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Text 
"Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his property to 

them. 15 To one he gave five talents of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent, each 

according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. 16 The man who had received the five talents went at 

once and put his money to work and gained five more. 17 So also, the one with the two talents gained two 

more. 18 But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his 

master's money. 19 "After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them. 

20 The man who had received the five talents brought the other five. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me 

with five talents. See, I have gained five more.' 21 "His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful 

servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share 

your master's happiness!' 22 "The man with the two talents also came. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me 

with two talents; see, I have gained two more.' 23 "His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful 

servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share 

your master's happiness!' 24 "Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I 

knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not 

scattered seed. 25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs 

to you.' 26 "His master replied, 'You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not 

sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? 27 Well then, you should have put my money on deposit 

with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest. 28 "'Take the talent 

from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents. 29 For everyone who has will be given more, and 

he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 30 And throw 

that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.' 

 
Introduction 
 As many of you know, Andrea and I were able to visit Germany recently.  I was 
there to do a wedding, but I also got to spend a day in Wittenberg where the Protestant 
Reformation began and see some sights in Berlin.  In Berlin there is a Protestant 
‘Cathedral’ – a beautiful building that looks like a Catholic Church except that the statues 
on the inside are of John Calvin, Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon, and Ulrich 
Zwingli… the leaders of the Reformation.  The statue of Luther has him holding an open 
Bible and pointing to it so as to say, “It’s written right there!  Read it and weep, suckers.” 
 Martin Luther understood that God had spoken and what he said wasn’t an 
elaborate system of rules and hoops to jump through to maybe get in good with God, you 
could never know.  No God’s Word said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will 
be saved” (Acts 16:31)!  At that time it was like the Word of God had been lost in the 
damp and dark basements of the Medieval Churches and was suddenly stumbled upon 
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and read for the first time in centuries and the message burst forth with light and clarity.  
Why haven’t we been told this before?! 

“A person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ” 
(Gal. 2:16).  Wow!  I don’t have to wait for the end of my life to get the verdict on me.  I 
don’t have to do enough good to have God’s acquittal and approval.  I don’t have to live 
each day in the courtroom trying to make the case that I’m okay.  The court is adjourned.  
The verdict has come in already – righteous!  What!  Why?  Because of my stellar 
performance?  No, definitely not; I am a mess.  But because of Christ’s performance for 
me.  No condemnation, because Christ bore the punishment for me.  This was a lightning 
bolt, a Word of authority and joy that came in from the outside, flung open the shutters, 
declaring things to be and they were.  Oh those must have been giddy times.  The 
recovery of the gospel then literally changed the world. 
 But as we sat in the stately monument in Berlin to this revolution called the 
Reformation during one of their daily services, something didn’t feel quite right.  There 
were many tourists there to take pictures of the architecture or listen to the massive pipe 
organ.  And there was a robed minister reading select passages of Scripture in a 
monotone voice and the whole service was over in 15 minutes and you were encouraged 
to leave money in the offering to help support the maintenance of the building.  Granted, 
I couldn’t understand everything that was being said in German, but I got a sense of what 
was going on and I couldn’t help but think how amazing an opportunity is being 
squandered there every day.  Thousands of tourists stream through those doors and they 
could be engaged with the Word of God, someone could stand up there and confront 
them in their sin and tell them with power and authority of the way of salvation and call 
them to repentance and faith in Christ in an engaging way like the original reformers 
were doing. 
 That’s what I want to do.  That’s what I want to see happen here in Chicago.  I 
don’t want to go through the religious motions.  I don’t want people to come because of 
some sense of cultural heritage or for familiar religiously symbolic language that’s 
divorced for them from reality.  But I want this to be about being confronted by the 
objective Word of God.  I want to “go about my duties as might a prison warden who 
carries in his pocket a letter of pardon for all his criminals.”1  This message shouldn’t be 
delivered or received with nonchalance.  It is earth shattering, life altering, motivating 
news. 
 Yet, Jesus warned that there would be people who will appear to have some 
association with him – call themselves Christians, go to church, hold on to the language 
of faith, but don’t really believe it, aren’t really living in light of it; they are unmoved by 
the Word of God and their lives show no effects of having encountered the living God in 
all of his majesty and mercy.  Could that describe anybody here? 

