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THE SEASON OF PENTECOST 
PROPER 18, Year A 
September 6, 2026 

 

Exodus 12:1–14 
Psalm 149 
Romans 13:8–14 
Matthew 18:15–20 

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons gather around the God who saves by blood, awakens His people from sleep, and 

gathers sinners under the authority of mercy. 

In Exodus, Israel is delivered under the sign of the lamb’s blood while death passes through Egypt. 

Psalm 149 calls the faithful to sing because the Lord takes pleasure in His people and gives victory 

to the humble. Romans 13 summons the baptized to wake from sleep, cast off the works of 
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darkness, and put on the Lord Jesus Christ. In Matthew 18, Jesus teaches His Church how to deal 

with sin: not by avoidance, gossip, revenge, or religious theater, but by truth spoken for the sake of 

restoration. 

The movement is from judgment to mercy, from darkness to light, from sin hidden to sin addressed, 

from broken fellowship to the presence of Christ among His gathered people. 

Christ gathers sinners under His Word, gives the keys of forgiveness, and promises His presence 

where even two or three are gathered in His name. 

Commentaries on the Lessons 

Exodus 12:1–14 

Exodus 12 brings Israel to the night of deliverance. The Lord gives Moses and Aaron a new 

calendar, because redemption changes time itself: “This month shall be for you the beginning of 

months.” Israel’s life will now be counted from the time of deliverance. 

The instructions are concrete. A lamb is chosen. Its blood is placed on the doorposts and lintel of 

the houses. The lamb is eaten in haste, with loins girded, sandals on feet, and staff in hand. This is 

not a leisurely religious meal. It is the meal of people about to be released, set free. God is on the 

move. 

The judgment of God passes through Egypt. The blood marks the houses of Israel. “When I see the 

blood, I will pass over you.” Their safety does not rest in their virtue, courage, or ethnic memory. 

Their safety rests under the blood appointed by God. 

That is the heart of the passage. The people are delivered because God has provided the sign of 

mercy. The blood stands between them and judgment. 

Luther’s catechism states in the Second Article that Christ “has redeemed me, a lost and condemned 

creature.” Exodus gives us the Old Testament shape of that redemption. The condemned are spared 

by blood. The enslaved are led out. The people who could not free themselves are claimed by the 

Lord. 
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The Christian reading anticipates Christ. He is the Lamb of God. His blood is not placed on 

doorposts but poured out on the cross. Under His blood, judgment passes over sinners, not because 

sin is overlooked, but because it has been carried in the body of Christ. 

The Passover, therefore, contains the grammar of salvation: deliverance comes from outside us, 

under blood, by promise, through the life-giving mercy of God. 

Psalm 149 

Psalm 149 calls the people of God to sing a new song. Herb Brokering once said that praise is the 

speech of the delivered. His hymn, ‘Earth and All Stars’ carries the theme. The people of God sing 

because the Lord has done a new thing. The Lord has acted. 

“Let Israel be glad in its Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King.” The psalm joins 

creation and kingship. The One who made Israel also reigns over Israel. The people belong to the 

Lord both by creation and by deliverance. 

The psalm says, “The Lord takes pleasure in his people; he adorns the humble with victory.” That is 

a deeply evangelical line. The Lord adorns the humble, those who have no victory to claim as their 

own. 

The latter verses speak of judgment, of the high praises of God in the throat and a two-edged sword 

in the hand. These are strong words, and they can be easily misused when sinners imagine 

themselves naturally qualified to execute God’s judgment. The victory is the Lord’s. Judgment is 

God’s, and His people praise Him because evil will not finally stand. 

We read this beside Exodus, because the psalm is the song of those whom God has rescued from 

bondage. Read it beside Matthew 18, because it reminds the Church that truth and mercy both 

belong to God.  

The theology of the cross keeps praise from becoming triumphalism. The victory of God comes 

hidden under the Lamb’s blood, under humility, under the crucified Christ. The faithful sing because 

the Lord has acted for those who could not save themselves. 
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Romans 13:8–14 

Paul writes, “Owe no one anything, except to love one another.” Christian freedom does not mean 

freedom from the neighbor. The justified are no longer trying to use the neighbor as a ladder toward 

God, so they are free to serve the neighbor in love. 

Paul says that the commandments are summed up in this word: “You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.”  

But Paul is no sentimentalist. So, he says, “You know what hour it is, how it is full time now for you 

to wake from sleep.” The Christian life is lived in the overlap of ages. The night is far gone. The day 

is at hand. Christ has come, Christ is risen, and the dawn of His kingdom is already breaking into the 

darkness. But it is yet to arrive in its fullness. Love, therefore, carries the burden of the other, even 

when the self would rather retreat into its own comfort, resentment, or self-protection. 

“Cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.” Paul speaks baptismally. The 

Christian life is a daily clothing and unclothing: the old self with its desires is put off, and Christ is 

put on. But this is not sanctification by moral willpower. It is the gifted life, rooted in God’s 

promise, of those who have been joined to Christ. 

Luther’s baptismal teaching belongs here: the old Adam in us is drowned daily as God repents us, 

and the new person arises before God in righteousness and purity forever. Romans 13 describes that 

daily baptismal struggle; a struggle that is on our hands all throughout life. 

Paul names the works of darkness: reveling, drunkenness, debauchery, licentiousness, quarreling, and 

jealousy. The list is a list of private vice and sins that fracture community. Quarreling and jealousy 

belong beside bodily indulgence because lovelessness is also darkness. 

Then comes the Gospel-shaped word: “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” The Christian is not told 

merely to put on better manners or religious seriousness. The baptized have put on Christ. His 

righteousness covers them. His life claims them. His dawning daily wakes them from sleep. 
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Matthew 18:15–20 

Matthew 18 is often treated as a church conflict policy. It is more than that. Jesus speaks to his 

disciples about how mercy deals truthfully with sin among those gathered in His name. 

“If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.” The first 

movement is private, direct, and aimed at restoration. He sends the offended one toward the brother 

or sister, not away from him. 

“If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” That line reveals the purpose of the whole 

passage. The goal is not winning an argument. The goal is to gain reconciliation. 

If the brother refuses to listen, one or two others are taken along. If he still refuses, the matter is 

told to the church. If he refuses even the church, he is to be treated as a Gentile and a tax collector. 

That last phrase has often been used as a weapon, but in Matthew’s Gospel it must be heard 

carefully. Jesus has already been called a friend of tax collectors and sinners. Matthew himself was a 

tax collector when Jesus called him. To treat someone as a Gentile and tax collector is to recognize 

that fellowship has been broken. It is also to see that this person remains precisely the kind of sinner 

for whom Christ came. 

Then Jesus gives the promise of binding and loosing. Sin is not handled by opinion, resentment, or 

institutional self-protection. The Church is entrusted with the keys. Luther’s Small Catechism says 

that the Office of the Keys is “that special authority which Christ has given to His church on earth 

to forgive the sins of repentant sinners, but to withhold forgiveness from the unrepentant as long as 

they do not repent.” 

This is hard mercy. Willfulness is not harmless. But the Church must also never forget that the 

purpose of the keys is forgiveness. We don’t simply throw away the keys. The lock exists for the 

sake of opening. The binding word serves the loosing word by telling the truth about sin so that the 

sinner may be restored. Mercy can become sentimental cowardice when it refuses to confront sin, 

but judgment becomes tyranny when it forgets that the whole reason for closing the door is to make 

repentance possible and forgiveness real. 
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Jesus concludes with a promise: “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among 

them.” This is not merely a comforting slogan for low church attendance! It is Christ’s promise to 

be present with His Church as it prays, forgives, binds, looses, tells the truth, and seeks the lost. 

The Church is held together by Christ present in His Word. 

 

Six Key Greek Terms from Matthew 18:15–20 

1. ἁμαρτήσῃ — hamartēsē 

Usually translated: “sins” 

“If your brother sins against you…” 

The verb ἁμαρτάνω means to sin, to shoot the arrow but miss the mark, to act contrary to God’s 

will. In this passage, the word gives the conflict its true name. 

Jesus is not speaking about personal irritation or every minor offense that passes through 

congregational life. The word names real sin, something that damages fellowship before God and 

neighbor. 

Naming sin brings the matter into the light. Sin cannot be healed while it is disguised, excused, or 

spread around as gossip. It must be named truthfully so mercy can deal with it. 

