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Matthew chapter 25 verses 14-30

 If the number of references were an indication of its importance, then the second coming of Jesus would count as the most important topic in the New Testament. It is referred to on virtually every page. We make mention of it whenever we recite the Creed, as we say, “He will come again in glory to judge both the living and the dead.” Is it something that we are clued up about, or does it never cross our minds? Chapters 24 and 25 of Matthew’s gospel constitute a block of teaching about the time between the death of Jesus on the cross and his coming again, so Jesus obviously thought it important that his disciples understood its relevance. In chapter 24, Jesus, in response to his disciples’ comment about the majesty of the recently completed Temple in Jerusalem, foretold its destruction in AD 70 and went on to teach about his coming again and what to expect between those times. In chapter 25 he related three parables, so that the disciples were equipped to live faithfully in the turbulent times that lay ahead. Our reading this morning looks at the second of those three parables, the parable of the talents.

In chapter 24, Jesus tells his disciples, and us, to be realistic about the world we live in. Peoples and nations go through cycles of hope and despair. The Berlin Wall comes down and we hope that the threat of nuclear destruction will be lifted and the people of the Eastern Block will be free from the dead hand of Communism. Almost twenty years later, Russia is again flexing her muscles, this time economically, and her people struggle to make a living while a few live lives of unimaginable luxury. Apartheid in South Africa was overthrown on a wave of euphoria, but violence there is endemic and the spectre of Aids ever present. We have remembered this past week the end, in 1918, of the Great War, as it was called at the time, the war to end all wars. The Treaty of Versailles which ended that war only served to sow the seeds of the next European war twenty years later, as the great powers sought to maintain and enhance their own self-interest. In only one year since the end of the Second World War, 1968, has no British service man, or woman, been killed on active service, while there have been wars and rumours of wars too numerous to relate in the rest of the world. Earthquake follows flood which follows drought and famine, not to mention the tsunami of just a few years ago. Things haven’t changed much since the time of Jesus, except that technological progress has made the waging of war more devastating and inhuman. Having enjoyed several years of unprecedented growth, on the back of huge personal and national debt, we now face the threat of economic downturn and recession, with rising prices and the fear of unemployment and the erosion of savings.  All these things are a direct or indirect consequence of the sin and disobedience of men and women. Jesus came to sort out the mess that we have made of the good and perfect world that his Father God had created and bequeathed to us. He did this, not by enforcing a political or military solution, but by demonstrating how to live in accordance with the will of God and by giving himself up to death on the cross, in our place and for our sake.

This raises two questions, why the delay in implementing his victory over sin and death, and given that delay, how are we to live in the interim? Part of the answer to the first question is found in verse 14 of chapter 24, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations and then the end will come.” God wants people of every race and nation to have the opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel, the good news that Jesus has won the victory over sin and death. That victory is offered to all those who come to him in repentance and faith, and with it the free gift of eternal life, life that starts in the here and now and continues after physical death into the glorious life of heaven. Another strand in the  answer to the first question is found in our understanding of time. Please excuse me if I recycle an old sermon clip, rather like the EDF energy adverts that you can hear on the radio and see on the TV. Man has only been around for a very short time in terms of the age of the Universe. There is good evidence to suggest that the Universe is some 15 000 000 000 years old. The solar system and its planets, including the earth, about one third that age. To try to get an understanding of the relatively short time that there has been recorded human history, imagine that we compress the whole of time to a single day. This would mean that every 500 years of actual time would be represented by just one second in our single day. So, in this one day time scale, one second ago, the Armada was setting sail to invade England. Two seconds ago, Harold was getting an eyeful of arrow at the Battle of Hastings. Four seconds ago, Matthew was writing his Gospel. Five seconds ago, Solomon was organising the construction of the first Temple in Jerusalem. It puts our human history into perspective when we realise that it occupies only a tiny fraction of what we call time. So relatively speaking, there has only been a very short time since Jesus was talking to his disciples and any delay that we might perceive pales into insignificance when we look at the time scale of the Creator.

The second question to consider is how we should live in this time which lies between the first coming of Jesus and his coming again in glory to wind up the present order of things and usher in a new creation. The Bible paints the picture of this new creation. It is a new heaven and a new earth, where there will be no more sin, no more wars, no more famine or drought or flood, where there will be good and just government and people will live in harmony with each other, with creation and with their God. That is our goal, our destination, our sure and certain hope as men and women who have taken on the mantle of disciples of Jesus. There are difficulties and dangers to be aware of and watch out for. The parables of chapter 25 warn us of some of these and give us encouragement as we seek to follow in the footsteps of our master.