Jesus has been telling parables lately in Matthew that are about his second 
coming.  This is no joke.  These are the anchors of reality: God created man, man 
rebelled against God, God became Man – conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin 
Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; he descended into 
hell, on the third day he rose again from the dead; he ascended into heaven and sits at the 
right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the living and 
the dead.  This is reality.  More so than your little story of what you did this weekend.  
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Jesus is coming back to wrap up history as we know it and remake the world.  Are you 
ready for that?  Are you living as if this is all true? 
 What does that look like?  What does that mean?  Jesus gives us the Parable of the 
Talents to explain this.  It’s probably a familiar parable to you, but let’s look over it again 
today.  As we do what we’re going to see is just this: living under God’s favor leads to 

a life of fruitful labor for the Lord. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
The Parable Explained and Applied 
 Let’s just walk through the parable and explain it and apply it as we go.  “Again, 
it will be like…”  What is ‘it’?  The period of waiting leading up to Christ’s second 
coming.  “It will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted 
his property to them” (v. 14).  Jesus is like the Master.  His followers are like the 
servants.  His ascension to heaven is like a long journey. 

And he has given each of his followers a particular calling, unique opportunities 
and responsibilities.  “To one he gave five talents of money, to another two talents, and to 
another one talent, each according to his ability.  Then he went on his journey” (v. 15).  
It’s important to understand that the word ‘talent’ here is not to be confused with how we 
normally understand the word ‘talent’ in English – as a natural ability like a singing 
talent.  Talent is a transliteration of a Greek word that refers to a unit of measurement, 
particularly weight.  A talent was roughly equivalent to 75 pounds.  To one servant he 
gave 5 talents or 375 pounds of coins, to another 150 pounds, to another 75 pounds. 

We’re not told exactly what kind of coin this was, but assuming it was silver 
scholars have translated that into denarii and then translated that into the equivalent of 
how many days wages and then determined that one talent represented “what a laborer 
might hope to earn in half a lifetime”2  This isn’t chump change.  Let’s bring that into 
today’s terms.  If you make say $50,000 a year and you work from age 25 to 65 that’s 40 
years.  Half of that is 20 years.  20 times $50,000 equals $1 million dollars!  So this is a 
lot of money.  Jesus talking in Mitt Romney terms here.  This wasn’t some little 
allowance.  This is a rich master giving his servants huge chunks of change to manage 
while he’s gone – 5 million dollars, 2 million dollars, and 1 million dollars! 

Verse 16 – “The man who had received the five talents went at once and put his 
money to work and gained five more.”  He jumped right to action.  You can imagine it 
was with enthusiasm and excitement.  And with what he had been given he saw a return, 
it grew.  “So also, the one with the two talents gained two more” (v. 17).  These two 
servants were given different opportunities and levels of responsibility, but each eagerly 
took what they had and put it right to work and it resulted in a profit. 

“But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground 
and hid his master’s money” (v. 18).  He didn’t do anything with it.  Over the whole time 
his master was away there was zero growth in the money.  Why?  Why did this guy do 
this?  That’s what I want you to start thinking about. 

Well, v. 19 – “After a long time…”  Jesus seems to be indicating in these stories 
that his return could happen at any moment and we should be ready, but also that there 
will be a delay.  We should not be surprised that it has taken 2,000 years so far.  We 
should be ready to die or for Christ to come back today, but we should not be surprised if 
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we live to be 70 or 80 or 90 years old.  In fact, we must be prepared for a long-term, 
sustained life of living in this tension, with this present evil age lingering on.  That’s why 
we talk a lot here at this church about a 70 year vision for our lives in this city, about 
long-term thinking.  We’re so immediate in our culture.  We measure things by short-
term gains and we get so impatient and flutter about from here to there and that is not the 
kind of life Jesus wants from us.  He’s not talking about being a day-trader on the stock 
market, but putting your money in General Electric over half a century.  I don’t really 
understand the stock market, but I bet that if you put 5 million dollars into it in 1942 that 
it’s not inconceivable that you would have 5 million more today – 70 years later.  That’s 
the Christian life – not fits and starts and quick growth, but steady, sustained, long-term 
investing for the kingdom. 

“After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with 
them” (v. 19).  This is the final judgment.  The day of reckoning.  While we should be 
prepared for a long wait, life will not go on like this forever.  At some point, every single 
person will stand before the judgment seat of Christ and “will have to give account to him 
who is ready to judge the living and the dead” (1Pe. 4:5).  Now, as I said earlier, for the 
true believer in Christ, that judgment has already occurred.  We have been declared 
righteous at the beginning and don’t have to wait until the end to find out what the verdict 
will be.  That’s the overarching message of the Bible.  And it’s on account of Christ – his 
death pays the penalty for our sins and his life earns the righteousness we need and it’s all 
credited to us already by faith.  So we don’t have to dread the final judgment, we can 
await it with eager expectation.  No fear.  No wondering what will happen.  It’s already 
happened for us in our justification, in Christ. 