2. ἔλεγξον — elegxon 

Usually translated: “tell him his fault” or “reprove” 

“Go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.” 

The verb ἐλέγχω means to expose, convict, reprove, or bring something to light. Jesus uses it to 

send one person directly to another. 

The word moves truth toward the sinner in the most merciful way first: privately, plainly, without 

spectacle. It refuses both cowardice and cruelty. 
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This is the Law exposing sin for the sake of restoration. The wound is uncovered so that the brother 

may be gained. 

3. ἐκέρδησας — ekerdēsas 

Usually translated: “you have gained” 

“If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” 

The verb κερδαίνω means to gain, win, or acquire. Jesus uses it to reveal the goal of correction. 

The word shifts the purpose away from victory over the brother and toward restoration of the 

brother. The point is not to defeat him, shame him, or secure a moral advantage. The point is to 

regain fellowship.  

The sinner finds this almost intolerable, because he would much rather enjoy the delicious 

righteousness of being offended rather than suffer the indignity of seeking back the very brother 

whose failure had made him feel superior. 

The word gives the passage its evangelical direction. Truth serves mercy. Correction seeks 

communion. 

4. ἐκκλησίᾳ — ekklēsia 

Usually translated: “church” or “assembly” 

“Tell it to the church.” 

The word ἐκκλησία means an assembly or gathered people. In Matthew, it names the community 

gathered, called, under Christ’s authority and Word. 

The word prevents sin from being reduced to a private possession. Sin harms the body. When 

private appeal and witness are refused, the matter comes before the gathered community because 

fellowship has been wounded. 
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A wounded fellowship requires truthful speech, patient witnesses, and a community willing to bear 

the discomfort of naming sin openly; but we usually prefer either therapeutic silence or public 

outrage. Both are evasions.  

The church is called to exercise Christ’s mercy truthfully, with the aim directed toward repentance 

and restoration. 

5. δήσητε / λύσητε — dēsēte / lysēte 

Usually translated: “bind” and “loose” 

“Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven.” 

The verbs δέω and λύω mean to bind and to loose, to hold and to release. Jesus gives these words to 

His Church as the authority of the keys. 

The words place the verdict of the Cross into the Church’s proclamation. To bind is to retain sin 

where repentance is refused. To loose is to forgive sin in Christ’s name where repentance receives 

the Gospel. 

These words guard both truth and mercy. Sin is not waved away as harmless, and the repentant 

sinner is not left guessing whether forgiveness is real. Christ has His verdict spoken on earth, into 

the ear. 

6. συνηγμένοι — synēgmenoi 

Usually translated: “gathered” 

“Where two or three are gathered in my name…” 

The participle συνηγμένοι comes from συνάγω, meaning to gather together. Jesus uses it to describe 

the Church assembled in His name. 

The word gives comfort after a difficult passage. The Church that names sin, prays for mercy, and 

speaks forgiveness does not stand alone. Christ gathers His people around His name. 
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The gathering may look small. Two or three may seem unimpressive. But the promise does not rest 

on size. The small gathering matters because it refuses the modern confusion of significance with 

scale: two or three people ordered around Christ can become a more real community than a crowd 

organized around anxiety, ideology, or self-display. The promise rests on His name and His 

presence. 

Christ is there among the gathered sinners whom He has claimed. 

 

SERMON 

Matthew 18:15–20 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus says, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.” 

Most of us would prefer another way. 

We would rather avoid him, talk about him, build a quiet case against him, rehearse the injury until it 

becomes part of our identity, or wait for someone else to notice what he has done. The old Adam is 

very skilled at turning hurt into righteousness. Once we have been wronged, we feel morally licensed 

to weaponize the wound. 

Jesus takes that license away. 

He does not tell you to pretend sin has not happened. He does not ask you to preserve a false peace 

by swallowing the truth. But He also does not permit you to turn the brother or sister into a private 

enemy. 

“Go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.” 

The Law in this passage is not abstract. It walks us toward the person we would rather avoid. It 

makes speech truthful. It refuses the cowardice that hides behind politeness and the cruelty that 

hides behind public exposure. 
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The first movement is private because the goal is not humiliation. The goal is restoration. 

Jesus says, “If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” 

That sentence controls the whole passage. The goal is to gain, to reconcile. Not win the argument. 

Not collect witnesses for a trial we have already decided in our head. Gain your brother. 

The Church needs that word because sinners are always looking for ways to make sin useful. We use 

another person’s failure to lift ourselves a little higher. We turn concern into gossip and call it prayer. 

We confuse frankness with love, or niceness with mercy, depending on which disguise protects us 

best. 

Jesus gives neither disguise permission to remain. 

Sin must be named because sin destroys fellowship. But sin must be named in the service of mercy 

because Christ has come to restore sinners. 

That is why the passage keeps moving. If the brother will not listen, take one or two others. If he 

still will not listen, tell it to the church. The circle widens only because refusal continues. Each step 

is an act of patient truth. 

Then Jesus says that if he refuses even the church, “let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 

collector.” 

That sentence can sound like permission to despise him. But in Matthew’s Gospel, we know better. 

Matthew was a tax collector when Jesus called him. Jesus has already eaten with tax collectors and 

sinners. He has already been accused of keeping company with the wrong people. 

So, the phrase does not give the Church permission to hate. It tells the truth that fellowship has 

been broken. The one who refuses repentance has placed himself outside the communion he has 

wounded. 

But even then, he remains the kind of sinner Christ came to seek. 
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This is where the theology of the cross keeps the Church honest. We cannot flatter sin and call it 

grace. But neither can the we use truth as a weapon to protect our pride. The cross tells us both 

things at once: sin is so serious that Christ died for it, and mercy is so deep that Christ died for 

sinners. 

Then Jesus speaks of binding and loosing. 

“Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven.” 

That is an astonishing responsibility. The Church is entrusted with words that open and shut, words 

that retain and release, words that speak heaven’s verdict on earth. 

But the keys are not given so that the Church can enjoy power. They are given so that sinners may 

hear the truth and receive forgiveness. 

The binding word is real. Where sin is defended, excused, and clung to, the Church must not say 

peace where there is no peace. To do so would not be mercy. It would leave the sinner locked in the 

very thing that kills. 

But the loosing word is the heartbeat of the Gospel. The repentant sinner is not left standing outside 

the door, wondering whether God might still be angry. The key turns. The Word is spoken. “I 

declare to you the forgiveness of all your sins in the name of Christ.” 

That is not religious decoration. That is release. 

Exodus helps us hear this. On the night of Passover, Israel’s safety rested under the blood of the 

lamb. Death passed through Egypt, and the blood marked the houses with mercy. The people inside 

were not spared because they had no sin, no fear, no weakness, or no failures. They were spared 

because God had provided the blood. 

So it is with you. 

You are gathered under the blood of the Lamb. You do not survive judgment because you have 

managed conflict well enough, loved purely enough, repented fully enough, or become the kind of 
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person that no longer needs forgiveness. You live because Christ has shed His blood for sinners, for 

you. 

That is why forgiveness cannot be optional among us. Without forgiveness, the Church becomes 

another Egypt, another house of bondage, another place where fear rules and keeps accounts. A do 

we not see this happening all around us? 

Paul says in Romans, “Owe no one anything, except to love one another.” That love is not 

sentiment. It is not politeness. It is not the agreeable mood of people who never offend each other. 

Love tells the truth because the neighbor matters. Love forgives because Christ has forgiven. Love 

seeks the brother because Christ sought us. 

Then Jesus gives one more promise. 

“Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” 

We often use that verse when attendance is low, and there is mild comfort in that. But in Matthew 

18 the promise comes in the middle of sin, prayer, binding, loosing, and the hard work of 

reconciliation. Jesus promises to be present with His Church precisely where sinners must deal with 

one another under His Word. 

That means the Church is not alone when it tells the truth. Christ is there. 

He is the Brother who came to us when we had sinned against Him. He did not avoid us. He did not 

leave us imprisoned in our guilt. He came directly into our flesh, bore our sin truthfully, and carried 

it to the cross. 

There, the full judgment against sin was spoken. 

There, the full mercy of God was given. 

And from the cross and empty tomb, Christ now sends His Church to speak the Word that binds 

and looses, wounds and heals, kills and makes alive. 
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So when your brother sins against you, Christ does not leave you to the old ways of avoidance, 

revenge, resentment, or public spectacle. He sends you by the road of hard mercy. 

