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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Is the master in the parable a hard man? 
 
The kingdom of heaven is like a man who goes on a journey; but before he leaves, he gives 

talents to his servants. One gets five, another two and another one. When he gets back, he calls his 
servants to give an account. Those who got five and two talents have each doubled them to ten and 
four, and the master is delighted with what they have done. The servant who received one talent buried 
it in the ground and returns it as is; and he explains that he acted out of fear because he knows that the 
master is a hard man.  

 
It might seem that the last servant has a point, because the master is so displeased that he casts 

the man into outer darkness. Seems pretty harsh, and you might think he is unfair because he only gave 
the guy one talent in the first place. It sounds like he was out to get this servant from the start. So, is the 
master a hard man? 

 
Before you pass judgment, keep a couple things in mind. First off, a talent here is not a natural 

aptitude or skill. It’s money. A servant who doubles his talent while the master is gone doesn’t say, 
“When you left, I played the accordion, but now I can juggle too.” Furthermore, a talent is a lot of 
money: it’s 80 pounds of a precious metal. By this past week’s prices, a talent of silver is worth around 
$31,000. A talent of gold is worth around $2.5 million. 

 
Is the master a hard man, if he “only” gave the servant $2.5 million to use while he was gone? 
 
Quickly, then, we want to note how this text has been misused along the lines of, “If God has 

given you a lovely singing voice, then you’d better join the church choir or else He’s going to be mad at 
you.” Jesus doesn’t tell this parable to make sure that you’re using your abilities to the max at church in 
response to the annual stewardship drive, although preachers have used this text to beat parishioners 
until they join various committees. No, Jesus is teaching about the kingdom of heaven, and the kingdom 
of heaven isn’t about your works. It’s about God’s goodness and grace.  

 
The master is not a hard man. He doesn’t close down the estate and dismiss his servants before 

he leaves on his journey. Instead, he keeps them in his household and gives them large amounts of 
money to use. Yes, some get more than others; but all have more than enough. The problem is not that 
the master is a hard man. 

 
The problem is also not that the servant buried the talent in the ground: it’s a problem, but not 

the big problem. The big problem is that the servant is afraid of the master, and he is afraid of the 
master because he has the master all wrong. Despite the evidence of the master’s kindness and 
generosity, he lives by a lie that the master is a cruel man who is out to get him. Believing the master is 
cruel, the servant is afraid of him and afraid to make use of what the master has entrusted to him, 
convinced that it’s all a trap and the master is just waiting to pounce.  

 
If, when the master returns, he says to the fearful servant, “Enter into my rest anyway,” the 

servant won’t want to go in. He’ll be too suspicious and afraid that there would be no rest at all, because 
there is no rest for servants of a hard master. Because he doesn’t want what the master gives, he doesn’t 
end up in the master’s house. 



 
On the other hand, don’t forget the other two servants: they happily receive what the master 

gives, they make use of it knowing that the master is gracious, and – in the end – they remain in the 
household of the one who only wants to give them more.  

 
+++ 

 
Is God a hard God?  
 
Many will say yes, and you’ve heard all the reasons before. They will argue that God is cruel 

because there’s so much poverty or violence in the world; or that God is harsh because He forbids so 
many activities that just come natural to human beings and punishes them when they disobey; or that 
God is brutal because He lets people get sick and die. And since they don’t want to leave the world that 
God has created, the only option left is to try to kick the Master out of the house. But it’s very hard for 
sinners to get their hands on God these days – it hasn’t happened since He let them at Calvary, so they 
turn their anger towards His people. In the eyes of many, you’re a problem because you claim to serve 
this angry God. 

 
You’ve got to admit: if God is indeed a supreme being who torments people and makes them 

jump through hoops until He kills them off, that’s … pretty hard. 
 
But it isn’t true. The world acts like a child who gets mad at his parents because they won’t let 

him play with rattlesnakes and redirect him to good books. Rather than see the truth of all that God 
gives, sinners believe the lie that God is a miserly god who is only about wrath and punishment. 