But that changes things for us here and now.  That recognition lifts the pressure 
and allows us to actually perform, again, measured over the long-haul.  So that when the 
end comes there will be something to show for it.  It cannot fail to have resulted in some 
kind of life lived to God’s glory commensurate to the calling and abilities and gifts and 
circumstances of each person.  But as I heard one person put it this week, “Only those 
who have done business with Jesus Christ on the basis of his finished work are ready to 
do business for Jesus Christ in his unfinished work.”3  Have you seen that it is finished 
before you even start out?  You’re righteous, even without a record of righteousness? 

If you have, then your life will be marked by steady growth and when you stand 
before the Lord at the end something like what happens in this parable will go down: 
“The man who had received the five talents brought the other five.  ‘Master,’ he said, 
‘you entrusted me with five talents.  See, I have gained five more’” (v. 20).  This isn’t 
payment for entrance.  This man isn’t claiming that what he has is his.  It’s the master’s 
money.  It’s all of grace.  And it’s this servant’s joy and delight to lay it down at his 
master’s feet, to bring glory to his master.  He isn’t working for himself, you see.  His 
work was genuinely for the master out of gratitude and adoration. 

So will we lay our crowns before the feet of Jesus and give him all the praise.  It 
will have been a joy to have, in whatever ways we were able, lived for the glory of Jesus.  
And that can only happen out of gratitude and delight, not self-justification and duty.  
And that doesn’t mean sinless perfection either.  In fact, living as a sinner who 
acknowledges his sin and his need for Christ is the paramount way that we live to his 
glory.  So this kind of return doesn’t necessarily have to be growth in sinlessness, but 
could be in some cases growth in awareness of sin and giving all the glory to Jesus as the 
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Savior of sinners and taking none of the glory for oneself by seeking to live in such a way 
so as to draw people’s attention to yourself as some great, holy person. 

“His master replied, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have been 
faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share your 
master’s happiness’” (v. 21)!  What do we see from this?  We again see a relationship of 
Master to servant yet also at the same time great intimacy.  We are Christ’s slaves, he is 
Lord and is high above us and we cannot confuse that and yet he is with us, near, our 
Master is our Friend.  We are slaves, but we will be invited into the Master’s happiness, 
to sit at his table, to enjoy his riches, to sit on his throne even.  This is a picture of a 
relationship of reverence and revelry.  A true Christian sees Jesus as infinitely above him, 
but that doesn’t put him off.  There’s mutual joy.  We love Jesus and we receive his 
affirmation and grace.  Isn’t that cool? 

We also see here that work and responsibility and diligence and effort is not the 
antithesis of rest and reward and happiness and ease.  We were made to be active.  When 
I was sick with the flu recently I got to sit on the couch all day, but I realized that this is 
not all it’s cracked up to be.  Sitting around and doing nothing, even if you feel healthy, is 
not fun.  We were made to do things, to take risks, to be active.  The waiting that we are 
called to do in this in between time is not passive.  Stasis in the Christian life is 
impossible, as we’ll soon see with the third servant. 