And take comfort in this: the Church is not built by our purity, held together by our skill, or 

preserved by our moral seriousness. It is gathered by Christ, marked by His blood, awakened by His 

Word, and sustained by His presence in Word and sacrament. 

Today, two or three are gathered, maybe a few more, in His name, He is here. And where He is, 

mercy has not run out. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

PROPER 19, Year A 

September 13, 2026 

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

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons gather around the God who delivers His people from bondage, silences human 

boasting, and creates a mercy that must not be hoarded. 

In Exodus, Israel stands trapped between Pharaoh’s army and the sea, and the Lord opens a way 

where no way exists. Psalm 114 remembers creation itself trembling before the God who brought 

Israel out.  

Exodus 15 gives Israel its first great song of deliverance: “The Lord is my strength and my song, and 

he has become my salvation.”  

Romans 14 teaches the Church to stop despising and judging one another, because every brother 

and sister belongs to the Lord.  
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In Matthew 18, Jesus tells Peter that forgiveness cannot be counted like coins in a purse, because the 

kingdom of heaven begins with a debt so great that only mercy can answer it. 

The movement is from bondage to deliverance, from judgment to mercy, from the sea opened to 

the heart opened, from the forgiven sinner to the forgiven brother. 

The Gospel does announce that we are naturally forgiving people. We are not. The Gospel 

proclaims that God has crossed the sea for us, cancelled the impossible debt, and made mercy the 

ground on which sinners stand. 

 

COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

Exodus 14:19–31 

Exodus 14 places Israel in a tough spot. Pharaoh’s army is behind them. The sea is before them. The 

people have been brought out of bondage, but they have not yet learned what deliverance means. 

Freedom has begun, but fear is already asking whether bondage might have been safer. That should 

sound familiar. 

Then the angel of God and the pillar of cloud move between Israel and Egypt. The Lord places 

Himself between His people and the power that would reclaim them. The cloud brings darkness to 

one side and light to the other. Judgment and mercy stand in the same place, depending on whether 

one is pursuing death or being delivered from it. 

Moses stretches out his hand over the sea, and the Lord drives the sea back. The sea that looked like 

the impassable barrier becomes the road of deliverance. 

This is the pattern of salvation. God does not tell Israel to build a bridge or negotiate with Pharaoh. 

He opens the way Himself. The people go forward because the Lord has acted. 

Pharaoh’s army follows. The sea returns. The power that enslaved Israel is swallowed. 

The passage ends with fear and faith: “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.” 
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In Baptism, the old enslaving powers are drowned, and the baptized are brought through water into 

life. We Christians does not stand on the far shore because we were strong enough to defeat the 

powers of sin, death and the devil. We stand there because the Lord has delivered. 

The theology of the cross keeps this deliverance from becoming triumphal boasting. Israel’s 

salvation comes in helplessness. The way forward opens only when every human impossibility has 

been exposed. The sea becomes Gospel because the Lord acts precisely where His people cannot. 

 

Psalm 114 

Psalm 114 remembers the exodus by showing creation responding to the presence of the Lord. 

“When Israel went out from Egypt,” the sea looked and fled, the Jordan turned back, the mountains 

skipped like rams, and the hills like lambs. 

The psalm turns deliverance into cosmic poetry. The exodus is not merely a political escape from 

Egypt. It is the Creator reclaiming His people, and the created order itself yields before Him. 

The question comes: “What ails you, O sea, that you flee?” The answer is the presence of the Lord. 

“Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the Lord, at the presence of the God of Jacob.” 

The God of Jacob, the God who makes the sea flee, is the God attached to a particular promise, a 

particular people. He is not an abstract religious force. He is the Lord who keeps faith with real 

sinners. Luther leaned on this promise: “I am baptized.” 

The psalm ends with water from the rock. The same Lord who opens the sea also gives drink in the 

wilderness. Deliverance is both escape from the enemy and daily preservation by the hand of God. 

Luther’s First Article teaches that God gives clothing and shoes, food and drink, house and home, 

and preserves us from danger. Psalm 114 shows the majesty hidden beneath those gifts. The Lord 

who shakes the earth also gives water to thirsty people. 

The God who delivers is the God who provides. 

 



 16 

Romans 14:1–12 

Romans 14 addresses a Church tempted to divide itself through judgment and contempt. Some eat 

anything. Others eat only vegetables. Some observe one day as better than another. Others regard all 

days alike. Paul is not dealing with indifference to Christ, but with disputes among Christians over 

practices that had become occasions for despising one another. A common story often told. 

The strong are tempted to look down on the weak. The weak are tempted to judge the strong. Both 

temptations place the self where Christ alone belongs. 

Paul’s word is direct: “Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another?” The brother does 

not belong to you. He belongs to the Lord. He stands or falls before his own Master, and the Lord 

is able to make him stand. 

That sentence is a necessary blow to religious pride. The old Adam likes to turn freedom into 

contempt and seriousness into judgment. He can boast in liberty or boast in discipline. Either way, 

he has found a way to make the neighbor smaller. 

Paul gives the Church a different center: “None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to 

himself.” Whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s. Christ died and lived again so that He might be 

Lord of both the dead and the living. 

The death and resurrection of Christ define the community more deeply than its internal disputes. 

The brother for whom Christ died cannot be reduced to his scruples, habits, irritations, or failures. 

He belongs to Christ. 

Paul then points all judgment toward the final tribunal. Each of us will give an account of himself to 

God. It places judgment in the proper hands. 

Luther’s catechism on the Eighth Commandment belongs here: we are to fear and love God so that 

we do not betray, slander, or hurt our neighbor’s reputation, but defend him, speak well of him, and 

explain everything in the kindest way. That is not sentimental blindness or “looking on the bright 

side.” It is disciplined mercy toward one who belongs to the Lord. 
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Romans 14 prepares us for Matthew 18. The brother is not our possession. The debt is not ours to 

weaponize. The Lord who has received us commands us to receive one another. 

Matthew 18:21–35 

Peter asks a practical question: “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? 

As many as seven times?” 

Peter is not being small-minded by ordinary standards. Seven times sounds generous. It is more 

mercy than most of us are prepared to offer! But Peter’s question still assumes that forgiveness can 

be counted. He imagines mercy as an account book with a large but limited number of entries. 

Jesus answers, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.” The math is not the 

point. Jesus breaks the calculator. He refuses to let Peter turn forgiveness into a measured 

transaction. And sinners love transactions. 

Then Jesus tells a parable, sets the truth trap. 

The kingdom of heaven is like a king who settles accounts with his servants. One servant owes ten 

thousand talents, an impossible debt. It is not merely large. It is absurdly beyond repayment. When 

the servant cannot pay, the king orders him, his wife, his children, and all he has to be sold. 

The servant falls on his knees and asks for patience. But patience will not solve this debt. More time 

cannot make the impossible possible. 

Then comes the Gospel turn: “Out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and 

forgave him the debt.” 

The master does more than postpone payment. He cancels the debt. The servant is released by 

mercy alone. 

But that same servant goes out and finds a fellow servant who owes him a hundred denarii. This is a 

real debt, but it is tiny compared with what he has just been forgiven. He seizes him by the throat 

and demands payment. When the fellow servant pleads with the same words he himself had used, he 

refuses mercy and throws him into prison. 
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The forgiven servant has received mercy as escape but not as death to the old bookkeeping self. He 

wants mercy for himself and law for the neighbor.  

That is the old Adam exactly. 

When the king hears of it, he calls him wicked. “Should not you have had mercy on your fellow 

servant, as I had mercy on you?” The parable ends with judgment, and Jesus adds, “So also my 

heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” 

This is a hard word. It should be hard. Jesus is not playing with forgiveness. To refuse mercy to the 

brother while claiming mercy for oneself is to reject the very forgiveness by which one has been 

spared. 

The Gospel is not that forgiveness is easy. It is not. The Gospel is that forgiveness begins with the 

impossible debt cancelled by the King. We forgive because we have first been forgiven. We release 

because we have first been released. Mercy flows from the cross, or it does not flow at all. 

SIX KEY GREEK TERMS FROM MATTHEW 18:21–35 

1. ἀφήσω — aphēsō 

Usually translated: “forgive” 

“How often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?” 

