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Judges 4:1-7
Psalm 123:1-4
Matthew 25:14-30

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be 
written for our learning: Grant us so to hear them, read, 
mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may em-
brace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting 
life, which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Judges 4:1-7

The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of 
the LORD, after Ehud died. So the LORD sold them 
into the hand of King Jabin of Canaan, who reigned in 
Hazor; the commander of his army was Sisera, who 
lived in Harosheth-ha-goiim. Then the Israelites cried 
out to the LORD for help; for he had nine hundred char-
iots of iron, and had oppressed the Israelites cruelly 
twenty years.

At that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of Lappi-
doth, was judging Israel. She used to sit under the palm 
of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill coun-
try of Ephraim; and the Israelites came up to her for 
judgment. She sent and summoned Barak son of Abi-
noam from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, “The 
LORD, the God of Israel, commands you, ‘Go, take po-
sition at Mount Tabor, bringing ten thousand from the 
tribe of Naphtali and the tribe of Zebulun. I will draw 
out Sisera, the general of Jabin's army, to meet you by 
the Wadi Kishon with his chariots and his troops; and I 
will give him into your hand.’”
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Psalm 123 Page 780, BCP

Ad te levavi oculos meos

1 To you I lift up my eyes, 
to you enthroned in the heavens.

2 As the eyes of servants look to the hand of their masters, 
and the eyes of a maid to the hand of her mistress,

3 So our eyes look to the LORD our God, 
until he show us his mercy.

4 Have mercy upon us, O LORD, have mercy, 
for we have had more than enough of contempt
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Matthew 25:14-30

Jesus said, “For it is 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 an-
other one, to each according to his ability. Then he went 
away. The one who had received the five talents went 
off at once and traded with them, and made five more 
talents. In the same way, the one who had the two tal-
ents made two more talents. But the one who had re-
ceived 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. Then the one who had received the five tal-
ents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying, 
‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have 
made five more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well 
done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trust-
worthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many 
things; enter into the joy of your master.’ And the one 
with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, 
you handed over to me two talents; see, I have made 
two more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, 
good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy 
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in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; 
enter into the joy of your master.’ Then the one who had 
received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Mas-
ter, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where 
you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scat-
ter seed; so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent 
in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’ But his 
master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, 
did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather 
where I did not scatter? Then you ought to have invest-
ed my money with the bankers, and on my return I 
would have received what was my own with interest. So 
take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the 
ten talents. For to all those who have, more will be giv-
en, and they will have an abundance; but from those 
who have nothing, even what they have will be taken 
away. As for this worthless slave, throw him into the 
outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnash-
ing of teeth.’”
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SERMON

To steal an old joke, Sundays in my childhood were 

all about drugs. I was drug to church, then I was drug to 

my  grandparent’s  house  for  an  exciting  afternoon  of 

over-cooked vegetables and Lawrence Welk in a house 

perpetually heated to the low 90’s Fahrenheit. It’s prob-

ably why I am suspicious to this day of people who tell 

me that being a Christian is fun. 

What Jesus has been involved in for the past  few 

Sundays was no fun at all. It is the preparation for the 

crucifixion,  for  next  Sunday  we  celebrate  Christ  the 

King Sunday and the end of the liturgical year. For a full 

year, we’ve followed Matthew’s telling of the story of 

Jesus.  Things  are  now  coming  to  a  head.  The  cross 

looms before Jesus.

 The following Sunday will begin Advent, and we 

will turn our minds again to the coming of our Lord. To-
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day, however, Jesus shares with us and his disciples a 

lesson in parable about discipleship. To understand, we 

need to recap. 

Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. On Mon-

day, Matthew tells us: 

Then Jesus entered the Temple and drove out all 
who were selling and buying in the Temple, and 
he overturned the tables of the money-changers 
and the seats of those who sold doves. He said 
to them, ‘It is written, “My  house shall be 
called a house of prayer”; but you are making it 
a den of robbers.’

Jesus acted with authority toward people in the Tem-

ple, even though he had no official standing, then he did 

deeds of power, performing healings in the very Temple 

itself, demonstrating his authority. The crowds, as you 

might imagine, raised a great cry of approval, and that 

got the attention of the Temple authorities. Believe me! 

I’ve been on the police end of a riot stick. Riots do not 
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make those in temporal power happy campers. The last 

thing you want, if your job is to protect the status quo, is 

a bunch of people excited about someone outside your 

organization.

When they confronted him about it, he gave them an 

answer certain to inflame them further.

 Jesus said to them, ‘Yes; have you never read, 
“Out of the mouths of infants and nursing ba-
bies you have prepared praise for yourself”?’ 

