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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.” 
 

 
Do movie quotes ever just pop into your head based on things you are doing? For 

instance, when you are running out to the store, do you tell your wife, “I’ll be back” in your 

best Arnold Schwarzenegger Terminator voice? When your company is wrestling with 

whether to open a new branch, do you find yourself saying, “If you build it, they will come”? 
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And when your headed home from a trip up north and you cross into Oklahoma, are you 

the person who announces to the car, “Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore”? 

Well, last week, it happened to me when I walked in my office and saw a book wrapped 

in plastic laying on my desk. When I saw it, I immediately recalled Steve Martin’s famous line 

in the 1979 movie, The Jerk: “The new phone book’s here! The new phone book’s here!” 

In this now-40-year-old slapstick comedy, Steve Martin plays a naïve young man named 

Navin Johnson who experiences the joys of becoming an adult. One of the first of these 

experiences comes while working at a gas station. One day, while wiping windows and 

pumping gas, a van from the telephone company pulls up to deliver the newest edition of 

the phone book. Navin couldn’t contain himself. He ran over and snatched the book out of 

the deliveryman’s hands. He quickly flipped through the white pages before jumping up and 

down, proclaiming: The new phone book’s here! The new phone book’s here! 

Harry, the owner of the gas station, was puzzled by Navin’s reaction. “Boy,” he said, “I 

wish I could get that excited about nothing” 

“Nothing?” Navin replied. “Are you kidding? Page 73 – Johnson, Navin R.! I’m 

somebody now! Millions of people look at this book everyday! This is the kind of 

spontaneous publicity – your name in print – that makes people. I’m in print! Things are 

going to start happening to me now.” 

This came to mind last week when I saw the 2020 Yearbook and Directory of the Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ) laying on my desk. The new yearbook’s here! The new yearbook’s here! 

And as I flipped to the back portion – the section lined in green which lists clergy, there it 

was on page 606 - Bender, Mark R, Wichita Falls, Texas. I am somebody now! By the 

standards of our denomination, this is the kind of spontaneous publicity that makes people! 

Of course, this annual publication is more than just a listing of clergy. It contains contact 

information for, and a collection of reports about, the various units of the wider church. It 

describes the actions of the General Assembly and other business items. And, it provides a 

snapshot of statistics on every church in our denomination – statistics like total membership, 

participating membership, worship attendance, giving, and more. 
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As I do every year, I turned to the Southwest Region section and flipped pages until I 

arrived at W for Wichita Falls. I was reassured to see that they had received our report and 

had the latest information about us. And once I reviewed our numbers, I couldn’t help it… I 

started scanning through the listing of churches in our Region – just to see how we 

compared. 

In a quick and completely unscientific examination, I discovered that First Christian 

Church, Wichita Falls, Texas ranks sixth in our Region in total membership. Even better, our 

church has the third highest total of participating members in a Region that features 337 

congregations. If we were basing this information on our scripture lesson this morning – the 

parable of the talents – these statistics suggest that we are a five-talent church. 

Today we are kicking off a new worship series called Parables for a Pandemic. For the next 

three weeks, we are going to be looking at some familiar and less-familiar parables of Jesus – 

parables that might just equip us for the situation we find ourselves in the year 2020. 

This morning’s parable – the parable of the talents – is probably fairly familiar to you. But 

you need to know, in many respects, it is a nightmare to interpret. Well-informed biblical 

professors and scholars read this text and draw totally different conclusions about the point 

of Jesus’ teaching…about who the characters represent, and what the application really is. 

Depending upon how you interpret it, this parable could be claimed as the marching orders 

of a Wall Street venture capitalist or a social justice warrior from Berkeley. Depending upon 

how you interpret it, this parable could highlight a church stewardship campaign or it could 

accentuate an Outreach effort. Depending upon how you interpret it, you either hate the 

third servant or you pity the third servant. He’s either a coward or a hero. Regardless of 

which interpretive tack you take, I believe this parable also deals with the issue you and I and 

everyone else around us is dealing with right now: fear. 

There’s no scholarly dispute about the first few verses of our scripture reading from 

Matthew 25. Verse 14 opens, “For it is as if a man…” The “it” that Matthew is referring to 

is the subject of the entire chapter: what the kingdom of God is like. “For it” – the kingdom 

of God – “is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his servants and entrusted his 
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property to them.” And what we learn next is that this man unevenly gave away his property 

to three different servants. To one he gave five talents, to another he gave two talents, and to 

a third he gave one talent. The difference in the amount was based on their ability, or 

perhaps better translated, their power. 

