The Parable of the Talents
and
The Parable of the Minas

Matthew 25:14-30 and Luke 19:11-27

Faithful in a Few Things:
Stewardship, Delay, and the Returning King

Setting the Scene

Jesus tells two closely related stories near the end of his public ministry. In Matthew, a master
about to travel entrusts his wealth to three servants: five talents to one, two to another, one to the
third, “each according to his ability.” Two put the money to work and double it. The third buries
his talent in the ground. When the master returns “after a long time,” he praises the first two—
“Well done, good and faithful servant”—and casts the third into outer darkness.

In Luke, a nobleman goes to a distant country to receive a kingdom. He gives ten servants one
mina each and commands them to “put this money to work until I come back.” His subjects send
a delegation after him: “We don’t want this man to be our king.” He is made king anyway,
returns, rewards the servants who multiplied their minas with authority over cities, condemns the
one who hid his mina in a cloth, and orders that those who rejected his rule be brought and slain
before him.

The stories share a skeleton—departure, entrusted goods, delayed return, accounting, reward and
judgment—but they are not identical. A talent was an enormous sum, roughly twenty years of a
laborer’s wages; a mina was far smaller. Matthew’s servants receive different amounts; Luke’s
receive the same. Matthew focuses on household servants; Luke adds a political plot about
contested kingship. Together they form one of the New Testament’s sharpest pictures of
stewardship, delay, and the character of the returning Lord.



Context

Matthew places the parable in the Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24-25). Jesus has just spoken
of watchfulness: the days of Noah, the thief in the night, the faithful and unfaithful servants, the
ten virgins. The parable of the talents follows immediately after “Therefore keep watch, because
you do not know the day or the hour.” It is spoken privately to the disciples and answers the
question of how one watches: not by idle waiting, but by productive faithfulness during the
master’s absence. The next scene is the judgment of the nations (the sheep and the goats).
Stewardship of what has been given is therefore bound to eschatological accountability.

Luke places his parable on the road from Jericho to Jerusalem, just after the conversion of
Zacchaeus and just before the triumphal entry. The crowd thinks “the kingdom of God was going
to appear at once.” Jesus tells the story to correct that expectation. The nobleman’s journey to
receive a kingdom echoes both Herodian politics (Archelaus going to Rome for confirmation)
and Jesus’ own path: he will be rejected in Jerusalem, leave, and return as king. The parable
therefore addresses two audiences at once—disciples who must work during the delay, and a
people who must decide whether they will have this man to reign over them.

The two settings matter. Matthew emphasizes how disciples live while they wait. Luke
emphasizes that the kingdom does not come immediately and that rejecting the king has
consequences. Read together, they refuse both complacency and premature triumph.

Observations
1. The goods never belong to the servants.

In both stories, the money belongs to the master. The servants are stewards, not owners. A talent
or a mina is not a private endowment to be admired or protected; it is capital placed in trust.
Theologically, this maps onto grace, the gospel, spiritual gifts, time, influence, and the created
world itself. Nothing the disciple “has” is originally his.

2. Ability and opportunity are not the same thing.

Matthew stresses differentiation: “each according to his ability.” The servant with two talents is
not blamed for not producing five. He is praised in the same words as the servant with five.
Faithfulness is measured against what was given, not against another person’s ledger. Luke
stresses equality of starting point: each receives one mina. The difference in return then reveals
difference in trust and courage. Read side by side, the two accounts show that God honors
both differing ability and the faithfulness of the least entrusted amount: he does not
pretend all servants start equal, and he does not treat the small trust as worthless.



3. The third servant’s problem is not caution but a false picture of the master.

Both unfaithful servants explain themselves the same way: “I knew you were a hard man... so |
was afraid.” They treat the master as an extractor who harvests where he has not sown. The
master does not deny the description on their lips; he judges them by it. If they really believed he
was that kind of lord, the least they could have done was put the money with the bankers. Fear
that produces paralysis is not reverence. It is unbelief dressed as prudence. The buried talent
and the wrapped mina are acts of self-protection that leave the master’s work undone.

4. Reward is greater responsibility, not mere rest.

“You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.” In Luke, the
reward is rule over cities. The joy of the master is not retirement from labor but entrance into
larger participation in the master’s own work and happiness. Eschatological reward in these
parables is vocational, not merely consolatory.

5. The principle of increase and loss is severe.

“To everyone who has, more will be given... from the one who has not, even what he has will be
taken away.” This is not a statement about capitalist accumulation as such. It is a statement
about living in relationship to the Giver. What is used in trust grows; what is hoarded in
fear withers. The unused gift is not left in storage. It is reassigned.

6. Luke alone makes rejection of the king explicit.

The citizens who send the delegation and are later executed stand for those who refuse Jesus’
rule. Matthew’s outer darkness falls on a servant who claimed the master’s household but
refused his work. Luke holds both judgments: unfaithful service and open revolt. The church
cannot hear only the first and ignore the second.

Questions

These parables do not settle every pastoral and theological tension they raise. They press
questions that remain live:

If the master gives “according to ability,” how do we discern what has actually been entrusted
to us—gifts, calling, resources, relationships—without inflating or minimizing them?

Is the “hard man” speech a window into how some experience God, and if so, how does the
gospel correct that image without making God sentimental?



What counts as “putting the money to work” in a life that is not primarily commercial? Prayer,
mercy, truth-telling, art, parenting, public office, ordinary labor?

How should the church speak of judgment without turning the parable into a performance gospel
that forgets that the capital itself was a gift?

Does Luke’s violent ending belong to the same moral universe as Matthew’s “share your
master’s happiness,” or do the two endings name two different refusals—sloth inside the
household and rebellion outside it?

In an age that prizes safety and risk-management, what does faithful risk look like when the
Master’s return is delayed “a long time”?

The parables do not answer these questions with a list. They answer by placing the hearer in the
story and asking which servant he or she is becoming.

Conclusion

The two parables are not a divine endorsement of anxious productivity. They are a claim about
the character of the time between departure and return. The Master has not abandoned the
household. He has entrusted it. The delay is real; so is the accounting. The tragedy of the third
servant is not that he failed to become an entrepreneur. It is that he preferred a God he could
keep at a distance—hard, demanding, and safely buried in the ground—to a Lord who shares his
own joy with those who will work while he is away.

Matthew teaches the church how to wait: by using what has been given. Luke teaches the church
why waiting is necessary: the kingdom does not appear on the crowd’s timetable, and the King
will be king whether he is wanted or not. Read together, the stories refuse both the sloth that
hides the gift and the presumption that the King will never come back.

The last word in Matthew is darkness for the one who would not risk. The last word in Luke is
the King’s authority over both servants and enemies. Between those endings stands the invitation
that both parables share: take what is not yours, put it to work, and live toward the day when the
Master says, not “You preserved what I gave you,” but “Well done. Enter into the joy of your
Lord.”



