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The Way of Salvation 
(Or The Past Doesn’t Have to Determine the Future!) 

 
Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 21:23-32 

 
I’d like you to turn to the front page of your insert for a minute. Scan down until you see Prayer of the Day listed after the 
music. We don’t usually print this. Usually just the Presiding Minister prays it and you all pray along silently. Each and 
every Sunday, this prayer is always different. Have you ever noticed that? Way-back-when, it was referred to as the 
“Collect,” spelled like “collect” but with the emphasis on the first syllable. And that’s because these prayers are very 
carefully and prayerfully crafted to collect the themes of the readings of each Sunday into a single prayer – to help focus 
our thoughts on a particular theme before we hear the readings. It’s always been a fantasy of mine to preach on the Prayer 
of the Day – as it collects the themes of the readings. (I know. I need to get a life!) Our Tuesday Lectionary Study group 
suggested we print the prayer this week – so here it is. You’re now invited into this experiment I’d like you to pray it with 
me right now, out loud:  

God of love, giver of life, you know our frailties and failings. 
Give us your grace to overcome them, 
keep us from those things that harm us 
and guide us in the way of salvation, 

through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen. 
 

Last Sunday I talked about the challenge of being faithful stewards of our thinking. So when I pray this prayer today, the 
phrase that jumps out at me is “keep us from those things that harm us.” And what I am lifting up to God is the reality that 
sometimes it is my thoughts that harm me the most. And interestingly, today’s lessons give us an opportunity to explore 
the fact that sometimes those thoughts that harm us the most actually come from the Bible!  

Thoughts from Scripture can be harmful when we take them out of context, or misunderstand them. Take our second 
reading from Philippians, for example. This text is actually an early Christian hymn. Volumes have been written about it. 
Many see it as a call to us to “empty ourselves” the way Christ emptied himself of his divinity, to become one of us, 
humbling himself even to the point of an execution reserved for slaves and traitors in the Roman Empire. 

But if we start reading at chapter two, we may not catch this: chapter one gives us a glorious picture of free citizenship in 
the kingdom of heaven. Being a disciple of Jesus is not just about what you have to give up. It begins with what we get. 
And on the other end of the reading, if we stop before getting to verse 13, we might not realize that the desire and the 
energy to love God, love people and serve comes from God, not from us. If we don’t read enough before and after this 
hymn, we might be tempted to empty ourselves in the name of Jesus when we don’t even have a self to empty. That is a 
very real temptation, and it can end up being a frailty and a failing. 

There’s a name for that, actually. It’s called “Approval Addiction.”  Its when we seek the approval of others in order to 
overcome our feelings of rejection or low self-esteem We suffer from those feelings and use the addiction of approval to 
try to remove the pain. And if we just read part of this section of Scripture, that we are to empty ourselves the way Jesus 
emptied himself, we risk entertaining thoughts that can harm us.  When persons have addictions, the things they are 
addicted to are on their minds most of the time. So, when people are approval addicts, their ultimate concern will be what 
people think of them. “What will he think if I do this?” “What does she think about how I did that?” These are the 
thoughts that rent space in the brain. Ironically these are thoughts that can actually lead us to be exiled from God – lost in 
our addiction to approval – all the while thinking we are pleasing God by giving our selves away. But if you give your self 
away – where is the YOU God wants to use?  

What about our first reading? We’re eavesdropping on an argument here. It’s an argument between God and the people of 
God who are exiled in Babylon. God challenges Ezekiel about how the people are misinterpreting a proverb: “The parents 
have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  It means that children suffer from their parents’ 
mistakes. Now who can argue with that?  Certainly not my children. Certainly not the folks who struggle with approval 
addiction. 
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But God’s point guides the exiles in the way of salvation. “You can’t use that as an excuse,” God says.  You may not be 
responsible for what was done to you, but you are responsible for what you do with it. The past doesn’t have to determine 
the future, says God. Even your sins don’t have to determine the future. So get rid of that thought. Who would you be 
without that thought?  That’s God’s challenge. And to the exiles, such grace is beyond comprehension. They prefer the 
tidiness of a proverb that limits them. They prefer limitation over the way of salvation. They prefer limitation to the 
mystery of God’s offer of new life. 

And so we come to our Gospel and a parable about our frailties and failings. Which is better? To say you won’t  -- and 
then do what you’re asked after all? Or to say you will  -- and then not follow through? Either one could be the behavior 
of an approval addict. The first son could have been so plagued by anxiety after saying no, that he needed that approval 
fix. The second son got the fix up front and will end up having that anxiety later – when his father finds out he didn’t go. 
And Jesus asks, of course, “Which of the two sons did what the father asked?” There is no third son to provide a best case 
scenario.  

But what if this parable is really much bigger than that? What if this parable is really about the way of salvation? Why do 
you think the first son said no at first? Was he trying to stand up to his father? Or did he have a valid excuse and his 
circumstances changed? Whatever the case, this son is guided in the way of salvation. Just like God is trying to get the 
exiles to understand in our first lesson, the first son realizes that the past doesn’t have to determine the future. He realizes 
that the future is always open. He can still respond to his father’s request and invitation, even if at first he refused. And as 
he does he responds he proves himself faithful and lives into his father’s hopes for him. Just like we learned last week 
with the laborers in the vineyard who were paid a full day’s wage even when they started working at the end of the day – 
with God it is never too late. God never binds us by what has happened in the past. God’s future is always open to us. 

In the context of the whole Gospel of Matthew, this parable invites all of the people who have been opposing Jesus all 
along into an open future – a future not dominated by arguments and opposition of the past, but one that is open to the 
movement of God’s spirit to heal, revive, restore, and make all things new. The chief priests and elders do not accept the 
invitation. They have too much at stake in the past – the past has given them their identity.  They won’t trade it for an 
open future. But the outcasts, those who discover that the identity created by their past does not bring them life – the tax 
collectors and prostitutes, they grab hold of Jesus’ promise with both hands. 

Today Jesus makes the same promise to us. He knows our frailties and our failings. And he gives us his grace to overcome 
them: No matter what we have done, no matter what may have been done to us, the future is still open. This is the way of 
salvation! We do not have to drag our past on our back the way a snail does its shell. We are, finally, more than the sum 
total of all that has happened to us, and we are even more than our harmful thoughts. The past does not determine the 
future.  

Today is the first day of the rest of your life, and the inaugural banquet we are about to share is a tangible sign of God’s 
promised future. When we come here we bring our frailties and failings, and leave them at the font and at the foot of the 
cross. We let them die with Christ even as God raises us with Christ to wholeness and new life – the way of salvation. 

Let us pray: God of grace, sometimes we let things from the past dominate our present and close off our future. But you 
have promised that you love us no matter what, and so we offer our frailties and failings, our hurts, regrets and 
resentments to you, trusting that you already know them and love us anyway. Help us to believe about ourselves what you 
believe about us: that we are worthy of love and respect. And help us to treat others as you have treated us: as those who 
deserve love and respect. All this we ask in the name of Jesus, the one who emptied himself to show us the depth of your 
love. Amen. 

Pastor Dana Runestad 
Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Livonia MI                                                                     28 September, 2014 [A L26 Pr21]  
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