The verb ἀφίημι can mean to send away, release, remit, or forgive. Peter uses it as the central word 

in his question. 

The word brings the issue of release into the open. Forgiveness is not merely a change of mood. It 

releases the brother from the debt. It cancels the claim by which the offended self would keep the 

offender bound. 

In the parable, the same word will be used when the master forgives the impossible debt. Peter asks 

about forgiving the brother. Jesus answers by showing the mercy of the King. 

The word moves forgiveness from human calculation to divine gift. 
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2. ἑβδομηκοντάκις ἑπτά — hebdomēkontakis hepta 

Usually translated: “seventy-seven times” or “seventy times seven” 

“Not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 

Peter offers seven, a generous number. Jesus answers with abundance. 

The phrase destroys the ledger as the basis for mercy. The brother is not to be forgiven until the 

count reaches its legal limit. Forgiveness belongs to the kingdom where God has first forgiven the 

impossible debt. 

The phrase stretches Peter’s number until counting collapses. 

3. συνᾶραι λόγον — synarai logon 

Usually translated: “settle accounts” 

“A king who wished to settle accounts with his servants.” 

The phrase combines συναιρώ, to settle or take up together, with λόγος, in this context, account or 

reckoning. It brings the parable into the courtroom of reckoning. 

The words place the servant before truth. The debt must be faced. Nothing is hidden. The account 

is opened, and the servant stands exposed. 

This is the Law’s work in the parable. It brings the impossible debt into the light. The sinner  cannot 

negotiate reality away. 

Only mercy can answer what the account reveals. 

4. μυρίων ταλάντων — myriōn talantōn 

Usually translated: “ten thousand talents” 

“One was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents.” 
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A talent was a massive monetary weight, and “ten thousand” was the largest common numeral. 

Together, the words create a debt beyond imagination. If you want relative modern terms, think in 

terms of about one billion dollars. 

The phrase makes repayment impossible. The servant’s promise to pay everything is exposed as 

desperation, not ability. More time will not save him. 

The debt pushes the parable to the edge where mercy alone remains. The servant is not helped 

because he becomes capable. He is released because the master forgives. 

5. σπλαγχνισθείς — splanchnistheis 

Usually translated: “moved with pity” or “out of compassion” 

“Out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.” 

The participle σπλαγχνισθείς comes from the language of the inward parts, the place of deep 

feeling. In Matthew, the word often marks mercy that moves into action. 

Here it turns the whole parable. The king sees the servant’s ruin, and compassion acts. He releases 

the man and forgives the debt. 

The word carries the Gospel’s movement. The account has exposed the debt. Compassion cancels 

it. Mercy becomes release. 

6. ἔπνιγεν — epnigen 

Usually translated: “he was choking” 

“Seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’” 

The verb πνίγω means to choke, throttle, or strangle. It gives physical shape to the servant’s refusal 

of mercy. 

The forgiven man takes his fellow servant by the throat. The word lets us see what unforgiveness 

does. It does not merely remember the debt. It grips the neighbor with the demand for payment. 
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The violence of the word exposes the contradiction. The one released by compassion now binds 

another by force. Unforgiveness turns the forgiven sinner back into a jailer. 

 

SERMON 

Matthew 18:21–35 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Peter’s question sounds generous. “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive 

him? As many as seven times?” 

Seven times is not nothing, of course. Most of us would not reach seven without keeping careful 

notes.  

But the problem is not the number. It could have been seven or seventeen. The problem is that 

Peter is still counting. He wants to know how long forgiveness must be extended before the 

offended self is permitted to close the account and say, “Enough.” 

That question is not foreign to us. The old Adam is a careful accountant. He remembers who owes 

what, who failed to apologize properly, who repeated the offense, who should have known better, 

who has used up the available supply of patience. 

We may not say it out loud, but we know the question: How many times must I forgive before I am 

finally allowed to become what I already want to be; finished with him? 

Jesus answers, “Not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 

He is not giving Peter a larger spreadsheet. He is ending the spreadsheet as the basis of forgiveness. 

Mercy cannot be made safe by math. 

Then Jesus tells a parable about a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. 
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One servant is brought before him owing ten thousand talents. The amount is almost comic in its 

impossibility. It is a mountain of debt, a number so large that repayment has moved out of the world 

of reality. 

The servant has no defense. The account is opened, and the truth stands there without pity. He 

cannot pay. 

That is the Law. 

The Law opens the account on each of us. It tells the truth. It does not flatter us with talk of 

manageable debts and minor adjustments. It says that before God we owe what we cannot pay. 

So, we are tempted to bargain, “Have patience with me God, and I will pay you everything.” 

It is a desperate promise, but more time will not make you solvent before God.  

Then the parable turns. 

“Out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.” 

The king does what the servant did not even know how to ask. The servant asked for more time. 

The king gave forgiveness. He asked for patience. The king cancelled a debt that kings would have 

trouble paying. 

            That is the Gospel. God forgives the enormous debt as if it had never been there. 

This forgiveness is not cheap. The cross forbids us to say that. The cross reveals what humanity 

does with God when God comes near. We do not welcome the One who forgives sinners; we judge 

him. We do not receive the One who gives himself without condition; we put him to death.  

 

The crucifixion is humanity’s verdict on God. There, our hostility to grace is finally exposed: when 

God comes to justify the ungodly, the ungodly crucify God. Yet precisely there God speaks his own 

verdict upon us, not condemnation, but forgiveness. We kill; God raises. We condemn; God 

justifies. We say, “Crucify him.” God answers, “Father, forgive them.” The cross reveals both the 

terrible truth about us and the astonishing truth about God. 
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            Forgiveness comes through the blood of Christ. It is free to the debtor because it is costly to 

the One who forgives. 

The servant leaves forgiven. You leave the cross forgiven. 

Then he finds a fellow servant who owes him a hundred denarii. That debt is real. Jesus does not 

pretend otherwise. The fellow servant really owes him something. 

This is important because Christian forgiveness does not require us to say that the wound was 

imaginary or the offense harmless.  

But the forgiven servant seizes his fellow servant by the throat and says, “Pay what you owe.” 

The man who was released now, perversely, binds his neighbor. The man who was forgiven now 

demands payment. The man who was spared judgment now turns judgment on someone else. 

He has received mercy to his benefit, but he has not died to the old world of accounting. Does this 

sound familaiar? 

The old Adam is perfectly willing to receive forgiveness as long as he can remain lord over the debts 

of others. He wants Gospel from God and Law for his neighbor. He wants the King’s compassion 

for himself and the debtor’s prison for the brother. 

But the kingdom of heaven will not be divided that way. 

“Should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” 

That question reaches into our Church, our families, our friendships, into every place where forgiven 

sinners keep private prisons for one another. 

The question is not whether the brother’s debt was real. It was real. You may have been carrying 

them yourself. 

The question is whether the mercy that released you will now have its way with your neighbor. 
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This is where forgiveness becomes difficult, because forgiveness is not natural to the old self. The 

old self prefers the clean pleasure of accusation. It likes the moral height that injury provides. It 

enjoys being right, especially when being right allows the neighbor to remain small. 

Forgiveness feels like death because something in us must die for the sister or brother to be released. 

That is why forgiveness cannot be produced by moral effort. The Law can command forgiveness, 

and it does. It can expose our refusal, and it will. But the Law cannot create the mercy it demands. 

Only the Gospel can do that. 

The Gospel brings us again before the King. It opens the account, not so that we can pretend the 

debt was manageable, but so that we can hear the impossible word: You are forgiven. 

Christ has crossed the sea of judgment for you. Christ has drowned the enslaving powers for you. 

Christ has gone into death and come out on the far shore for you. He has taken the impossible debt 

into His own body and nailed it to the cross for you. 

So you, the Church, the baptized, live from the freedom of release. 

That does not mean forgiveness is careless. It does not mean reconciliation is automatic in every 

earthly sense, or that trust is restored without repentance, or that consequences vanish. Jesus is not 

teaching sentimental denial. He is proclaiming mercy grounded in God’s forgiveness. 

To forgive is to surrender the right to make the brother pay with his life for what Christ has already 

carried to the cross. 

That is a hard surrender. 

