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Outline XXIX 

THE TALENTS 

 

For the parable refer to Matt. 25:14-30. The Gospel according to Matthew alone makes 

mention of this parable. Some interpreters consider the parable of the pounds, given in Luke 

19:11-27, to be identically the same as this of the talents. It must be admitted that there are 

various points of similarity, but similarity does not mean that the two are identical. There are 

points of evident difference, the most important of which to our mind is that in the parable of the 

pounds the servants each receive the same number of pounds, while in the parable of the talents 

each receives a different, number of talents. This difference precludes all identification. 

 

The Story 

The parable tells of a lord, who, when about to go on a long journey into a far country, 

called his servants, and delivered unto them his goods. To one he gave five talents, to another 

two, to another one— to every man he gave according to his ability. (While it is doubtful 

whether our knowledge of money values in those days is entirely correct, a talent of gold seems 

to have been worth about $30,000 in American money. Hence, if the talents spoken of were of 

gold, an enormous amount of money was implied.) After the distribution was made the lord 

immediately took his journey. The servant who had received five talents did business with it and 

gained other five talents. The one with two gained two. He, however, who had received one went 

and dug in the earth and hid the lord’s money. After a long time the lord returned home, and 

began a reckoning with his servants. First the man who had gained other five talents came before 

his lord, and was commended by his lord for his diligence, “Well done, thou good and faithful 

servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter 

thou into the joy of thy lord.” Then he that had gained the two talents with his two appeared, and 

the lord commended him in the same words. But, last of all, he that had received one talent came. 

He began at once to excuse himself, objecting to the rigorous requirements of his lord. He said, 

“Lord, I knew thee that thou art an hard man, reaping where thou hast not sown, and gathering 

where thou has not strawed: And I was afraid, and went and hid thy talent in the earth: lo, there 

thou hast that is thine.” That servant received no praise, but condemnation. And correctly so, for 

knowing his lord’s insistence upon receiving his own together with that which it could earn, he 

failed to labor with the talent, or even to put it in the bank that his lord might receive at least 

interest (the word usury simply means interest, and must not be understood in its present day evil 

sense of exorbitant interest). The lord orders the others servants, “Take therefore the talent from 

him, and give it unto him which hath ten talents. For unto every one that hath shall be given, and 

he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath. 

And cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of 

teeth.” 

 

The Lesson 

As the Rev. Hoeksema in his dictated notes on New Testament History has tersely put it, 

the parable “teaches that faithfulness with respect to the employment of all our means in the 



service of Christ and of His Kingdom brings a rich reward of grace, while failure to employ them 

provokes the wrath of the King and incurs punishment.” 

During the absence of the Lord, between His first coming and the second, the members of 

the church must according to the parable of the Ten Virgins, watch, ever looking for His return. 

But this watching is not to be a time of passive waiting; on the contrary it is to be a time of active 

labor, during which each Christian must employ all his means to the furtherance of Christ's 

kingdom. The church has received a solemn trust in all the means bestowed upon her, and each 

of her members is called to be actively engaged in the business of the King. Thus, the parable of 

the Talents is a further clarification of the character of the watching stressed in the parable of the 

Ten virgins. Naturally, therefore, the present parable follows immediately upon the other. 

 

Various Elements 

The question arises, “Just what is represented by the talents?” If the pounds of The 

Parable of the Pounds represent those means which all Christians have in common and equally, 

this parable represents those means which the Christians have individually and distinctively from 

one another. The Pounds can only refer to the church institute with its preaching and discipline, 

its sacraments etc., which all Christians possess in common. The Talents refer to all such gifts in 

which Christians differ. They differ in natural ability and spiritual powers; they differ in 

privileges and opportunities; they differ in the material possessions and earthly goods over which 

they have command. But whatever their gifts, the Christian must look upon all his means as so 

many means with which to serve God, with which he is called to lay up treasures in heaven. 