But even more, when the end comes and the New Creation is fully here it will still 
involve responsibility and work.  “You have been faithful with a few things; I will put 
you in charge of many things.”  In the life to come we will still have posts, positions, 
callings, work to do.  All the vanity and thorns will be gone.  There won’t be futility or 
daily grinds.  But we will continue to explore, to discover, to learn, to serve, to work in 
the age to come.  We will keep pressing on further in to God and experiencing more, 
progressively glorifying him for eternity.  That’s something to think about, especially 
when you’re tempted to think that what you really need is unending leisure, by which we 
generally mean unabashed laziness. 
 “The man with the two talents also came.  ‘Master,’ he said, ‘you entrusted me 
with two talents; see, I have gained two more.’  His master replied, ‘Well done, good and 
faithful servant!  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of 
many things.  Come and share your master’s happiness” (v. 22)!  It’s essentially the same 
happy scene.  The only difference is the different levels of initial responsibility and so 
now may be a good time to address that.  J.C. Ryle says that “anything whereby we may 
glorify God is ‘a talent.’  Our gifts, our influence, our money, our knowledge, our health, 
our strength, our time, our senses, our reason, our intellect, our memory, our affections, 
our privileges…, our advantages…, all are talents.”4  And this parable tells us that not 
everyone is given the same number of talents, not everyone is afforded the same 
opportunities and thus given the same level of responsibilities. 
 It’s just a fact of the matter that some people are born with greater mental 
capacities than others.  Someone born in the U.S. and raised in the church and educated at 
a Christian school has greater responsibilities and opportunities than a subsistence rice 
farmer in China who is a Christian.  People have different vocations with different 
expectations.  Mike who pastors a church of 60 some people at Immanuel has a different 
potential for bringing glory to God than say Billy Graham who preached the gospel to 
millions of people in his lifetime.  There’s a principle that “from everyone who has been 
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given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with 
much, much more will be asked” (Lk. 12:48). 
 This principle is how I think about things like mental handicaps.  The gospel is so 
simple that a child can understand it.  A person whose brain has been fried on drugs can 
understand it.  God loves me and will take care of me, not because of what I do, but 
because of what Jesus has done for me.  It’s just that simple.  And if that’s all a person is 
given and they never read Luther’s commentary on Galatians that is fine.  His or her life 
will redound to the glory of God and he or she will be welcomed into the Master’s 
happiness, where his or her understanding of God will grow and compound for ever and 
ever. 
 God is not unfair in causing there to be inequities of this sort.  Everything is 
grace.  Nobody deserves anything, really.  And those who understand grace don’t 
compare themselves with other people and harbor jealousy.  The guy with two talents 
didn’t gripe about not getting five and he didn’t compare himself to him.  He just focused 
on his gracious master and was delighted to present him with two more talents in the end.  
When you know God to be gracious and you operate in a relationship with him based 
upon that then you have the antidote to constantly sizing yourself up against other people.  
There’s a freedom to just be you, to be content with the station and wirings God has 
given you, to not look around and feel better than others or worse than others, but to look 
up to God in awe and wonder and gratitude. 
 Now we come to the man who had received the one talent.  Here’s where we get 
the most detail and here is where I get my interpretative clues that helps me understand 
this whole parable.  The third guy represents someone who is lazy.  His life doesn’t show 
any signs of pursuing the Lord.  He is the “Lutheran Christian” who goes to the Berlin 
Cathedral and admires the Bach organ piece and then goes home without really 
encountering the God of the Universe in holiness and grace, awestruck at the cross, and 
motivated to live for God with whatever he has in this fleeting world.  He’s the person 
who comes to Immanuel but is really at home in this world.  He’s the person who claims 
to be a Christian but over time, at the end there is no increase in knowledge of God, no 
effort put forward to maximize his time on this earth for the glory of God.  There’s not a 
regular occurring jolt from God resulting in an all-encompassing vision for life that is 
lived for God’s glory.  It’s apathy, perhaps punctuated by periods of resolve, but they 
always peter out. 
 What is wrong with him?  Why is he lazy like this?  What does he need; what is 
he missing?  Do we have any clues from the text itself?  Yes we do.  Big time.  How does 
this wicked, lazy servant view the master?  “‘Master,’ he said, ‘I knew that you are a hard 
man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered 
seed.  So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground.  See, here is what 
belongs to you’” (v. 25).  Do you see the difference?  How does this 0% return guy view 
the master?  How do people who have no motivation to utilize their lives for God’s glory 
view God? 
 To them God is ‘a hard man’.  Do you like a hard man?  Do you feel warmly to 
someone you think is hard?  He’s harsh and demanding.  He’s distant and untrustworthy.  
People who see God as harsh and demanding and distant and untrustworthy don’t serve 
him.  The master in this parable replied that if this guy knew he was like this then he 
should have at least put it in a savings account and gotten some interest.  “On the 
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assumption that I am hard and merciless, you should have been all the more diligent!”5  
Right?  But no.  It doesn’t work that way.  Someone who doesn’t believe God is lavish 
and generous and kind and smiling over them really will not and cannot live to magnify 
his name.  It’s entirely unmotivating.  This third man represents those people who see 
God as severe and unfavorably disposed to them, or at least uninterested.  God is not 
captivating to them, but someone they can do without.  Pleasing him seems elusive.  They 
don’t believe that they are fully pleasing to the Lord already no matter what they do. 

It all comes down to how you view God and what you believe his view of you is.  
That was Luther’s big question.  It was stated clearly at the beginning of the tour of the 
museum that was his house in Wittenberg.  How can I find a gracious God?  At the 
beginning of his religious life his view of God was one of fear.  God was exacting.  He 
was always weighing him and could smite him at any moment.  “Love God?” Luther 
confessed – “I hated him.” 

