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Texts: Exodus 14:19-31 • Exodus 15:1b-11, 20-21 • Romans 14:1-12 • Matthew 18: 21-35

Exodus 14:19-31
The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went 

behind them; and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and took its 
place behind them. It came between the army of Egypt and the army of Israel. 
And so the cloud was there with the darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not 
come near the other all night.

Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The Lord drove the sea 
back by a strong east wind all night and turned the sea into dry land; and the 
waters were divided. The Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters 
forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. The Egyptians pursued, 
and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and chariot 
drivers. At the morning watch the Lord in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down 
upon the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian army into panic. He clogged their 
chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty. 

The Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites, for the Lord is fighting 
for them against Egypt.” 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea, so that 
the water may come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot 
drivers.” 

So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea re-
turned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before it, the Lord tossed the 
Egyptians into the sea. The waters returned and covered the chariots and the 
chariot drivers, the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; 
not one of them remained. But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the 
sea, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. Thus the 
Lord saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead 
on the seashore. Israel saw the great work that the Lord did against the Egyptians. 
So the people feared the Lord and believed in the Lord and in his servant Moses.

Exodus 15:1b-11, 20-21
Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord: 
“I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he 

has thrown into the sea. 
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“The Lord is my strength and my might, and he has become my salvation; 
this is my God, and I will praise him, my father’s God, and I will exalt him. 

“The Lord is a warrior; the Lord is his name. 
“Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea; his picked officers 

were sunk in the Red Sea. 
“The floods covered them; they went down into the depths like a stone. 
“Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power —  your right hand, O Lord, shat-

tered the enemy. 
“In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries; you sent 

out your fury, it consumed them like stubble. 
“At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up, the floods stood up in a 

heap; the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea. 
“The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake, I will divide the spoil, my de-

sire shall have its fill of them. I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’ 
“You blew with your wind, the sea covered them; they sank like lead in the 

mighty waters. 
“Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like you, majestic in holi-

ness, awesome in splendor, doing wonders? 
Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; 

and all the women went out after her with tambourines and with dancing. And 
Miriam sang to them: “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse 
and rider he has thrown into the sea.”

Romans 14:1-12
Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling 

over opinions. Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegeta-
bles. Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain 
must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 

Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? 
It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, 

for the Lord is able to make them stand. Some judge one day to be better than an-
other, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own 
minds. Those who observe the day, observe it in honor of the Lord. Also those 
who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those who 
abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and give thanks to God. We do not live to 
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ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we 
die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the 
Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both 
the dead and the living.

Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? 
Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? 
For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. For it is written, “As I 

live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise 
to God.” So then, each of us will be accountable to God.

Matthew 18: 21-35
Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church 

sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” 
Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times. 
“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 

wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 
“When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents 

was brought to him; and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, 
together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be 
made. So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, 
and I will pay you everything.’ 

“And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him 
the debt. But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves 
who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay 
what you owe.’ 

“Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with 
me, and I will pay you.’ 

“But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay 
the debt. When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly dis-
tressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 

“Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave 
you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy 
on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ 

“And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay 
his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do 
not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”
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Unless you have already been inducted into sainthood, there is something 
about us that takes delight when people who break the rules get caught at it and 
punished for it. Though you and I can rationalize any behavior we want to, most 
of us want other people to play by the rules. By “rules” I mean “the way we think 
things ought to be.”

My hunch is that one of the first things a child learns to say in the process of 
being socialized, that is, in learning to get along and play with others, is some no-
tion of fairness. When things are not going the way the child wants them to, the 
cry comes forth, “That’s not fair.” An astounding number of people take this notion 
into their adult lives with the complaint: “Life isn’t fair.” Indeed, it isn’t. If it were, 
we would probably be with the 48 percent of the world’s population who live on less 
than $2.50 a day or the 89 percent of the world’s population who do not own a car.

As I said, though we can rationalize stepping outside the rules of the game 
of life ourselves, we hate it when other people do. We like to see people who, in our 
opinion, break the rules get their comeuppance. The word “comeuppance” comes 
from the phrase “to come up before a judge for the rendering of a verdict.”

When I’m going through the express checkout line at the grocery store that 
specifies 12 or fewer items, I always count the items in the baskets of the people in 
front of me to make sure they are “playing by the rules.”

