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 To Forgive 
 Matthew 18:21-35 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   17 September 2017 
 
 Our Gospel lesson for today comes from chapter 18 or Matthew’s Gospel account.  
Before we get there, though, let me give you a little background.  The chapters leading up 
to the one we will read in a moment (Matthew 13-17) deal with faith and the elements of 
faith that make a church a church.  There is a sense in which these preceding chapters deal 
with the vertical dimension of faith – that is, the relationship we and the church have with 
Christ. 
 With Matthew 18-20 we see a shift.  The unifying theme in these three chapters is 
love and the elements of love that make a church a community.  These chapters deal more 
with the horizontal dimension of faith.  The verses we will be reading from chapter 18 
have us ponder compassion – and in particular, the link between love and forgiveness.1 
 

21 Then Peter came and said to him, "Lord, if another member of the church sins against 
me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?" 22 Jesus said to him, "Not 
seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times. 23 "For this reason the kingdom of 
heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 
24 When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to 
him; 25 and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife 
and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. 26 So the slave fell on his 
knees before him, saying, "Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.' 27 And 
out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But 
that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a 
hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, "Pay what you owe.' 29 Then his 
fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, "Have patience with me, and I will pay 
you.' 30 But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the 
debt. 31 When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, 
and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32 Then his lord 
summoned him and said to him, "You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because 
you pleaded with me. 33 Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had 
mercy on you?' 34 And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would 
pay his entire debt. 35 So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do 
not forgive your brother or sister from your heart." (Mt. 18:21-35 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Are you haunted by memories like I am every September 11?  It has been sixteen 
years now and in some ways the images are just as fresh.   
 A couple of years ago Deb and I visited our son Jordan and his girl friend Andrea in 
Alexandria.  They took us to the Newseum - a museum dedicated to news.  If you are in 
the DC area and want to take in some powerful exhibits, plan to visit the Newseum.2 
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 An entire room was dedicated to 9/11.  The photographs were beyond belief…and 
brought back so many memories of that fateful day and the days that followed.  People 
who looked more like ghosts were stumbling over rubble and who knows what.   
 The stories we heard over and over again were from men and women descending 
the stairs of the twin towers leaving the building as  firefighters were going up.  Over and 
over the same story was told – “We were doing our best to escape…they were going into 
the building to their deaths.”  Why?  Why were they doing it? We cannot really say for 
sure…but sacrifice for the sake of others was and is the most powerful thing there is.3 
 There were other stories, too…stories of people taking food to fire houses and to 
workers who were searching ground-zero for bodies.  There were stories of Christians 
escorting Muslims to the grocery store so they would not be harassed.4  Houses of worship 
of every stripe were filled to capacity with brokenhearted people looking for a word of 
hope, looking for a way to make sense of what had taken place, and simply wanting to 
know the comfort of one another’s presence.   
 It was a heart-felt season of vulnerability, mutual public mourning, and good will… 
but it did not last very long, did it?  Strong cultural forces were soon at work coaxing the 
national mood out of its rhythm of lament and mutual goodwill.  Within weeks many 
churches took their cue from the lesser angels within themselves and our culture, forgot 
their theological moorings, and slipped into a season of vengeance that has been hard to 
shake.5 
 We gather today as people who call ourselves Christian to hear a word from the 
Lord.  The juxtaposition of text and context strikes me as being unavoidably suggestive.  
Are we ready yet to talk about 9/11 and forgiveness in the same breath?  Are we ready to 
apply all that forgiveness means to the wide-ranging emotions we feel when we think of 
9/11…and so many other terrible events? 

Even though many people shake their heads “no” – we who are honestly seeking to 
follow Jesus know the answer is “yes.”  If we are Christian, forgiveness must come into 
play.  That being said, I think you’ll agree:  there is very little in this life as difficult.    

2 
 Jean Vanier is founder of what is known as L’Arche – a network of homes across the 
globe where people with developmental disabilities, volunteers and a sprinkling of staff 
live together in community.  His work with L’Arche took him to Rwanda some years ago 
shortly after one of its genocides.  He writes: 
 

A young woman came up to me and told me that seventy-five members of her family had 
been assassinated.  She said, “I have so much anger and hate within me, and I don’t know 
what to do with it…  “Do you want to kill those who killed members of your family?” I 
asked.  “No,” she replied, “there is too much death.”  I said, “’No vengeance’ is the first 
step in the process of forgiveness…the first step.”  Forgiveness is a journey; it is 
not just an event.  The first step is “no vengeance.”6 

