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FORGIVENESS ... IT’S YOUR CHOICE
Matthew 18:21-35

Last week I talked about confrontation.  I talked about the importance of forgiveness in the 
process of reconciliation and how LOVE is our motivation to forgive.  I stated that it’s a kind of love
that cares for the other person’s well being ... wanting what is best for the other person, even when he 
or she has made you angry.  If we have that sort of love for each other, we will always want to be 
reconciled and will always accept each other’s apologies ... because that’s what people DO who love
each other.  That’s what Christ DID ... and DOES ... with us every day.

I want to take this idea of FORGIVENESS a step farther today ... or I guess I should say this is 
where the lectionary is taking us ... and ultimately God.


Let me begin by sharing two contrasting stories of forgiveness.  
THE FIRST: I was sitting in a Pizza Hut half way between Akron and Warren, Ohio waiting for 

Paul to show up for lunch.  He was coming from his church in Warren and we were to have met at 
12:00.  At 12:30 I finally went to the salad bar.  At 1:00 I was thinking maybe I should leave.  At 1:30 I 
was gone.  I arrived back at the office around 2:00 and as I walked in the door my secretary said Paul 
had called for me.  I returned the call and before I could get “What happened to you?” out of my 
mouth, he started explaining how he had gotten involved in writing a letter that morning and had 
forgotten to look at his calendar.  When he saw that he had missed the lunch date with me he was 
horrified.  He apologized profusely.  Well, I graciously accepted, and offered him my forgiveness.  
Besides, I knew that the next time we met he’d probably buy my lunch.  He in fact did ... the next two 
times!

THE SECOND STORY: This is about another pastor ... I’ll call him Pastor Bill.  One of the older 
members of his dwindling Presbyterian congregation had died and the funeral was scheduled for 
1:00 on Monday ... his normal day off.  He had worked on the funeral Sunday afternoon and felt 
pleased that he’d at least have a little time in the morning to run some errands.  While he was out 
and about, he noticed an Estate Sale sign.  He and his wife had been looking for a particular piece of 
furniture for some time and decided to take a chance and see if they might have what they was 
looking for.  There it sat ... excitedly he made the purchase, and then went to rent a u-haul to get it 
to the house. 

Meanwhile, back at the Presbyterian Church, the organist began playing the prelude at 
12:55.  At about 1:05, the gathered congregation started turning their heads, looking for Pastor Bill.  
The secretary called his home, but got no answer.  At 1:30, in desperation, the secretary called the 
neighboring Presbyterian Church and asked the pastor if he would conduct the funeral, and he 
rushed right over.  And at 3:30, Pastor Bill finally made it home with his purchase.  Saw the funeral 
service folder laying there on his kitchen table, and became sick to his stomach.  That evening, he 
went to the family’s home, and when the widow answered the door, she looked at Pastor Bill and 
said “I will never forgive you.  Not ever!”  And she slammed the door in his face.

Maybe you’re struggling with the issue of forgiveness today.  You have been hurt by 
someone and just cannot bring yourself to forgive them.  Or maybe you’ve been the offender, like 
Pastor Bill, and you find yourself alienated by someone you care about deeply and it makes you sick
to your stomach.  This sermon is for YOU today, as we consider this most difficult human action.
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The very first part of our gospel story today starts out with Peter asking Jesus how many 

times he should forgive someone.  I’ve asked that question, haven’t YOU?  
 Somebody spreads some dirt about you, then apologizes and of course you forgive the 

person.  The second time it happens, even though it’s a little tough, you still forgive them.  
The third time?  Well, you’re not so sure. 

 Your daughter’s boy friend brings her home after curfew one night and you tell him it’s okay
this time, but don’t’ let it happen again.  He does it again a couple of weeks later, and this 
time it’s NOT okay.  

 I accidentally ran over my neighbor’s sprinkler head with the lawn mower – twice.  
Apparently, her limit of forgiveness was ONE!

So Peter asks Jesus what the legal limit for forgiveness ought to be ... “Seven times?”  The 
general consensus among the Jews of the day was three strikes and you’re OUT.  So Peter thought 
he was being rather generous.  But Jesus blows him away with his answer: “Not seven times, but, I tell 
you, seventy-seven times.”  Or as other translations suggest: “seventy times seven.”  And before you do 
the math, Jesus wasn’t placing the limit at 490 ... that was his way of saying “there is NO limit!”

Then what happens next is kind of interesting.  Jesus tells Peter a parable of a king who had 
this slave that owed him 10,000 talents.  So, he did the normal thing and “ordered him to be sold, 
together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made.”  You’re familiar 
with the story; the guy falls on his knees and begs for patience.  And then what happens?  The king 
not only lets him GO ... no convenient payment schedule set up ... he simply forgives the ENTIRE DEBT.

The guy then leaves the king’s house; sees one of his fellow slaves who just happens to owe 
him 100 dinari; grabs him by the throat, squeezes and demands: “Pay up, you lousy bum!”  And when 
this man pleads for patience ... he has him tossed right into prison.

Amazing, isn’t it?
I decided to do a little math here.  According to the commentaries, 1 talent was the 

equivalent of more than fifteen years’ wages for one laborer.  Now, you multiply that by 100 and try 
to figure that based on today’s economy ... with the minimum wage being $7.25 an hour ... and you 
get 22.6 million dollars!  First of all, how on earth did he run up that kind of debt?  There’s no way that 
first slave could ever pay that back!  Yet, what does he do?  He refuses to forgive a fellow slave the 
debt of 100 dinari ... 1 denarius was the usual day’s pay for a laborer ... making it today’s equivalent 
of 5,800 dollars.

