
Matthew 25.14-30, The Parable of the Talents / of the Three Servants

When I was in digs, I was once talking with my land lady who said that, “Since the 

Bible says that those have will be given more, and those who don’t have will have 

even that taken away, I can’t be a Christian.” Now that stumped me, because I have 

to say that I have a lot of sympathy with her view. Maybe a number of us do. If we 

think that this story is about what people have and don’t have, then we will have 

difficulty with those words. But looking at it now, I don’t think Jesus’ story is about 

what people have, or don’t have, at all. I think it is all about what any one does with 

what ever they have. Let’s look at the story in a bit more detail. 

The Man, or the Master, goes away and gives resources to his slaves according to 

their ability. He’s not into treating them all exactly the same. They each have different

skills, gifts and potential, so he treats each of them differently. God is not into treating

people all exactly the same. If you are great at, and made and called to care for 

elderly people, God does not expect you to be a brain surgeon. Or vice versa!

And what does the Master give his servants? In some Bibles it says “5 talents, 2 

talents and 1 talent”. Doesn’t sound much. And why should it? They’re only worthless

slaves with virtually no legal or human rights. But look out for a little footnote. Some 

Bibles note at the bottom of the page that “a talent was worth more than 15 years’ 

wages of a labourer” (NRSV).  So picking figures out of the air, at say £15,000 a 

year, that’s £225,000 for the last slave, £450,000 for the second slave and £1.25M 

for the first slave! Those are unbelievably fantastic amounts of resources to give to a 

slave! That speaks of the Master’s incredible generosity and trust, and of the way 

he’s prepared to take amazing risks in trusting them. It also tells us of the incredible 

potential even of slaves, even of the last slave who has the least potential – he is still 

trusted with 15 year’s pay, £225,000! This story tells us of the potential of every 

single human person, for every one is made in the likeness of God. 

So, what do the slaves do with their master’s generosity and trust, and their 

capabilities? The first two “at once traded with it” –NRSV, (better than GNB’s 

“invested his money”). They took risks with what they had. They could have lost it, 

for, as we are often reminded, “stocks and business fortunes go down as well as up 



and past performance is no guarantee of the future!” But an essential point of the 

parable is that taking risks with what you have been given is worth while, and it’s 

what the Master wants to see. The 1st 2 slaves did not keep what they had been 

given for themselves. Remember, it was not their money in the 1st place. They used 

their master’s money / resources to make more resources – for their master. Nothing 

has yet been mentioned in the story about any payment for the slaves, because, of 

course, slaves don’t get paid. They have no ulterior motive in working as they did, it 

cannot have been for their own gain. So why work and take risks as they did? 

Presumably, it was because they loved and respected their master, and he they, and 

that was all the motivation they needed. 

So the 1st two slaves take risks with what they have been entrusted with. As a result 

of their risk taking, what are they given? Interestingly, they are given more 

responsibility and they enter into the joy of their master! The more involved they get 

in following their master and in living the risk-taking life of their master, the more they 

enter into his joy. There is nothing explicit or specific here in this story of Jesus, 

about eternal salvation. There is no ulterior motive here beyond that of growing in the

life and work of love of The Master. As Christians, we can have a difficulty with 

motivation. We can do things for God to gain eternal life, or to avoid eternal 

damnation, and sometimes that comes across in our attempts at service and 

evangelism. But people may be right to wonder about the integrity of our motivation. 

Why can we not do what we do, and invite others to do likewise, simply out of love for

The Master, aware (hopeful even?) that God may ask us to get more involved in 

taking risks with his resources?

So much for the 1st 2 slaves. What about the 3rd slave, the one who was given the 

least, the “small” sum of £225,000? The last slave is fearful. Fear is the 3rd slave’s 

primary motivation. Fear, or laziness, or lack of vision, or lack of trust of his master. 

Perhaps Jesus wants his hearers to recognise that it is actually fear of taking risks 

that paralyses the third slave. This slave is frightened of the random creativity of his 

maverick master, of the master who looks for signs of growth where it seemed he 

hadn’t sown any seed. Like the disciples, we are jealous of what we have in Christ. 

We are very uncomfortable when God seems to be working through other people 

beyond “our bit” of the Church, or when God works beyond the whole Church. It 



challenges us too much, so we’d rather deny the possibility that God goes before and

beyond us. 

So the slave takes no risks. He buries what he has, buries what he is in charge of. 

The master is disappointed and angry. Not at the lack of profit, but at the lack of 

benefit for his community, at the lack of risk-taking, and ultimately, at the lack of trust 

the slave has in the master, in the master’s own trusting and generous nature. 

Interestingly, like the sums given to the slaves, the return on investment is probably 

also amazingly large. If inflation was almost nil, and it was then, and if the master 

was not away for too long, as the early Church thought about Christ’s return, then a 

doubling of the capital was absolutely amazing! Those who take risks working for 

Christ’s Kingdom can hope for surprising returns! However, the master was not 

expecting, or hoping, for unfair growth. The growth reported among the first two 

slaves is proportionate: the large gift is doubled; and so is the medium sized gift. The 

master was not hoping or expecting that, with less, the last slave would out perform 

the others with more. The master had fair hopes of all the slaves. Here, as in a 

number of places in the Bible, God lets us know that he does not want us to spend 

time comparing ourselves with others. We can and should look to others to learn 

from them, but not, like some of the Corinthian Christians, to see who’s better, or 

worse, or more gifted, or more effective, or less.

So what happens as a result of the last slave’s lack of trust, because of what he does

not do, and because of what he does do?  Tragically, the third slave both loses the 

responsibility his master gave him and he does not enter into the joy of his master. 

This is judgment – to fail to respond in love and trust to the crisis and challenge of 

living for God, means that we lose the trust and responsibility of God, and that we 

also lose the presence of God in our living.  

This parable haunts me. The Lord and I know the few risks I take for him, and we 

both know the many opportunities I bottle.  I believe it is right to allow God to haunt 

through this parable. 

But, it’s a parable that also draws me to God, & hopefully you too. Because, one of 

the aims of this story is to help the followers of Jesus not to be paralysed by fear into 



burying our talents. Jesus and Matthew want to highlight for us, so that we can be 

aware, that we can be paralysed when we stop trusting God. They want to draw us 

on to take more risks: 

- to join with God in following Jesus, not in some ready made 100% detailed 

plan, but in living for God, in discovering what future is possible with God;

- in letting others know you believe in God and in Jesus;

- in [example of local church’s risk taking];

- in getting alongside those who make your faith and way of life uncomfortable;

- in seeing what then happens to your prayer life, and the Q’s & A’s life & God 

bring to the surface.

For me, this parable points to two sides of one coin: When I am fearful of God’s 

generosity and creativity, my witness and discipleship all go to pot. But, when I take 

the risk of letting God trust me, us and others, to bring to birth what he seems to want

to, through what he has entrusted to me & others, then, my witness and discipleship 

grow. So too does my awareness of the joy of my Maverick Master, who is with and 

for others, and with and for me.

The most exciting thing any of us can do is to join in with the Master of Creativity in 

exploring what future is possible with him. For through this parable, God is saying to 

each one of us, “Don’t be afraid! Don’t be paralyzed by your fear! Forget about your 

reputation! Let me worry about mine. Trust me! Follow me! Take risks! See what I 

can do when you do! Say, “Yes!” Amen!
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