It may have to be prayed before it can be felt. It may have to be spoken even through resentment 

and hurt. It may require truth, boundaries, repentance, and time. But forgiveness begins where the 

King’s mercy reaches the servant and says, “The debt is cancelled.” 
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Romans 14 says, “Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your 

brother?” That belongs here. The brother is not finally yours to imprison. He belongs to the Lord. 

So do you. 

Each of us will stand before the judgment seat of God. That thought should end our little careers as 

private executioners. We are not the king. We are servants who have been forgiven. 

And now Christ sends us back into the world of real debts, real wounds, and real brothers and 

sisters with the mercy by which we live. 

The parable ends with a severe warning: “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if 

you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” 

That word is meant to terrify the old Adam, and it should. The self that clings to wrath while 

claiming mercy has not understood mercy. To demand a world governed finally by payment is to ask 

to live in the very world from which Christ came to save you. 

But the warning drives us back to the Gospel. 

When Peter asked, “How many times?” Jesus did not give him a number. He gave him the kingdom. 

A kingdom where sinners stop counting because Christ has cancelled the debt for you. 

May the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 
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PROPER 20, Year A 

September 20, 2026 

 

Exodus 16:2–15  
Psalm 105:1–6, 37–45 
Philippians 1:21–30 
Matthew 20:1–16 
 

CENTRAL THEME 

These lessons gather around the God who gives daily bread, reorders life around Christ, and offends 

the old Adam with mercy that cannot be managed by wages. 

In Exodus, Israel grumbles in the wilderness, and the Lord gives bread from heaven.  

Psalm 105 remembers the same mercy as part of God’s faithfulness to His promise.  

In Philippians, Paul speaks from prison with astonishing freedom: “For to me, living is Christ and 

dying is gain.”  

In Matthew 20, Jesus tells of a landowner whose generosity exposes the resentment of those who 

believe grace should be distributed according to their calculations. 

The movement is from grumbling to gift, from scarcity to provision, from life measured by survival 

to life hidden in Christ, from wages counted to mercy received. 

The Gospel is not that God gives us what we have earned. The Gospel is that the Lord gives bread 

in the wilderness, Christ in life and death, and the full payment in the currency of mercy to those 

who have nothing left to bargain with. 
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COMMENTARIES ON THE LESSONS 

Exodus 16:2–15 

Israel has been delivered from Egypt, brought through the sea, and led into the wilderness. The 

chains are gone, but the old slavery has not yet been driven out of the heart.  

The congregation complains against Moses and Aaron, but Moses tells them the truth: “Your 

complaining is not against us but against the Lord.” That is the Law’s work. It uncovers the real 

object of unbelief. We think we are merely protesting difficult conditions. In truth, we are accusing 

the God who delivered us, on His terms. 

Their memory of Egypt has become distorted. They remember the meat pots and bread but forget 

the bondage, the brick quotas, and the cries of their children. The old Adam always edits the past 

when faith becomes difficult. Bondage begins to look safe when freedom requires trust. 

Then the Lord promises bread from heaven. 

This gift comes with a test. The people are to gather what is needed for the day. No more. No 

stockpiling. They must learn daily dependence. They cannot store up faith against tomorrow in 

order to avoid trusting God again. The bread will come as gift. 

In the evening, quail cover the camp. In the morning, fine flakes appear on the ground. The people 

ask, “What is it?” That question gives manna its name. The bread of God arrives so strangely that 

Israel must learn to receive before it can fully understand. 

Luther’s explanation of the Fourth Petition belongs naturally here: “Give us this day our daily 

bread.” God gives daily bread even without our prayer, but we ask that He would lead us to know it 

and receive it with thanksgiving. Exodus 16 shows how difficult that is. The problem is not only 

hunger. The problem is that sinners receive bread with grumbling hearts. 

Yet the Lord gives. That is grace. 
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The theology of the cross teaches us to see that God’s provision comes where our illusions of 

control have failed. Egypt’s storehouses are gone. The wilderness has no market. Israel cannot 

produce bread from sand. Then the Lord gives what cannot be manufactured. 

Daily bread becomes Gospel because it comes from the hand of the God who feeds complainers! 

Psalm 105:1–6, 37–45 

Psalm 105 turns Israel’s history into praise. “O give thanks to the Lord, call on his name, make 

known his deeds among the peoples.” Faith remembers because memory protects the heart from 

interpreting the present only by fear. 

The psalm recalls the exodus not as Israel’s achievement but as God’s act. He brought His people 

out with silver and gold. He spread a cloud for covering and fire to give light. They asked, and He 

brought quail. He gave them bread from heaven in abundance. He opened the rock, and water 

flowed. 

This is the Lord’s sustained mercy. The God who delivers also provides. He does not bring His 

people through the waters of baptism only to abandon them to the wilderness. He feeds, covers, 

leads, and gives life. 

The psalm says God did this because “He remembered His holy promise.” That is the center. 

Israel’s survival rests not on Israel’s steadiness but on God’s remembered promise. And God has a 

long memory for promises. The people grumble. God remembers. The people fear scarcity. God 

remembers. The wilderness threatens. God remembers. 

Luther’s First Article reminds us that God richly and daily provides all that we need to support this 

body and life. Psalm 105 lets us see the majesty of that ordinary mercy. Daily bread is never merely 

daily bread. It is the Creator and Redeemer remembering His promise. 

The psalm ends with obedience: “Praise the Lord.” Praise is the speech of those who know that 

their life has been given, preserved, and sustained by mercy. 
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Philippians 1:21–30 

Paul writes from prison, yet his life is not finally defined by prison. “For to me, living is Christ and 

dying is gain.” That sentence is not stoicism. It is faith. Paul is not pretending death is harmless. He 

is confessing that Christ is Lord over both life and death. 

If he lives, he lives for fruitful labor. If he dies, he departs to be with Christ. The old Adam cannot 

speak this way because the old Adam must turn life into possession and death into terror. Paul’s 

freedom comes from belonging to Christ. 

This does not make him indifferent. He desires to depart and be with Christ, but he also knows that 

remaining may serve the Philippians’ progress and joy in faith. Christian freedom does not float 

away from the neighbor. It is free for service. 

Paul then urges the congregation to live in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ. This 

worthiness is not a condition for receiving grace. It is the shape of life created by grace. The 

baptized are not called to moral self-display but to steadfastness in Christ. 

They are not to be frightened by opponents. Their courage is not bravado. It rests in the God who 

has claimed them. Paul even says it has been granted to them not only to believe in Christ but also 

to suffer for Him. 

That line belongs to the theology of the cross. Faith and suffering are both placed in Christ. The 

Christian life is not evidence that one has escaped the cross. It is participation in Christ under the 

cross. You were baptized into death and resurrection. 

Beside Matthew 20, Philippians 1 gives another blow to the world of calculation. Life is not 

measured by advantage and hanging on to life at all cost. Death is not the final loss. Suffering is not 

proof of abandonment. Christ has redefined all things by His death and resurrection. 

Matthew 20:1–16 

Jesus tells a parable about a landowner who goes out early in the morning to hire laborers for his 

vineyard. He agrees with them for the usual daily wage, a denarius. Fair enough. Then he goes out 
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again at the third hour, the sixth, the ninth, and even the eleventh hour. Each time he sends more 

laborers into the vineyard. 

At evening, the owner tells his foreman to pay the laborers, beginning with the last and going to the 

first. Those hired last receive a denarius. Those hired first see this and expect more. Their arithmetic 

is understandable. If one hour receives a denarius, surely twelve hours should receive more. 

But they also receive a denarius. 

Then they grumble. 

Their complaint is not that they were cheated. They received exactly what was promised. Their 

complaint is that others received the same mercy without the same labor. 

The parable exposes the old Adam’s resentment before grace. We do not object to generosity in the 

abstract. We object when generosity overturns the hierarchy by which we have learned to measure 

ourselves. 

The landowner answers, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong.” The first workers were not deprived. 

Their envy has made goodness look unjust. “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what 

belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” 

The phrase is literally about the evil eye. Their eye has become evil because the master is good. 

This is the scandal of grace. Grace gives according to the goodness of the giver, not according to the 

comparative worthiness of the receiver. The kingdom of heaven is not a payroll office where sinners 

receive spiritual compensation in proportion to their hours. 

The theology of the cross is sharp here. The cross means that no one enters the kingdom by wage. 

The first and the last stand under the same crucified mercy. The lifelong disciple and the eleventh-

hour beggar are saved by the same Christ. 