Well … as you know, word got back to the king, who called the first slave back into his 
office.  “What’s the deal here?  I forgave you all of that debt, and you wouldn’t do the same for your 
fellow-slave?  I misjudged you, buddy!  You’re just plain WICKED!  Off to prison with you!  And 
torture him while you’re at it!”  And then Jesus concludes the parable by saying, “So my heavenly
Father will also do to every one of YOU, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”

We say it almost every week: “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  You and I are 
FORGIVEN!  Is it too much to ask that we might forgive one another? Let me tell you, I’m going to be held 
accountable for MY SINS if I DON’T forgive OTHERS.  And likewise for YOU ... if you can’t forgive.  

THAT is the MEANING of the parable Jesus told.

I know it sounds harsh, because the wounds and insults and violations we experience in this 
life seem pretty significant when they’ve been done to you.  In fact, C.S. Lewis once said “Everybody 
thinks forgiveness is a good idea ... until they have something serious to forgive.”

And that’s true.  I know your stories.  You’ve told me how your hearts have been broken by 
brutal words and unkind actions.  You’ve told me how you have been swindled out of thousands of 
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dollars, how you have been treated unfairly by an employer, how you have been abused physically
and emotionally.  You CANNOT or you WILL NOT forgive ... that has been your story for years, for 
decades, for generations.  And you carry this burden with you through your living like a prisoner’s ball 
and chain ... dragging it through life.  Wounds turn into anger, and then bitterness, and then 
righteous indignation.  Carrying this resentment affects you physically and emotionally ... it affects the 
dynamics of your family, and there is no relief in sight.  But still you hold fast; as if saying to Pastor Bill,
“I will never forgive you.  Not ever!”


The Greek word for forgiveness means “to send away” or, quite literally, “to let go.”  That 

suggests, and I believe it, that forgiveness is a CHOICE ... IT’S YOUR CHOICE.  It’s not something that 
simply happens over time ... it doesn’t just go away if we ignore the pain.  Forgiveness is a conscious
decision on the part of the offended person to let it go.  

Now I’ve got to say here, that if you forgive someone who has hurt you ... you might not ever 
experience reconciliation.  There may never be a miraculous reunion of hugs and tears.  In fact, the 
person you choose to forgive may not ever know that you have done so ... they may not even be 
living any more.  But YOU will know.  YOU will feel the weight of 10,000 talents lifted from your 
shoulders when you choose not to carry it around anymore.  You don’t forgive others for their benefit; 
you forgive them for your OWN.


I spent a couple of hours yesterday trying to find a story of forgiveness after 9/11, thinking 

that would be a great way to end my sermon.  Well, let me tell you, I was discouraged.  I have an 
illustration file with over 30,000 stories.  The internet is often a great place to find something that 
will work.  But honestly, with the exception of a few videos, and of course some priests and 
preachers comments on the need to forgive, nothing speaks to this, and I guess I can understand 
why.

On October 11, 2001 Karen and I flew to New York City with my friend Gary and his wife, 
Gayle.  We had made our reservations long before the events of 9/11 and had seriously 
contemplated not going after the attack on America.  However, to the city we flew, escorted by an 
F-14 as we landed in Newark ... something they were doing with all the planes for several months.  
We checked in to our hotel and then worked our way down to the lower side of Manhattan.  I had a 
friend who worked in the city who actually was able to get us into the restricted area around 
ground zero.  From an apartment overlooking the devastation, we stood in awe ... thinking of the 
lives that had been lost.  

On a couple of occasions, as we were walking around the city, we passed fire stations where 
hundreds of wreaths and flowers adorned the entrances.  Two times I entered a station, said I was a 
minister, and asked if I might speak with some of the men.  Always tears were shed as the firemen 
talked about their friends who had been lost in the towers ... not just friends, but they described 
those they worked with as family and as heroes.

NONE of us can get those horrifying images of that day out of our minds.  NONE of us will 
forget the young mothers holding their babies, crying for their husbands who lost their lives.  Other 
images so startling ... they will never be erased.

So HOW can we forgive those who caused the unspeakable suffering that we have witnessed 
and remember this day?  I have to do my minister thing today ... for we who claim to be followers of 
the Way need to have the same attitude as Christ’s. Jesus was unjustly condemned, tortured and 
crucified by men who, conscious of his innocence, were merciless toward him. HOW did the Lord 
react? He was prepared to forgive them for everything. That’s why he prayed: “Father, forgive them 
for they know not what they do.”
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People say that the Christian faith is identified by its generosity and hope.  They say the 
hallmark of a Christian is kindness and compassion.  One of the songs we sing says that “they will 
know we are Christians by our love.”  But I think the thing that sets us apart from every other faith, 
every other religion, every other belief system is that WE have the capacity to forgive others because WE
have been so generously forgiven.  

You see, don’t you?  WE know what it’s like to be set free from our sins.  And God gives US the 
ability to grant the same to others.  It is not easy letting go of the past, BUT it gives us the opportunity to
move joyfully into the future ... a future filled with HOPE.

And so, let go.  Let go.  Let go.  

It’s YOUR Choice ... No ... actually it’s your ONLY choice.
Amen and Amen.


