
Set Free to Free Others

Texts used:  Exodus 14:19-31, Matthew 18:21-35

There is an event I participate in from time to time called the 5-Day Academy for 
Spiritual Formation.  The Academy for Spiritual Formation is a program of the Upper Room – 
the United Methodist affiliated publishing house in Nashville – the same people who publish the 
materials that guide the Walk to Emmaus program.  

While the Walk to Emmaus is built on a pilgrimage model, the Academy for Spiritual 
formation is structured more like a monastic retreat.  Academy participants go to a retreat site, 
where they stay for 5 days.  They eat meals together, worship together 4 times a day.  They 
spend evenings in silence, and during the day they are spend time alternating between learning 
sessions and silence.  Each academy week has two teachers, spiritual leaders, writers, musicians, 
who share their work and their thoughts.  

I’ve gone to several 5-Day Academy events over the years, but the first one I went to 
probably left the deepest impression.  One of the reasons was one of the presenters - Rabbi David 
Horowitz:  I don’t know if any of you have had the chance to listen to a Rabbi interpret scripture, 
but I have to tell you, if you ever get a chance – do it! It’s fun!  After spending time with Rabbi 
David I can see why people sat at the feet of Rabbis and followed them around. There is deep 
humanity in Hebrew interpretation of scripture, a pathos, a sense of humor that comes from 
living with the same texts for thousands of years and interpreting them thousands of times. 

There is a particular tradition among Rabbis that I appreciate most of all:  Midrash is a 
tradition of telling stories that help interpret Scripture.  Midrash is quite engaging, it often takes 
the gaps in Scripture—that is, the places in the Bible where we don’t get all the details—and 
offers up stories to fill the holes. It basically tells side stories in such a way as to illuminate the 
main story. Many scholars think that some of the stories we find in our Old Testament started out 
as midrash.  A lot of what Jesus is doing with his parables is midrash.

I’m bringing this up because one of the pieces of Midrash that Rabbi David shared with us 
came from the passage of scripture you just heard, the story of Israel at the Red, or the Sea of 
Reeds (probably the original name – things get lost in translation). You know the basics of the 
story: The people are trapped between the water and the Egyptian army – only God’s cloud 
keeping them safe.  Moses stretches his arm over the sea, and the Israelites are able to cross 
safely, but when the Egyptians follow with their soldiers and heavy chariots, they become stuck 
in the mud and as the waters come rolling back over them, they drown in the sea.

But at this point, the midrash story changes.

In the midrash, not just the people, but the angels break out into song. They are happy, so 
relieved that the Israelites are finally safe. All that God had done for them has paid off, the 
Israelites are free at last.

God sees the angel's rejoicing, but God isn't pleased. God scolds them: "My creatures are 
drowning in the sea, and you sing songs".

The Midrash explains that God was not angry with the Israelites for singing and rejoicing. 
The people had just escaped great danger. It was only human that they express their relief and 
their joy. But the angels were supposed to have a somewhat broader perspective. They should 



have kept their awareness of the spark of God that is in every person, every Egyptian, even 
Pharaoh himself. 

They should have remembered God's feeling, later spoken through the prophet Ezekiel 
(18:23, 33:11), that "it is not the death of the wicked that I seek, but only that he should turn 
from his evil ways and live."

That story speaks to me – it gets at what I’ve struggled with this text – and with the parable 
Jesus tells in the gospel text as well.  

Problem is – my theology, my understanding of God – is centered on God’s love and grace.  
In Hebrew understanding it’s called “hessed” – unearned, undeserved love which is God’s 
defining characteristic.  Hard to reconcile that with a God who drowns an army – a bunch of men 
just following orders.

But the midrash says, God takes no joy in the death of the Egyptians.  But God’s greater 
goal was to set the Hebrew people free.  As long as the Egyptians thought they could enslave 
them, they would keep trying.  God had no choice.  

And then we have the parable.    

This is one of the hardest parables there is to preach on. Actually, that’s not quite true. The 
parable itself is actually pretty straightforward; it’s the reality the parable describes that’s hard.

It’s hard because the end of this parable – in which unforgiving servant is led off to be 
punished – (actual word is more like tortured) until he can pay off his VAST debt is just plain 
scary.  

And it is hard because – well – forgiveness is hard.  Hard to do – hard to feel right about.  
It’s easy to talk about forgiveness.  We all find it admirable when we hear stories of forgiveness. 
We’ve all been told since childhood that we need to learn to “forgive and forget”.  But actually 
doing it…  

Well – first – we can’t. We can’t will ourselves to forget anything. In fact it’s just the 
opposite – the more that we try to force ourselves to forget something, the more we will end up 
dwelling on it.  The deeper we try to bury the memory of past hurts, the more they are likely to 
work their way out of our lives and cause us to hurt others.  