The accounting naturally refers to the judgment at the return of Christ. Everyone must 

appear before him, and receive what he has done in the flesh. The faithful receive a reward, a 

reward in harmony with their diligence. Of course, the reward remains a reward of grace, as 

other portions of Scripture abundantly testify. The unfaithful members of the church, -who 

seemed to be of Christ’s party in this world but really were not, shall then appear in their 

nakedness. They failed to use their talents in God’s service, and sought only themselves and the 

things of this world—and did with the lord’s goods as they saw fit and not as they were 

commanded. From them the lord will take away all, and they shall be cast into hell fire, as 

unprofitable servants. God’s children must be profitable servants. Slothfulness and spiritual 

indolence stands condemned. 

 

QUESTIONS: Does waiting for Christ's return mean a period of inactivity? Can you suggest 

why this parable should speak of talents, instead of pounds? May we expect all Christians to 

have equal ability, etc.? Is there ever a Christian without any talents? Is usury permissible? May 

Christians refuse to serve in the consistory, be Christian School Board members, Sunday School 

teachers, etc. How can young people use their talents in the service of the King? 

 

 

Outline XXX 

THE LABORERS IN THE VINEYARD 

 

For the parable read the passage of Matt. 20:1-16. 

We should have dealt with this parable before. Strictly speaking it belongs to the second 

group of parables dealing with the spiritual-ethical relationships within the kingdom among the 

believers and toward the King. Through an error we overlooked it, and hence treat it at the end of 



our series. With this parable we bring our Outlines for the season to a close. 

 

The Story 

The parable compares the kingdom of heaven to a householder who went out early in the 

morning to hire laborers to work in his vineyard. When he had agreed to pay them a penny a day 

(a penny amounted to approximately fifteen cents), he sent them into his vineyard. About the 

third hour (nine o-clock), he saw others waiting for work and sent them into his vineyard 

promising to pay them what was right. The sixth and ninth hours (12 noon and 3 p.m.) he did 

likewise. At about the eleventh hour (five o'clock) he found still others who had not been hired, 

and sent them into his vineyard, promising them too, to give them what was right. When even 

(six o’clock) was come, the lord told his steward to call the laborers and give them their hire, 

paying them in the reverse order from which they had been hired. Those that had been hired last 

and had worked only a short time were paid a penny. When the first came, they supposed they 

should receive more and they too received a penny. The latter murmured against the householder 

saying. “These last have wrought but one hour, and thou hast made them equal unto us, which 

have borne the burden and heat of the day.” The householder answered one of them 

(undoubtedly the spokesman), “Friend, I do thee no wrong: didst not thou agree with me for a 

penny? Take that thine is, and go thy way: I will give unto this last, even as unto thee. Is it not 

lawful for me to do what I will with mine own? Is thine eye evil, because I am good?” 

Jesus concluded the parable with the words, “So the last shall be first, and the first last: 

for many be called, but few chosen.” 

 

Setting & Lesson 

The “for” with which the parable is introduced connects the parable up with the thought 

of chapter 19. To our mind Jesus is still busy with Peter’s question, “Behold, we have forsaken 

all, and followed thee: what shall we have therefore?” (19: 27). This question Peter had asked 

after the visit of the rich young ruler. The young man had been told to sell all and give to the 

poor. When he went away sorrowful Jesus had said, “That a rich man shall hardly enter into the 

kingdom of heaven.” He had added when the disciples asked, “Who then can be saved?” that 

“With men this is impossible; but with God all things are possible”. The rich young ruler could 

not forsake his goods, but the disciples had forsaken all, and Peter asked, “Behold, we have 

forsaken all, and followed Thee: what shall we have therefore?” In this question of Peter, we 

might say there was something good and something bad. At any rate, Christ’s reply consists of 

two parts. First of all, the Saviour emphatically states that they will be rewarded, yea, well 

rewarded, for they shall sit on the twelve thrones of Israel (19: 28); yes, everyone that forsakes 

all for Christ’s sake shall have a reward, both in this life and in the life to come, and especially in 

