knows the master wants him 
to do out of some resentment about his personal situation.  After all, doesn’t he 
have a right to feel upset about the fact that he has been given less than the 
others?  And it’s clearly his master’s fault.  How can it be fair that his master puts 
him at such a disadvantage, yet holds him to the same expectation of fidelity in 
stewardship that he does the others to whom he gave so much more?   How is 
that right? 

But if the servant felt that way, he clearly is looking at his situation from the wrong 
perspective.  Remember, I said earlier that one talent was worth 20 years’ wages?  
That means that even though the master gave much more to the first two servants, 
the one-talent servant had still received a king’s ransom.  The servant might have 
behaved differently if he were thinking more about what he had than about what 
he didn’t have.  I wonder if we ever fail to appreciate how richly God has blessed 
us, because we’re too busy thinking about how much more God may have blessed 
someone else. 

Of course, we know one of the one-talent servant’s problems.  He was afraid. He 
says so, and he blames his master.  He calls his master a harsh man; someone 
who “reaps where he has not sown” – someone who takes far more than he is 
willing to give.  He clearly doesn’t trust his master.  The servant fears taking a risk 
with the resources he views as so very scarce, sure that if he loses them there 
won’t be any more money, no more chances.  Is it possible that we sometimes 
approach stewardship with this kind of thinking – that resources are scarce, and 
limited, and if we take a chance and grow in our giving to God’s work it might turn 
out badly?  There might not be any more.  Do we sometimes not trust our master? 

The third servant says some pretty uncomplimentary things about the master, that 
he is a hard and unfair man.  The servant may even believe them.  But the parable 
suggests that exactly the opposite is the case.  The master in the parable is 
arguably profligate with his money.  He’s giving almost to the point of 
recklessness.  He simply places an enormous amount of wealth at the disposal of 
his servants with no instructions on what to do with it, trusting that they will do the 
right thing.  All he really asks is that they do something.  Which of these pictures of 
God – the stingy, unfair God, or the God who is generous to a fault – most closely 
matches the God that you experience? 
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We’re coming up to my personal favorite holiday, Thanksgiving, in a few weeks.  
One of the things I’ve always thought about Thanksgiving is how extraordinary it is 
that it even happened.  

You all know the story of the first Thanksgiving feast.  The Pilgrims, who were 
English Puritans seeking religious freedom, landed near Plymouth Rock in 
Massachusetts on December 11, 1620. They arrived after a sea voyage of 66 
days, in the teeth of a New England winter.  That first winter was devastating. By 
the beginning of the following fall, they had lost 46 of the original 102 who sailed 
on the Mayflower. But the harvest of 1621 was a bountiful one. And the remaining 
colonists decided to celebrate with a feast.  The feast included 91 of the 
indigenous natives without whom none of the Pilgrims would have survived their 
first year. 

It’s really incredible, isn’t it, that the Pilgrims decided to have a feast of thanks-
giving.  Was it really time to be thankful?  They had suffered through a brutal trip 
across the ocean and a harsh winter during which disease and hunger had 
claimed nearly half of their party.  They had a good harvest, but their survival here 
in the new world was anything but assured, and winter was coming again.  It 
seems to me that the human tendency would be to hoard what they had.  Wouldn’t 
the prudent course of action be to hide what they had in a hole in the ground 
somewhere as insurance against an uncertain future?  Yet the Pilgrims responded 
with gratitude – with hearts open to each other and to their neighbors.  The 
Pilgrims acted out of trust that God, the master, would continue to provide for 
them. 

Jesus’ point today is that it doesn’t matter whether God gave you five talents, or 
two, or one.  The expectation is the same.  We give thanks to God for what he has 
given us, and then we use it to glorify him.  And the whole point of making an 
annual pledge of support to this church is to spend some time considering how 
well we are doing that.  How are responding to God’s call to be faithful stewards of 
what he has given us?  Are we responding with fear, and an expectation of 
scarcity like the one-talent servant, or out the assurance of abundance that 
motivated the Pilgrims? 

In here, we try very hard to keep the focus on the spiritual aspects of giving.  But 
we know that the decision to pledge can’t help but be a practical one.  It is a 
complicated one, and a very personal one.  You are the best one to evaluate the 
different claims on your resources. You are the best one to consider the 
importance that Christ’s ministries through Pound Ridge Community Church have 
in your life. You are the one who is best positioned to reflect on what God has 
done in and for you.  That is why we have never told anyone what they are 
expected to give.  The only thing we hope is that you will take the time to reflect on 
all the variables and see if this is a year when God is urging you to grow in the 
graces of gratitude and generosity. 
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Whatever you do or do not decide to give to the church is really incidental to what 
this whole process is intended to accomplish.  Gifts that are relatively huge, or 
relatively small, are equally honest responses – if they have come out of serious, 
intimate, and prayerful engagement with the Master who has entrusted us with all 
his wealth.   

But the Master expects you to do something. 

 


