
Grace or Judgement?

Judges 4:1-7; Psalm 123; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; Matthew 25:14-30

Today’s gospel reading is one of those occasions when I wish Jesus had stopped talking

halfway through the parable. I like the first part of his story but I’m uncomfortable with the second

part.

In the first part God’s realm is like a rich man who was going on a trip. He calls all of his

servants together and to one He gives five silver coins. To another he gives three coins.

By the way, we’re talking big money here. Those five coins (or talents as they were known in

the Roman Empire) are the equivalent of about 70 years of daily wages. This boss is throwing

around money like crazy, dumping a huge amount of cash on these two servants, giving them

absolutely no instruction in investments nor telling them what to do with the money. Is this wise? Will

they be like those people you hear about who win a fortune in the lottery only to have the money slip

through their fingers in a few months? What in the world will these servants do with such a huge gift?

Evidently, the master doesn’t worry much about that.

And, to one servant, the master gives only one coin—even so, it’s still a lot of money.

Then the master leaves town. He has put a great deal of faith in his servants, dividing his

wealth among them. As remarkable as this Master’s generosity is, it is equally remarkable that the

master is leaving town, leaving these utterly inexperienced, servants—now extremely gifted—to their

own devices.

After a while, the master returns. He asks his servants a simple question, “What have you

done with what you have been given?” Now comes the time of reckoning, the time of judgment.

The servants who received five and three coins respectively have found (if you will pardon the
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pun) that they have a talent for investments. They return their master’s money, and with interest.

The servant who received only one coin, on the other hand, says that he deposited the

coin—buried it for safekeeping— in the ground. He returns the coin to his master just as it was given

to him, all safe and sound, but without any accrued interest.

Which brings us to part two of Jesus’s story, the troublesome part.

After praising the two servants who were good at investing, the master goes ballistic on the

servant to whom he had given one coin. He calls him, “wicked,” “slothful,” and a bunch of other harsh

words. Then he casts the one-coin man into the outer darkness, telling him that it is a place where

there is great wailing and gnashing of teeth.

Now I ask you: Don’t you think this is a bit of overreaction? To be sure, the servant with one

coin wasn’t very good at investing, but why would the master go nuts over that?

In telling the story, Jesus does not explicitly equate the master with God, but we are probably

justified in reading it that way (most of Jesus’s parables are about God).

We find the first part of the story fits nicely with our commonly held images of God. In the first

act of the drama, God is incredibly generous: gives life, family, food to eat, stuff to own. And it’s

equally true that the good gifts that God gives us are not really ours but rather are held in trust by us.

We are stewards of the good gifts of God.

And if that’s true, then surely an implication of the first part of the parable is that we ought to

be active stewards of God’s gifts. Having been given such gifts, we ought to use them well. God

gives us life; we ought to treasure our lives, keep ourselves in good health, do what we can to keep

our bodies in good working order, actively cherishing the gifts that God has given us.

For me (perhaps for you?), it’s the second act of the parable that’s most challenging. The
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master’s response to the first two servants is exactly what we hope to hear from God, and in fact,

what we expect to hear from a loving, gracious God: “Well done good and faithful servant.” If God

has been so gracious in giving us good gifts, surely God is equally gracious in praising us for the way

we live our lives and use those gifts.

In a story that depicts such unrestrained graciousness by the master, the second part of the

parable ending in judgment, judgment of the harshest kind, just doesn’t seem to fit. Can it be that the

same master who so extravagantly gave good gifts is also the master who pronounces such

devastating judgment?

Here’s a couple of things to think about as we reflect on the parable: first of all, while it’s true

that the master casts out the servant from the master’s household, I don’t find that the story is explicit

that the punishment that the servant suffers is directly inflicted by the master. Maybe the servant’s

misfortune is simply the predictable consequences of the servant’s actions or lack of them. The

servant who did not risk the investment of the gifts, did not venture forth, suffers the consequences.

Not only did he not earn any interest on the money that had been loaned to him, but he also missed

out on the praise of his master.

What we might like to regard as divine punishment—those times we ask, “What did I do to

deserve this?”—are perhaps the times when we are simply reaping the consequences of our actions.

For instance, if I have neglected or abused God’s good gift of a marriage and family, if I’m

having marriage and family problems, it’d be nice if calling that God’s harsh judgment on my life got

the blame off of my name, but isn’t it a result of the predictable consequences of living my life in a

certain way?

