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Text: Matthew 18:21-35 

Theme: Extreme Forgiveness      

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ – Amen  
 

In Genesis 50 we have the culmination of a long and detailed story 

about Joseph and his brothers.  It is one of my favorite stories in the 

Bible and when I served as an Assistant to the Bishop I often turned 

to these chapters (starting all the way back to Genesis 37) to help 

churches resolve their conflicts.  It is a powerful human story of 

reconciliation and forgiveness.   
 

Remember how Joseph’s brothers devised this very intricate plan to 

kill him because they were jealous of his relationship with their 

father?  But instead of killing him they sold him to the Ishmaelites.  

And if that were not bad enough then they lied to Jacob and had their 

father believe that his youngest son was eaten by a wild animal.  And 

now their father was dead, and the brothers were no longer under his 

protection.  They started to question whether or not Joseph would 

hold a grudge against them even after all these years. 
 

I marvel at the ingenuity of the brothers.  They knew that Joseph had 

every right to be bitter and angry towards them.  With his power and 

authority he could certainly be just as harsh with them as they were 

towards him.  He could easily punish them as pay back for all the 

wrong they did to him.  So they approached Joseph cautiously and 

started their plea by leaning on his love for his father.  They told him 

that the parting words of Jacob was for Joseph to forgive their crimes.   
 

More than likely it was another lie but to their credit the brothers did 

not try to diminish the significance of their sin.  How could they?  

Joseph was right there when it all unfolded.  He was their victim.  

And Joseph (for his part) forgave them without needing to hear more 

and without saying the words we often demand to hear.  Instead the 

words he choose to speak offered his brothers a clear understanding of 

what it truly means to forgive another.  Joseph acknowledged that 

they intended to do him harm but he believed God intended it for 

good.  Joseph believed in a God who took what could have been 

something destructive and made it into something redemptive.  Joseph 

spoke to them with kindness and reassured his brothers that he would 

provide for them and for their little ones.  They did not have to live in 

fear.  From his perspective it was all good. 
 

In this Old Testament lesson we have a story of extreme forgiveness.   

When I think about forgiveness at any level I believe that both sides 

must do the work that is necessary for it to be effective.  For the one 

who committed the sin it is to hold oneself accountable for his/her 

behavior.  For the one who was on the receiving end of the sin it is to 

be open enough to want back into the relationship.  An honest and 

lasting peace must contain within itself the remembrance of the past 

as well as a sincere attempt to never repeat the act that caused so 

much pain.  I will confess that forgiveness is challenging if the hurt is 

too deep and too enduring.  I will also confess that from my personal 

experiences both sides suffer when there is no forgiveness.   
 

Forgiveness is challenging enough on its own but today our lessons 

talk about extreme forgiveness (forgiving the unthinkable).  I recently 

came across an article in the New York Times that addressed this very 

issue.  It was entitled Portraits of Reconciliation in Rwanda.  It was 

written on April 6, 2014, twenty years after nearly a million people 

were killed by the Hutu majority in an attempt to rid themselves of the 

Tutsi minority.  Included in the article were pictures that captured 

visually the unimaginable.  In one photo a woman rests her hand on 

the shoulder of the man who killed her father and brothers.  In another 

photo a woman poses with a casually reclining man who looted her 

property and whose father helped murder her husband and children.  

In many of these photos we do not see warmth between the pairs and 

yet they stand together in close proximity to each other.  In each the 

perpetrator is a Hutu who was granted pardon of his crime by the 

Tutsi survivor.   
 

These pardons did not happen overnight.  Those photographed were 

counseled over many months by a non-profit organization that worked 

closely with the government to reach some kind of reconciliation.  It 

culminated with the offender making a formal request for forgiveness.  

If forgiveness was granted by the one who survived then the 

perpetrator and his family and friends brought a basket of food and 



drink and the agreement was sealed with song and dance.  The article 

was fair to say that some pairs showed up and sat together with ease.  

Others arrived willing to be photographed but unable to go much 

further.  Some wanted to forgive but just could not.  It is part of the 

pain of the world that we live in. 
 

It is in the Gospel of Matthew that we hear the joy and freedom that 

accompanies being forgiven.  In the parable a servant had a huge debt 

that he could not repay and pleaded (much like the brothers of Joseph) 

for the king to have patience with him.  The debt was so great that 

even in a lifetime he would not be able to repay his master.  And the 

king (in response) showed grace and dismissed the debt.  The servant 

was free to go.  Yet another powerful story of extreme forgiveness.   
 

But then that same servant turned right around and refused to forgive 

the measly little debt that was owed him.  He heard the same plea that 

he just used on the king and yet it fell on deaf ears.   
 

In the kingdom of God Jesus tells us that nobody gets to use their 

freedom to oppress another.  We approach God and say that we are 

sorry for our sins.  We ask God not to hold our sins against us.  No 

matter how grievous our sins we plead (much like the brothers of 

Joseph) to be accepted out of pure grace.  And God grants our wish.  

Our debt is paid in full.  We are forgiven.  We are free to go.  But we 

cannot turn around then and refuse to forgive another.   
 

We hear this echoed every time we say the Lord’s Prayer.  In Luke 11 

we hear the word sin but in Matthew 6 the word is debt.  Forgive us 

our debts as we have also forgiven our debtors.  The author of 

Matthew seems to have used the same Greek word on purpose and 

assumed (in the prayer) that we had already acted in a benevolent 

way!  For as many times as God has forgiven us how can we withhold 

the same from others?  
 

Too often we tend to treat sin as purely a response to the law.  When 

someone messes up we either punish them or we want others to 

sentence them with some kind of retribution.  We want consequences 

for bad behavior because the law holds us accountable to certain 

prescribed values and morals.  However the law does not govern 

relationships.   

The law declares to us that it is wrong to hurt someone, but it cannot 

make us friends with that person let alone make us love them.  It is 

forgiveness that dictates the nature of our relationships.  And 

forgiveness (like love) cannot be commanded or forced.   
 

But we can pray for it.  We can pray for that extreme forgiveness that 

we hear in all of our lessons today because it can happen in our life-

time.  And if we can imagine the amount of work it took for the Tutsi 

survivors to forgive the Hutu offenders then maybe it will give us the 

courage to do the work we need to do to heal broken relationships.  I 

know it is hard and difficult.  But I also know that Jesus Christ paid 

the price for all of our sins.  Now that we are free we can free others.  

Amen  

 

 


