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Matthew 18:21-35



Pentecost 17 ~ Series A ~ September 11, 2005

Forgive Your Brother


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 18:21-35, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Imagine yourself sitting all alone with Jesus.  You ask Him the question that weighs heavily on your heart: “How often should I forgive my brother, a family member, a friend, or neighbor who has grievously wronged me?”

Jesus’ response to you would be: “You’re not asking the right question.” 

Why would Jesus say this?  Because you are not the one who is in charge of God’s storehouse of forgiveness.  Only God owns and disburses this gift.  However, God is asking you to give His gift of forgiveness to others.  And since there is no limit to how often God forgives you; there is no limit to how often Jesus wants you to forgive others, especially your brother.

But wait a moment!  What about that one brother?  You know the one I mean, don’t you?  He’s the obstinate guy who’s always got to have things his way, the young member of the congregation who always acts impulsively, the Christian woman in that pew over there who speaks the same gossipy words—and usually it’s something he does or she says against me.  I mean, if that person came to me asking for forgiveness for every time he sinned against me, well, I tell you, he’d be coming to me many times.  What am I supposed to do with someone like that?

We don’t really know if these were the exact thoughts going through Peter’s head on the day when the events of the Gospel Reading for today took place.  What we do know is the question he asked the Savior, as well as the answer he received.  

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?  Up to seven times?”  

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”  

From personal experience, you are probably able to understand the perspective of Peter’s question.  You might re-formulate it as follows:

“Look Jesus, I am a patient guy and, as your follower, I would be expected to be patient with the transgressions of my brother who sins against me.  I suppose my patience would last up to seven times.  Is that what You had in mind, Lord?”

“Jesus, I am merciful and, as a Christian, I would be more than willing to be merciful to someone who begs me for mercy and pleads with me not to do what he or she really deserves to have done to them.  I could probably extend myself and be merciful to such a person for, say, up to seven times.  You wouldn’t expect more than that, would You, Lord?”

“Look, Jesus, I am not a condemning sort of fellow.  For that person who continually comes to me seeking my pardon, I believe I have the resolve to do so a handful of times, perhaps the inner resolve of even seven times.  Pardon me, Lord, but You wouldn’t expect more than that from me, right?”

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?  Up to seven times?”  

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.  

What?  Did you hear what Jesus said?  Seventy-seven times! That’s really quite impossible.  My patience would not bear it; my merciful heart could not give it; my pardon would have begged off long before seventy-seven times.

But Jesus said it and he knows that Peter wondered about the answer given to him.  Listen, for Jesus speaks to Peter and to you and to me: “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants.  As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents ﻿was brought to him.  Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 

“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’  The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.” 

That seems pretty clear.  A king comes to a debtor to settle accounts.  The debtor owes him a huge fortune that he’s very much unable to repay.  Under the current law of the land, the master declares the debtor bankrupt and orders him to be sold along with his family and possessions.  The servant pleads with the king to have mercy and to be patient, and, that the servant will pay back the entire debt.  

The master knows that servant will never, ever be able to pay back the huge fortune of ten thousand talents that he owes.  But, moved with compassion, the king suddenly, unexpectedly, mercifully, and graciously frees the debtor and cancels out everything that the man owed!

Imagine, it dear friends, it would be like owing a billion dollars plus interest that accumulates by compounding daily.  You know you can never pay it, you still promise and you still try.  Suddenly, you’re released from paying back even a penny of it.  What a burden lifted from your shoulders!  Now you have a future lived without bondage.  What freedom!  You can go out and be about the activities of your day knowing that all your debt has been canceled.  What would you do?  

Jesus continued with His account:  “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii.  He grabbed him and began to choke him.  ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 

“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 

“But he refused.  Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.  When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 

“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to.  Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’  In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.

This also appears quite clear.  That one who had such a great debt canceled found a man who owed him a meager three month’s worth of wages.  The recently freed man throttled his debtor and demanded to be paid in full.  His fellow servant, not able to do this, pleaded for mercy and patience, and promised to pay everything owed.  The first man was neither willing to wait nor of a particular persuasion to cancel the small debt.  So, he had his fellow servant cast into prison.

The master heard about this and confronted the first man.  He had canceled the fortune that this man owed and still this man didn’t have the compassion to do the very same thing to his fellow servant who owed him a small sum.  As a result, the king delivered the ungrateful man to the torturers.

But dear brothers and sisters, this is not a story about the collection of money owed or the tearing up of financial promissory notes.  This is about sins against God and the forgiveness that He has given and the forgiveness that He expects you to announce to others.  

Jesus concluded by saying, “This is how My heavenly Father will treat each of you, unless you forgive your brother from your heart.

