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Sermon - 13 September 2020 - ‘Forgiveness brings life’ 

Last week, the Gospel reading was from Matthew 18, and it are included these well-known words 
of Jesus: 

‘When two or three come together in my name, there I am with them.’ [v.20] 

This passage is about forgiveness and restoration amongst fellow believers. If someone has 
injured us, we are to seek out the person who has done the injuring and try and bring about 
reconciliation. We are not to nurse our grudges, whine about our wounds, and resist efforts at 
healing. But this isn’t always an easy thing to do; and this fact wasn’t lost on the Apostle Peter after 
Jesus gave this teaching. And so he questions Jesus, and says, 

‘Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven 
times?’ [v.21] 

No doubt Peter thought he was being quite generous here, for the books of Job and Amos suggest 
that three times was sufficient to show a forgiving spirit. But Peter gets a surprising and very 
challenging answer from Jesus: 

‘I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times’. [v.22] 

Some translations even quote Jesus as saying, ‘seventy times seven’; but whichever translation 
we prefer, the message is the same: forgiveness cannot be calculated. God does not keep a 
scorecard of rights and wrongs, and neither should we. There is certainly no ‘three strikes and your 
out’ rule in the Kingdom of heaven. To live together well, or perhaps even at all, we must find ways, 
at least at certain crucial points in our lives, to release each other from the strangleholds of anger, 
retribution, isolation, and punishment, however justified these claims may be. We need to be able 
to do this as individuals, as church, and even as a nation. When we feel hurt by others we need to 
learn how to break free from the terrible grip of an inability to forgive.  

It’s not easy, the Bible never says that it is - it is after all a spiritual gift. But we should not 
underestimate its importance for us, as Jesus demonstrates in the parable of the unmerciful 
servant in today’s reading from Matthew. In this parable Jesus says that the Kingdom of Heaven is 
like a King who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. The King was owed ten thousand 
talents by the first servant., and so the servant fell on his knees before the King and said, 

‘Be patient with me, and I will pay back everything’ [v.26] 

This was an impossibly large amount to repay, there was no way he could have repaid the debt, for 
it was equivalent to more than 150,000 years of a labourer’s salary! Yet the King took pity on him 
and cancelled the debt and let the man and his family go free.  

But when the servant went out, he found a fellow servant who owed him 100 denarii, the equivalent 
of about 100 days work, and demanded that he repay it in full immediately. The man was unable to 
do this, and so the first servant had him thrown in jail until he could pay the debt. The king heard 
about how the first servant treated his fellow servant, and had him thrown over to the jailors until he 
could repay all that he owed, which in this instance would be more than the rest of his life. And 
then there’s the sting in the tail of this parable: 

Jesus said, 

‘This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from 
your heart’ [v.35] 

If you do not forgive one another you should not expect to be forgiven. To refuse graceful acts to 
fellow Christians leads to God refusing graceful acts to us. We are called to be holy, just as God is 
holy. 
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There is a message of hope in the parable. Jesus said that the parable describes what the 
Kingdom of God is like. The kingdom of God is like the entire parable, which not only includes the 
two servants, but also includes the forgiving king, the King who forgave an amount an 
astronomically large amount of money. It was so large that it would be about 10 billion dollars in 
today’s currency. The prisons that we create for ourselves are not outside of God’s rule and God’s 
mercy. The prisons that we create for ourselves can be broken down by the life-giving power of 
Christ’s death and resurrection and by the Spirit that is given to each of those who believe.  

Yes, sin is sin, and we have a right to be angry about it. We should be angry about it. But let us 
work to let go of our anger at those who have sinned. As the Apostle Paul said in his letter to the 
Ephesians, 

‘If you become angry, do not let your anger lead you into sin, and do not stay angry all day.’  
                                                                                                                     [Ephesians 4:26] 

Now of course, some of us have been hurt so badly, and our wounds so deep, that we have to 
remain apart from the person that wounded us. We may even need to call on the authorities to 
ensure that other people are kept safe from similar harm. But remember, forgiveness can bring 
healing and life to both others and ourselves. It is also important to remember that today’s passage 
from Matthew is talking about the forgiveness of people of faith, particularly those who belong to 
the same church community. And it needs to be taken in context with the passage that came 
before it, which outlined a three-step process to follow if you have a grievance with someone in the 
same church community. This is not a softly, softly approach, for in the last step, the offending 
person is ejected from the community. Yes, the church is a place where people who have sinned 
meet, but it is not a place where its members are free to hurt one without consequences. 

I would like to tell you a story about forgiveness in Iraq. Ghassan Thomas led one of the few public 
churches that emerged in Baghdad after Saddam Hussein was toppled. His congregation erected 
a sign on their building that said "Jesus Is the Light of the World," but the church was raided by 
bandits who left behind a threat on a piece of cardboard. It read: "Jesus is not the light of the world, 
Allah is, and you have been warned." The note was signed "The Islamic Shiite Party."  

Ghassan was faced with a choice: he could have hit back verbally and denounced the offenders or 
he could forgive and try and bring about reconciliation. He chose to forgive, but even more than 
that he loaded a van with children's gifts and medical supplies—which were in critically short 
supply following the American invasion—and drove to the headquarters of the Islamic Shiite Party.  

After presenting the gifts and supplies to the sheikh, Ghassan told the leader, “Christians have love 
for you, because our God is a God of love." He then asked permission to read from the Bible. 
Ghassan turned to Jesus' words in John 8, "I am the light of the world." He then showed the 
cardboard note to the sheikh. The Muslim leaders, astounded by Pastor Thomas's actions, 
apologized. "This will not happen again," the sheikh vowed. "You are my brother. If anyone comes 
to kill you, it will be my neck first." The sheikh later attended Pastor Thomas's ordination service at 
the church. 

This is an amazing story. Sure, I doubt if a terrorist group, like ISIL, would have responded in the 
same way. But it does demonstrate the life-giving power of forgiveness. It also demonstrates that 
forgiveness is not weak, in fact it sometimes takes guts to do it. Let us never forget that we are 
called to be a holy people, to be set apart, just as God is Holy and set apart. If we desire as a 
church to make a mark on our community there is surely no better way than for us to be a forgiving 
and merciful people. We are called to act with a common purpose, breathing together, moving 
together, and acting out of love in a way that captures the attention of the world. Let us forgive and 
help, by the grace of God, to bring life to those around us.     