Sometimes I have to travel into town on US 59. Most of you are familiar with 
that part of our freeway system or one like what I’m about to describe. If you are 
heading in the general direction of downtown on that freeway, it is five lanes wide. 
Two of the lanes take you to downtown Houston. Three of them give you the oppor-
tunity to go to SH 288, 59 North or IH 45. Let’s say I’m going to the right. I get in one 
of the appropriate lanes and inch my way forward along with all the other law-abid-
ing, patient, nice people who have been playing by the rules. Inevitably, there is some 
driver — indeed, several drivers to be honest! — who speed by on the left and, at the 
last minute crowd their way into the head of the line in front of those of us who have 
been playing by the rules. If you are one of those who zip past only to break into the 
front of the line at the last minute, may God have mercy on your soul.
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Once I was going into downtown on this very freeway to the symphony. I 
was witnessing the same thing that so gets my goat — three lanes of traffic of people 
waiting and waiting and numerous cars rushing up and forcing themselves into line 
at the last minute. Only this time four or five police officers on motorcycles were 
stopping and ticketing drivers for such behavior. “Yes! There is justice in the world,” 
was my reaction.

We love it when people get what we think is coming to them.
A police officer pulls over a speeding car. The officer says, “I clocked you 

going 85 miles an hour, sir.”
The driver says, “Gee, officer. I had the car on cruise control at 60. Perhaps 

your radar needs calibrating.”
Not looking up from her knitting the man’s wife, sitting in the passenger seat 

says, “Now, don’t be silly dear. You know this car doesn’t have cruise control.”
As the office begins writing out the ticket, the driver looks over at this wife 

and growls, “Can’t you keep your mouth shut for once?”
The wife smiles demurely and says, “You should be thankful your radar de-

tector went off when it did.”
As the officer starts making out a second ticket for the illegal radar detector, 

the man glowers at his wife and says through clenched teeth, “Darn it woman! Can’t 
you keep your mouth shut?”

The office frowns and says, “I notice that your are not wearing your seat belt, 
sir. That’s an automatic fine of $150.” He begin to write out the third ticket.

The driver says, “Yeah, well, you see officer, I had it on but took it off when 
you pulled me over so I could get my license out of my back pocket.”

The wife says, “Now, dear, you know very well that you didn’t have your seat-
belt on. You never wear your seat belt when you’re driving.”

As the police officer continues making out the tickets, the man turns to his 
wife and screams, “Would you please just shut up, you stupid woman!“

At this point the police officer bends down and looks through the window at 
the woman and says, “Ma’am, does your husband always talk to you this way?”
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She looks up and says, “Only when he has been drinking.”
I read something about national security not long ago. One of the experts on 

the subject was asked if it was difficult to get into the mind of a terrorist. He said, 
“No. Even as children, human beings fabricate elaborate revenge fantasies. Check 
out the popular video games.”

I got to thinking about how many movies we watch, and love, where revenge 
is a major theme. The first part of the movie is devoted to some harm done to some-
one by a clearly “bad guy.” Then, the rest of the movie is devoted to somehow bring-
ing that person to a well deserved comeuppance. I typed the phrase “best revenge 
movies” into Google and in two seconds got over 67,000,000 hits.

Which brings us to one of the most masterfully crafted stories we have from 
the Jesus tradition.

If you were to take all of the teachings we have of Jesus, I think you could 
organize almost all of them under one of two headings: forgiveness or inclusion. 
These are not subjects that play well in our culture where we are encouraged to 
hit back if someone hits us and to be sure we have divided people into the proper 
groups.

Forgiveness and inclusion, the way Jesus saw these matters, is certainly not 
the way we have been taught to see them. Forgiveness almost always involves the 
creation of some sort of condescending or hierarchal relationship. And, inclusion is 
seen as something to be earned or deserved.

“You’ve done a bad thing! There, there, I’ll forgive you. Now, run along and 
be good.”

And, “Now that you’ve agreed to our rules, regulations and doctrines; wel-
come.” Or, “Since you have violated what we hold sacred, get out of here.”

Forgiveness and inclusion for Jesus were never rule-based matters. Nor were 
they cheap. That is not to imply forgiveness and inclusion were things to be earned. 
It is just that forgiveness and inclusion are matters that we don’t truly know unless 
and until we experientially know what Jesus meant when he said, “If you want to 
have life, you must be willing to give it up.”
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Remember: death and resurrection are at the heart of the Christian Gospel, 
of the “good news.” They are also central to understanding this sermon.