But then once the discovery came that there was a righteousness that comes from 
God and is by faith, that God so loved the world that he had offered his Son as a 
Substitute to take away all his sin and give him a perfect, spotless, infinite credit of merit 
– the Great Exchange – that meant that the Father had for him the same beaming 
affection he has for his Eternal Son, then something changed.  He felt as if he had passed 
through the doors of Paradise.  God was no longer hovering over him as a hard man, 
impossible to please.  God was singing over him with delight because he was in his Son.  
Where can I find a gracious God?  In the crucified and resurrected Lord Jesus Christ.  
John Calvin put it this way, “When God casts our sins into oblivion, this leads him to 
behold us with fatherly regard.”6 

Now there was no way Luther or Calvin could be lazy and bury their talents in the 
ground out of fear.  They got busy using their unique gifts for the propagation of this 
glorious gospel.  Calvin, for example, preached twice on Sundays and multiple times 
throughout the week and wrote thousands of pages of books and commentaries.  Crazy 
things happened then.  Art was made.  Society was changed.  Churches were planted.  
People were given a delight and purpose in their common vocations.  The glory of God 
was spread! 
 Now a Martin Luther or a John Calvin was someone who had like five talents.  
But most of us are just given three or two or one.  What does it look like for most of us?  
I realize that maybe many of you don’t really know what I’m talking about when I say 
utilize your life for God’s glory?  For some it may just sound like a Christianese phrase, 
but you can’t visualize it.  I want to make it practical and started to write a whole section 
of concrete examples but then I realized I can’t do it in a sermon for everyone.  In many 
ways it’s unique.  If you really don’t know or you’re confused, let’s talk this week and I 
can listen to you and help you see very practically what this could look like in your life.  
Or talk with people in your Small Group about it and get practical.  But also remember 
that it’s not entirely individualistic.  You’re part of a church with a mission and a vision.  
Throw yourself into it… 
 But the point is that you can’t be a Christian and just not do anything, play it safe, 
try to stay out of the fray and not do anything wrong.  The Christian life is active.  It’s 
risk-taking.  It’s pursuing something, putting yourself out there for the glory of God.  To 
have done nothing at the end is proof that you have no relationship with Jesus as your 
Savior.  And to have no relationship with Jesus as Savior will result in losing whatever 



8 

good you do have in this life and being thrown “outside, into the darkness, where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (v. 30) in the end.  That’s Jesus talking about hell.  
It’s real. 

So the question is: do you have a relationship to Jesus as Savior?  How do you 
know?  What do you think of when you think of the Father?  [flashcards]  Do you love 
the Father or do you resent the Father?  Do you believe that the Father is for you or are 
you honestly afraid of him?  Do you see him as glorious and infinitely rich and generous 
and infinitely giving?  Do you know that “in [Christ you] have redemption through his 
blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he 
lavished on [you] with all wisdom and understanding” (Eph. 1:7-8)?  Do you live in 
luxury – the lavishness of God.  “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that 
we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are!” (1Jn. 3:1).  When you 
think of God do you think – “incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness 
to us in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:7)?  “That though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became 
poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich” (2Cor. 8:9).  You are loaded in 
Christ!  He’s not unjust (the cross proves that).  He’s not unfair.  He only allows 
hardships in your life not to punish you but to discipline you because he loves you (cf. 
Heb. 12). 

One time recently in the morning Andrea and I were upstairs in my study reading 
the Bible and she looked out the skylight and saw the moon – an elegant crescent turn 
upside down so it looked kind of like a smile.  And she said, “Look at that.  It’s kind of 
like the smile of God over us.”  And for some reason I didn’t even think about it but just 
blurted out, “Nah… it’s too small.”  The favor of God over his children is infinite! 
 
The Lord’s Table 

Living under God’s favor leads to a life of fruitful labor.  If you don’t have to 
perform to make God love you, but you know that he loves you, then you love him and 
want to use whatever he’s given you to magnify him.  But we struggle with laziness.  
And the problem is that so often we forget that God is for us.  We live as if God were 
harsh and distant, not under his colossal smile.  He has just given you his word this 
morning that this is so.  Now he seals it with the bread and the wine.  See, I came down 

for you!  I gave my Son for you.  When his body was broken and his blood was spilled all 

your sins (past, present, and future) were paid for.  Now by the Spirit he dwells within 

you.  All this and more is pictured in this meal.  This meal will not give you a food coma 
and make you lazy, but it will energize you to live a life of fruitful labor for the Lord. 

If you’re trusting in Christ, which is ordinarily signified by being a baptized 
member of a local church, then come forward and take and eat and remember… 
 
Benediction 
May you live a life worthy of the Lord and may you please him in every way: bearing 
fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all 
power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and 
patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the 
inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. (Col. 1:10-12) 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 4, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 
and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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