“Is it for oxen that God is concerned?  Does he not speak entirely for our sake?” (Sermon for Sunday, August 24)

+ In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

    This morning we might wish to focus on one short phrase within the Reading from Saint Paul’s letter and use it as a sort of a lens to investigate today’s Gospel reading. We may gain some insight from it into approaching the whole of the Holy Scriptures. In what seems to be a passage dealing with the mundane and earthly matters of what people expected of Paul and his associates as apostles and ministers of the Gospel – eating, getting paid, being married - Paul includes the striking phrase, 

“Is it for oxen that God is concerned?  Does he not speak entirely for our sake?”

These two short phrases may call us to a realization of something that, sometimes, seems very easy to forget. Not just in this passage from his first letter to the Church at Corinth, but throughout all of his letters, the Holy Apostle Paul was addressing a situation which was very real and immediate to his audience, the new believers called to faith in Jesus Christ, especially those whom had heard the call through Saint Paul’s traveling, preaching and teaching. That situation was the somewhat strange – and often strained – situation of the relationship between the people of God, the Hebrews, and the Law of Moses which had been entrusted to them – and the New People who had become a part of the ‘Israel of God’ by being called, chosen, and adopted from all the nations. The full story of the scriptures of the Old Testament reveals the unfolding plans which God had to bring Israel, His nation – despite their fallings, failings, and rejections – back to Him. Not only that, but we see in the scriptures of the great prophets such as Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah that God was planning to call all of the nations into a special relationship with Him – a “covenant,” to use the word often used in biblical translations into English.

When we consider our Gospel lesson today, at first glance we see a difficult and challenging parable. It might help to remember that it's one of a series of parables, sometimes called, "Kingdom Parables". They're stories which Jesus begins with, "The Kingdom of Heaven is like..."  The word, "parable," itself comes from the Greek parabole; it's a comparison or a juxtaposition, a 'throwing beside'. In fact, the root is related to the root for “ballistics” – very literally, throwing some things out at us!  These stories may be expected to "throw us for a loop," in a way, because rather than being a literal and straight-forward statement of fact, these stories are often used by Jesus to convey truth with unexpected and difficult imagery and language. Rather than saying simply, "forgive other people because God has forgiven you many things," our Lord uses a story which brings home the point forcefully by throwing out what is unexpected.


In our Gospel today, the story told by Christ concerns two men: one is in debt for a hundred talents. Scripture commentators emphasize that a “talent,” whether the old Hebrew unit of money in silver or in gold, would be well over a year’s average wages, and so “ten thousand talents” was a debt so large that the man who owed the amount could never, ever hope to pay it back, even if was able to live a hundred lifetimes spent only in toil to pay off his debt. In contrast, the “hundred denarii” owed by the second man was no small amount of money, not just a pocketful of change one might spend for a meal in the marketplace, but was probably what an average worker in the Roman Empire of the day might expect to make in several months. Saving that much money to pay back a debt, while also paying expenses, of course, might be very difficult (as it still is, today!), but it was within the realm of possibility.

With this difference in mind, here is the juxtaposition with Jesus sets before His audience, then, as well as before us, today: one man was forgiven what he owed, which he could never possible hope to make good, due to his creditor’s mercy, freely and completely; this same man, though, although “free and in the clear” due to the mercy showed to him, showed no mercy, no compassion, no forgiveness to the man who might have paid him back. In fact, he never even gave the man a chance to do so. The Fathers of the Church tell us that this shows above all a spirit of being “vengeful” - holding grudges, refusing to let go of past “debts” or injuries done to us, and wishing to exact from another person what we think of as “justice” - “justice,” at least as we perceive it, or think that we are owed. That kind of “justice” is something very different from mercy, the mercy which God shows us.

The Golden-Mouthed Saint John Chrysostom tells us, 

“Bearing in mind all these things, and considering the ten thousand talents, let us at least from now on hasten to forgive to our neighbors their few and trifling debts. For we too have an account to give of the commandments which we have been given, and we are not able to pay all, no -  no matter what we do. Therefore God has given us a way to repayment both ready and easy, and which is able to cancel all these things, I mean, not to be revengeful.”

Not being filled with a spirit of revenge is thus the way we both forgive and find our own forgiveness. Saint John Chrysostom even takes the matter further, giving it another “twist” or, parabolic “curve-ball,” saying that all the things the Unforgiving Debtor was doing really do, in fact, apply to us, and are meant to teach us. He says,

“Let us listen, the greedy, for even to us is the word spoken. Let us listen, also, the merciless, and the cruel, for not to others are we cruel, but to ourselves. When then you are thinking of being revengeful, consider that against yourself you are revengeful, not against another; that you are binding up your own sins, not your neighbors’” 

This “twist” shows that, when we want to “get back” something from someone else, whatever it is we want - money owed, revenge, a sense of being “repaid” for some way in which we feel we have been hurt, we are hurting only ourselves.

The way past this - the only way - the Way to the Kingdom - is for us to realize the great debt that we owe to God, our Creator and loving Redeemer, for all of His infinite love and mercy to us, and to always have this in mind when we feel wronged. The “Kingdom of Heaven” pointed to in the parable is not just a matter of life-after-death, but Jesus rather calls us to embrace this Kingdom and its way right here-and-now, every day, every moment, even in every challenge, disappointment, and hurt.
Saint Paul, also, in his letters calls us to do the same, urging the Churches under his care:

“Put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bear with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” (Colossians 3:12-13)
and:
“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” (Ephesians 4:32)
In doing so, we will be with Christ in His Kingdom - following His path of forgiveness, reconciling of wrongs, and, yes, often, even enduring sufferings, pain, the very cross and death - but, in so doing, following in the Way of Resurrection, into the fullness of life in the Kingdom: here, now, and in eternity.

Christ is In Our Midst!

The Scripture Texts

THE EPISTLE

(For the Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost)

The Lord is my strength and my song. The Lord has chastened me severely.

The Reading from the First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians. (9:2-12)

Brethren, you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.  This is my defense to those who would examine me.  Do we not have the right to our food and drink?  Do we not have the right to be accompanied by a wife, as the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas?  Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to refrain from working for a living?  Who serves as a soldier at his own expense?  Who plants a vineyard without eating any of its fruit?  Who tends a flock without getting some of the milk?  Do I say this on human authority?  Does not the law say the same?  For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.”  Is it for oxen that God is concerned?  Does he not speak entirely for our sake?  It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of a share in the crop.  If we have sown spiritual good among you, is it too much if we reap your material benefits?  If others share this rightful claim upon you, do not we still more?  Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the Gospel of Christ.

THE GOSPEL

(For the Eleventh Sunday of Matthew)

The Reading from the Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew. (18:23-35)

The Lord spoke this parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants.  When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made.  So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’  And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.  But that same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’  So his fellow servant fell down and besought him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’  He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt.  When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place.  Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant!  I forgave you all that debt because you besought me; and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’  And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt.  So also My heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”

