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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for September 17, 2017 

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 19 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Exodus 14:19-31 Alternate: Genesis 50:15-21 

19 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. 20 

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. 21 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. 22 The Israelites went 
into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their 
left.  

23 The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh's horses, 
chariots, and chariot drivers. 24 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. 25 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.”  

26 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.”  

27 So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea returned to its 
normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before it, the LORD tossed the Egyptians into the sea. 28 

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.  

29 But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the sea, the waters forming a wall 
for them on their right and on their left.  

30 Thus the LORD saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the 
Egyptians dead on the seashore. 31 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.  

Worth Noting: A great story, unless you were the mother of an Egyptian conscript lost in the flood. 
How do you deal with such a story of divine violence?  

 
Psalm 114 or Exodus 15:1b-11, 20-21 Alternate Psalm 103:(1-7), 8-13 
1 When Israel went out from Egypt,  

the house of Jacob from a people of strange language,  
2 Judah became God's sanctuary,  

Israel his dominion.  
3 The sea looked and fled;  

Jordan turned back.  
4 The mountains skipped like rams,  

the hills like lambs.  
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5 Why is it, O sea, that you flee?  
O Jordan, that you turn back?  

6 O mountains, that you skip like rams?  
O hills, like lambs?  

7 Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the LORD,  
at the presence of the God of Jacob,  

8 who turns the rock into a pool of water,  
the flint into a spring of water. 

 
Second Reading: Romans 14:1-12 

1 Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over 
opinions. 2 Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 3 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.  

4 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. 5 

Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all 
be fully convinced in their own minds.  

6 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.  

7 We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. 8 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. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both 
the dead and the living.  

10 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. 11 For it is 
written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give 
praise to God.” 12 So then, each of us will be accountable to God.  

Worth Noting: The thrust of Paul’s argument is clear: Work to find common ground rather than 
points of division. Work to build a single community rather than multiple communities. Does your 
community express such a philosophy? How insistent can it be on theological or political purity?  

 
Gospel: Matthew 18:21-35 

21 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?”  

22 Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.  
23 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to 

settle accounts with his slaves. 24 When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten 
thousand talents was brought to him; 25 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. 26 

So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you 
everything.’ 27 And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him 
the debt.  
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28 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.’  

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

30 But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the 
debt.  

31 When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and 
they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32 Then his lord summoned him 
and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 
33 Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’  

34 And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire 
debt. 35 So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your 
brother or sister from your heart.”  

Worth Noting: Slaves in antiquity frequently had the right to own and control property, in the course 
of which they might incur debt. That a slave owed money would not have surprised Matthew’s 
community. The amount the first slave owed, however, is clearly beyond reason: In today’s terms, the 
slave owed roughly $12.5 billion to the king while being owed about $20,000 by his fellow. The first 
slave’s greed led to loss of control when he choked his fellow slave, itself an act completely beyond the 
pale, and incarcerated him. Don’t we often handle the big issues in our lives with grace and aplomb, 
but fly off the handle at small aggravations? How do you maintain a sensible perspective on the issues 
you face?  

 
 

CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 
Entering into the Scriptures 

 Are Jesus and Matthew guilty of gross inconsistencies in the various teachings about 
forgiveness? In last week’s Gospel (Matthew 18:15-20), Jesus laid out a process for handling 
sinners within the community with a final step setting the miscreant apart from the 
community. In the first two verses of this Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus seems to say that one must 
forgive an infinite number of times. Does that mean no expulsions? And in what might be 
seen to be a direct contrast with the teaching to Peter, the king of the parable reneges on his 
previous judgment and causes the debtor/slave to be tortured until his family and friends 
make good his debt. Given the enormous sum required, it is a sentence to death by torture. 
How can these various teachings be reconciled? 
 First of all, isn’t there a difference between forgiveness and forgetfulness? When one 
is subjected to a toxic, abusive relationship, surely one must remove oneself from the 
situation, perhaps to the point of expelling someone from the ambit of one’s life. 
Forgiveness for the damage done is required, but continued exposure is not. So too with the 
uncontrite culprits of Matthew’s church: They must be distanced for the benefit of the 
health of the community. 
 In the second place, the judgment of the lord on the first slave directly follows the 
slave’s lack of mercy. In Matthew 25:31 ff., Jesus make the point that anyone who does not 
care for the brother does not care for Jesus. The slave has removed himself from the mercy 
of his king and lord by denying that same mercy to his debtor. For a community that prays 
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“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,” no other outcome is 
possible.  

 
“Vengeance is mine, says the LORD” 

 Across all books, the Bible portrays a violent God, exacting retribution for the sins of 
humans (examples in Matthew: 3:10; 5:22; 5:29-30; 10:34; 13:37-42; 18:34-35; 25:41) and 
initiating violence on behalf of God and God’s people (as in the destruction of the Egyptian 
army in the first reading [Exodus 14:19-31] or in Revelation 19).  In the past and today, these 
passages have added legitimacy to state-sponsored and individual acts of violence (think 
crusades and the judicial and extra-judicial execution of “sinners”). In response to the 
historical record, serious thinkers across disciplines have struggled to develop operational 
rules. They ask: When can a nation declare war? When can capital punishment be justified? 
What limits must an individual respect in responding to aggression? 

 
Prompting Conversations 

Have you experienced giving, or receiving, unlimited forgiveness? Have you found 
particular rituals helpful in the process?     
 
How has your community dealt with the questions around the legitimate use of 
violence? What role do the Biblical portraits of divine violence play in the process?  
 
In any particular situation, vengeance, retribution, restitution, justice, and forgiveness 
may all be mixed together. How would your community prioritize these values? 
 
Thinking on a global scale, in a world in which perhaps ten nations have sufficient 
nuclear weapons to make human life impossible on planet Earth, must there be limits 
on the use of weapons in any war? 
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