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Exodus 14:19-31
Psalm 114
Romans 14:1-12
Matthew 18:21-35 

Each of our readings this morning throw up so many questions.
For those who might be tempted to take the Bible at face value or to follow it “literally” - this morning we have the wiping out of the Egyptian army by God, St Paul calling vegetarians weak! And the promise of eternal torture if we don’t forgive our neighbour.

So how can we hear what the Spirit is saying to the church?
As always we need to drill down and peel back the layers.

Our passage from Exodus tells how the people of Israel escaped from slavery in Egypt and walked through the sea that was in front of them on dry land.
The Egyptian army followed and were drowned.
This event is basic and formative in the life of the people of God going forward.
But even after they have had this incredible experience they wander in the wilderness for 40 years before they are ready to enter the “promised land.” 
Even with startling evidence of the power of God, they still complain and end up worshipping other gods. 
But we do know that once they got there they carried this memory with them in the form of the song of Miryam. 
Verses 20 and 21 of ch 15 are said by scholars to be some of the earliest to be composed and retained and passed down in our Bible.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.thetorah.com/article/miriams-song-of-the-sea-a-womens-victory-performance] 

They say this because of the form of the poetry and the words used.
(I’m not a Hebrew scholar so I’ll take their word for it).
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."
A simple description of a profound event; the core memory passed down is – God saved us on that day and so we worship God. 
This was a new thing, God acting and intervening on behalf of the people. 
And it was the prophet Miryam who named it and composed the verses to pass down through the generations, to embed this experience in the community.

For us today we feel a level of discomfort I think with the idea that God would intervene in a battle and wipe out one side, even if they were the oppressor.
We know that all through history and even still today God has been called on to claim a side or claim a victory.
This story is still relevant to the way we see events unfolding in Palestine/ Israel today.
There are people who take this passage literally, thinking that it gives them inalienable rights over the Holy Land, so much so that it has resulted in genocide in Gaza and illegal settlements on the West Bank.

As we have watched the coverage of the 9/11 anniversary this week we have seen another example of the horror that results if people think they have God’s permission to wage war on another people. 

So can we see and understand the Exodus as an important and formative event in the life of the people of God, without thinking God is going to sweep down and do something similar today?
I love this passage because it gives us a glimpse into the role of Miryam the prophet; but I am chilled by the thought of the massacre it describes.

And then how do we get from there to the subject of eating vegetables in Paul’s letter to the Romans?
Seems a bit ridiculous!
They aren’t really connected except that Paul’s writing is also about a key, formative time for the people of God, this time in the early church.

The subject of food comes up quite a bit in Paul’s writing.
The early Christians would gather for a meal, the eucharist, as well as an actual meal.
And Jewish people and Gentiles had quite different food rules.
And on top of that most of the meat available at the market came from animals that had been sacrificed to Roman gods.
So some people saw eating that meat as being a party to the worship of other gods, which was of course forbidden.
So they became vegetarian.
But others thought that since the other gods who were being sacrificed too didn’t actually exist, what was the problem?
And the two groups seem to have been offending each other by their behaviour, refusing one another’s hospitality. 

The early church in Paul’s time was criticized by the Romans for many things – allowing women to lead and speak; seeing slaves as equals; refusing to call Caesar Lord; and disrupting the markets by refusing to buy meat. 
All of this was subversive to Roman society.

In this environment, building a new community across disparate culture and class lines was no mean feat. 
So Paul calls on the Christians in Rome to be accepting and tolerant of each other, as all are equal before God.
He does not ask them to modify their behaviour for the sake of fitting into Roman society, but to work together to become the body of Christ. 

I love this passage because it gives us a real insight into the lives of the early Christians and their challenges.
But I am chilled to think that following Paul’s recommendations led many in the early church to die for their faith. 
Those who refused to call Caesar Lord were risking death.

The gospels like the letters of Paul are often about how to live together in community. 
The parable Jesus tells in our gospel reading today is in answer to a question from Peter – if another member of the community sins against me; how often should I forgive?
7 times? not 7 Jesus says, 77 – and before you begin counting he doesn’t mean literally 77, he means countless times. 

In the parable there is a slave who owes 10,000 talents, that is like billions or trillions of dollars. 
It is an impossible amount really, both to have borrowed and to pay back. 
And so to be forgiven this debt is even more amazing, wiped out just like that. 
The amount the second slave owes is a manageable amount, about 3 months’ wages. 
A big sum, but within the bounds of possibility both to earn, and to repay. 
The first slave (having just been forgiven the impossible debt) does not forgive the second slave. 

In the parable it is the other slaves who call the first slave to account. 
They see he has been forgiven but does not forgive his fellow slave. 
Jesus warns us of the destruction of our lives if we cannot forgive. 
The first slave who cannot forgive is thrown back into prison, the king is so angry with him. 
If we assume the king in the parable is God then we squirm to hear God’s anger, we want a happy ending where God forgives anyway. 

Well maybe the slave creates the punishment for himself. 
Not forgiving, always wanting revenge, never letting go, is a prison we build for ourselves. 

Forgiveness is a massive topic – so just a couple of thoughts:
Forgiveness is a letting go in our own hearts. 
Something that we do ourselves, regardless of whether the person who might have “wronged” us takes any action.
And forgiveness is not forgetting, just because we forgive does not mean the wrong done doesn’t matter or wasn’t truly hurtful; forgiveness is letting go, for our own sake. 
And it is in community that we learn the craft of forgiveness. 

The slave in the parable hadn’t learnt to forgive from his experience. 
But his community had. 
They had learned somewhere along the way the craft of forgiveness. 
They have learned that forgiveness is a way of living, not something related to separate incidents or episodes of life.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://practicingourfaith.org/practices/forgiveness/ https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2748-unpacking-forgiveness
] 


Matthew’s community were learning that the craft of forgiveness is a core task of the Christian life, one commanded by God that it is not negotiable. 
Every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer we pray “forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us”. 
In seeking forgiveness we say we will also forgive. 
The two go together. 

I am not sure I love this gospel passage as it is so clear and such a challenge.
Forgiveness, which is so hard, is required of us. 
But then I remember that forgiveness is something we learn and practice in community.

Would the people Moses and Miryam led have been able to forgive the Egyptians for years of slavery?
Would the early Christians have been able to forgive the persecution of the Romans?
It is a big ask.
The only way we can manage to wrestle with the big issues of our world is by starting with ourselves and our community.
And by hearing the words of our liturgy week in and week out.
God forgives you; forgive others, forgive yourself; approach your God in peace.
Then maybe we can hear what the Spirit is saying to the church. 

 