And yet there is no escaping, once we get to the second part of this parable, that the master is

angry at the actions, or lack of them, by the one-coin servant. Is this judgment really over the top?
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Remember that, in the parable, the master has shown extravagant, over-the-top generosity

toward—put his faith in—these servants. Everything the master has to give, the master has given to

them. If the servants treat the master’s gifts well, the master will receive a good return. His acts of

extravagant generosity won’t look ridiculous.

On the other hand, if the servants risk nothing, and nothing comes of the master’s generosity,

the master is the one who is going to look incredibly foolish.

Perhaps an implication of the story is that God being gracious and generous doesn’t mean

that God can’t rightly expect response from the recipients of God’s gifts—to put it crudely, a return on

God’s investment.

A few Sundays ago, we walked through some of the highlights of Israel’s Exodus from slavery

to freedom. God had acted—mightily, decisively, and miraculously—to free the slaves, to lead them

toward land of their own. They now had freedom from slavery, but they also found that they were

bound in a special relationship with God. The gifts entailed responsibility.

There was a man whose wife was diagnosed with a terrible, life-threatening illness. This man

prayed: “God, if you’ll let my wife make it through this illness, and be healed, I promise that I will be in

church every Sunday and increase my giving to the work of the church.”

He had not been advised to pray this prayer or to make this promise. He did it on his own.

When his wife was unexpectedly, miraculously healed, he kept the promise he had made to God. I

doubt that God granted healing in this case as a tit-for-tat deal with the man, but I am sure that this

man was smart enough to see what a good gift God gave him and his wife and he was determined to

be responsive and responsible for that gift. They had many happy years together and he was a

wonderfully generous member of the congregation.

Perhaps we have a problem with the second part of this parable and its stinging judgment
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because we have somehow maneuvered ourselves into believing that God is all gracious, giving and

forgiving, rather than to believe—as Scriptures like this Sunday’s clearly assert—that God has

enough faith in us to hold us accountable.

Will Willimon tells a story of an experience of his youth: 

“In high school football, one of my friends was pulled out of the big game after he missed a

tackle. The coach derided him publicly on the sidelines for his error. He pulled him out of the game

and left him out. I heard that the coach spent most of the halftime in the locker room telling my friend,

in front of the whole team, exactly what he had done wrong and threatening him with further

consequences if my friend did not “step up and play up to your abilities.”

As I was attempting to console my friend—telling him that I thought the coach was out of line,

accusing the coach’s behavior of being “over the top” treating him in this way—my friend said,

“Coach is really the first person who ever told me that I was really talented. He has given me a lot of

personal attention, telling me that he thinks I am really gifted, that I maybe could play ball in college. I

think he was so angry with me because he cares so much about me.”

Does that little parable relate to Jesus’s parable of  the valuable coins?

What’s worse than judgment and accountability? Even worse, what if the masters’ return was

the master saying to the servants, “Oh, you made some money by investing the money I gave you?

That’s no big deal. Anybody could do it. I’m surprised you didn’t make me even more money.” Or, in

the case of the one-coin gifted servant, for the master to say, “You didn’t make any money off of that

one coin I gave you? Just as I predicted. You are a servant, and you should stay a servant. You have

no ability beyond menial servant-hood.”

Maybe Matthew tells us this parable in order to encourage us: (1) to recognize and give thanks

to God for God’s good gifts; then (2) to go out and live our lives as responsible recipients of God’s
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gifts. Maybe all of us ought to invest ourselves in the hope that the same God who gave us good lives

may one day say to us, “Well done! You are good and faithful. Enter into my joy.”

Or perhaps, taking our cues from the second part of this parable, we ought to live our lives in

such a way that we ask ourselves occasionally, “What have you done with what you have been

given? How am I risking and investing the good gifts God gave me, or failing to do so? Have my bad

choices, my failure actively to respond to God’s claim on my life, cast me into a dark place away from

God?”

Either way you take it (focus on the first part of the story or on the second, let’s have the

courage to hold both the first and second parts together), I’m sure Matthew recorded this

parable—and retold it to us—hoping that each of us would hear and would put ourselves into the

story so let’s closely examine our lives and may we walk out of here today with a determination to live

our lives as a credit to the One who has so graciously given us our gifts. our lives. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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