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Sunday, February 1, 2026
“Great Expectations” | Matthew 25:14-30 | Pastor Charlie Berthoud

If today’s parable was the only teaching in our religion,
I might consider a different religion. It’s a
puzzling parable with some disturbing imagery, The Sermon on the Mount  Matthew 5-7

which seems to contradict the gospel. Missionary Instructions Matthew 10
Parables of the Kingdom Matthew 13

Jesus the Teacher: Five Collections in Matthew

The parable of the talents in Matthew 25 lacks a sense
of the gracious love of God that permeates our faith.
Fortunately, this is just one reading, one part of

our holy book, and it certainly makes us think.

Living in Community Matthew 18
The End Time Matthew 24-25

Before we read it, let’s set the context. The parable of the talents comes in Matthew 25, in the
fifth of five teaching sections in Matthew. This final section provides teaching for the disciples
on faithful living in between the first and next coming of Jesus.

Matthew 25 has three parables, and the overall theme seems to be about living with
purpose. Our parable for today is the second of three parables in Matthew 25.

The third of these and the best known is the parable of the sheep and the goats, where Jesus
says, | was hungry and you gave me something to eat, and so on.

The first one is called the parable of the ten bridesmaids, or the parable of the wise and foolish
maidens. Some translations use “virgins” instead of “maidens.” In the parable, five were wise
and alert, five were not.

Years ago, at the first church | served as an Associate Pastor, the local newspaper printed
sermon titles of the churches. Our Clerk of Session needed our sermon titles at least two
weeks out, and to motivate us to turn in our titles on time, he had a list of sermon titles he
wanted to turnin.

One of those proposed titles was: “The Five Foolish Virgins: Where Are They Now?”

I’m glad | never had to preach that sermon, and more importantly I’m glad for the opportunity
this series presented for me to wrestle with Matthew 25:14-30, the parable of the talents.
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Before we read it, a few things to keep in mind:

This is one of several master-servant parables in Matthew

In other parables, the master or father figure often seems to represent God; but

that doesn’t mean every master/father figure represents God.

The word “talent” means a huge quantity of money, something like half to a

million dollars in today’s world. My sense is that Jesus often exaggerated to make his
listeners pay attention.

In this parable, unlike a similar Lukan version, each slave is given a different amount,
each “according to his ability,” as the text says.

Chapter 25 opens with “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this.” The thrust

of Matthew 24-25 seems to be in how to live while waiting for the fullness of God’s
kingdom, how to live a life of purpose in the “in between time.”

Listen for God’s word:

“Foritis as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property
to them; "®to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according
to his ability. Then he went away. At once '®the one who had received the five talents
went off and traded with them and made five more talents. ' In the same way, the one
who had the two talents made two more talents. ¥ But the one who had received the one
talent went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. '® After a long
time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them. 2 Then the one
who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying,
‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, | have made five more talents.’ 2' His
master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in
a few things; | will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your

master.’ 22 And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, you
handed over to me two talents; see, | have made two more talents.” 2 His master said to
him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things; |
will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 2#Then the one
who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, | knew that you were
a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow and gathering where you did not

scatter, % so | was afraid, and | went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have
what is yours.’ 26 But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you,
that | reap where | did not sow and gather where | did not scatter? 2 Then you ought to
have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return | would have received what
was my own with interest. 2 So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten
talents. 2°For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance,
but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 3° As for this
worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth.’

We like stories with simple interpretations.
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The traditional, simple, and reasonable way of hearing this parable is that we’re all given talents,
varying talents and expected to use them wisely.

The two servants get their mountains of money and the immediately get to work, and they are
praised and rewarded. The third also gets money but does nothing with it, and he is
condemned.

The message could be: Don’t be like the third servant. God has great expectations for all of
us. Use your talents wisely and well.
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There is something else going on in this parable, since the master is cruel and
merciless, clearly not reflecting the God we know from the rest of the Bible.

Perhaps Jesus is teaching us about the way of the world—that it’s a brutal struggle, with the rich
getting richer and the poor getting poorer.

Perhaps Jesus is acknowledging the reality that sometimes life is unfair, and in
that world we have to do the best we can in whatever circumstance we find ourselves.

A few biblical scholars suggest that Jesus might be with the third servant, who is victimized by a
system of greed and exploitation.

Elsewhere in the gospel we hear Jesus saying:
o Blessed are the poor in spirit, and blessed are those who mourn
e Thefirst shall be last and the last shall be first.
Itis hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.
I was hungry and you gave me food. | was in prison and you visited me.

We all know people who have been victimized by unfortunate circumstances—from economics
to relationships to health and more.
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Sometimes we are those people.
How do we respond in such hard circumstances?

On Monday night, about 60 of us gathered in Bradfield Hall for a presentation about how
someone responded to a more than unfair situation. The focus was on the life of Rev Carl
Simon, a Presbyterian pastor and father of Covenant member Debbie Konkol. He was born in
Germany and in the mid 1930s as tension mounted, in part because of

Jewish ancestry, he left the country along with his twin sister. His father had died, and he would
never see his mother again, as she was murdered by the Nazis in a concentration camp.

Carl Simon ended up in the United States, proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ

as atireless advocate for civil rights and for justice. His life reflected his affirmation:

“Because of what happened to
me and my family, | have never
tolerated...any form of prejudice
or discrimination against Jews,
against blacks, against gays, or

lesbians, against any of my
fellow humans. This is the
purpose of my life.”

--The Rev. Dr. Carl Simon

He had a very hard life, butin that life, he found meaning and purpose.

Whether we’ve been given all the wealth and power and comfort in the world, or very
challenging circumstances, God has great expectations of us.
e Ifyou’ve been given a home, maybe you can invite someone over this week, especially
given epidemic of loneliness and disconnection in our world.
e Ifyou’ve been given wealth, maybe you can share with people in need, with so many non-
profits struggling.
e Ifyou’ve been given some time, maybe you can listen to someone this week.
e Ifyou’ve been given a sense of concern about
the state of our democracy, maybe you can raise your voice. On the back of the prayer
list today, we have names, addresses, and phone numbers of elected officials.

If you’ve been given challenges or difficult circumstances, | hope you know that you’re not
alone, you’re getting the help you need, and you also can find some way, like Rev Simon, to let
your circumstances become a blessing to someone else.
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You’ve been given today. Another day to be alive, maybe you can be kind.

Let us pray, loving God, in Jesus Christ you have given us new and abundant and eternal
life. And from you, and from our own choices, and from the randomness of life,

we’ve each been given a mix of blessings and challenges, and joys and

hardships. We know you have great expectations fo each of

us God. So wherever we are, help us to know that we are loved by you, and help us to
find ways to be a blessing to others. Amen.
Quote of the day:

“Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.”

William Carey, 1792
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