4 November 2012 : Matthew 25 : 14-30    [p. 994]

On telly nowadays are all kinds of programmes seeking out superstars of the future, from the X-Factor and Britain’s Got Talent to the Great British Bake-off. Don’t worry, we’re not doing an impromptu audition this morning, Simon Cowell is not lurking in the balcony with a microphone. It’s just that the lesson today is known as the Parable of the Talents, a familiar story but one that will, I hope, teach us something fresh today. 
Before we get into the meat of that, the more observant among you may have noted that we’ve skipped over the first 13 verses of Matthew 25, the story of the ten virgins, five wise and five foolish. And we’ve done that for no reason other than the fact that it goes over much the same ground as we covered last week. As we said, the clock of destiny is ticking for all of us, so Jesus gives wise advice : Keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour. One day, and the point is that we can’t guess when, we will meet Him face to face, and whether it’s as Saviour or as Judge, is our own responsibility.

There’s a story about a big evangelistic mission about to take place. The devil was in a panic, and rightly so, because he knew the power of the Word of God was going to seriously loosen his grip over that city. So he sent for three of his most loyal demons in the city to find out how they intended to disrupt that mission. The first demon thought for a moment and then said : I’ll tell them there’s no heaven. 

The devil’s nostrils flared with anger and frustration. You useless buffoon, they’ve had scientists and governments and umpteen TV channels telling them that for decades, and still the humans aren’t stupid enough to fall for it. Richard Dawkins and his crew do our cause more harm than good. Even the dumbest human knows there’s a God and that He cares for them. Get out of here. You’re fired! See – another talent show! 
The second demon piped in with his 2p worth : I’ll tell them there’s no hell. The devil banged the table impatiently. No, you fool. I’ve had theology professors and liberal ministers trying to sell that line for the past 100 years, but even the most cynical human has got some concept of justice. They know there’s a day of reckoning. You’re fired!

The third demon purred : I’ll tell them there’s no hurry. For what seemed like eternity, the devil sat silently, staring into his empty coffee cup. Finally, he stood up, threw back his ugly head and laughed the most chilling of laughs. Brilliant, son, you’ve got the job.  
It’s not a good idea to wait till tomorrow or next year or sometime to commit your life to Jesus, for the simple reason that – as we said last time, and Jesus says again in v.13 –we may not actually have tomorrow or next year or sometime. 

In 2 Corinthians 6.2, Paul writes : Now is the time of God’s favour, now is the day of salvation. This is what the parable of the 10 virgins in vs. 1-13 really leads up to. If any of us haven’t already done so, let’s make that wise decision for Jesus today, right now, during this service. Let’s choose to make Jesus our Lord and Saviour, let’s choose to receive His free gift of new life for eternity, enjoying by His grace right standing with God the Father, our past forgiven, our future assured, our present purposeful. 
And it’s the present purposeful that vs 14-30 address in one of the most famous of all the parables of Jesus. Also one of the most controversial, perhaps, as it’s very obvious that Jesus does not share modern polite society’s pathological obsession with equality. We see in v.15 that the man going on the journey does not treat his servants equally. No. He gives different amounts to each one. Shock horror! Cue anguished complaint to the European Court of Human Rights about discrimination! 
But seriously – why do the servants receive different amounts? Instinctively it doesn’t sit right for a God who, as we noted last time in Acts 10.34, is no respecter of persons. There is a distinction we must make, however, between God’s love for and acceptance of each and every person, unconditionally, and His recognition of the fact that each of us is at our own particular point on the path of faith and life, our own individual level of spiritual maturity, our own individual capacity to shoulder responsibility.
Even at a human level, we understand that distinction. If you have a burst pipe – though we’ll stand in faith together to rebuke all burst pipe demons this winter – I will not take offence if you contact a plumber rather than me to fix it, whilst if you have a baptism or a wedding to arrange within the family, I’m sure your plumber will not be wounded to the quick that you contact me and not him about that. It’s not a matter of what you think of either or us personally, it’s about professional competence.
Another slant on the same story, I mentioned last week the Munro’s bus to Edinburgh. Now I’m sure, if you were on that bus, you’d rather see at the wheel an experienced driver of proven ability than your best friend who’s just started taking driving lessons. Likewise, if you needed open-heart surgery – not that you ever will, because I know you’ll all walk in supernatural good health by the power of God’s Word till you’re 120, won’t you? – I guess you’d rather be operated on by a respected consultant than by your favourite grandson who’s a 1st year medical student. You get the point?

Well, in this parable, the master knows his three servants. I’m sure, as individual human beings, each one is held in equal respect and affection, but in terms of their job performance, the master didn’t get rich by being naïve and having no business sense. He knows, from experience, who’s reliable and competent enough to be trusted with greater responsibility, in this case cash, and who is yet to prove themselves in that way.