 
The Small Catechism’s explanation to the First Article of the Creed is a great reminder: God has 

made you and all creatures. He has given you your body and soul, eyes, ears, and all your members, 
your reason and all your senses, and still takes care of them. He also gives you clothing and shoes, food 
and drink, house and home, spouse and children, land, animals, and all you have. He richly and daily 
provides you with all that you need to support this body and life. He defends you against all danger and 
guards and protects you from all evil.  

 
Why does He do this? Not out of wrath to instill fear. All this He does only out of fatherly, divine 

goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in you.  
 
God has given you everything, and far more than you deserve. What’s the appropriate response? 

It is to make use of what God gives – to thank and praise, serve and obey Him. Your other option is to 
buy the lie and complain that God is a cruel tyrant who has done nothing for you at all.  

 
Many sinners do that outright, which explains a lot about the world. The same sinful nature is in 

you too, and so you’ll be tempted to focus on the shortcomings of your body rather than wonder that 
God has made and preserves you a living being (!). You’re always going to be tempted to focus on the 
faults of your spouse rather than give thanks to God for them; or fault God that you’re single if He hasn’t 
provided the right person yet, rather than give thanks for what He does provide; or see your kids as 
germy burdens who get in the way, rather than priceless gifts entrusted to you. You’ll always be tempted 
to be dissatisfied with what you have, envious of what others have; to buy for yourself at the expense of 
others and to spend money that you don’t have just to pretend you’re better than you are. When you 
cultivate such discontent and bitterness, those weeds are going to grow and choke; and as things fall 
apart, you’ll feel justified in your suspicion that God is a hard God who has done nothing for you.  

 
But that is not the problem. The real problem is that God has given you His Word so you could 

know of His love, His gifts, and His law to protect you and His gifts; and you’ve buried the Word in favor 
of the lies of a sinful heart. And you really want to argue that God is hard and His wrath is unjust? 



 
Now, wonder at this. God does not react in wrath. He is so not a hard God that He responds to 

sinners by becoming flesh, going to the cross, and dying in their place. He suffers the justice, the just 
wrath for your sin. Instead of saying, “If you believe I’m a hard God, then I will prove you right!”, He 
sheds His blood and dies in your place to deliver you from the lie.  

 
He gives you everything you have. And because you resent or misuse it, He has also given 

Himself on the cross to deliver you from sin, death and hell. 
 
Speaking of which, the final judgment and hell are not God’s ultimate revenge on sinners. He 

desires the death of no one. Hell is for those who will never believe that God is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love; and will never stop believing that God is angry and cruel. 
In fact, I think it’s a pretty good bet that such will not want to go to heaven on the Last Day, because 
they don’t want to be near a God they believe to be so cruel; and because they do not want to be near 
God, God has established another place for them to be. 

 
That is how hard and cruel God is not. He gives you all that you have for this body and life, and 

then He gives you more. For the sake of Jesus, He gives you new life – eternal life. He makes you His 
holy child in baptism, so you live all your days with the assurance of His love. He keeps visiting in His 
Word and His Supper to keep giving you life and salvation. Where you start to buy the lie that He is 
unjust and unloving, He calls you to repentance; and when He permits trial and misfortune, He is doing 
so to make sure you do not bury His law and deny your sin. Even then, He is not being cruel. All the 
more, He continues to gather you into His house so that you might receive His grace, so that you do not 
bury the gospel and wander away. 

 
What joy you have in this reading: God is not hard, but unbelievably gracious and merciful. He 

has brought you into His house, given you all sorts of things for this life, shed His blood to redeem you 
and promises His faithfulness. But that’s not all: He who gives so much is coming back on the Last Day. 
And on that day, having made great use of His gifts of grace, you will hear Him say solely because of 
Jesus, “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.” Forever.   

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 
 

 