“So the last will be first, and the first last.” Jesus is not merely rearranging the line. He is ending the 

old order of comparison. Before grace, no one gets to stand above another by pointing to longer 

labor, earlier arrival, or superior endurance. The denarius is gift because the kingdom is gift. 
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Six Key Greek Terms from Matthew 20:1–16 

1. οἰκοδεσπότῃ — oikodespotē 

Usually translated: “master of a house” or “landowner” 

“The kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning…” 

The word οἰκοδεσπότης names the head of the household, the one with authority over the house, 

land, and labor. Jesus places this figure at the center of the parable. 

The word gives the story its governing action. The landowner goes out, calls workers, sends them, 

and pays them. The vineyard does not begin with the laborers’ initiative. It begins with the owner’s 

summons. 

The word keeps the kingdom centered on the giver. The laborers enter because they are called. They 

receive because the master gives. 

2. ἀμπελῶνα — ampelōna 

Usually translated: “vineyard” 

“He went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.” 

The word ἀμπελών means vineyard, a place of cultivation, fruitfulness, and labor. In Scripture, the 

vineyard often carries echoes of Israel as the Lord’s planted people. 

The word gives the setting for the work. The laborers are not hired into a vague activity. They are 

sent into the master’s vineyard, a place that already belongs to him. 

The vineyard reminds us that the Church’s work is not possession but vocation. The field belongs to 

the Lord before any laborer enters it. 
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3. ἀργούς — argous 

Usually translated: “idle” or “standing idle” 

“He saw others standing idle in the marketplace.” 

The word ἀργός can mean idle, inactive, or unemployed. In the parable, it describes those standing 

in the marketplace without work. 

The word places the latecomers in need before it places them under judgment. They are not in the 

vineyard because no one has hired them. Their idleness is answered by the landowner’s call. 

The word lets the generosity of the master appear. Even at the eleventh hour, he finds those who 

have no place and gives them one. 

The kingdom reaches those who have spent the day unclaimed. 

4. δίκαιον — dikaion 

Usually translated: “whatever is right” 

“Whatever is right I will give you.” 

The word δίκαιος can mean right, just, righteous, or fitting. The landowner uses it when sending 

later workers into the vineyard. 

The word places the late workers under the master’s justice. They go without a fixed contract, 

trusting the character of the one who sends them. 

By the end of the parable, the word “right” has been redefined by generosity. The master’s justice is 

not less than fairness, but it is more generous than the workers’ arithmetic. 

The word opens space for grace to appear as the master’s own goodness. 
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5. ἴσον — ison 

Usually translated: “equal” 

“You have made them equal to us…” 

The word ἴσος means equal. It stands at the center of the complaint from the first workers. 

The word exposes their grievance. They are not angry because they lacked payment. They are angry 

because the master’s generosity has made the latecomers equal. 

The word reveals the offense of grace. Mercy creates a fellowship the old Adam resents, because 

grace refuses to let seniority become superiority. 

This is not a text about economics. The kingdom equalizes sinners beneath the goodness of the 

master. 

6. ἀγαθός / πονηρός — agathos / ponēros 

Usually translated: “good” / “evil” 

“Do you begrudge my generosity?” 

Literally, “Is your eye evil because I am good?” 

The word ἀγαθός means good, generous, or beneficent. The word πονηρός means evil, wicked, or 

diseased in its moral vision. Together they reveal the deepest conflict in the parable. 

The master is good. The workers’ eye has become evil because it cannot bear his goodness toward 

others. 

The words turn the accusation around. The problem is not injustice in the master. The problem is 

envy in those who have received what was promised but resent mercy given to another. 

The master’s goodness exposes the evil eye of comparison. 
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SERMON 

Matthew 20:1–16 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

            Jesus says the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 

hire laborers for his vineyard. Think Home Depot. 

            That is where the parable begins: with the owner going out. The workers do not create the 

vineyard. They do not summon themselves. They are found, hired, and sent. 

            The first workers agree to a denarius for the day. It is a fair wage. No one is cheated. The 

arrangement is clear, and they go into the vineyard. 

Then the owner goes out again. 

            He goes at the third hour, the sixth, the ninth, and even the eleventh. The day is almost over, 

and still he is looking for workers. He finds people standing in the marketplace and asks why they 

are there. 

“Because no one has hired us.” 

            These are not heroic figures. They are not building résumés of usefulness. They are people 

standing around unclaimed as the day runs out. The owner sends them too. 

            Then evening comes, and the wages are paid. Jesus slows the story down here. The last are 

paid first. The ones who worked only an hour receive a denarius. 

Now the first workers begin to calculate. 

            That is what we would have done. If one hour receives a denarius, twelve hours should 

receive more. The law does the math before mercy speaks. 

            But when the first workers come, they receive the same denarius. And the first workers 

grumble. Of course they do.  Their complaint should sound familiar: “These last worked only one 
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hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching 

heat.” 

            They are not wrong about the heat or the hours. They have worked longer. Their labor has 

been heavier. Their grievance contains facts.  

            That is what makes resentment so persuasive. It often begins with facts and then uses them 

to deny mercy. 

            The master answers, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a 

denarius?” He is right. They were not cheated. The contract was honored. The injustice they feel is 

not that they received too little, but that the latecomers received too much. 

That is the old Adam’s quarrel with grace. This is what the parable exposes in them and in us. 

            We do not mind God being generous, provided His generosity still allows us to remain a 

little higher than someone else. We are happy for mercy to exist as long as it preserves the proper 

distinctions. Let the latecomers be helped, certainly, but not made equal. Let sinners be forgiven, of 

course, but not without some visible reduction in status. Let grace be abundant, but not so abundant 

that it ruins my scoreboard. 

            The old Adam can tolerate almost any religious system except one in which the last receive 

the same Christ as the first. 

            Jesus is not telling this parable because we are naturally generous. We are not. He is telling it 

because we are expert accountants. We know how to compare burdens, hours, sacrifices, wounds, 

and faithfulness. We know who came early and who arrived late. We know who carried the load and 

who avoided it. 

And then Christ shows no distinction. 

            The thief on the cross receives paradise. The lifelong saint receives paradise. The child 

baptized before she can speak receives Christ. The dying man who can only whisper mercy receives 

Christ. The one who labored long and the one hired at the eleventh hour stand under the same 

promise. 
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            This is not unfairness. Fairness is irrelevant. It is the kingdom of God. The kingdom is not 

wages paid to spiritual employees. It is mercy given by the crucified Lord. 

That does not make labor meaningless. The early workers really worked. The vineyard matters. The 

heat was real. Christian service is not nothing. Paul can speak of fruitful labor and a life worthy of 

the Gospel. 

But labor does not purchase the kingdom. 

            The denarius is not a trophy for endurance. It is the gift of the master’s goodness. That is 

why the parable cuts so deeply. It exposes how easily service becomes self-justification. We begin in 

gratitude and end in comparison. We enter the vineyard by call and then act as though the vineyard 

owes us. We receive mercy and then resent mercy given to another. 

            The master asks, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or is 

your eye evil because I am good?” 

That is the question. 

Is your eye evil because He is good? 

                        The goodness of God can look offensive when it falls on the wrong people. It 

offended Jonah when Nineveh was spared. It offended the elder brother when the prodigal came 

home. It offended the Pharisees when Jesus ate with sinners. It offends every heart that wants grace 

for itself and bookkeeping for the neighbor. 

But the cross destroys that bookkeeping. 

            At the cross, Christ bears the full burden of the day. He enters the heat of judgment. He is 

treated as last, cursed, rejected, and abandoned. He receives no denarius. He is stripped of 

everything. 

 And from His poverty, He gives the kingdom. That is the Gospel. The first becomes last so 

that the last may be brought in. The Son bears the heat so that sinners may receive mercy at evening. 
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            So the question is not whether you have worked long enough to deserve the proper 

payment. You have not. Neither have I. Neither has anyone in the vineyard. 

The question is whether the Master is good. 

And He is. 

            He gives daily bread to grumblers in the wilderness. He gives Christ to prisoners and 

sufferers. He gives the kingdom to latecomers. He gives Himself to sinners who would rather 

calculate than receive. 

“So the last will be first, and the first last.” 

