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We are doing a series called the Moral of the Story and it is about parables. Truth communicated by story is part of culture around the world, passing down things from generation to generation. When Pastor Mark said we were doing this series on the parables, he told me to choose two. So I chose two and there will be another one next week. The one I chose for this weekend has to do with Jesus speaking to folks about the end of time, which in and of itself is a weighty issue, and I am calling this A Formula for Joy. What does joy look like? Maybe it looks like a couple of kids walking down the beach or a couple of old people walking down the beach or maybe it is a couple of kids in a swing or two old people in a swing. This week, our daughter Suzanna, who writes a blog called Confessions of a Tired Supergirl. She and her husband have three boys, age 14, 12 and 10, which Ruth and I feel she deserves! I never get tired of saying that! This is what she said about joy this week.
This Sunday, the youth was with us during worship. Will, the 12 year old, decided he would come stand next to me to sing. I love that even though is buddies were there, he wanted to be with me. At 12, he is gaining on me and pretty soon I will be looking up to him. I will take every moment I can with him. We were singing and I could hear his strong voice next to mine. I was raising my hands thanking God for his redeeming love and whap! My first worship high five! I turned to Will and said, ‘What in the world?’ He said, ‘I wanted to give you a high five.’ I immediately was not worshiping, I was whispering to Will, ‘Will, we don’t do high fives during worship.’ ‘Why not?’ I said, ‘Because it is distracting and it scares people when they have their eyes closed.’ He was grinning, so much joy he had brought to the service. I was having a hard time not laughing, mostly because I was embarrassed. My friend sitting next to me told me later that she thought she saw something going on out of the corner of her eye. I could tell he enjoyed the worship high five and that he might want to do it again so I kept my hands down, until the last song when I thought, I’m not letting a 12 year old dictate how I worship, so I semi-raised my hands but with palms kept very low near the waist. The song concluded and Will turned to go to youth group with the rest of the kids and he grinned and said, ‘I didn’t high five you again Mom but I really wanted to.’  I shouldn’t have been surprised. Will is the same child who said cheers and clinked his tiny cup with mine the first time he took communion! I think he looks at worship differently than I do. One part holiness and three parts joy.

I started pondering the worship high five sense. Maybe this should be a thing. Why don’t we high five during worship? Is there anything more high five worthy than Jesus and what He has done for us? This could be a new way to embrace the joy of our salvation. High fives all around! Can you imagine the laughter that would break forth in your church if your pastor said and now we are going to give each other worship high fives for all the good things God has done for us! You can be sure of one thing, kids would be all over it! They get celebrating life. There is definitely time for reverence and gravity in worship but I tell you that I cannot stop smiling every time I think about that high five. I think Will might be on to something.

Turn to a couple people right now and high five them! There we go! 

So here is Jesus of Nazareth 33 years young, three public years of talking about the kingdom of God through parables. The kingdom of God is like… He uses story because He knew that was so different than the way they think. They live in a world where power stands up and speaks out and submission kneels down and washes feet. He comes along and says let Me teach you about the place I come from where submission stands up and speaks out and authority kneels down and washes feet. It is like He is saying how can I say it so that the message gets across or in some cases, doesn’t. In some cases, it said He used parables so they wouldn’t understand. I’m saying ok Jesus you get an A in that because I have no idea what that’s about.
But this parable in Matthew comes in Jesus’ final discourse on the end times on the Mount of Olives. The end is coming and He keeps saying things that amount to discern the times and get ready.

Matthew 25 contains three teachings. First there is the parable of the 10 bridesmaids. Five correctly anticipate and prepare for the groom’s arrival and five don’t. The second is the parable of the talents, that’s the one I’m going to talk about. Then the third one is about sheep and goats and nations and all that. 

Let me read this Matthew 25:14-30

14 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a man traveling to a far country, who called his own servants and delivered his goods to them. 15 And to one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one, to each according to his own ability; [Remember that phrase – to each according to his own ability] and immediately he went on a journey. 16 Then he who had received the five talents went and traded with them, and made another five talents. 17 And likewise he who had received two gained two more also. 18 But he who had received one went and dug in the ground, and hid his lord’s money. 19 After a long time the lord of those servants came and settled accounts with them.

20 “So he who had received five talents came and brought five other talents, saying, ‘Lord, you delivered to me five talents; look, I have gained five more talents besides them.’ 21 His lord said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant; you were faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things. Enter into the joy of your lord.’ 22 He also who had received two talents came and said, ‘Lord, you delivered to me two talents; look, I have gained two more talents besides them.’ 23 His lord said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things. Enter into the joy of your lord.’

24 “Then he who had received the one talent came and said, ‘Lord, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you have not sown, and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25 And I was afraid, and went and hid your talent in the ground. Look, there you have what is yours.’

26 “But his lord answered and said to him, ‘You wicked and lazy servant, you knew that I reap where I have not sown, and gather where I have not scattered seed. 27 So you ought to have deposited my money with the bankers, and at my coming I would have received back my own with interest.28 Therefore take the talent from him, and give it to him who has ten talents.

