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What You Do With What You Have 

Matthew 25:14-30 

Jeremiah 26:1-7 

 

 In the lectionary which our church uses, the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-30) is linked 

with an oracle of the prophet Jeremiah (26:1-7).  It is easy to see why this is so.  Both the Old Testament 

and the New Testament lessons talk about judgment.  That is where they agree.  But the oracle of 

Jeremiah talks about a judgment that can be avoided, while the parable of Jesus talks about a judgment 

that cannot.  And that, of course, is where they differ. 

 The oracle of Jeremiah is a sermon preached in the Temple during the reign of the pro-Egyptian 

king, Jehoiakim.  The sermon is not a very cheerful one.  According to the prophet, the sins of Judah 

have merited its overthrow and the destruction of its Temple.  Indeed, the supposedly inviolate Temple 

will become like the deserted shrine at Shiloh in Ephraim, a site which Joshua had chosen as a resting 

place for the ark and the tabernacle. While the specific instrument of God's wrath is not named in this 

particular sermon, it is clear from elsewhere in the book of Jeremiah that Jerusalem will be conquered by 

the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. 

 Of course, none of this need come to pass.  There is one remaining hope which Jeremiah holds 

out to his listeners.  The judgment of God can be forestalled, its consequences averted or at least 

minimized, if the people of Judah will repent of their sins, change radically the pattern of their behavior, 

conform their moral decisions to the law codes of the Torah, and return to the obedient service of God.  

In short, repentance will turn aside judgment.  That is the gospel theme in this otherwise gloomy oracle. 

 But the judgment of which Jesus speaks cannot be averted by repentance.  Jeremiah was talking 

about an event that had not as yet transpired and did not need to take place at all if corrective measures 
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were invoked in time.  Jesus was talking, as the larger context of Matthew 25 makes clear, about the end 

of the world and about the judgment of God which will terminate human history.  The parable of Jesus 

assumes that judgment is coming whether or not we believe in it, whether or not we anticipate it, 

whether or not we prepare for it.  It is final, unavoidable, and irrevocable.  It is, to use John Wesley's 

language, the last Great Assize and there is no court of appeal beyond it. 

 The parable is about three servants, who differ in ability and who are given an assignment by 

their master which takes account of that difference.  Each man is given a sum of money to invest.  The 

cleverest servant with the greatest business acumen is entrusted with the largest sum of money, five 

times greater than the sum of money given to the least able servant. 

 The master went away for quite a long time into a distant and unnamed country.  When he 

returned, he called his three servants in for an accounting.  The first servant, who had been charged with 

five talents, had actively traded with them and increased his master's capital from five talents to ten.  The 

second servant had done the same thing with the two talents in his care.  Both were commended for their 

faithfulness by their master and promoted to even larger spheres of responsibility. 

 But the last servant had a different tale to tell.  He had not lost the money his master had given 

him, but had taken it out and buried it in the ground.  He did it, he claimed, because he realized he 

worked for a severe employer who exploited the weak and defenseless for his own profit.  If he had not 

increased his master's capital, at least he had not squandered it by taking needless financial risks.  In 

other words, the last servant characterized his rather unimaginative act of burying his money in the 

ground as an example of sound and conservative fiscal policy.  Better to keep what you have than to try 

for more and risk losing all. 

 Interestingly enough, the master did not challenge the servant's characterization of him as a 

severe and merciless man whose hunger for a profit overrode all other claims, even the qualms of his 
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own conscience, though the majority of commentators on this parable tend to dismiss the servant's claim 

as an excuse with no foundation in fact.  Be that as it may, the master does challenge his servant's empty 

contention that burying money in the ground was the prudent act of a fiscal conservative.  If the servant 

were, for whatever reason, afraid to invest the money himself, he could always have taken it to a banker.  

Bankers not only guarantee the return of the original capital, but also pay interest for the use of money 

entrusted to them. 

 The servant was reprimanded for his sloth, his money was taken away from him and given to the 

servant who had ten talents, and he himself was severely punished.  “For to everyone who has will more 

be given, and he will have abundance; but from him who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” 

 The parable is intended as a comment on the judgment rendered by God at the end of the present 

age. It is directed toward people who have been charged by God with certain responsibilities during that 

period of time.  Hugh of St. Cher in the thirteenth century thought it was directed primarily toward 

teachers, preachers, and prelates.  More recent scholarship, represented by Joachim Jeremias, suggests 

that Jesus may originally have had the scribes in view when he told this story.  At any rate, while the 

parable may be read with profit by any Christian, it is a particularly appropriate parable for officers in the 

Church to consider. 