Now, many of us in hearing this might think that the distribution was a bit unfair. But, we 

probably wouldn’t be too worried about it…only because we have no idea what a talent is 

worth. So let me fill you in. A talent equaled about 6,000 denarii. Clear now? A denarii was 

one day’s wages, so 6,000 denarii amounted to around twenty years’ worth of wages. So the 

third servant who received one talent was given the equivalent of twenty years’ worth of 

salary. The second servant was given the equivalent of forty years’ worth of paychecks. And 

the first servant – the one given five talents – was given 100 years’ worth of income. If you 

put that in today’s dollars here in Wichita Falls where the median income is $45,476i, the one 

receiving one talent would have been handed just over $900,000. The one receiving two 

talents would have been gifted $1.8 million. And the one receiving five talents would get 

over $4.5 million. Talk about superabundance…! 

As you know, once the master makes these gifts, he hits the road, likely traveling to a 

foreign country. And what Matthew narrates for us is what takes place next. The first servant 

doubles his nest egg to $9 million. The second servant similarly doubles his piggy bank to 

$3.6 million. Meanwhile, the third servant, pulls out a shovel, digs a hole in his backyard, and 

drops his wallet with the $900,000 in it in the ground for safekeeping. 

Up to this point, scholars all agree on the facts of the story. But it’s here at verse 19, 

when the Master returns and demands an accounting, that scholarship and interpretation 

divides. To understand this divide, we have to start with seeing the bigger picture that was 

going on. In the Gospel of Matthew, this parable comes in the middle of Holy week. Jesus is 

just days away from his capture and crucifixion. All week long, Jesus has been challenging 

the crowds to make choices – the realm of God or the realm of Caesar… So with his days 

numbered, when he shared this parable, was Jesus providing final instructions to his 
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followers on how to live counter to the prevailing culture of the first century? Or was he 

sharing wisdom about the long term - what to do until he returned. 

It’s these questions that have led to two diametrically opposed possible interpretations. 

Some argue that the “one talent man” is the hero of the parable. He was the one who didn’t 

participate in oppression. In the first century, the economic pie was “limited” and already 

distributed. Therefore, an increase in the share of one person automatically meant a loss for 

someone else. Honorable people, therefore, did not try to get more, and those who did were 

automatically considered thieves.ii If you interpret the parable like this, then you would find 

the parable recommending resistance – recommending a similar nonparticipation in 

oppressive systems in our contemporary lives.iii 

However, a second interpretation of this parable recommends a different approach, 

warning against passivity. This is apparent in the response of the returning master. While the 

first two servants are commended – “Well done, thou good and faithful servant” – the third 

servant is called “wicked and lazy.” Unlike the servant in a previous parable who was guilty 

of drunkenness and beating his fellow servants (Matthew 24:45-51), the one talent man was 

only guilty of a timid prudence. 

Perhaps he is right in suggesting that the master is a harsh man. Yet his characterization is 

never substantiated, and the master doesn’t accept this description of himself as accurate. 

Instead, what we are left with is message of accountability. Those who are charged with 

responsibility will be held accountable for their work. 

But what’s interesting about this call to accountability is what prompts the action or 

inaction. The first two servants hint at their master’s generosity. Both refer to what had been 

given to them (vs. 20 and 22) as the motivation for their action. The third servant, on the 

other hand, is centered on the hardness of the master and the fear that perception produced 

in him.iv 

I have to admit, I’ve never liked the third servant. As one steeped in our western, 21st 

century culture of capitalism, I wondered why he didn’t try to make some sort of investment 

– why he didn’t make some effort to grow what had been given to him. Even the master 
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wondered why he didn’t put the money in savings account that could earn a little bit of 

interest. Yet, if you take money out of the equation, we find that the third servant is a lot like 

us. He’s afraid. 

Oh, you might not admit it but nearly all of us are living in fear. That’s what the last five 

months have revealed to us. In this era of COVID-19, some of you fear going into a 

restaurant while others are worried about the opposite. You fear this virus might force you 

to be dependent upon your own cooking. Some of you fear there won’t be enough resources 

– masks, protective gear, doctors, hospital beds, respirators… - while others of you fear that 

our efforts to flatten the curve by staying home may economically result in a lack of 

resources. And, some of you are afraid of the unknown effects of COVID-19 while others 

of you are afraid of losing what is known; losing the way things used to be. All of these are 

valid fears. And given these realities, it becomes apparent why it sometimes feels like the best 

choice is to do nothing. 

