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Sermon for the Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost, 
November 19, 2017 
Said Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A, Proper 28: Zephaniah 1:7, 12–18; Psalm 90:1–12*; 1 Thessalonians 5:1–10; Matthew 
25:14–30* 

 
The master is Christ.1 The servants, or better, slaves, 
are believers, Christians.2 [The Greek word here can 
mean servant or slave, but the one called simply 
“man” at the beginning of this passage is called 
“kyrios,” kyrie, that is, “lord,” when he returns. The 
primary definition of this word is “one who is in 
charge by virtue of possession, owner.”3] 
 
A single “talent” is a very large sum of money—
perhaps a day laborer’s wage for fifteen years.4 [It’s 
from this Greek word meaning “money” that we get 
our English word meaning “innate abilities.”]5 In 
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comparison to the parallel passage in Luke,6 Matthew 
likes big money in his narrative.7 
 
Every three years, when this story comes up as the 
gospel on this Sunday before the last Sunday of the 
church year, I struggle with it. It’s hard for me not to 
hear this as a story of a God who approves of the 
clever and rich,8 but does not approve of those of us 
who are ordinary, less clever, and who are fearful of 
people with great power and great wealth. 
 
At the beginning of this week, I reread the last three 
sermons that I had preached on this gospel—2014, 
2011, and 2008. The most hopeful thing I came across 
was the idea—not original but shared with me by my 
friend Elizabeth Lowell—that one could wish there 
were a fourth slave who had risked it all and lost 
everything that belonged to his master. How would 
Jesus might have responded? 
 
And that leads me to a few things that I want to speak 
about this morning that I haven’t said in a sermon 
before. First, the one named Emmanuel, I believe, is 
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not absent from my life or your life ever. Among the 
many verses of the New Testament I memorized as a 
child in Southern Baptist Sunday School are the two 
verses at the end of Matthew’s gospel, “Go ye 
therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things 
whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with 
you alway, even unto the end of the world.”9 With 
sincere respect, I wonder if Matthew thinks that 
Emmanuel is “alway” with him? 
 
Second, Matthew never completely got beyond the 
expectation of the first believers that Jesus Christ 
would come again in their lifetimes. He’s ready, and he 
sees too much sin, too much suffering, and too much 
falling away in his larger world and among fellow 
believers. 
 
Third, Matthew’s Jesus speaks explicitly only twice 
about the Holy Spirit. At the very end of the gospel 
when he, again, says “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” 
and when he says earlier, “But whoever speaks against 
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the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age 
or in the age to come.”10 
 
I wonder also what the telling of this parable in this 
form might suggest about the community of which 
Matthew was a member, of which he served. Anti-
Judaism, the great strain Jewish Christians were under 
from their original community of faith was real. Yet I 
don’t think at all that Matthew foresaw the tragic 
forces of evil that would become the shameful history 
of anti-Judaism—forces alive and well today. In the 
United States in 2016, according to a recent FBI 
report, “adjusted for population by group, American 
Jews were about three times more likely than blacks to 
be a victim of a hate crime last year, and 50% more 
likely than a Muslim to be a hate crime victim.”11 
 
All of that said, I do think there is something very 
spiritually helpful here, and that is, you and I can hear 
a call to listen to God, to ask God to help us use the 
gifts we have been given with wisdom, with humility, 
and with trust in God’s will for us, in the words at the 
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Westminster Shorter Catechism, “to glorify God him 
and to enjoy him for ever.”12 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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