Jesus knew that, of course. That’s why he gave his disciples advice on how to deal with 
this. Just before the passage we read today, in the passage we heard last week (Matthew 18:16-
18).  

“If your brother or sister sins against you, go and correct them when you are alone together. 
If they listen to you, then you’ve won over your brother or sister. But if they won’t listen, take 
with you one or two others so that every word may be established by the mouth of two or three 
witnesses.[  But if they still won’t pay attention, report it to the church. If they won’t pay 
attention even to the church, treat them as you would a Gentile and tax collector. I assure you 
that whatever you fasten on earth will be fastened in heaven. And whatever you loosen on earth 
will be loosened in heaven.”

 Jesus said, look – I know you’re going to have problems and disagreements.  If you do, 
talk about them.  If you can settle them, wonderful.  If you can’t, bring in someone to help – 
another person or two who can listen to both of you and try to help you hear each other.  And if 



that doesn’t work, bring the issue to your whole community.  And if that doesn’t work – treat 
them like you would any other gentile or tax collector (remembering that Jesus has previously 
said while you don’t necessarily have to live in community with gentiles and tax collectors, you 
to still treat them with love and respect)

Jesus doesn’t say forgive and forget.  He also doesn’t say just forgive and be a victim.  If 
someone harms you, sit down with them and try to work it out.  And if that doesn’t work – you 
change your relationship with them.  But you still treat them as you want to be treated.  

Which may be what leads to Peter’s next question – So, Lord – How many times do I have 
to do that?”  If the same person keeps sinning against me, again and again – maybe in different 
ways each time – How long before I can just give up on them entirely?  Seven times?  

Doesn’t just draw that number out of the air – it’s based on Genesis 4 justice – the passage 
when God promises that anyone who harms Cain will be punished seven-fold for anything they 
do to him.  By Peter’s time this had been sort of reversed into a model for forbearance – someone 
could transgress against the standards of the community six times, but the seventh time they 
could be cast out of the community without any appeal.  

But Jesus takes Peter’s generous suggestion and multiplies it to seven times seven, or 
seventy-seven or, seventy times seven times (depending on the translator – the Greek isn’t all 
that clear).  I don’t think the number matter much – in fact I wonder if the ambiguity may not be 
there on purpose.  I think the point Jesus is making is: if you’re still counting – you just don’t get 
it.  

Jesus then illustrates the importance of forgiveness by sharing this parable.

A man owes his master 10,000 talents – a vast amount of money.  A quick lesson in 
Ancient world money.  The Denarius is the basic unit of currency.  It represents a fair day’s wage 
for the average laborer – the amount of money you need to buy the food it takes to survive. A 
Talent is 6,000 Denari – around16.5 years work for a laborer.  10,000 talents is 165,000 years of 
day labor. 

In other words, the first servant would never, not in thousands of lifetimes, be able to pay 
his master back. The second servant owed the forgiven one about a hundred days of labor – no 
small debt. But still…and everyone who hears this parable gets it…how could he possibly not 
overlook that (relatively) minor debt when he had just been forgiven an impossibly huge one?

The answer, I think, has to do with our penchant for counting, calculating, and keeping 
track. For while the unforgiving servant’s debt to his master has been wiped clean, he 
immediately moves on to the ledger he is incessantly keeping and focuses on the debt his fellow 
servant owes him. 

I suspect that point isn’t lost on Peter, who after all started this whole conversation by 
asking Jesus for a number. He wants to know just how much will be expected of him, how much 
is reasonable, how much is required. 

Jesus, however, turns Peter’s question on his head - “You want to play the numbers game?”

Jesus just doesn’t want Peter to increase his forgiveness quota. He wants him to stop 
counting altogether. Because forgiveness, like love, is about relationship, not legality.  You can’t 
quantify it. If Peter asked Jesus how many times he should love his neighbor we’d all 



immediately see that his mistake: love can’t be quantified or counted. But he asks about 
forgiveness and we miss it.

Why? I think that it’s because we tend to treat forgiveness as a response to the law. Law 
tends to be black and white, when someone breaks the law we can either punish or pardon that 
person. But I’m not sure that’s a helpful or accurate way to think about forgiveness.

Law has a purpose – it regulates behavior by holding us accountable to certain prescribed 
and agreed-upon values and morals.  That creates a space, and environment, for relationships to 
flourish.  But the law does not constitute or create actual relationships. The law can declare to us 
that it is right to help someone in need, or that it is wrong to hurt that same person, But the law 
cannot make us friends with that person, let alone make us love him or her. Forgiveness, as an 
expression of love, ultimately, is not about regulating behavior but rather about maintaining and 
nurturing our relationships.