the latter (19:29). But the Saviour does not therewith drop this matter. He in the second place 

adds the significant words regarding the future rewards, “But many that are first shall be last; and 

the last shall be first.” (19:30). The reason must undoubtedly be sought in this that Peter's 

question put the relation of the apostles to their Lord on a wrong footing: there was in the 

question a tendency to bring their obedience to an arithmetic sum of so much work bringing so 

much pay. Jesus who knows the heart must have seen that there lurked in the question a spirit of 

self-complacency, a spirit of self-exaltation. “What shall we, we who have forsaken all, what 

shall we have?” It failed to reckon with the gratuitousness of God’s rewards, as well as with the 

fact that it was God’s grace that made it possible for them to forsake all and follow Christ. 

Therefore, to strike at this self-exaltation and meritorious spirit the Lord reminds them that 



“many that are first, shall be last: and the last shall be first.” 

According to some interpreters the point of the parable is that all God’s children, no 

matter at what period of their life they were called or how long and under which circumstances 

they labored in God's vineyard on earth, all receive the same reward, which then is eternal life. 

We reject this interpretation because: (1) It conflicts with the different rewards implied in vs. 28 

of chapter 19, (2) It conflicts with the very statement repeated in vs. 16 as the conclusion of the 

parable that many that are first shall be last and vice-versa. (3) It certainly is Scriptural to teach 

that rewards differ. 

To our mind the thought of the parable is that the matter of reward may not be reduced to 

a simple arithmetic sum—so much labor, so much pay, but that the matter of reward in the 

kingdom is always a matter after all of the goodness of God. The reward, it must be understood, 

is a reward of works that were performed by God’s enabling grace, and hence remains a matter 

of grace. As a matter of fact, the concluding words “for many are called, but few chosen” 

emphasize that it is sovereign grace that determines whether one is to have a place in the 

kingdom at all, and whether one may and does work in the kingdom. The whole matter of 

rewards must be understood to be a matter of grace. Lest any man should glory. 

The various hours of the day at which men are hired have been variously interpreted. 

Some take these as various periods in the history of the world—the twelve hours of the day in 

which men must work are then the period from creation to Christ’s return. Others take them as 

the hours of the individual’s life span—some are called in their childhood, others serve God from 

manhood, others in old age. Again, others think here rather of Jews and Gentiles, the former of 

whom labored long in history, while the latter only since Pentecost. Need we exclude any of 

these? Cannot we apply the parable in each of these ways, without doing injustice to it? 

The point in the master’s reply to the servant that murmured is exactly that he has the 

right to dispense of his goods as he will. His payment takes place not on the basis of claim but on 

the basis of his goodness. Thus, all self-exaltation must fall away. Besides, mere precedence in 

time, mere number of years in which we have been faithful servants, does not imply that we shall 

occupy the chief place in the kingdom. Work may not be considered quantitatively, but is 

qualitative. One may have served God from childhood as Timothy, and yet not labored as much 

as did Paul who spent a part of his life in destroying the church. Note that Jesus does not say that 

all the first shall be last; he says many. 

Rev. H. Hoeksema in his seminary notes on New Testament History has dictated the 

following on this parable: “What is the teaching of the parable of the laborers in the vineyard? 

That many that are first shall be equal to the last, and many of the last shall be equal to the first 

in the final manifestation of the kingdom. Mere precedence in time does not entitle the Jew to a 

foremost place in the kingdom above the Gentile. The reason probably being that as the day 

advances the labor becomes more difficult. Nor does it entitle the Jew to a place in the kingdom 

at all, for many are called but few chosen, Matt. 20:16.” 

 

QUESTIONS: What to your mind is the main lesson of this parable? Does it imply that there 

will be no variation in the rewards of grace? Does mere length of years in the service of God 

necessarily imply a greater reward than another receives who labored fewer years? May we at all 

reduce the question of rewards to an arithmetic sum of so much work for so much pay? If not, 

why not? 

 

Originally Published in: 



Vol 2 No 8 May 1942  