In the story Jesus tells, the servant who was given the most had presumably proved his competence and his reliability over time and guess what? He proved it yet again here. He made his boss’s resources work for him. Five talents, say five thousand quid, became ten. Good work. The servant who got two talents, two thousand quid did well too. He doubled his money and put himself in the frame for promotion next time round. 

Whereas the servant who’d been given the least, sad to say, also acted true to form. No initiative. No imagination. His get-up-and-go had got-up-and-gone long ago. He stuck his talent, his thousand quid, in a hole in the ground, forgot about it, lay on the settee drinking beer and watching TV, and in the end caught it in the neck for his laziness. 

In summary, those who made good use of their opportunity and made their resources work for them got to keep what they had earned, with the promise of promotion to greater opportunity. The one who didn’t bother his shirt, lost even what he had. As an aside, you will have heard me mention before the text in Proverbs 13.22, that the sinner’s wealth is stored up for the righteous. You will see that v.28 reflects just that. Failure to use God-given resources and opportunities grieves the Father’s heart. 
But please understand, although the parable is about money, the principle is far wider. At heart, it’s about honouring and glorifying God who, like any Father, loves to see His children do well and make the most of the opportunities life gives them – in this case, opportunities to further His Kingdom, to be blessed as we bless others. God has given each and every one of us, according to His own will and purpose, various gifts, abilities and resources – not all the same, we know from 1 Corinthians 12 that the body is made up of many parts, each with its own indispensable function.

Do not believe the devil’s lie that you are a useless waste of space, too old, too set in your ways, too poor to make an impact for Jesus. All of us have something we’re good at, something to offer, because all of us are made in the image of a God who is creative, compassionate, generous and loving. The challenge of this parable is to respond to the love and goodness of God by offering those gifts and talents and abilities back to Him
.
Our starting-point is to recognise, with immense gratitude, the fact that God has blessed us very richly indeed. Joel Osteen tells the story of a man who was always moaning about how awful life was. Eventually his minister suggested that he write down on a bit of paper all the good things and all the bad things in his life. Oh what fun he had listing all his complaints, right down to the pettiest grouse about the most obscure of non-issues. But on the other side of the page, not a sausage about anything good. 

The minister said : Sorry to hear your wife and kids died. What was it, a road crash? The man looked blank. My wife and kids are fine! I love them to bits. The minister took a pencil and wrote under the heading “good” – loving family.  Next he said : Sorry to hear your house burned down. Another blank look. What? I’ve got a lovely house.   The minister took the pencil and wrote that down too. Sorry to hear you lost your job. Amazement. No, I didn’t. In fact, I got promoted a few weeks ago. The minister picked up his pencil again. Finally, the man got it – and the pity party ended.

It’s important for us to remember how good God has been to all of us, and to tell Him how grateful, how thankful we are. When was the last time you and I did what the old chorus said … count your blessings, name them one by one, and it will surprise you what the Lord has done? That’s the starting point. An attitude of gratitude.

Next, humility to recognise that with God-given wealth comes God-given responsibility to use it in a fitting manner. We are like the servants in the parable, entrusted with talents, abilities, resources and commanded by the Master to use them in a way that isn’t just about making our lives nice and comfortable, though the Bible says God does give us all good things to enjoy … AND plenty more to sow into the lives of others.

Good, responsible use of God’s gifts brings Him glory. And, just like the servants in the story, the more trustworthy we prove ourselves, on a consistent basis, the more God will bless us. Jesus says a very interesting thing in Luke 16.10-11 : Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches?
That’s a very interesting perspective. As far as the world’s concerned, money is the big deal – but not for the Lord. As far as He’s concerned, money is just a means to an end. But what Jesus does want to be sure of is that we can cope, with integrity, with the ordinary, everyday things in life before He entrusts us with something bigger. 
For Jesus, the qualification for ministry isn’t a degree from a divinity cemetery, but the willingness to do our ordinary 9-5 job with excellence as an act of worship and witness. Before He’ll put us in a position of ministering healing to people broken by anything from life-threatening illness to years of abuse, Jesus will want to be sure He can trust us to treat people with consistent courtesy and consideration in the ordinariness of life.

And in terms of money, since this parable is couched in financial terms, what releases wealth our lives is a willingness to give and not to make a fuss about it. The more we choose to live in overflow, the more God will enable us to live in abundance, because He knows those resources are going into a trustworthy pair of born-again hands. 

Let the overflow of God’s goodness through our lives show the world whose we are and whom we serve, and show God that He can trust us. How we handle our wealth is either a virtuous circle of receiving blessing and sharing blessing, like the 5-talent servant who gave his master the very best ; or a vicious spiral of selfishness followed by big trouble, like the 1-talent servant who was a waster. And it’s our call entirely.

Whatever blessings we have received, let’s give God the glory for them, and make the decision today to live as 5-talent servants of the living God, bringing a smile to our Father’s face as we make the most of the abundant, overflowing life He gives us. We’re going to heaven, by the grace of God in Christ, and let’s do all we can to take as many people with us as possible, and encourage them, like us, to enjoy the journey