Here I should be clear again. It’s not that there is no place for the law in our relationships.  
If someone is repeatedly unkind or hurtful, let alone mean-spirited or violent, we may very well 
want to put some distance between us. But even that decision doesn’t completely define either 
our disposition to or relationship with the other person, only how we conduct that relationship. 
We may continue to love a child or sibling or friend who is abusive, but we don’t have to put up 
with the abusive behavior. Indeed, the most loving and forgiving thing to do may very well be 
to stop putting up with the behavior.

I know this is complicated, but I think that at the heart of Jesus’ parable is the invitation 
for Peter to see that there are always two dimensions to our lives, and both are important. The 
legal dimension of counting and keeping track and holding accountable – all of which matters – 
and the other, perhaps deeper, relational dimension of our lives that is no longer simply about 
behavior but about being: that is, about how we regard ourselves and others as valued people 
worth of dignity and love.

Which is why it’s so important to God. Because while God gave us the law to create space 
for relationships and even civilization, God also created in us the capacity to love, and forgive, 
and accept forgiveness, so that we might be drawn into relationship with each other and with 
God.

All of which brings us to the rather harsh ending of the parable. It seems that the only thing 
this forgiving king cannot forgive is the inability of others to forgive as they’ve been forgiven. 
But keep in mind that this is a parable, and therefore lives in the world of parabolic and 
hyperbolic exaggeration. No one lives according to Jesus’ seventy-times-seven kind of 
forgiveness perfectly, which means that if we want to read this parable literally – that is, make 
forgiveness into a law – we are all doomed.

But what if we read the judgment of the king another way? What if we imagine that rather 
than inflicting some new (or old) punishment on the unforgiving servant, the king is actually 
only describing the condition his servant already lives in. He is already a slave to the world of 
counting and calculating and reckoning everything according to the law and will therefore 
remain a slave to that way of being until the end of time…or until he can forgive others, 
whichever comes first.

This all gets at what forgiveness really is.



Two Greek words are translated into English as “forgive.” The first is charizomai, from 
the word charis, which means “grace.” Charizomai indicates being gracious toward someone.  
It is 27 times in epistles of the New Testament. 

But the word here is different.  It is aphiemi, (Ah-fee-ay-mi).  It is used approximately 150 
times in the New Testament, almost exclusively in the gospels.  It literally means “to send away, 
release, let go”   

Gospel forgiveness, you see, is ultimately a decision about the past – the decision to accept 
both that you cannot change the past and also that the past does not have to hold you captive. 

Forgiveness is not saying the offense never happened. It did.
Forgiveness is not saying that everything's okay. It isn't.
Forgiveness is not saying we no longer feel the pain of the offense. We do.

Rather, forgiveness is saying ''I'm ready to move on, to be whole, and I am willing to let 
God deal with whether or not you are whole.”

It’s also saying “I am also willing to let go of anger, and my need to be the tool of 
correction and rebuke in your life."

Forgiveness is a decision about the past that ultimately determines the future. When you 
forgive, you release the past and enter into an open future. When you cannot forgive, you remain 
captive to that past until the end of time. 

God’s desire for us is the same as God’s desire for the Hebrew people.  Got wants us to 
be free.  Forgiveness is freedom, freedom from the past, freedom for the future, the kind of 
freedom God wants for each of us.

But please let me be clear: if we want to avoid hearing this parable as saying that we should 
allow people to treat us badly, we also want to avoid commanding people, let alone threatening 
them, that they have to forgive. 

Forgiveness, like love, cannot be commanded or forced. But we can pray for it, for the 
ability to forgive those – alive or dead – who have hurt us, even if we have distanced ourselves 
from them for good reason. And we can pray that we forgive ourselves some of our own regrets, 
mistakes, and hurts, and even the inability to forgive others. And we can pray that we are able to 
accept the forgiveness of others when it is extended. 

And above all, we can pray that God keeps bringing us to church week in and week out so 
that we hear of God’s intention and promise us to forgive us and to form and fashion us into a 
community of love and forgiveness; a community that sees in Jesus’ cross the sign of God’s 
pledge to forgive all.  A community who remembers that in Jesus’ resurrection reminds us that a 
new future is always possible, free of the burdens of the past no matter how heavy and painful 
they may be.  

I want to close differently today.

I want to ask everyone here, and at home, to call to mind one person they are having a hard 
time forgiving and invite a time of personal prayer.  Not to beat yourself up for not forgiving, but 
to ask God to help you find freedom to let go of their sin, of the burden of grievance you carry 
against them, and walk more freely into the future.



I want to invite you to do that in a time of silence prayer, and then I will close with a 
spoken prayer.  

--------------------------

Holy God, every week we pray: “Forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against 
us”  We give thanks that you don’t take us at our word, but instead grant us forgiveness far 
beyond what we can manage to extend to others.

Help us to let go: of the wounds that have been inflicted on us, and on the wounds we 
have inflicted on others.  Help us to let go of anger and fear, and live into the life of abundant 
love you want for all of your children.  

In the name of Jesus Christ, our redeemer and savior, we pray.  AMEN