Forgiveness is something that comes solely from the heart of God. We don’t 
earn it or deserve it.

Remember the story we call “the Parable of the Prodigal Son”? Even before 
the son can get a word out of his mouth, the father runs to embrace him and wel-
come him home. God asks for nothing before extending pardon.

A profound misunderstanding of some of Jesus’ most significant teachings 
led to the church’s 2000-year love affair with saying who is in and who is out.

To put this parable in context: Jesus has just finished talking about actively 
seeking outcasts, not about giving them the boot. Matthew, a Jew writing for a Jew-
ish audience, is presenting Jesus who was anything but an average Jew. Jesus broke 
the Sabbath, he sniped at the establishment, he hung out with the unacceptable. 
That is to say, Jesus embraced those the religious establishment of his day did not 
embrace. And, sadly, those his so-called followers for centuries would not and do 
not embrace.

Even his own followers seem time and time again to be so thick-headed that 
he has to hammer his teachings home. He talks about a shepherd who is an inde-
fatigable seeker of the lost, a shepherd who risks everything to find a single stray.

Father Robert Capon in his book on the parables imagines a dialogue be-
tween Jesus and Peter.

Jesus: “So the shepherd seeks the lost sheep unconditionally.”
Peter: “You don’t really mean that as practical advice, do you?”
Jesus: “Okay, so I’ll make it practical. Forget what I’ve said so far. The shep-

herd in this new parable gives the stupid sheep three chances to get found; then he 
gives up on it.”

Peter: “Hey, maybe that’s a little tougher than you meant to be. How about, he 
gives it seven chances?”

Jesus: “Aha! Gotcha! How about seventy times seven? And how about check-
mate? You thought I didn’t really mean unconditional, huh?”
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Having pulled the rug out from under Peter, as well as the other disciples, as 
well as the readers of Matthew from then until now, comes this sneaky, devious, de-
licious parable. We usually refer to it as the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant.

“The kingdom of God is like a king who decided to square accounts with his 
servants.”

This king is a CPA. This is law. Law is the first element of the story. Not grace. 
The king in this story is a bookkeeper. He is a business man. You’ll get kind words 
from him if you keep your end of the bargain. But, that’s it.

When I was in college when having enough money seemed always to be an 
issue, I asked my roommate if I could borrow five dollars. He said, “I don’t have any 
money. I’m as broke as the Ten Commandments.” That’s the shape this servant was 
in. Consequently, when the servant comes before the the king in this condition, the 
king orders him sold — lock, stock and barrel: wife, children, and everything else so 
that restitution can be made.

I hope you see the ridiculous nature of this story. It is the kind of exaggera-
tion Jesus loved to do. This guy owed something like ten million dollars. It was 
un-payable. Further, it was ridiculous that a servant would have been in a position 
to owe that much. There is no forgiveness in this story. We churchgoers hear these 
stories so often their freshness is lost on us.

“Then the servant thew himself at the king’s feet and begged, ‘Give me a 
chance and I’ll pay it all back.’” This was equally preposterous. How was that going 
to happen?

And, sure enough, the king’s attitude suddenly changes. He goes from having 
the mercy of a PayDay Loan Shark to being a Sugar Daddy.

“Touched by his plea, the king let him off the hook, erasing the debt.”
The king moved from his head to his heart. Get this: the servant has to do 

nothing to deserve this — except to ask. Grace is given. He doesn’t earn it. He 
doesn’t have to repay the debt. The king simply cancels it for reasons that are en-
tirely internal to the king.

The king in this story does what the servant could never imagine doing.
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You know why the king was able to do that and the servant wasn’t able to? 
Because the king was willing to give up, to die to his former way of life of getting 
even. Indeed, the servant was so busy trying to keep together his tit-for-tat way of 
life that he didn’t even pay attention to what the king had done. All he knew was he 
was off the hook, that the heat was off. He didn’t have the slightest notion of what it 
had cost the king to put out the fire.

