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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

Pope John Paul II was shot and wounded on May 13, 1981.  Four bullets found their mark from 

a gun wielded by a Turkish extremist, Mehmet Ali Agca.  Two years later, Pope John Paul II 

climbed down the stairs into Rome’s Rebibbia Prison to meet his would-be assassin.  “I forgive 

you,” said the Pope.  Sentenced to life in prison, after serving 19 years of that sentence, he was 

pardoned in 2000 at the Pope’s request.  Mahmet went to serve another sentence in prison in 

Turkey for a crime previously committed there.  Pope John Paul II even went to far as to reach 

out to Mehmet’s family.  When the pontiff lay dying years later, a letter from Mehmet came 

to the Vatican wishing him well.  And upon the Pope’s death, Mehmet’s brother sent a notice 

that the entire family was grieving, because the Pope had been such a great friend to them.   

Forgiveness!  It is the heart of Christian faith, the most essential organ, the driving force of the 

moral obligation of the community of faith.

In 2006, several Amish children were killed in an attack on their schoolhouse in rural 

Pennsylvania.  Charles Carl Roberts IV, a milk truck driver with three young children of his own, 

opened fire on the schoolhouse before taking his own life.  Rather than seeking retaliation, the 

Amish leadership provided care and comfort for the victims but also reached out to the family 

of the killer.  It was not a reasonable thing to do, not the natural thing, not politically smart 

perhaps or a good social strategy – but it did reflect the character of God, and God’s grace that 

is indiscriminate.  Loving one’s enemies and restraining the desire for retaliation turns out to 

be impractical and hardly prudent, but it creates signs of God’s unconditional love for human 

beings in a world desperately in need of it. 1 Forgiveness is central to Christian Faith, no matter 

what brand or denomination.  

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant is found only in Matthew’s Gospel.  It follows passages 

about the importance of treating one another in community with care and respect, especially 

those who are the most vulnerable.  Following the question that begins Chapter 18, “Who is the 

1   Story told in What’s So Amazing About Grace by Philip Yancey.  P.119



September 13, 2020 The Measure You Receive                                            Rev. Jeff O’Grady

3

greatest in the kingdom of God?” Jesus places a child before the disciples and says, “Unless you 

change and become like children, you will never you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  

Then the story of the lost sheep is told where the shepherd leaves the ninety-nine on the mountain 

side “to go in search of the one who has gone astray. So it is not the will of my Father who is in 

heaven that one of these littles ones should perish.”

Unlike ordinary human community where determining the pecking order is often an important 

first item of business, and survival, the community of Jesus is built on a different set of values, 

values which often run counter to or even subvert normal assumptions.  In the Kingdom of 

Heaven, the one who is humble is the greatest and the one who appears to be weakest is the 

most treasured.  It is startling teaching about forgiveness.

Peter asks, “Lord, If another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive?  

As many as seven times?”  Jesus responds, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.”  

In other words, there is no upper limit to forgiveness.  

It was customary in the Jewish community to think that four times was the limit to forbearance 

for repeated injury.  In Amos, it is the fourth of Judah and Israel’s sins that brings God wrath, 

for example.  So, Peter’s question was already extending forgiveness beyond what was 

customarily understood to be the limit.  But his question misses the mark entirely about the 

limits of forgiveness.  Jesus expands the limit beyond any horizon.  Then he tells the parable of 

an all-powerful king and his servants, to illustrate not only the call for servants to forgive but 

to provide Christians with the foundation on which limitless forgiveness is based.  The parable 

is a thinly veiled allegory.

 Every week in worship we pray, “ . . . forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” in the Lord’s 

Prayer.  This parable begins with a king settling accounts.  These are financial transactions, either 

taxes owed or private debts, that servants have incurred.  Forgiveness here is not a matter of 

addressing some personal insult.  The servants owe money.  And these economic realities require 

either graciousness or further alienation.  The first servant’s debt is staggering, think equivalent 

to the national debt.  An average day laborer would require 150,000 days to pay it back.  There is 

no way additional time is going to make this go away.  His prospects are absolutely disastrous.
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This sets up the graciousness of the king.  “Out of pity for him” does not quite grab the intensity 

of the feelings here.  In the Greek, the word is better translated the king was “deeply moved.”  

The sense is such a deep emotion that literally a “stirring of the intestines” occurs.  Matthew 

uses the same word to describe Jesus’ reaction of compassion toward helpless crowds and the 

two blind men in Chapter 20.  The man with an impossible financial burden, and whose family 

is about to be destroyed is liberated, without strings attached.

The contrast then between the king and the unforgiving servant is profound.  Instead of being 

ecstatic and overflowing with generosity and graciousness, the servant goes right out and deals 

cruelly with a fellow servant who owes him a comparatively insignificant debt.  Additional 

time would probably allow this one to pay off the debt.  There was no need for such drastic 

action of throwing him into prison.  The parable ends with judgment.  The hard-hearted servant 

is summoned before the king and the point of the parable is driven home with the king then 

imposing the punishment the servant had first feared and been spared.

The point is that human forgiveness is rooted in divine forgiveness. Elsewhere we hear in the Sermon 

on the Mount, “The measure you use will be the measure you receive.”  But in this text, it appears 

to reverse that saying, claiming instead, “the measure you receive is the measure you should use.”  

We should view ourselves then as forgiven debtors living with and among fellow debtors.  And the 

difference between us is only slight.  We can give up the power games we play with each other, 

playing innocent versus guilty.  Instead we join “a fellowship of forgiven sinners.”2               

Retaliation is such a natural response when we have been wronged in some way.  We want 

repayment in kind, some retribution, a little reprisal to take out our vengeance on the perpetrator.  