 There are four brief observations I should like to make about this story: 

1. Where the judgment of God is concerned, the question is never how much I have been given, but 

what I have done with what I have.  The first and last servants were not judged on the same scale.  The 

last servant was not judged as though he had received five talents.  He was not even required to double 

his one talent and return two.  His master indicated at the final accounting that even a small return, even 

interest paid by a banker, would have been preferable to no return at all.  The lazy servant was judged 

severely because he had done nothing at all with what he had. 
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 Exactly the same point is made in the opening chapters of the Letter to the Romans.  The Jews 

were given the Law and the rite of circumcision; the Gentiles had only the voice of natural law and 

conscience to guide them with respect to the will of God.  But Jews and Gentiles were not judged 

according to the same standard, but according to the degree of privilege each had actually received.  

Both were condemned, Paul argues, because both misused what they had.  So far as God's judgment is 

concerned, the question is not how much I have been given, but what I have done with what I have.  It 

was sloth and not restricted capital or limited opportunity that did the lazy servant in. 

2. There is no responsible use of the gifts of God that does not involve taking risks.  That is a 

theological point, reiterated in the sayings of Jesus, but so true of human growth and development in 

general that it hardly seems to require theological elaboration.  I never grow as a human being unless I 

cross the safe boundaries I have set for myself already and make myself vulnerable to failure, rejection, 

and loss.  I never learn to speak French until I am willing to be laughed at by people who speak it 

fluently.  I never establish a friendship until I am willing to be rebuffed by someone whose good will and 

esteem I desperately long to have. I can never gain more until I am willing to lose the little I already 

have. 

 Bernard of Clairvaux observed that people who do not progress in the spiritual life, regress.  

Stasis is impossible.  There is no standing still, no burial of capital allowed.  Martin Luther underscored 

Bernard's point when he described the Christian life as semper in motu, always in motion.  Responsible 

discharge of my calling as a Christian and, more particularly, as an officer in the Christian Church 

requires me to take risks for the Kingdom, risks I would rather avoid.  There is no way around this 

danger, only a way through. 

3. The judgment of God excludes the excuses with which we deceive ourselves.  The servant had 

rationalized his sloth by convincing himself that the problem with his own character was really a 
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problem with his master's.  The master was too severe, his demands were too unreasonable.  Any 

sensible person could see that the risks attendant on the proper investment of money were frankly 

unacceptable.   

 However, Jesus's parable unmasks these excuses for what they are.  The master judges his 

servants, not on the basis of what they have, but on the basis of what they do with what they have.  The 

master demands no more of each servant than that servant is able to give.  How little the last servant was 

expected to risk was underlined by his master's exasperated remark that he would have gladly accepted 

interest from a banker as a sign that his servant had assumed some minimal responsibility for the funds 

entrusted to him. 

 An excuse is not only dangerous when it is false; it is even more dangerous when it is true.  The 

servant's excuse was false. But even if it were true, it would not have discharged him from his 

responsibility.  “Suppose,” said the master in the parable, “I am just as bad as you say I am.  The 

question still remains: what have you done with what I have given you?”  That is the only question God 

asks and he will patiently repeat it until I have answered it. No excuses, no extenuating circumstances 

are accepted in lieu of an answer. 

4. Which brings us to the last point: the judgment of God is mercifully severe.  The servant who 

refused to risk his capital tried to blackmail his master into pitying him.  He tried to manipulate and 

control him by pleading his weakness and timidity.  “You are so hard and demanding," he whined, "and I 

am so powerless and fearful.”  I know this servant very well.  He had been using pity, other people's pity, 

in the wrong way all his life to get what he wanted.  He tried, by evoking pity, to get his master to 

concede what ought never to be conceded, to overlook what ought to be punished, to reward self-

indulgence with leniency. 
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 But the master's demands were not unreasonable.  If those demands remained undischarged, there 

was only one reason for it and only one person to blame.  The swift justice meted out to the lazy servant 

puts a merciful end to any notion that the disobedient and dishonest will be able to blackmail their way 

into the Kingdom of heaven by manipulating the goodness of God or playing on divine pity.  God's 

goodness is too clever to be taken in by such nursery tricks.  Divine pity will forgive sins, but it will not 

condone them. 

 


