Text: Matt 25:14-30
Text
Today’s gospel text is one of those texts that has so seeped into our consciousness that it has affected our language.  We talk about talents and we mean abilities or aptitudes.   And our text is embedded in our language to such a degree that our abilities are God given.   Jesus’ words have deeply impacted the way we think about the world even if you had never heard the parable of the talents.
At the risk of being a little boring, I want to peel that gut level view back a little.  Because here is the thing.  All the word talent meant to the original hearers was a massive pile of money.  Our talent is already an interpretation, an application, of Jesus’ words.   That is part of our problem as a Christian people.  We have relied on the culture to support us for so long that we’ve forgotten the whys.  We’ve forgotten to keep oil in our lamps.  To see how this points to Jesus.
Today’s passage is part of a larger grouping called the Eschatological (or last things) discourse.  It’s also called the Olivet discourse, because it is taking place on the Mount of Olives.  And to those originally hearing Jesus talk, they’d have Zechariah 14 in their heads.  To the Prophets the last things start from Olivet.  The messiah comes and stands on the Mount of Olives.  Jesus speaking about last things on the Mount of Olives – Jesus who had been confessed by this group as the Christ – is filled with meaning around the end of days.  
When Jesus and the disciples left the temple area for the last time at the end of the day, Jesus had made a bold prediction – “Not one stone of the Temple will be left on top of another”.   So when they get back to Olivet for the evening – along with throngs of visitors camping out on the mount as the city swelled for the Passover – the disciples press Jesus.  “Tell us”…”When will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming at the end of the age?”  Two distinct questions.  When does the temple come down?  And what are the signs of the end?
Jesus answers the first one in apocalyptic language, but also clearly.  His last words on that first question are “this generation will not pass away until these things have happened.”  And they didn’t.  In AD70 the temple came down and not one stone was left atop another. 
As part of our forgetting, we don’t understand apocalyptic language.  The critic would say that the sun didn’t go dark on that day or the stars fall from the sky.  But that apocalyptic language was a way of saying that an era was over or a way of life unimaginably was passing away.  If we were still in tune with the apocalyptic, we wouldn’t call it the Arab Spring, but we would talk about stars falling from the sky.  Dictators and governments that seemed unbreakable have fallen. And the Lord has done it.  Our American Ancestors understood it just 150 years ago in the Battle Hymn of the Republic.  Mine Eyes have seen the Glory of the Coming of the Lord.   He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored.  He has loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword.  Ways of life were changing that would not come again.  And the Lord has accomplished it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]But then Jesus turns to answer the second question – what is the sign of the parousia – the final coming of the Lord?  And he says plainly.  No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.  As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.  People eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark.  And they knew nothing about what would happen until it started raining.  What is the sign?  It won’t be that easy.  No last minute repentance because you saw the sign.  Instead Jesus says watch, you must be ready because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect.
And he proceeded to tell them parables about what that looks like.
The Kingdom of Heaven is like 10 virgins who took their lamps and waited for the bridegroom to come.  Five were foolish and five were wise.  The foolish didn’t bring oil, but the wise brought oil.  All 10 fall asleep.  Only five wake with the oil to enter the wedding feast.  When the bridegroom comes, it is too late to find oil.
And today’s parable.   A man is going on a long journey and entrusts his entire estate to his slaves.   Christians from the earliest times have been fascinated with the unequal distribution of the money or identifying what the talents are.  Gregory the Great – 4th century Pope responsible for the Gregorian Calendar among other things - said the 5 were the five senses, the two were theory and practice and the one was theory alone.   You can probably see where Gregory goes with that.  Theory or doctrine without practice is damnable.   Theory and practice used with the full senses - fully inhabited – a life fully lived – brings great reward.  A more modern interpreter applies to the talents “the knowledge of the secrets of the Kingdom”.  The aphorism about giving and taking away at the end of the parable is also used in Matt 13 where Jesus is talking about what has been given to his disciples.  If you read it that way we who stand at the end of revelation have been given the full amount.  No thoughts about what awaits someone with 5 talents buried.
Application
It is tempting to look at those talents and try to identify them.  And that might be a useful exercise for each of us individually.  It might be good for our individual piety to ponder a little the gifts that God has given us and say what they are.  The parable invites that I think.  But, the larger story for everyone collectively isn’t what those talents are.  It isn’t even the uneven distribution.  That is a puzzlement, but one that I think we all would say reflects reality.  Some seem to be the golden children, and some are not so shiny.  And God isn’t concerned about that – at least not here.  What God is concerned about is the use of what is given.
Take note that the rewards for both the slave with 5 talents and the one with two is “come into the joy of your Lord”.  The reward is the same.  The allotment different, but the love of the Lord the same.
These parables – the parables of 10 virgins and the talents – are Jesus’ words about what being ready, being watchful, means.
And the picture they present is that being watchful is about living the sanctified life.  Jesus would say right after the Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount, that you are the light of the world.  You don’t light a lamp and put it under a bowl…in this way let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.  You need oil to burn that lamp.  The Christian prepares with oil.  They make diligent use of the means of grace.  They spend time in prayer.  They practice the things that build up the faith in Jesus.
And the Christian does those things publically.  They are taking their talents – whatever the individual has discerned and identified - and putting them to work.  Putting them to work eagerly.  The first slave, the one with 5 talents, went at once and put them to work.
It is the wicked and lazy slave who takes what is given and buries it.  The lamp put under a bowl does no good.  Sins of omission are still sins.  Ask Joe Paterno.
You don’t know the time and there is no sign.  So live the Christian life today.  Let us ever walk with Jesus.
One last thought.  The Lord returns and settles the accounts.  The reward is not freedom from slavery or a release from responsibility, but to be given more of it.  The slave who started with 5 talents made 5 more, and is called the one with 10 at the end.  Take the one and give it to the one who has ten.
Today not everything is clear.  We have trouble identifying talents.  We fall asleep at times.  But we are still expected to live as part of the Kingdom of Heaven.   The sanctified life is one of active co-operation with God’s purpose.  That is probably a better view of the Kingdom both now and in eternity.  After being welcomed into the prepared joy, the slave with 10 is given an 11th.   Apparently still at work in some way.  Still being used to the Glory of the Lord who saved us.
The story of salvation is one of continuity and discontinuity.  Apocalypses that come and change the way things are done, but yet the basic stuff of life continues.   Right now we struggle to live the sanctified life.  We struggle to work the purposes of God.  Then, at the coming of the Son of Man, we will see those talents and purposes more clearly. 
Conclusion
Our struggle now does not excuse inaction or omission.  The Lord Jesus has saved us for His purposes.  He can see clearly and He gives the increase.  The disciple is the one who believes this and lives the active Christian life. 
 

