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Twenty-Fourth Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 28—Year A 
Zephaniah 1:7, 12-18 
Psalm 90:1-8, (9-11), 12 
I Thessalonians 5:1-11 
Matthew 25:14-30 
 
We have gone down the apocalyptic rabbit hole in today’s lessons. Zephaniah has zeroed in on end 
times with all his talk of wrath and distress and anguish, ruin and devastation, darkness and gloom, 
blindness and blood—no amount of silver and gold can mitigate what’s coming—a full and terrible 
end awaits all the inhabitants of the earth. Whoo hoo. 
 
I Thessalonians picks up the baton and reminds us that the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 
Paul is clear-eyed that notions of peace and security are an illusion—sudden destruction is on the 
horizon, and it will hit like labor pains hit a pregnant woman. This train is rolling, and there’s no 
stopping it. Lots of dualistic language, lots of talk of those in the light and those in darkness and a 
clarion call not to fall asleep, to keep awake and be sober. Paul doesn’t want us to dull our 
consciousness. 
 
And then we get one of those teachings of Jesus that just leaves us scratching our heads. The parable of 
the talents. You know the drill. Man going away entrusts his property to his slaves—gives one five 
talents, one two, and one one. He comes back later, and the five-talent slave has doubled the return 
for the master; so has the two-talent slave. But the one-talent slave feared the master, perceived him 
to be a harsh man, so he buried the talent in the ground—no return on this talent for the master, but 
he only returns what the master gave in the first place. The five and two-talent slaves enter into the 
joy of their master.  
 
The one-talent slave is called worthless, wicked, and lazy and sent to the outer darkness where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Anybody feeling for the one-talent slave? 
 
This is one of those hard passages that we just don’t know what to do with. And depending on where 
we focus, we’re going to get really stuck. Where are our eyes drawn? To the incredible abundance 
that is possible, OR do we hone in on a harsh master whom we should fear who is a hair’s breadth 
from calling us worthless and wicked and lazy. In Brené Brown terms, words like these are unwanted 
identities, and we all have them; these are the ways that we don’t want to be perceived by others, that 
we fear are true, and that we never want to hear reflected back to us. Do we focus on that harsh master 
who’s just waiting to throw us out into the outer darkness where there’s weeping and gnashing of 
teeth? Just notice where your attention naturally gravitates. 
 
As we start to unpack this passage, we need context. We’re in chapter 25 of Matthew. Jesus is saying 
these things to his disciples. In chapter 24, he went round and round with the Pharisees and scribes, 
pointing out with piercing clarity all the ways they were placing burdens upon the people but not doing 
a whole lot to alleviate the burden. He’s telling the disciples how the temple is going to fall, and why 
wouldn’t it if the values within it are hollow? Chapter 26 is going to launch us into the plot to kill Jesus, 
the Last Supper, Judas’ betrayal, Gethsemane, Jesus’ arrest and trial, and Peter’s denial—it is the 
end times for Jesus.  
 
And the Matthew 25 teachings about the bridesmaids and oil, this passage about the talents, and the 
judgment of the nations according to how we care for the least of these come in-between. It’s a tense 
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time, and Jesus’ teachings are sharp—there’s no time to dance around what he’s trying to say; he’s 
trying to help his disciples understand who they are and what lives inside of them. 
 
So, let’s dive in, and here, the Greek is really going to be helpful. The man getting ready to go on a 
journey entrusts his property to his three servants. The word for “entrust” means “to give over, to give 
over into one’s power to use.” And the word for “property” that we translate as “possessions,” it means 
“to make a beginning, to come forth, to be;” this is about existence; this is about the core of our being 
and being itself. The man then gives over to the servant’s care the talents. Now, a talent is “a certain 
weight,” and in ancient Israel, it meant “a sum of money equivalent to that weight,” and it was A LOT 
of money—one talent was worth about 16 years of a day laborer’s wages. The man gives the talents 
according to each servant’s ability. In the Greek, this ability comes from the root meaning “power,” 
and not just any kind of “power,” but their “inherent power”—this is about the power that lives in them, 
and in us. Then, the man goes off on his journey. 
 
Now then, five-talent and two-talent guys start trading, but the word for “trading” is more related to 
“working,” they are “working” with the talent and “causing something more to exist.” One-talent guy 
takes the talent and goes and digs a hole and buries the talent, hiding it away. 
 
