
 

 

Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for November 19, 2017 

Twenty-Fourth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 28 

 
THE READINGS 

First Reading: Judges 4:1-7 Alternate Zephaniah 1:7, 12-18 
1 The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, after Ehud died. 2 So 

the LORD sold them into the hand of King Jabin of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor; the 
commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-ha-goiim. 3 Then the Israelites 
cried out to the LORD for help; for he had nine hundred chariots of iron, and had oppressed 
the Israelites cruelly twenty years.  

 

4 At that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel. 5 She 
used to sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of 
Ephraim; and the Israelites came up to her for judgment. 6 She sent and summoned Barak 
son of Abinoam from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, “The LORD, the God of Israel, 
commands you, ‘Go, take position at Mount Tabor, bringing ten thousand from the tribe of 
Naphtali and the tribe of Zebulun. 7 I will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin's army, to 
meet you by the Wadi Kishon with his chariots and his troops; and I will give him into your 
hand.’” 

 

Worth Noting: This selection presents half of the cycle of faithfulness-prosperity, idolatry-slavery, and 
repentance-deliverance foreshadowed in last week’s reading (Joshua 24:19-20). Deborah is the third 
judge whom the LORD has raised up to deliver the people from bondage, this time through destruction 
of Sisera and his army. What do you do with stories of God’s intervention to punish his sinful 
followers (verse 2, selling Israel to Jabin)? Ignore them? Then is there no punishment for sin? 

 
Psalm 123 Alternate: Psalm 90:1-8, (9-11), 12 
1 To you I lift up my eyes,  

O you who are enthroned in the heavens!  
2 As the eyes of servants look to the hand of their master,  

as the eyes of a maid to the hand of her mistress,  
so our eyes look to the LORD our God,  



 

 

until he has mercy upon us.  
3 Have mercy upon us, O LORD, have mercy upon us,  

for we have had more than enough of contempt.  
4 Our soul has had more than its fill  

of the scorn of those who are at ease,  
of the contempt of the proud.  

Worth Noting: The psalmist endured the contempt of his economic betters (those “at ease . . . 
proud;” see Amos 4:1; 6:4-6) and looks to the LORD for deliverance. Can you relate a time in 
your life when God’s mercy healed the wounds of scorn and contempt? How did that work? Is the 
psalmist’s God of mercy the God of the New Testament too?  

 
 
Second Reading: 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

1 Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not need to 
have anything written to you. 2 For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord 
will come like a thief in the night. 3 When they say, “There is peace and security,” then 
sudden destruction will come upon them, as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and 
there will be no escape! 4 But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you 
like a thief; 5 for you are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night 
or of darkness. 6 So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be 
sober; 7 for those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night. 8 But 
since we belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith and love, and 
for a helmet the hope of salvation. 9 For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining 
salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or 
asleep we may live with him. 11 Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as 
indeed you are doing.  

Worth Noting: The prophet Joel proclaimed the coming of the day of the Lord, a time of judgment of 
all nations and deliverance for Israel (e.g. Joel 3:14-16). Paul applies this to the community of 
Christ followers. Do you see yourself as involved with a communal salvation? How do you deal with 
communal and personal salvation?  

 
Gospel: Matthew 25:14-30 

 

[Jesus spoke to his disciples] 14 “For it is as if a man, going on a 
journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property to 
them; 15 to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another 
one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away.  

16 “The one who had received the five talents went off at 
once and traded with them, and made five more talents. 17 In the 
same way, the one who had the two talents made two more 
talents. 18 But the one who had received the one talent dug a hole 

in the ground and hid his master's money.  
19 “After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them.

 20 Then the one who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, 



 

 

saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made five more talents’.  
21 “His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been 
trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of 
your master.’  

22 “And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed 
over to

 me two talents; see, I have made two more talents.’  
23 “His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been 

trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of 
your master.’  

