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August 20, 2017 

Courtney Kendrix Mason 

 

Micah 7:18 – 19  

Matthew 18:21 – 35    

 

Sermon: Forgive Often  

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO SCRIPTURES  

 

Our reading from the gospel of Matthew is in chapter 18 

which focuses on relationships among members of the community.   

There are five discourses in Matthew’s Gospel – the one that most people 

will recognize is the Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5 through 7. 

Today’s reading is from the discourse on community life  

which is why it deals with the interpersonal problems  

that always seem to plague a community.    

… 

And our Old Testament reading from the prophet Micah  

provides the reasoning behind our need to forgive one another.  

This reading tells of the extravagant forgiveness of God  

and lays before us an understanding of the tradition  

that Jesus is holding up in his sermon in Matthew.  

… 
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So listen for the Spirit to speak in the reading and hearing of this Holy Word. 

… 

 

   

Would you pray with me?  

 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts 

 

be acceptable to you, O Lord, my ROCK and my REDEEMER. AMEN 

 

… 

DISCUSSION SERMON 

I don’t know about you but sometimes I despair of living in a time  

when forgiveness seems to have gone completely out of style.  

Sometimes it feels to me as if  

nobody forgives anybody for anything anymore.  

We find this lack of forgiveness in our families.  

We replay the hurt that we felt  

at the slight of a brother or sister, cousin or aunt, mother or father  

and we spend a lot of time reliving the moment, 

all in service of keeping the hurt alive.   

All in service of avoiding any forgiveness.   

… 
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We find this lack of forgiveness on the job.  

Think back over your working life and remember that one person whose 

actions you felt hurt your career;   

Whose actions caused you to have additional work to do.  

Whose actions you felt made you look incompetent in front of your boss.   

… 

We find this lack of forgiveness in the church,  

the place where one would suppose there might be more forgiveness 

 than in other places, and yet, it often is not so.   

I think this unforgiving ethos has contributed to our willingness  

to lock up more and more people for less and less crime. 

There are a multitude of circumstances when forgiveness is needed  

but when we would much rather nurse our resentments,  

hold onto our hurt feelings,  

solidify our insistence on overly strict punishment.   

But we are called to be the church of Jesus Christ  

and in his church, forgiveness is paramount. 

…  

In our reading from the Gospel of Matthew,  



 4 

we hear Peter asking the question about how many times one must forgive.    

He is aware that, even among the disciples, there will be misunderstandings, 

tensions, words or actions that wound.  

He has lived with Jesus long enough to know  

that forgiveness is the only way out  

of the deadlocks created by a lack of forgiveness.  

That’s why he doesn’t ask whether he should forgive or not,  

but how many times he needs to forgive. 

 By offering to forgive seven times, he undoubtedly thinks he is doing a lot. 

And he’s right: forgiving the same mistake seven times is a lot. 

So, Peter and the other disciples must have been surprised when Jesus 

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

In other words, without limit, without counting.  

Jesus rejects Peter’s question regarding the limits of forgiveness  

and tells a parable that emphasizes two things.  

On the one hand, forgiveness is limitless.  

And on the other hand, forgiveness is an unbreakable whole –  

it is impossible to separate God’s forgiveness of us 

from the forgiveness we show to one another. 
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… 

The king in the parable is not God, of course.  

God doesn’t intend to sell his servants as slaves;  

God doesn’t throw people into prison and torture them.  

In parables, we have to pay attention to unexpected things 

that are significant, to surprising details. 

One such detail has to do with  

Jesus’ description of God’s extravagant forgiveness.   

In this parable, the debt that is forgiven is “ten thousand talents”  

but you need to know how much that is to really get the point here.  

The footnote in the study bible says that one talent  

is more than 15 years’ wages of one laborer.   

So 10,000 talents must be several million dollars!   

It is unimaginable that a king would let himself be moved  

by the mere plea of his servant to forgive such an amount,  

with no questions asked. 

That is an incredible amount of forgiveness;  

such a king is not reasonable, but would be acting as though he were 

living with a heart tuned for forgiveness.  
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Jesus wants us to understand that God’s forgiveness is not reasonable  

but is rather totally unreasonable,  

that it flies in the face of common sense and is beyond all calculation. 

The refusal of that servant to then grant a delay to his companion  

who owes the small amount of a hundred denarii,  

in other words, scarcely four months of one worker’s salary,  

is equally surprising, and in addition, it is scandalous.  

