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The Only Winning Move 

Some of you will remember the 1983 blockbuster WarGames. The plot of the movie is not 

terribly important for this sermon, but its ending line is. The movie centers around an AI that 

simulates nuclear war scenarios, and attempts to fire the U.S.’s entire nuclear arsenal at Russia 

after becoming convinced its simulations are reality. The movie’s protagonist, a teenage hacker 

played by Matthew Broderick, convinces the computer not to do so by ordering it to play 

simulations of tic tac toe – a game that, as you all know, always ends in a tie as long as both 

sides are reasonably good at the game. As the AI deactivates its missiles, it philosophically 

muses, “A strange game. The only winning move was not to play.” 

That line is a pretty good summary of this parable’s message: be very, very careful when you 

hold someone else’s sins against them; the only winning move is not to play.  

Because it turns out God is really serious about this forgiveness thing! C. S. Lewis pointed out 

that this parable is the only one in which Jesus implies that there is any condition for God to 

forgive our sins. It’s a condition that Jesus repeats in the Lord’s Prayer: forgive us our trespasses 

as we forgive those who trespass against us. God’s grace is free, but it comes with one important 

caveat: you can’t keep it for yourself and not give it to those who have wronged you. 

Now, any time we start talking about conditions on the forgiveness of sins, people are liable to 

get nervous, so let’s be clear. Forgiveness doesn’t mean you can’t be angry at someone who has 

hurt you. It also doesn’t mean that you need to let them hurt you again! The parable doesn’t say 

that the ungrateful servant was punished because he was mad at his debtor; or that he wouldn’t 

give his debtor a new loan; he’s punished because he had his debtor thrown in prison until the 

debt was paid. In other words, forgiveness means letting go of our desire to get even with other 

people. To make a commitment not to hurt others the way they have hurt us. To not demand that 

God judge or even damn others for their sins while at the same time pleading that all our sins be 

treated with mercy.  

You see, getting even on sin is a strange game. The only winning move is not to play.  

I think this is part of what Jesus is getting at when he discusses the size of the debt each servant 

owes. One servant owes another 100 denarii, which comes to about $45 in today’s currency. But 

the servant owes God 10,000 talents, which comes to about $4.5 billion. No matter how much we 

are owed by our fellow human beings – and sometimes, it will feel like we are owed a lot more 

than $45! – we will always owe God infinitely more. And how could we not? After all, God 

created us; every good deed that we can do is only possible because God gave us the gifts and 

insight and wisdom to do it.  

There is no winning the get-even game, because there’s no repaying God for everything we have 

been given. How could there be? It would be like a child attempting to pay a debt to their parents 

out of their allowance money; a useful tool for learning a lesson, perhaps, but no one would be 

fooled into thinking it’s an actual canceling of a debt.    

We will never be able to buy or give or earn our way out of debt to God. And God doesn’t want 

us to! One of the most touching aspects of the parable is that the servant doesn’t ask for his debt 
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to be forgiven. That, he thinks, is too much mercy to ask for. So instead, he asks for more time to 

pay it. This is a desperate request that changes nothing; he will be no closer to his $4.5 billion 

total a year from now, or a decade from now, than he is today. All it would do is give him more 

time to fear the inevitable punishment. And yet the king is so moved with pity that he cancels the 

debt on the spot. All his debtor asked for was a looser set of chains, but the king sets him free 

altogether.  

This is the glorious freedom that God offers us – that even when you are at your very worst, or 

when you have done something that you believe you can never atone for, you are already 

forgiven and loved and welcomed and embraced by God! There is no sin you can commit, no 

wrong so great that it will drive God away from you. Because even if you cannot or dare not ask 

for it, the king has had compassion for you and canceled your debt.  

All God requires is that we not refuse this gift by continuing to live in the old reality of sin and 

punishment, of debt and repayment. That we allow God to be as merciful to others as to us, and 

that we imitate that forgiveness as much as we are able.  

This is very important, so let me say it again: imitating God’s forgiveness does not mean that you 

are not angry with those who have hurt you, and it does not mean that you must be a doormat 

and let them hurt you again. In cases of severe hurt or abuse, you might even find that the 

relationship cannot be repaired this side of eternity. Forgiving as God forgives simply means that 

we release those who have wronged us from our desire for revenge. That we not enlist God’s 

judgment as our minion to unleash hellfire upon those we are angry with.  

An Eastern Orthodox monk once imagined forgiveness this way. He said that, on the day of 

judgment, all the martyrs of history will stand before the throne of God and face their 

persecutors. As the martyrs look on the faces of the people who persecuted and killed them, they 

will turn to God and say, “Lord, we have forgiven these people in Your name, and by Your 

example. You have no claim against them anymore.”  

It’s a bold statement. And yet if it happens that way at the end of days, I suspect that God will 

smile at the martyrs’ brassiness. Because they have learned the lesson of today’s parable best of 

all – if God has dropped all claim against us, how can we not do the same for each other?  

And what a miracle it will be when we do.  

How good it will feel when we all can announce “I have no claim against you anymore.” When 

we will finally be free of the games of comparison and punishment that we insist on playing 

without hope of ever winning. When God’s grace is free to flow among us because we do not try 

to keep it for ourselves.  

This is the joy that forgiveness brings – not all at once, but slowly, over the course of a lifetime. 

That we may have the patience and courage to walk the road of forgiveness, and to arrive at 

length at its journey’s blessed end, let us pray to the Lord.  

Amen.  
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