The master returns to settle accounts. Five-talent and two-talent servants use language about being 
entrusted with the talent; they understand that these talents were given into their hands, and they 
worked with them to make something more of them. The master recognizes that they are trustworthy—
they GOT that it was about relationship, and that their very existence had been given over into their 
hands, and they were able to work with that and return something even more precious back into the 
master’s hands. The only response to that dance is JOY. 
 
But one-talent servant has no sense of being entrusted with anything. This servant is captured by fear 
and a harsh perception of the master. For him, this isn’t relational; this is transactional—he doesn’t 
want to work with what has been placed into his hands. His fear paralyzes him; he wants to hide the 
talent away so he can simply return it to the master without ever letting it really touch his being. He 
invests nothing of himself; he refuses to dance with the gift. He never understands that the master 
entrusted the master’s very existence into the servant’s hands. One-talent servant never gets that the 
property entrusted to him is meant to become his for a time and then returned as love does; one-talent 
servant never actually takes possession of the gift, nor does he allow the gift to possess him. He keeps 
it all at a distance.  
 
The words that come out master’s mouth are sharp—wicked and lazy and worthless—words that can 
reduce us to dust in a heartbeat; words that many of us fear. But let’s unpack these words. Wicked in 
the Greek means “full of annoyances and pain and trouble;” this person is all churned up and all this 
churning “harasses” them. Lazy comes from a root meaning “to slow, or delay, or hesitate.” And 
worthless means “doing only what is necessary.” The servant never believed that there was a something 
more that could be made out of the gift given into his hands; he hesitated to act on the gift and settled 
for the bare necessary minimum. 
 
To those who understand the precious gift of being that’s been placed into their hands, to those who 
understand who they are and what they hold within them, more is given and more is created and more 
is returned. Like a waterwheel, it’s about flow, and when the bucket overflows, it generates power. In 
English, it’s called abundance, but overflowing is such a wonderful, generative, dynamic image.  
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If you think you have nothing, if you refuse to recognize what has been given over into your hands, 
if you view everything with the master as transactional, instead of relational, if you’ve refused to let 
the gift penetrate your being, well, what you have will be taken away, which, quite frankly, is nothing 
because nothing ever touched your being to begin with. 
 
If that’s how you’re relating to the master, well, you don’t need to be thrown into the outer darkness, 
you’re already there, and that is, indeed, a place of grief and lament. 
 
Jesus is trying to get his disciples to understand that the precious gift given into their hands is his very 
own existence, Jesus’ very own being—it’s more precious that 16 years of wages or 32 years of wages 
or 80 years of wages—it’s the pearl of great price. They are made in the image of God and divinity 
inhabits their flesh. Divine power has been given into their hands. Their task, and ours, is to work 
with that, to be creative with that, to understand that we are co-creators with God, and how we work 
with what they’ve been given will be generative beyond imagining. This is a dance of joy and love. 
Jesus is trying to teach the disciples, us included, don’t fear the master; don’t hesitate to work with 
you’ve been given; don’t hide it; don’t bury it; don’t be afraid to handle it and engage it; don’t hold 
it at arms-length. No, let it penetrate every fiber of your being. God won’t cast you into the outer 
darkness; if we find ourselves in that place, it’s because we’ve found our way there all on our own.  
 
But Jesus is inviting his disciples, those gathered with him on those hard last days of his life, and 
those gathered with him now, Jesus is inviting us to trust God, trust the gift of our being, trust the 
power placed in our hands, trust what is possible when we work with the gifts, trust in the flow and 
the abundance, trust in the relationship, and trust in just how much God has trusted us, trust in this 
dance of giving, receiving, taking in, transforming, generating, and returning that leads to 
overflowing joy. 
 
Ultimately, Jesus says, “The choice is yours. What will you choose—to believe in the worth that has 
already been given into your hands and breathed into your being OR to hide it all away and bury it 
in fear; to trust in the relationship God wants to have with you OR to view God as a harsh 
taskmaster? Do you want to believe in who you already are OR believe that all those things you fear 
the most about yourself? One way will lead you down a path of joy, AND the other will be full of 
darkness and grief and lament? Dear disciples, dear friends, dear beloveds, time is drawing short, 
what will YOU do with all that you’ve been given?” Amen.  
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