Folks, this is the Jesus story. The king died to one way of life so that he could 
manifest a new way of being: a way of compassion, forgiveness, generosity and in-
clusivity. The king dies to the life he had. He goes out of the debt-collecting business 
altogether and goes into the grace business

The servant is blind to this. Again, over and over again Jesus says, “Wake up, 
open your eyes, pay attention, look!”

We are tempted to say, “How ridiculous that this servant, having been forgiv-
en a multi-million dollar debt, would go out and demand that a fellow servant pay 
him back the lousy ten bucks that he owes him.”

But, he is, sadly, like almost everybody else in the world, especially those of 
us so intent on everybody else following the rules we impose. Unwilling to face into 
the necessity of death to our way of life, of our will being done, we arrange it so that 
God’s way and will have no space to grow.

The servant left the king unwilling to let go of his old way of life. With, as 
Capon puts it, “deathless logic, he puts the squeeze on his fellow servant. And hence 
he misses the whole new life he might have lived out of death.”

The king calls the servant back and in essence says, “I died for you, for 
Christ’s sake! But, you were so busy with your stupid life of getting even that you 
never even noticed.”

Though I am sure there are many other things to say about this parable, one 
of the main points I wish to make today is that the lesson for us here, at least one 
of them, is that we keep ourselves out of the life we could have when we withhold 
forgiveness from others. Also, in God’s eyes there are no distinctions on who is in 
or who is out by reason of merit or status. All are invited into God’s kingdom. None 
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of us deserves to be there. This is not a groveling theology as so many have come 
to think of Christianity. Rather, it is an acknowledgement that everybody is on the 
same level. We must die to any kind of superiority.

Jesus introduced an odd notion of God. God was not out there somewhere to 
be appeased, a deity to be frightened of. God, said Jesus, is here. And, loving. We are 
in God and God is in us. Our opportunity is to realize this. You are a child of God 
and that has absolutely nothing to do with you, with how good you are or what you 
believe or how you play by the rules. Once we have come to recognize that the Di-
vine image resides in us and know that it is totally unearned, that we are absolutely 
unworthy of it, then we can get about the odd work of seeing this Sacredness in 
other people and honoring that.

Jesus was an oddball. He was unlike any Jew Matthew’s Jewish audience as-
pired to. Jesus was a law breaker. A trouble maker. A misfit. He calls us to follow 
him in the ministry of being odd instead of getting even. Jesus used his oddness to 
do what had not been done before and it was transformative.

Of course, we easily lose sight of both his method and message. But, we can 
recapture it. Let’s move from the habit of getting even and see the odd solution that 
is just ridiculous enough to work — like loving our enemies, forgiving one another 
and accepting that we are accepted just as we are.

How unlike us Jesus is, how unlike Jesus we can be.
For example, in the garden before his execution, his captors came for him. 

One of us took out a sword, our preferred way of dealing with things, then and now, 
and he said, “Put that away. From now on we are not going to settle things violent-
ly.” That’s odd. And he asks us to follow him.

After the resurrection he never did what I would have done. He never hit 
back or tried to get even. He never said to Peter, “I told you so! I told you you would 
deny me.” No, he said, “Peter, I forgive you, I love you, feed my sheep.”

That’s odd to us and our way of thinking and behaving. He didn’t get even. 
He got odd and asks us to follow him.

Don’t spend deathless time getting even. Die to that way of life. Be raised into 
the new life of forgiveness and inclusion.
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Exodus 14:19-31
Crossing of the Red Sea and Miriam Dancing and Singing. Chludov Psalter, c. 850 AD
Illuminated Marginal Psalter in the State Historical Museum, Moscow, Russia

 
This psalter is one of only three Illuminated Byzantine Psalters to survive 

from the 9th century. Iconoclasm, a reaction against the use of religious images 
stemming from an interpretation of the Second Commandment, was quite preva-
lent in the Byzantine Empire during the 8th and 9th centuries. According to one 
tradition, this psalter was created clandestinely, directed against the Iconoclasts. 
Some of the drawings are quite sarcastic, not unlike some present day political 
cartoons. 

 The book contains the Psalms in the arrangement of the Septuagint, and 
the responses to be chanted during their recitation, following the Liturgy of Hagia 
Sophia, the Imperial church in Constantinople. Here one of the Psalms glorifying 
the crossing of the Red Sea and the celebration afterward is brilliantly illustrated. 

— curated by Norman Mahan