Jesus’ words “have you never heard” are not a ques-

tion — they are a rebuke, and the passage he is quoting 

is from a Psalm by David in praise of God himself. For 

Jesus, this is the crossing of the Rubicon. I don’t think 

there is any place for him to retreat from this exchange.

Jesus left the Temple, but he returned the next day, 

Tuesday, and at that point, the battle was really joined. 

Jesus fenced with the Temple authorities, besting them 
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on every occasion, and posing questions they could not 

answer. In the end, Matthew tells us, “nor from that day 

did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.” The 

time for fencing has passed. Jesus has thrown down the 

gauntlet before the authorities of the time. The Passion 

is inevitable.

If that were the end of it, we would be aware that 

this  Jesus  of  Nazareth  was  one  very  clever  man.  He 

came from an area so removed from the center of Jew-

ish religious studies that  it  was called “Galilee of the 

Gentiles”, yet he bested in debate the best that the very 

Temple administration itself could offer. 

Of course, that’s NOT the end of it at all because Je-

sus  also  healed the  blind and lame,  and reinterpreted 

passages from the Hebrew Scriptures in a way to claim 

his authority for himself. He didn’t have to do that. He 

could have had as large a following as he wished as a 
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rabbi and spread his teachings widely. It was really the 

most foolish course imaginable if you wish your teach-

ings  to  be  spread.  We  might  even  say,  “Poor  Jesus! 

Think what he could have accomplished if he had been 

a little more tactful with the Temple authorities.” You 

got to go along to get along, you know.

Jesus  did  not  go  along.  He  directly  attacked  the 

Temple authorities, calling them hypocrites in a section 

of Matthew called “Woes of the Pharisees” because they 

start out with “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hyp-

ocrites!” Now he has not only bested them, he is rebuk-

ing them.

When I try to mentally place myself in first century 

Palestine, I see a man and his followers in a loud con-

frontation  with  the  Session  of  the  Church  (assuming 

they were Presbyterian Jews, of course). By his voice, I 

can tell he’s not from around here. Someplace up north, 

Page 5



I’d guess. Galilee, perhaps. My first impression of the 

group would be something along the lines of “outside 

agitators”, I think. My second thought would be that this 

whole loud discussion is unseemly in the church. If they 

want to talk politics, they should do it somewhere else.

To my shame, I think the whole thing would be one 

of those “Huh!” incidents that cross our paths from time 

to time. I  think I might have slowed my step to hear 

what was going on, but I think my attention wouldn’t be 

riveted to it. I think I would have said, “Huh!” and gone 

about my business.  What the odd man from up north 

was speaking about was change, and, honestly, I’ve got 

a  full  plate.  I  don’t  want  to  think  about  change.  I’m 

booked three months in advance. I  want  stability,  not 

upset; tradition, not novelty. And, by the way, have you 

forgotten about the Romans? We do NOT want to upset 

the Romans. I don’t have time for that kind of trouble.
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I’m most often instructed by folks who want to tell 

me where I went wrong that Jesus was abolishing the 

old forms of Temple worship and Torah study in favor 

of  something  else.  I  don’t  think you can go very  far 

down that path before you run up against  Jesus’ own 

words:

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disci-
ples, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit on 
Moses’ seat; therefore, do whatever they teach 
you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for 
they do not practice what they teach. 

Jesus is picking a fight that will result in his death, 

certainly, but the fight he is picking isn’t with the Jewish 

form of worship or even with Jews generally. It is with 

those who understand the law but fail or refuse to put it 

into operation in their own lives. Jesus is rebuking pas-

sive Jews who give lip service to the teachings, but do 

not actively incorporate Torah into their lives.

Page 7



As he leaves the Temple, Jesus discusses with with 

his disciples what is to come. He predicts the destruc-

tion of the Temple, the end of the age, persecutions and 

the coming of the Son of Man, an image from the book 

of  Daniel.  Jesus  then  tells  a  series  of  parables  about 

what must be done to be ready for the end of the age. 

Our passage today is one of those parables.

I think there is a very real tendency for us to see Je-

sus  as  offering the modern,  familiar  understanding of 

our relationship with God to the Temple authorities who 

stubbornly cling to the old, foreign understanding. If we 

do that, we have nothing much to learn from this para-

ble, since we’ve already decided that in this encounter, 

Jesus is on our side.

That would be a shame, because this parable speaks 

very clearly to us about the business of being faithful 

disciples.  The active slaves who presented the master 
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with increase are referred to as “good and faithful”. The 

passive slave, who has acted with laudable caution to 

preserve what  was given him,  is  condemned.  Clearly, 

when Jesus calls the first two slaves “good and faithful” 

he means more than passive waiting,  more even than 

strict obedience to clear instructions for the master did 

not give any instructions as to what each slave is to do 

with the talents entrusted to him. “Good and faithful” 

means  active  responsibility  that  takes  initiative  and 

risk1. 