29 ‘For to everyone who has, more will be given, and he will have abundance; but from him who does not have, even what he has will be taken away. 30 And cast the unprofitable servant into the outer darkness. There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’

This is one of Jesus’ most significant parables regarding work and He uses investment and portfolio management as a model on how to prepare for what is coming. Last week, Pastor Mark talked about the orthodox seed and he told the story of Ben Franklin who gave the cities of Philadelphia and Boston 1,000 pounds as an endowment for the next 200 years. By 1894, that 1,000 pounds had grown to $391,000 and today the city of Philadelphia has an endowment of five million dollars based on the endowment Franklin gave. 

Some years ago when I was President of a small college, we have a Jan-term. This is a three week course between fall and spring semesters. I was going to speak in chapel and I wanted to speak on this parable. Ruth and I had designated $50 to give to the married students group and I had this thought on the way to chapel. I walked in with five $10 bills and I asked for five volunteers and told them I had 10 bucks for them. So four guys and a young woman came up and I said, ‘Here’s $10, we are going to do an experiment over the next three weeks that is a cross between biblical economics and western capitalism. So I want you to see how much you can make with this $10 by legal means and when you are done, we will give the $10 to the married students plus 75 percent of what you make and you can keep 25 percent of the profits.’ So they went off and three weeks later, they come back up and this one guy had done a talent show and he had x number of dollars. Another guy had his girlfriend make cookies and they had a bake sale. And the girl raffled off a ticket for a date with her. I think it was $38. Then this basketball player came up and he literally had a bucket of money. It turned out to be $128! I said this is fantastic! So did you do this? He said I doubled that first $10 and then I went to the Dean of Women who makes these unbelievable caramel rolls and I sold them and I made all this money.  So I asked him how he doubled the first $10. He said, ‘President Foth, I’m grateful the 49ers won the playoffs!’ I said give me that money and we will talk about your theology later! 

So we all get investment. Here a rich man delegates the management of his wealth to his servants, much as investors in today’s markets do. He gave five talents to one, two to another and one to another. The guy with one dug a hole in the ground for the money but what he didn’t realize was that he was digging a hole for himself. So here’s the deal, these are the players, master and servant. These are the characters in the story.

Kenneth Bailey, renowned Middle East scholar notes that there tended to be two types of big men in these communities. One was a nobleman of the plains who ran large agricultural operations and was noted for his dignity and his great power. The other big man was a bandit leader. They would be people who didn’t grow their own stuff, they just swooped down and stole stuff. In folk lore, they were sort of like Robin Hood. But people who were listening would understand the model when Jesus said the wealthy man goes away and leaves this money for his servants to manage. Slaves in that culture, if they ran away, they were usually caught and brought back and put into a certain kind of prison on the property which would in fact be a place of great weeping and gnashing of teeth. But the key to this parable is the relationship of the wealthy man to his servants. It is big trust. One talents back in that day was a huge amount of money. It could have been as much as 10 to 20 years of an ordinary daily laborer’s life. That much money. It wasn’t just the master going away and saying here’s 50 bucks. He gave them a big chunk. Even the guy with just one talent, it was a big chunk of money. When the first two servants report back to master, it is important to note what the master commends. He doesn’t commend how much they made. What he commends is their trustworthiness, their faithfulness to the mission. I gave this to you and you did what I would have done. Roman slave holders like this did not just expect their slaves to follow instructions. They were expected to take on the very mind of their master, acting as proxy for all the money he left, to think like he thought. It wasn’t just faithfulness in following commands. It was to be a clone of the master. It is like Jesus saying when you have seen Me, you have seen the Father. That is the model that is used here.

There may be some here who are old enough to remember the name Bud Wilkinson. Bud Wilkinson was the coach of the Oklahoma Sooners from 1947-1963. In the 1950s, the Oklahoma Sooners won three national championships and that team still holds the record for most games in a row won. 47 games in a row, the Oklahoma Sooners won. Somebody asked how they do that and somebody said it’s all about the quarterback because in the off season, Bud Wilkinson would take the quarterback and they would go over and over and over the plays and all of the formations. And what they said was when that quarterback walked onto the field in September to start the college football season, he walked onto the football field in his body with Bud Wilkinson’s mind. This is what this parable is about. This parable is about how do you receive the gifts of the master and have his mind. The first two servants really knew the master. The third servant thoroughly misjudged the status and character of the master. The key to this is knowing the master. 
The second thought is that the principle behind it is that they received according to one’s ability. Different sums are entrusted to the servants in proportion to their ability and those who bring gains in the same proportion are rewarded accordingly. 

I love that TV commercial about golf. This guy comes out and he has a bag with all his drivers in it and he says I’ve got this one made of titanium and this one  that has this loft on it and another guy says those are all drivers and his response is well, that’s all I need right? No, for life to work, you need people with different kinds of gifts, different kinds of abilities. For the kingdom to work, you need people with different kinds of capacity.