But right here is where so many people get this wrong.  They think that we are dealing primarily with an “offering-of-forgiveness” problem when the real problem is one of the “receiving-of-forgiveness.”  Too many people think that Jesus has just given us a little pep talk to be more merciful to others, more patient with others, and offering more personal forgiveness to others.  But the basic problem was not one of offering of forgiveness.  Rather, the man never understood the first part—the receiving of God’s gracious gift of complete forgiveness.

Now, if this story that Jesus told means that I am supposed to try to be more forgiving than what I was, I am still not to the point where I have understood the forgiveness God has declared to me.  I might be able, by personal perseverance and struggle to forgive my brother seventy-seven times.  But I’m still not to the point of perfection where I’m expected to be and my debt is now greater than what it was before I made another personal attempt to be a forgiving guy.  If I try again to forgive from my heart, things only get worse and the debt compounds, because you can’t give away unlimited forgiveness unless your heart is tapped into the fountain and source of all forgiveness—Jesus Christ.  

Let’s get this “receiving-of-forgiveness” straight and the “offering-of-forgiveness” will immediately follow.  The mercy that God in Christ had for you when He passed over your sins and laid them on the Lamb of God Who takes away the sin of the world, is the same mercy that He had for that brother of yours who continually sins against you and comes asking for forgiveness.  

The patience that the Lord had, and has, for you when He endured the stripes that were due to you, is the same patience that Jesus had, and has, for the brother who has hurt you with his transgressions and comes asking for forgiveness. 

The forgiveness that the Incarnate Son of God earned for you on Calvary’s cross and guaranteed in His Easter Resurrection, is the same forgiveness earned for your brother and which you are called to announce to him.  Your brother’s forgiveness is the same as your forgiveness!

Think of it this way.  Let’s say you are riding along in a truck through New Orleans following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina.  There are many starving, thirsty, and sick people.  The truck is filled with food, water, and medicine donated by a wealthy benefactor.  You have neither provided nor procured any of the food, water, and medicine.  You have, however, been given an unlimited amount of these supplies and asked to hand them out to those in need.  

You’ve been asked to give out these gifts but not to decide whether someone should receive these gifts or how much they should receive.  You’ve been asked to give these lifesaving gifts even to those too weak, too sick, too dehydrated, and too starved to request them, and you are to give them enough to cover all their needs.

Regarding giving forgiveness, you may ask, “Don’t others have to apologize, or at least first ask for forgiveness?”  NO!  Why not?  Because those who are too spiritually weak, sick, and starving often first need to receive God’s efficacious and living Word from Him, through you, so that they can be brought to life, spiritually, just like you and I were.  

Can you imagine emergency rescue personnel who find an unconscious hurricane victim just lying on the side of the road, waiting to treat him until he specifically asks food, water, or medicine?  No, they would put him on an IV and get him to the hospital because they would know someone most in need of help is likely to be in such poor condition they couldn’t even ask for it.  

That’s true of spiritual sickness and starvation, too!  Before Christ comes into our heart through faith, we are totally unable to come to Him, or even ask Him for help.  You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  While we were still sinners Christ died for us.  When we were God’s enemies we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son (Romans 5:6-10).  But Jesus’ words of forgiveness are powerful.  They bring about exactly what they call for.  Jesus says, “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and are life!” (John 6:63).

   Forgiveness is not yours to withhold.  Forgiveness does not belong to you, but has been given to you in abundance through the shedding of Christ’s holy, precious blood and His innocent, bitter suffering and death.  Forgiveness is a gift of God, which He is asking you to give to others.  Even if the faith of others is so weak they are spiritually sick and starving—yes, even if they do not say they are sorry—you are to share it.  God lovingly has forgiven you, and He wants His endless gift of forgiveness to flow through you to others.

When God’s living Word, in Christ, comes to you through preaching, teaching, and receiving the Sacraments, the Word goes to work in you.  Not only does it pay the debt and remove the guilt of your sins, God’s forgiving Word enables you to do what you can’t do on your own: forgive those who have wronged you.  How often?  As often as necessary, as often as the sins continue or recur, since there’s no limit to how often God forgives you.  Remember, when you forgive others, you are distributing God’s forgiveness and not your own.  

Who are you to forgive a single sin?  (Pause)  Only God can and does forgive sins.  The only basis for your being to forgive another is the Word of the Lord concerning your forgiveness.  You don’t say, “Because I am a good woman, a patient person, a merciful guy, I announce my forgiveness to you.”  Rather, you say, “In the Name of Jesus, I forgive you.”  As a member of the priesthood of all believers this is part of the Good News that you are called to share with others, especially those who sin against you and come seeking forgiveness.

Once again, this really is nothing new.  You have been aware of this for as long as we have been privileged to be in the presence of the Lord and follow the liturgy of His Church.  Perhaps for as many as seventy-seven years or more of Sundays, you have heard these Gospel words announced by your pastor.

“Upon this your confession, I, by virtue of my office, as a called and ordained servant of the Word, announce the grace of God unto all of you, and in the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