            That word is not given to make you anxious about your place in line. It is given to free you 

from the line altogether. Christ is not distributing Himself according to your rank. He gives Himself 

according to His mercy. 

            At the end of the day, His hand opens and payment is rendered. You are forgiven. Freely, 

completely, on account of Christ. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Proper 21, Year A 
September 27, 2026 
 
Exodus 17:1–7  
Psalm 78:1–4, 12–16 
Philippians 2:1–13 
Matthew 21:23–32 
 

Central Theme 

These lessons gather around the God whose authority is hidden under mercy, whose people test 

Him in unbelief, and whose Son comes in humility to save sinners who repent. 

In Exodus, Israel continues to behave badly. They quarrel at Massah and Meribah, asking whether 

the Lord is among them or not, and the Lord answers by bringing water from the rock.  

Psalm 78 teaches the people to remember the mighty works of God and tell them to the coming 

generation.  

Philippians 2 reveals Christ’s descent: though in the form of God, He humbled Himself to death on 

a cross.  

In Matthew 21, the religious leaders challenge Jesus’ authority, and Jesus answers with a parable in 

which tax collectors and prostitutes enter the kingdom ahead of those who speak obedience but 

refuse repentance. 

The movement is from testing God to receiving water, from forgetting to remembering, from self-

exaltation to the humility of Christ, from religious refusal to repentant faith. 

The Gospel is not that we know how to recognize God’s authority when it appears. Often we do 

not. The Gospel is that Christ exercises His authority by humbling Himself, bearing the cross, and 

giving mercy to sinners who have nothing but repentance. 
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Commentaries on the Lessons 

Exodus 17:1–7 

Israel journeys by stages according to the commandment of the Lord and camps at Rephidim, where 

there is no water for the people to drink. The lack is real. Thirst is not imaginary. The wilderness has 

again brought Israel to the edge of dependence. And they are happy about it. 

The people quarrel with Moses. “Give us water to drink.” Moses asks why they quarrel with him and 

why they test the Lord. Their complaint rises quickly into accusation: “Why did you bring us up out 

of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” 

The old unbelief has returned. The Lord has delivered them from Egypt, opened the sea, fed them 

with manna, and still the heart asks whether He intends death. Faith lives by promise. Unbelief 

demands proof on its own terms. 

The place receives two names: Massah, testing, and Meribah, quarreling. The names remember the 

accusation: “Is the Lord among us or not?” 

That question is the true crisis of the passage. And it is the question asked, sooner letter, by every 

Christian. The people interpret thirst as absence. If there is no water, perhaps the Lord is not here. 

If life is hard, perhaps the promise has failed. If the wilderness remains wilderness, perhaps 

deliverance was a mistake. 

The Lord answers with mercy. Moses is commanded to take the staff with which he struck the Nile 

and go to the rock at Horeb. The Lord says, “I will be standing there in front of you on the rock.” 

Moses strikes the rock, and water comes out for the people to drink. 

The Lord does not answer their testing by abandoning them. He gives water. The people who 

accuse God of bringing them out to die are preserved by His hand. 

Luther’s First Article teaches that God provides all we need for body and life, and He does so “out 

of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me.” Exodus 17 shows 

exactly that. The water is not given because Israel’s trust is impressive. It is given because the Lord is 

merciful. 
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Paul later says in 1 Corinthians 10 that the rock was Christ. The Christian ear may therefore hear the 

deeper promise: Christ is struck, and from Him flows life. At the cross, the Lord stands where 

judgment falls, and sinners drink mercy from the wounded Son. 

Psalm 78:1–4, 12–16 

Psalm 78 calls Israel to listen, remember, and tell. “Give ear, O my people, to my teaching.” The 

works of God are not to be hidden from the children. They are to be recounted to the coming 

generation. 

This is not nostalgia. It is catechesis. Faith is taught to remember what fear forgets. 

The psalm recounts the wonders in Egypt, the divided sea, the cloud by day, the fire by night, and 

the water from the rock. These deeds reveal the Lord’s character. He delivers, leads, protects, and 

provides. 

The psalm knows that Israel’s problem is not lack of evidence. Israel has seen wonders and still 

forgotten. The old Adam can stand beside the split sea and begin worrying about the next thirst. 

Memory must therefore be given, repeated, sung, preached, and taught. 

Luther’s Small Catechism belongs to this work. It teaches the faith by repetition, question, answer, 

and prayer. It gives the next generation words by which to remember the Lord’s works and trust His 

promises. Here the modern church must come under judgement where it has abandoned the “old, 

old story” in favor of therapeutic slogans and moral enthusiasms. 

Read with Matthew 21, Psalm 78 warns religious leaders. Those entrusted with teaching can become 

guardians of memory who no longer believe what the memory is for. The works of God are not 

preserved as museum pieces. They are told so that sinners may trust the Lord who still gives water 

from the rock. 

The Church tells the next generation because the Lord has acted, and His mercy must not be 

hidden. 
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Philippians 2:1–13 

Philippians 2 begins with life together in Christ: encouragement, comfort from love, sharing in the 

Spirit, compassion, and sympathy. Paul then calls the Church away from selfish ambition and 

conceit and toward humility. 

“Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.” This is not moral 

decoration. It is the shape of life created by Christ. 

Then Paul gives the great Christ hymn. Though Christ was in the form of God, He did not regard 

equality with God as something to be exploited. He emptied Himself, took the form of a slave, was 

born in human likeness, and humbled Himself to the point of death, even death on a cross. 

Here is the theology of the cross in its purest form. God’s glory is revealed in the humility of the 

Son. Divine authority does not appear as grasping, self-display, or domination. It appears in the One 

who descends, serves, obeys, suffers, and dies. 

Therefore God highly exalted Him and gave Him the name above every name. Exaltation comes 

through the cross, not around it. Every knee will bow, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord. 

Paul then tells the Philippians to work out their salvation with fear and trembling, “for it is God who 

works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” This is not salvation by human 

achievement. God’s prior working creates the willing and the doing. The life of obedience is gift 

before it is activity. 

Beside Matthew 21, Philippians 2 reveals the authority of Jesus. The chief priests question His 

authority. Paul shows it. Jesus is Lord because He is the crucified and exalted Son. His authority is 

hidden under humility and vindicated by resurrection. 
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Matthew 21:23–32 

Jesus enters the temple, and the chief priests and elders confront Him. “By what authority are you 

doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 

The question is not innocent. Jesus has entered Jerusalem, overturned tables, healed the blind and 

lame in the temple, and received the cries of children. The leaders see His actions as a threat to their 

control of holy space. 

They ask about authority because they sense, correctly, that Jesus is acting as one who has the right 

to cleanse, heal, teach, and judge. 

Jesus answers with a question about John’s baptism: was it from heaven or from man? The leaders 

calculate. If they say “from heaven,” Jesus will ask why they did not believe John. If they say “from 

man,” they fear the crowd. Their answer is not truth but evasion: “We do not know.” 

This is religious unbelief hiding behind procedural caution. They are not unable to answer. They are 

unwilling to be exposed. 

Then Jesus tells a parable, setting another truth trap. A man has two sons. He tells the first to go 

work in the vineyard. The son says, “I will not,” but later changes his mind and goes. The father 

gives the same command to the second. He answers, “I go, sir,” but does not go. 

“Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

They answer, “The first.” 

Jesus then says, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of 

God ahead of you.” 

That sentence stings. The openly sinful, the lowest of the lowlifes, heard John announce the 

repenting word and believed. The religious leaders, self-declared righteous, who spoke the language 

of obedience, refused. Their “yes” remained empty. 
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The Law exposes the danger of keeping up religious appearances. It is possible to say the right 

things, guard the right institutions, ask questions about authority, and still refuse the Father’s will. 

The Gospel appears in the first son. His first answer is rebellion, but his later action is repentance. 

The Word has done its work. His mind is changed and he goes. The kingdom is open to those 

whose lives have said no but who are brought to repentance by the Word. 

This is why tax collectors and prostitutes enter ahead of the religiously secure. Not because sin is 

harmless, but because the repenting Word bestows mercy and freedom.  

Those who know they are sinners are closer to the kingdom than those who use religion as 

avoidance. 

Christ’s authority is the authority to expose false obedience and repent sinners into the kingdom. He 

will exercise that authority finally at the cross, where He becomes obedient unto death for the 

disobedient. 