Perhaps that’s the situation the third servant found himself in – overwhelmed by the fear 

that choosing one action could result in bad things happening to him (losing the money in a 

bad investment) or that choosing another action could result in bad things happening to him 

(the wicked master’s harsh response). And so he chose to hold tightly to what he had – to 

choose caution over risk. Sadly, that’s what the Year Book points out every year. 

With a few exceptions, what we find each year is that most of our churches are either 

plateaued or losing ground. Truth be told, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) has 

been seen the steepest decline of any denomination over the last decade. Despite the fact 

that our approach to a “thinking faith” is built for a time like this, we are hemorrhaging. 

And, if we aren’t careful, the arrival of the Year Book can prompt fear rather than excitement. 

A fear that keeps us from investing our lives in the work of God. A fear that leads us to 

hoard and bury our resources in the ground rather than investing them in the work of God. 

As the former editor and publisher of The Christian Century, John Buchanan writes, “The 

greatest risk of all, it turns out, is not to risk anything, not to care deeply and profoundly 

enough about anything to invest deeply.” 
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What the parable of the talents tells us is that the opposite of fear is not courage or 

bravery or foolish risk-taking. The opposite of fear is joy. It’s the joy the master invited the 

first two servants to enter into. It’s the joy that comes from throwing ourselves 

wholeheartedly into Christian living. It’s the joy that comes from caring deeply and 

profoundly about following Christ. It’s a joy that comes from realizing that everything we 

have is the result of grace. Whether it was five talents, two talents, or one talent, the master 

lavishly gave. By giving away the equivalent of millions of dollars, we can see that from the 

very beginning, this story begins with grace. Giving away that much indicated the master’s 

confidence in the ones he was giving it to. And the same is true today. 

But let’s be clear. As Thomas Long, the professor of preaching at the Candler School of 

Theology at Emory University notes, this parable “is not a gentle tale about what Christians 

do with their individual gifts and talents, as helpful as that may be, but a disturbing story 

about what Christians do or do not do with the gospel as they wait for the coming of the 

kingdom of heaven.v As a church, we aren’t called to simply amass our people for the sake 

of good Year Book statistics. As a church, we aren’t called to be good and faithful with our 

building for the sake of preservation or orderly operation. As a church, we are called to be 

good and faithful with our financial resources for the sake of investment and large rainy day 

funds. As a church, we are called to be good and faithful for the sake of the gospel. And that 

means that we have to make the most of the resources we’ve been given. 

That’s why, as we find ourselves in the midst of a global pandemic, we’ve got to make 

sure we have the right focus. We’ve got to move the focus from fear to joy. But hear me 

clearly. I’m not suggesting that we don’t take COVID-19 seriously. I’m not suggesting that 

you shouldn’t be aware of its consequences on your health and its effects on millions of 

families. This is a time to be careful for our sake and for the sake of others. But, my concern 

is also that, in the midst of a pandemic, we focus on what we can’t do rather than what we 

can do. This pandemic is a once in a lifetime opportunity to share the gospel in new ways – 

to break us out of those things that have caused us to hold tightly rather than to give 

generously. 
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The great author Os Guinness once said that the parable of the talents reveals an 

entrepreneurial assumption God has with human beings. The servants are given resources 

but are not told how to invest them. The master expects them to use creativity and initiative 

to bring a return.vi I think he’s right. God has lavished us with grace. God has given to us in 

ways beyond our wildest imaginations. And God in Jesus Christ gave us was a broad 

mandate – to share the gospel with the world – the good news of salvation and justice. How 

we do that is up to us. And the mindset we have and approach we take may be just what 

allows us to joyfully say, we are somebody now! Things are going to start happening to us 

now! 
 

i Data from United States Census Bureau: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/wichitafallscitytexas/PST120219 
ii Malina, Bruce and Richard Rohrbaugh.  The Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels as quoted in Stoffregen, Brian.  “Exegetical 
Notes: Matthew 25:14-30” in CrossMarks.  http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/matt25x14.htm 
iii McKenzie, Alyce. “No Time for Timidity” in Patheos.  November 13, 2011. https://www.patheos.com/resources/additional-
resources/2011/11/no-time-for-timidity-alyce-mckenzie-11-07-2011 
iv Stoffregen, Brian.  “Exegetical Notes: Matthew 25:14-30” in CrossMarks.  http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/matt25x14.htm 
v Long, Thomas. “Matthew” in The Westminster Bible Companion, as quoted in Stoffregen, Brian.  “Exegetical Notes: Matthew 25:14-30” in 
CrossMarks.  http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/matt25x14.htm 
vi Mancini, Will. Younique: Designing the Life that God Dreamed for You. Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2020. 

                                                 