Active  responsibility  means  being  prepared  and 

willing to undertake new ways of relating to God and 

His children as the present age ends and a new age, ush-

ered in by the Resurrection of our Lord, begins. Change 

of any sort always requires sacrifice. Diverting the river 

at Pikeville benefited many, but required sacrifice from 

1 The New Interpreter’s Bible, Commentary on Matthew 25:14-30
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those whose property was in the proposed new course of 

the  river.  You  cannot  make  change  without  mashing 

toes.

I told a group I spoke to this week that the deadliest 

poison God's  children can be fed is  comfort.  I  called 

comfort poison because comfort leads to complacency. 

Complacency leads to  a  sense of  entitlement.  Entitle-

ment leads to demand and demand ends our relationship 

with God for we can no longer serve God from such a 

position. 

When do you look to God most fervently, pray most 

actively, seek Him most intently — when you just fin-

ished  Thanksgiving  dinner,  or  when  you  have  gotten 

bad news from the doctor, or lost a friend, or sat beside 

a loved one in their last moments? We draw near to God 

in fright and sorrow. We recede from God in comfort 

and satisfaction. Comfort draws our attention away from 
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God at precisely the time when we should roll up our 

sleeves, draw from our plenty, and do the work of God. 

We're passive Christians, more often than we should be. 

We really need to acknowledge that, for we are the most 

comfortable people the planet has ever known.

To  maintain  their  comfort  during  Roman  occupa-

tion, the religious leaders of the time had blessed eco-

nomic systems imposed by Rome which impoverished 

God’s people. Jesus’ actions in confronting the Temple 

authorities are also a confrontation with the societal in-

justices being protected by the Temple. Inevitably, Je-

sus’ actions will afflict the comfortable to comfort the 

afflicted.  It  cannot  be  done without  terrible  cost,  and 

that cost, Jesus will take on himself.

I’m not telling you that to make you mad, or even 

just because I want you to stay awake. I’m saying that 

because I want you to focus on what brings us here — 
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what being a Christian means.

In the parable told by Jesus, the master entrusted his 

three servants with five talents, two talents and one tal-

ent. A talent was a unit of weight. When applied to mon-

ey,  it  amounted to  about  fifteen YEARS wages for  a 

working man. We’re talking big bucks here. Primarily 

because of this parable, the word talent came into Eng-

lish to mean God-given gifts. Those slaves who won the 

master’s  approval  presented  him with  increase  in  the 

value of the investment the master had made with them. 

The slave who was condemned, in fear of the risk of 

failure, did nothing with the talents entrusted to him.

God has gifted each of us far in excess of our own 

abilities to gift ourselves. If you doubt that, come to my 

house  at  bill  paying  time,  and  try  to  imagine  how I 

might set aside 150 years of salary all by myself. This 

enormous investment by God is made with the expecta-
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tion that we will treat it with active responsibility.

So...are we doing that? When I engage folks on the 

topic of why the church does such and such a thing, the 

most common answer I get is, “We’ve always done it 

that way.” The second most common answer is, “That’s 

the way I always heard it.”

Those are the voices of comfort and satisfaction, the 

lullaby of  complacency whispering to  us,  “Don’t  you 

know that God is fearsome and His ways complicated? 

Don’t get above yourself. Do it as we have always done 

it. That’s safest.” It leads to the old joke, “How many 

Presbyterians does it take to change a light bulb?” the 

answer to which is, “You can’t change that light bulb. 

It’s always been there.”

God spoke to the injustices of the First Century in 

the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus did not go along 

with the way we always did it, and He paid a terrible 
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price for His obedience. The Risen Christ speaks to us 

today and says, “You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

mind,  and your neighbor as  yourself.  Touch my Cre-

ation ONLY with the hands of love. Hate no one. Tend 

to my sick,  my poverty stricken,  my blind and lame. 

Live with compassion.”

It cannot be done without paying the price for rock-

ing the boat. Jesus tells us this when he said, “If anyone 

would come after me, he must deny himself and take up 

his cross and follow me”. Opposing the inertia of com-

placency,  overcoming our  willingness  to  overlook the 

suffering of others in the name of personal comfort, will 

always extract a price. That is the price Christians take 

upon themselves.  The voices of  comfort  and satisfac-

tion, the lullaby of complacency will exact a price for 

your disobedience, but Jesus has shown us the way. Fol-
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low Him.

AMEN
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The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2011 by J. Stewart Schneider. 
All rights reserved.
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