Six Key Greek Terms from Matthew 21:23–32 

1. ἐξουσίᾳ — exousia 

Usually translated: “authority” 

“By what authority are you doing these things?” This is the question every generation of church 

leaders must face. 

The word ἐξουσία means authority, right, power, or jurisdiction. The chief priests and elders use it 

to challenge Jesus in the temple. They are actually right to so do. Bu they do not ask honestly. 

The word brings the central conflict into the open. Jesus is acting with authority over the temple, 

teaching, healing, and judgment. The leaders want to know who authorized Him because His 

authority threatens theirs. 

The word forces the question the Gospel answers: Jesus acts by the authority of the Father, and that 

authority will be revealed under the cross. 
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2. βάπτισμα — baptisma 

Usually translated: “baptism” 

“The baptism of John, from where did it come?” 

The word βάπτισμα names John’s baptism, his ministry of repentance, and the divine summons that 

came through him. 

Jesus uses the word to expose the leaders’ refusal. John’s baptism came with a call to repentance, 

and they did not believe him. Their problem is not lack of information but resistance to the Word of 

God. 

The word makes their evasion visible. To reject John is to reject the preparation for Christ. 

3. πιστεύσατε — pisteusate 

Usually translated: “you believed” 

“You did not believe him.” 

The verb πιστεύω means to believe, trust, or rely upon. Jesus uses it to name what was missing in 

the leaders’ response to John. 

The word shifts the issue from institutional authority to faith. They saw John’s righteousness and the 

repentance of sinners, but they did not trust the Word that came through him. 

The word exposes unbelief beneath religious competence. They can debate authority while refusing 

to believe. 

4. μεταμεληθεὶς — metamelētheisUsually translated: “changed his mind” or “repented” 

“But afterward he changed his mind and went.” 

The verb μεταμέλομαι means to regret, reconsider, or change one’s mind afterward. In the parable, 

it describes the first son’s turn from refusal to obedience. 
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The word carries the movement of repentance. His first word was no, but the no did not remain 

final. He was turned from refusal into action. 

The word gives hope to sinners whose lives have spoken rebellion. The Father’s will is done not by 

polished promises but by the repenting Word of that Gospel. 

5. θέλημα — thelēma 

Usually translated: “will” 

“Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

The word θέλημα means will, desire, or intention. Jesus uses it to bring the parable to judgment. 

The word distinguishes speech from obedience. The father’s will is not fulfilled by saying the proper 

thing while refusing the command. It is fulfilled by the son who turns and goes. 

The word exposes empty religious agreement. A polite “yes” may still be unbelief if it never moves. 

6. προάγουσιν — proagousin 

Usually translated: “go before” or “enter ahead of” 

“The tax collectors and the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you.” 

The verb προάγω means to go ahead, lead forward, or precede. Jesus uses it to announce a shocking 

reversal. 

The word places repentant sinners ahead of religious refusal. Tax collectors and prostitutes are not 

praised because sin is good. They go the front of the line because they believed the call to 

repentance. 

The word overturns religious self-security. Those who appeared farthest away may enter first when 

the Word brings them to faith. 
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SERMON 

 

Matthew 21:23–32 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Jesus enters the temple, and the chief priests and elders ask Him a question. 

“By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 

It is not a foolish question. Jesus has been doing things that demand an answer. He has entered 

Jerusalem in royal humility. He has overturned tables in the temple. He has healed the blind and 

lame. Children have cried out, “Hosanna to the Son of David.” 

Jesus is not behaving like a religious commentator offering opinions from a safe distance. He is 

acting as one who has the right to cleanse, heal, judge, and save. 

So they ask about authority. 

But the question is not honest. They are not seeking the truth. They are protecting themselves from 

it. They ask about authority because His authority threatens theirs. 

That is always the old Adam’s problem with Jesus. We are not merely confused about Him. We are 

threatened by Him. If Jesus has authority, then our evasions are no longer safe. Our polite religion, 

controlled boundaries, managed repentance, and carefully negotiated obedience are all brought 

under judgment. 

Jesus answers with a question about John. 

“The baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or from man?” 

Now the leaders are trapped because the answer expose them. If they say John’s baptism was from 

heaven, then Jesus will ask why they did not believe him. If they say it was merely human, they fear 

the crowd. 
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So they answer, “We do not know.” 

That is evasion dressed in caution. 

There is a kind of religious intelligence that knows how to avoid repentance. It can weigh 

consequences, manage language, protect position, and sound careful while refusing the Word of 

God. It says, “We do not know,” when the real meaning is, “We will not be exposed.” 

Then Jesus lays the truth trap. We know them as parables. 

A man has two sons. He goes to the first and says, “Son, go and work in the vineyard today.” The 

son answers, “I will not.” It is blunt rebellion. No religious varnish. Just no. 

But afterward he changes his mind and goes. 

The father goes to the second son and says the same thing. This son answers beautifully: “I go, sir.” 

He knows the proper language. He gives the respectful response.  

But he does not go. 

Then Jesus asks, “Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

The answer is obvious. The first. 

And that answer condemns the religious leaders from their own mouths. 

Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God 

ahead of you.” 

That sentence still has the power to offend. It offended then, and it offends now. Let’s be clear. 

Jesus is not romanticizing sin. Tax collectors and prostitutes are not entering the kingdom because 

their sin was swept under the rug, or worse yet, sanctified in the name of grace. They entered 

because John’s preaching repented them into faith. 

Their lives had said no. But the Word of God reached them, and the no did not remain final. 
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The leaders, by contrast, had lives full of public yes. Yes to Scripture. Yes to temple. Yes to law. Yes 

to religious seriousness. Yes to God in all the approved forms. 

But when the call to repentance came, they would not go. 

This is the Law at full force. It tells us that the proper answer can hide a disobedient heart. It tells us 

that religious speech may be the most dangerous disguise of all. The old Adam does not always say 

no with a sneer. Sometimes he says yes with folded hands and then refuses to move. 

We know how to say, “I go, sir,” while remaining exactly where we are. 

But Christ is merciful. He still speaks. He still calls sinners into the vineyard. He still brings 

repentance where there was only refusal. He still receives those who have no defense left. 

So let the old yes die if it has become a disguise. 

Let the false no be exposed if it has ruled the heart. 

Let Christ’s authority do its killing and making alive. 

For the One who commands is also the One who was crucified for the disobedient. The One who 

exposes is the One who forgives. The One who sends us into the vineyard is the One who first went 

to the cross. 

And because He went there, the kingdom is open to sinners who repent and believe. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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COLLECTS 
 

 
Proper 18 
September 6, 2026 

Almighty and merciful God, 

You have sheltered us beneath the blood of the Lamb and called us out of darkness into the light of 

Christ. Awaken us from the sleep of sin, silence the accusing voice by Your forgiving Word, and 

give us courage to speak the truth to one another without cruelty or fear. When our fellowship is 

broken, gather us again beneath the mercy of Your Son, that sinners may be gained and not lost; 

through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now 

and forever. Amen. 

Proper 19 

September 13, 2026 

God of our deliverance, 

When we are trapped by what we cannot overcome, You open a way where there is no way. Drown 

our pride, our contempt, and our careful accounting of the sins of others. Bring us again before the 

impossible debt You have cancelled in Christ, so that, having been released by mercy, we may no 

longer hold our neighbor by the throat. Set us free to forgive as those who have first been forgiven; 

through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now 

and forever. Amen. 

Proper 20 

September 20, 2026 

Gracious Father, 

We grumble over Your gifts, measure ourselves against our neighbors, and secretly wish Your mercy 

were more carefully distributed. Yet You give bread to complainers, call the idle into Your vineyard, 

and give the kingdom to those who have nothing with which to bargain. Put an end to our 

calculations. Teach us to receive our daily bread with thanksgiving and our salvation as sheer gift, 
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that whether we live or die, Christ alone may be our life; through the same Jesus Christ, our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen. 

Proper 21 
September 27, 2026 

Lord God, 

We ask whether You are among us even while Your mercy sustains us, and we seek signs of power 

while Your glory stands hidden beneath the cross. Strike down the pride that speaks obedience but 

is deaf to the repenting Word. Give us ears to hear again the old story of Your faithfulness, hearts 

that receive the water You give to the thirsty, and faith to recognize Your Son where we least expect 

Him: humbled, crucified, and given for sinners; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns 

with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen 

 