I have a lovely study in my home in Fort Collins, Colorado and I have a desk lamp on there but if I had a 500 watt bulb in that desk lamp instead of a 40 watt or 60 watt, I would be blinded. I don’t need a 500 watt desk lamp. Or if I got a monster truck that is really not designed for the cobble streets of Georgetown, not a good idea. But the meaning of this parable is about money but it extends beyond that. Talent was an actual amount of money or kind of currency but it also applies to what we’ve been given. It is not acceptable for me to put whatever gifts I have in the closet on the shelf and just ignore it. We don’t have gifts to the same degree.

My wife Ruth and I are really different. Ruth is quiet. I am verbal. She was with a quiet person in my presence the other day and I was telling story after story and she turned to this person and said, ‘Can you imagine what it would be like to need to speak every thought that comes into your head?’ But Ruth is built for little people. Her people group is newborns. I have a confession to make. Ruth and I watch this PBS program called Call the Midwives. I watch this and say why am I watching this? It is 1950s London and you see births and it is realistic and every time a baby is born and she hears that cry, I look at Ruth and she is grinning. She loves that cry. I remember that cry. We have three girls and a boy and when she was pregnant with our fourth one, we didn’t know it was a boy, that was before you could find out, so I was saying, God I’m good with another girl but if it could be a boy, that would be good.  It was the first time I was in the room with Ruth and he came and the doctor turned him over and said you’ve got a boy! I had this speech all prepared and I heard that cry and all I could say was Yes! But Ruth grins when she hears that cry but I have a different set of gifts. When we have preschoolers come through the door, they walk past me like I’m a piece of furniture and they go straight to her. That is part of her skill set. That is her passion. 
We have different sets of gifts and the Lord needs all those sets of gifts. That’s why He built us the way He built us. The guy who didn’t use his talent, what if the guy with five talents had dug a hole and put his in the ground, the master would have said the same thing. When you don’t invest what you have, when you don’t capitalize on who you are, the tendency is to go backward.

The point of the parable is that we are to use whatever we have been given for God’s purposes. And He is saying about the end times, you need to discern what the Master is about. It could be that He is talking past the general audience to the church leaders or the temple leaders. 

There is a passage in Matthew 23 where He says this

13 “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut up the kingdom of heaven against men; for you neither go in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in.
So it could be that He is talking to those people but the principle applies for all of us. The Master has given me gifts that are mine. I’ve asked myself this question a lot of times over the years, how much am I comparing what I do with what you do? What a waste of time for me compare me with you! Each person is a unique person uniquely gifted by God and what He wants me to do is develop, nurture, grow and invest. What would the Master do with my talents? Better yet, if I spent time with Him and go to know Him, it would be reflex. I would start sounding like Him and act like He does.

I have to tell you this. I have known Pastor Joel since that first squall. His parents were friends of ours at the time Joel was born. Joel, the older he gets, the more he is like his dad. And that is a compliment. The more his dad’s values show up. He is his own guy but when I watch him or hear him talk, if I close my eyes, I’m listening to Bob Schmidgall. And here is the Master who comes along, this is a Foth paraphrase, and the Master says when people close their eyes, do they hear Me? Do they see Me in how you invest your gifts? 

So when you spend time with the Master, you get to know Him and at the same time, you get to know you. 

Finally, this is the payoff. One’s acceptance does not depend on his power or the extent of his influence. He commends their faithfulness which is independent of power and influence. Faithfulness if independent of power or influence. And when you are faithful, this is the word, ‘Well done, good and faithful servants, enter into my joy.’  If what you want in your life is joy, be faithful with what you have been given. Don’t bury it in the ground. Let the kingdom shine from that. The currency for entrance to his joy is faithfulness.

I have a friend who is a contractor. He is a big guy. He used to play softball and he would hit homeruns all the time. He has the most tender heart. He could take you out with one swing of his fist. He is the usher at one of the services at his church. And he has a vision. He doesn’t see ushering just as ushering, I see leading those ushers as a chance to disciple. It is not just that I have this talent to coordinate men but what I see is that I can encourage them to see individuals. They are not just passing a bucket. They might see somebody sitting by himself or herself and they might go over and sit by them and ask them how they are doing. That whole idea that ushering is more than passing a bucket, that this is the kingdom of God and that we disciple people as we engage with them.

Faithful servants get the big picture. They don’t look for excuses. They don’t compare. What they ask is one question, what can I do with what I’ve been given. 

Know the Master, know yourself and know the mission and the result is entrance into joy. If I don’t know the Master and I don’t know myself, I will misunderstand the mission and I will be, by my own choices, left out.  
I can’t do the thing that Ruth does with little people. She lays down on the floor with three year olds and plays for two hours. I have their attention span, two to three minutes and I’m done. But her shaping of the kingdom could be far greater than mine in that arena. I like hanging out with college kids. So joy is a by-product of faithfulness. It reflects the Master. 

I don’t know when the end is coming but as we learn to think like the Master thinks and learn to do what the Master does with what He has given us, we get joy. And when that happens, there are high fives in heaven.

Father thank You for this time for your Word. Thank You for the power of your Holy Spirit to take your Word and put it deep in our hearts. I pray that you will sink your Spirit deep into the nooks and crannies of our hearts. How grateful we are that You have entrusted us with kingdom truth to the level that we are able and that what you count on us for is faithfulness. We can do that. Thank You God. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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