24 “Then the one who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, 
I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you 
did not scatter seed; 25 so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here 
you have what is yours.’  

26 “But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that I reap 
where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter? 27 Then you ought to have invested 
my money with the bankers, and on my return I would have received what was my own with 
interest. 28 So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten talents. 29 For to all 
those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who 
have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 30 As for this worthless slave, throw 
him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’”  

Worth Noting: From the ancient unit of value has come the English “talent,” referring to an 
individual’s special skills or gifts. Just as coins and paper money only have value when we agree on it, 
we may recognize our talents only when someone else points them out. How do you highlight and 
encourage the development of talents of those closest to you? 

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
In Jesus’ parable, many in Matthew’s community might have seen the third slave (the 

one who buried one talent) as the real hero of the story. To see why, consider that the 
master believes the third slave could have avoided his punishment by lending money at 
interest. But lending at interest is very problematic. In the first place, the Torah forbids 
lending at interest to a fellow Israelite (Exodus 22:25; Leviticus 25:36). Is one to assume that 
the slave is not in the Land, or is not an Israelite (and therefore free to lend at interest)?  

Further, debt in ancient times was not an integral part of capital and wealth 
formation. Today, companies borrow to invest in the expectation that investments will 
return profits in excess of the rate of interest. Homeowners borrow to buy homes in 
expectation that the homes will increase in value faster than the rate of interest. In both 
cases, modern debt is expected to lead to greater wealth on the part of the borrower. 

In antiquity, because the rate of innovation was very low, expected return on any 
investment was thought to be negligible. Instead, one borrowed to consume. Then who 
would be expected to borrow? Most likely are those with little current income and desperate 
for nourishment for themselves and their families. Perhaps those out of work because of 



 

 

injuries or illness. Those who borrowed often ended in slavery.  
Would one extracting interest in such a situation from such a person be a hero to the 

people hearing the story? Was Jesus’ original point not proper use of talents but a warning 
that righteous refusal to profit from the troubles of others leads to ostracism from the 
imperial favor? Should verse 29 (“For to all those who have, more will be given, and they 
will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken 
away”) be read ironically – “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer”? 

 
“Where O Death is Your Sting?”  

 In the last weeks of the liturgical year, the Lectionary follows the cycle of autumnal 
deaths in the Northern hemisphere to direct attention to the last things. The questions that 
have tormented and engaged humankind for thousands of years are raised once again in 
these Scriptures. What happens when we die? In an afterlife, have we a body or are we pure 
spirits? Can we ever expect to have our souls and bodies reunited? Has the bond between 
the living and the dead been unalterably broken?  
 The Bible seems generally uninterested in these questions, concentrating on how to 
live this life. Matthew certainly affirms the existence of both a heaven where the righteous 
will dwell and some form of punishment for sinners (see Matthew 5).  The Bible affirms the 
resurrection of the dead (2 Maccabees 7:9 and elsewhere; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17; John 
11:24) and reception of immortality (1 Corinthians 15:21-24) while leaving other questions 
for Christians to work out in their reflections on a just, merciful, and loving God. In 
response, Christian Tradition portrays a glorious community “where death will be no more” 
for the Lord’s own with glorified bodies and souls.   

 
Prompting Conversations 

Parables may have many interpretations. We explored one above in “Entering into 
the Scriptures.” Were you already familiar with this interpretation? Have your heard 
others over the years? Do alternative interpretations enhance your appreciation for 
Scripture? 
 
The Gospels emphasize spiritual preparation for death. How about the physical, 
financial, and family side of death? Have you prepared (and updated as necessary) the 
wills, powers of attorney, and other documents that smooth the way for those who 
love you?  
 
Funerals remember the dead, pray them on their way, and offer the living rituals of 
hope. Reflect on the last funeral that affected you. What parts – music, sermon, 
eulogies, prayers, actions – most touched you? Did they strengthen your resolve to 
live well in preparation for death? 
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