The other companions are right to be distressed,  

as is the king for getting angry.  

The servant’s lack of consideration is almost cynical.  

How can he demand that this other person pay him back immediately  

all that is owed while he himself has been forgiven everything  

by the king’s act of mercy? 

By this parable, Jesus holds up a mirror to his listeners in first century Palestine  

and he holds up a mirror to us 

each time we think we have to limit our forgiveness.  

“Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow-servant  

just as I had mercy on you?” the king asks the ungrateful servant. 

That question of the king’s is also the question that Christ asks us.  
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Dragging our feet in forgiving is illogical for someone who has come to know 

God’s excessive forgiveness. 

… 

God’s forgiveness of course comes first.  

It is not conditional on our forgiving others.  

But since forgiveness is an undivided whole,  

it is impossible to live in God’s forgiveness without  

“forgiving your brothers or sisters from your heart.” 

This unlimited amount of forgiveness from God  

was made clear by the prophet Micah,  

centuries before Jesus taught. 

In our Old Testament reading,  

Micah says that God will cast all our sins into the depth of the sea. 

Not some of our sins, but all of our sins.   

Forgiven. Erased. Cast out.   

Unlike the ungrateful servant in the parable, 

the appropriate response to this extravagantly forgiving God  

would be for us, at least to try to  

live with a heart tuned for forgiveness.   
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I know a little about forgiveness.   

I have a real life example that I think demonstrate how forgiveness  

can actually be beneficial for the person doing the forgiving.   

Some years ago, the classrooms in my school were rearranged  

so that all teachers on the same grade would be on the same hallway.  

Now there were eight 2nd grade teachers  

and only one who really really got on my nerves.   

What were the chances that I’d wind up next to her?   

You guessed it.  When all was said and done, I found that my worst enemy in 

the school would be right next door. 

Now she didn’t know how I felt, but she would rub me the wrong way  

at meetings, in the hallway, at lunchtime.    

I tried my best to avoid contact with her  

but that was not possible all the time,  

what with her being right next door to me.  

I don’t know what came over me –  

maybe prayer, maybe a sermon by Shelly, maybe maturity, I don’t know -  

but I decided that I was the one who was going to have to get over  

this animosity that I felt toward this colleague.   
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So I made the decision to forgive –  

not only for the things that she had done in the past.  

No, I knew that I needed to begin to  

live with a heart for forgiveness 

and forgive this colleague for all the future things that she was bound to do  

that would have rubbed me the wrong way once again.  

The result of my forgiving this colleague was actually quite remarkable.  

Because from that day forward,  

I could ask her for help when I needed it and she was always willing to help. 

Remember, she never knew about my feelings.  

So she was happy to help.  

And I found that she also felt free to come to me for help as well.   

Letting go of my anger, forgiving her all the things that she’d done  

and all the things that she was bound to do in the future  

made all the difference.  

… 

So, I thought we’d take a little time and have a discussion about  

“Forgiving Often.”   

 What limits do we have that inhibit our readiness to forgive? Why? 
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 Allow time for  folks to speak, facilitating the discussion.     

 What does it mean to you to have a heart tuned for forgiveness? Do 

you have any examples? Allow time for folks to speak, facilitating the discussion.     

 How can what is unbelievable and excessive about God’s forgiveness 

transform our attitudes towards those who have been unjust to us? 

 After folks have had a chance to speak, continue.   

…PAUSE 

 

I’ve been told that the best sermons are those that cause folks to go home 

with a new way of being faithful people of God.   

Well, what you should take home from this sermon is a desire to more readily 

tune your hearts for forgiveness.   

I know it’s not an easy lesson to implement because  - well life happens.   

But starting with the desire is the first step.   

I know I have to remind myself all the time,  

but it is well worth the effort.   

… 

But there is one more important point to take away from this parable.  

The first servant does not even pause at the extravagant forgiveness of God.  

He does not see himself as the recipient of God’s mercy,  
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perhaps because he takes it as his due.  

He is not able to see himself in the same situation as the second servant 

and is not able to show mercy to another as mercy has been shown to him. 

The final verse makes it clear that forgiveness is a matter of “heart”,  

and that if we hope to be able to more easily forgive,  

we must work to tune our hearts for forgiveness.   

Amen.  