 
 At some level this wounded woman knew that in order to have any chance of living 
a productive life, in order to move on, she had to forgive.  Anger was and is the appropriate 
response to inexcusable and appallingly inhumane acts.  Such acts should make us angry.  
God planted within us the ability to be angry.  Anger in the face of injury is a mechanism 
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for survival, no less than clotting of our blood when we receive a cut.  Forgiveness is the 
scar, and it comes later.  Anger comes first.7  But we cannot stay there without being 
consumed by the anger and a desire for revenge.  
 You have known people who cannot let their anger go.  What are they like?  I’ve 
read about people who wanted a son or daughter’s murderer executed…thinking their 
execution would make them feel better about their terrible loss.  But it doesn’t.  It never 
does.  The execution of the killer does not bring peace or satisfaction or closure.  It does not 
bring back the loved one.  Life continues to be empty.  Rage continues to eat at the soul.   
 More importantly, giving up our anger and desire for revenge isn’t just something 
we do for ourselves.  It is an act of faith.  It is a spiritual discipline.  It is a way of 
proclaiming what sort of God we are seeking to serve.  It is a way of demonstrating that 
because of the life we have come to know through Christ Jesus we are different people – 
radically different! 

3 
 In our Gospel reading, Peter asked Jesus, “If someone wrongs me how often should 
I forgive?  As many as seven times?”  Conventional wisdom said three pardons were all a 
person deserved – three strikes and you are out.  By upping-the-ante from three to seven, 
Peter’s question tells us he was beginning to grasp Jesus’ message.  He was beginning to 
understand the kingdom Jesus initiated encouraged love and forgiveness more than rules.  
But Peter and the other disciples had no idea how radical Jesus’ notion of forgiving love 
really was.   
 “Seven times?” asked Peter, expecting Jesus to nod, give his approval, and say, “Ah, 
grasshopper, you are beginning to understand.”8  But Jesus said, “No, not seven times but 
77 times.”9   
 Jesus wasn’t giving Peter another goal.  He was not saying – “forgive 77 times and 
then you can quit forgiving.”  He did not mean for Peter to count through clinched teeth 
saying – “let’s see, 69, 70, 71 and so on.”  Jesus’ point was to break the old legalistic notions 
about forgiveness.  He meant to break old patterns that were obstacles to true community.   
Jesus’ words about forgiveness were meant as guidance for life together within the 
community of the faithful.  In order for the community he envisioned to occur, there could 
be no end to Peter’s or our forgiving.   
 Our sense of fairness says people should pay for the wrong they do.  And so they 
should.  Justice must be done.  Yet we must not invest our peace and serenity in the 
enjoyment of justice.  To forgive a criminal is not to overlook what he or she did.  Rather, 
to forgive is to renounce the need for vengeance and get on with life.10 
 In a few weeks we will observe the eleventh anniversary of the day (October 2, 
2006) a man shot ten Amish school girls in a place called Nickel Mines, PA – and then shot 
himself.  Five girls were killed; five others were seriously wounded.  It was a terrible, 
horrible tragedy that shook us all.  But it was not so much the murder that surprised us.  
What surprised us was the immediate forgiveness that came out of the Amish community.   
 Two years ago (June 17, 2015) a mass shooting took place at Emanuel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in downtown Charleston, SC.  A 21-year-old white-
supremacist who had been welcomed at the church's Bible study, opened fire and killed 
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nine worshipers.  At his first court appearance the relatives of the victims surprised 
everyone by offering the man forgiveness.   
 A month ago (August 12, 2017) another tragic murder took place.  A racist 20-year-
old man drove his car into a crowd in Charlottesville and killed Heather Heyer.  Her 
father was plainly devastated…but he quickly offered forgiveness to the deranged killer 
for his hateful act. 
 Many people recoil at someone's willingness to forgive.  But don’t think forgiveness 
means the murdered people were not really loved.  Nothing could be farther from the 
truth.  The hearts of their families and friends will bear the terrible and painful scar every 
day for the rest of their lives.  Their willingness to forgive is a testimony to the beauty of 
their character…for through forgiving such horrendous transgressions, they embodied the 
inexhaustible love of God.   

4 
 “How often should I forgive such a one as this?  Once, twice, maybe seven times?”  
“No,” said Jesus, “77 times.”  When you and I can make forgiving our habit – when the 
church can make forgiving its habit – we will begin to understand how much God loves 
us.  His love will dwell in us richly and have a transforming affect upon everyone we 
encounter. 
 How different the state of things would be in the world today if we dared to take 
the discipline of forgiveness more seriously.  If we could apply forgiveness to the painful 
memories associated with 9/11 and so many other terrible events, just imagine the power 
of God’s love this would release in the world.  If, by the grace of God, we could make 
forgiveness our daily bread, just imagine the difference we could make in our small piece 
of God’s kingdom.  And just imagine how many people might well be turned to God by 
our example. 
 As you leave here today, give thanks to God for showering upon you his 
undeserved forgiveness – and for choosing to enlist you to be his forgiving, reconciling 
people.  Amen.  
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