The first parable is an encouragement to keep alert and be ready for Jesus’ coming. The temptation, as I mentioned, is that we think that too long a time has passed, that the second coming is just a story put about by the early Church to enable them to cope with persecution. Progress will do for humanity what Jesus started. Not so. Jesus ends that first parable with the words, “Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”

With the second parable, we come to our gospel reading for today. A man, clearly very wealthy, is about to go on a journey. He calls to him his servants and entrusts to them his property. Is this all the man’s property? It certainly looks like it from the wording. In a recent sermon I mentioned that a talent was about twenty years wages for a labouring man, so the total sum of sixteen talents that he gives to the servants is somewhere between five and ten million pounds. Each received, we are told, according to his ability, a recognition that we all have different abilities and aptitudes. Then the man went away, only returning after a very long time. The one entrusted with the five talents had used the money and doubled it. Likewise the man entrusted with two talents. The one entrusted with one talent did nothing with it, not even putting it in the bank to earn some interest. The first two are praised in the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little. I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.” The third servant makes all the excuses he can think of, but to no avail. His fate does not make for pleasant reading.

The third parable is the gospel reading set for next Sunday, so I don’t want to make any further comment about it.

So what are we to take and apply from that second parable in particular? The first thing to mention is that the parable is not designed to instruct us about economics or business management. How would the disciples have understood the story? Did they see in the servant who simply took the talent and buried it in the ground the story of their own nation of Israel and its leaders who had effectively buried the truth about God that had been entrusted to them within their traditions. This  prevented them multiplying the blessing among the ordinary people who as a consequence remained in ignorance. Are the disciples being warned that there was a terrible danger of them doing the same thing with the gospel when the return of Christ seemed to be delayed? The Acts of the Apostles tells us of some of the struggles there were as the Church went from being a Jewish sect to including the Gentiles, those with no historic right to inclusion in the people of God. Praise God that the early disciples heeded the warning of Jesus and looked beyond the narrow confines of their own nation and set about spreading the good news to all the then known world. The example of the wicked servant can also be seen as a warning against fatalism, the attitude of mind that says, “There is nothing I can do that will be of any use or consequence, so I will just close my mind to any possibility of change or renewal and do nothing.” In the light of the state of the world, fatalism is an attractive option. The problems are so big, so intractable, that as a mere individual, there is nothing we can do. Did Jesus not say that there would be wars and rumours of wars, did he not say that the poor are always with you?  Yes he did, but the parable is a clear warning that fatalism has no place in the world view of a Christian. Yes, poverty is a major problem and one that will be with us until Jesus comes again, but that does not mean that we bury our heads in the sand and do nothing to relieve it when and where we can. Yes, there are wars and rumours of wars, but that does not mean that we are not peacemakers when we can be and peaceable men and women in our relationships with others. The third parable looks at this in a little more detail.

God has entrusted to us the message of the gospel and has given each one of us who counts themselves a disciple of Christ gifts and abilities. As Bishop James told us on Wednesday evening, each of is unique, we each have a unique and significant role to play in the kingdom. No one else can do what we have been called upon to be and do. It is our responsibility, in partnership with our brothers and sisters in Christ, to fulfil that responsibility faithfully. We are to be part of the master plan of God for the proclamation of the gospel of the kingdom, in word and deed, throughout the world as a testimony to all the nations. In this way we work for the coming of Jesus in the lives of those we meet, and the second coming of Jesus in glory, to usher in the new heaven and new earth that he has planned.

Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again. Words that are part of our celebration of the Eucharist. How clued up are we about the second coming? More clued up now, I pray than ten or fifteen minutes ago. Jesus is coming again. No one knows the time, except the Father. That is no excuse to be complacent, to think that it is so delayed as to be in the realm of fairy tale. Keep alert, be prepared and ready. Plan and work as if Christ will not come for another two thousand years, but live as if he is coming today. Don’t hide the treasure of the gospel under layers of tradition and denomination, but live to share it, so that we look forward to the commendation of the Father, “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little. I will set you over much. Enter the joy of your master.”