“An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,”which leaves the world blind and toothless.  Lex Talionis 

(same root word for re-taliation) is a Latin phrase that refers to the principle that a punishment 

inflicted should correspond in degree and kind with the offense of the wrongdoer.  An “eye for an 

eye, a tooth for a tooth,” is retributive justice.  Prior to the development of Lex Talionis in ancient 

law, the retaliation depended upon one’s power.  Kind of like the law of organized crime.  “You 

hurt me and my family, we strike back harder and deeper.”  But it only continues the cycle of 

2   Texts for Preaching, (Louisville, KY Westminster John Knox 1995) p.486
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violence.  When you respond to force with force of greater magnitude, things escalate.  We’ve 

seen this playing out in cities like Minneapolis, Portland, Seattle, Kenosha, and Los Angeles in 

recent months.  

Some of us know that in our personal experience.  It may have been an argument with a spouse 

or partner.  It may have been a case of “road rage” or some work-place violence, either verbal or 

maybe even physical.  We may still harbor deep feelings of wanting to get back at someone, get 

even with someone for a wrong they committed against us.  Some person wronged us, maybe 

even slandered us on their way to the job we should have had.  Once a couple decides to “lawyer 

up,” the divorce battle escalates, and no one wins. 

Life can get pretty confusing.  We get bent out of shape about lots of things.  The teachings of 

Jesus are intended to help us, but they are not easily understood.  They can be shocking and 

easily dismissed as idealistic and utopian.  But they also awaken our imaginations and force 

contemplation of a different sort, beyond the usual and natural way of things. In a world that 

needs courts of law to separate angry litigants and where generosity is measured, God’s values 

and commitments seem strange.  The Lord seems to promise a whole new beginning in human 

relationships.  

The truth is, when we are motivated by revenge, things rarely turn out well.  Parents are cautioned 

never to spank a child in anger, partly to ensure that it is the child’s best interests at stake.  

Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Whatever is begun in anger ends in shame.”  Mark Twain wrote, 

“Anger is an acid that can do more harm to the vessel in which it is stored than to anything on 

which it is poured.”  Jesus is obviously interested in how we handle the toxic stuff in life.  What 

are we going to do when we long to get even with someone else?  It can consume you!

The way you break the cycle of violence is not to be passive, or to seek retaliation, but to actively 

respond to force with a disproportionate offer, a gift of love and kindness.  Not necessarily because 

it is effective and will draw out the other’s capacity for kindness and the human capacity for 

good, (though thankfully that can and does happen) but because it is the way of God whose love 

is indiscriminate and out of all proportion to what is deserved. 
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Force is not the best change agent.  Former Senator Sam Nunn, commenting upon the end of 

the Cold War said, “[it ended] not in a nuclear inferno, but in a blaze of candles in the churches 

of Eastern Europe.”3   This week, in The New York Times, David Brooks writes about moral and 

emotional detachment — what he calls “stupidity of the heart.”  After telling the story of a 

self-absorbed man who developed the capacity in a crisis to see the struggles of others, Brooks 

concludes his article with, “Maybe I spend too much time on Twitter and in media, but I see less 

and less of this sort of attention in America, even amid the tragedies of 2020.  Far from softening 

toward one another, the whole country feels even more rived (shattered), more hardened and 

increasingly blind to lives other than our own.”4 

The teachings of Jesus are not easy, but they have the capacity to change the way we naturally 

respond in the real world where we can be offended and hurt and want to lash out for some 

justice.  Don’t get me wrong, seeking justice is a good thing.  Retaliation however leads to all 

kinds of problems and only escalates the violence.  Think here:  Hutus and Tutsis in Sudan, 

Palestinians and Israelis in the Middle East, Kurds and Iraqi’s, Shiites and Sunnis, Muslims 

and Jews and Christians, Antifa and the police.  Maybe it’s time to let the teachings of Jesus 

awaken our imaginations!  Maybe there is a better way to deal with the wounds that come in 

our relations with one another.  

Don’t misunderstand me.  There is nothing in the teachings of Jesus that justifies physical, sexual, 

verbal, or emotional abuse.  If you are being abused, tell someone.  Get help.  Stop the cycle of 

violence.  There is no justification in the teachings of Jesus for being passive in the face of abuse.  

But don’t seek revenge, retaliation, or to get even.  Jesus teaches us to stop the violence, not to 

perpetuate it.  Seek rather to stop the injury and to heal the causes of it.  

The captain of a ship at sea looked out into the dark night and saw faint lights in the distance.  

Immediately he told his signalman to send a message: “Alter your course 10 degrees south.”  

Promptly a return message was received: “Alter your course 10 degrees north.”  The captain 

was angered that his command had been ignored.  So, he sent a second message: “Alter your 

course 10 degrees south – I am the Captain!”  Soon a return message was received, “Alter your 

 Yancey, Ibid. p.135
4  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/10/opinion/trump-coronavirus-military-comments.html
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course 10 degrees north, I am seaman third class Jones.”  The captain was seething and sent a 

third message, knowing the fear it would evoke, “Alter your course 10 degrees south, I am a 

battleship.”  Then the reply came back, “Alter your course 10 degrees north, I am a lighthouse!”  

Sometimes, to avoid running our lives on the rocks, we must be open to receiving direction.  

Our pride has a way of getting in the way.

In life we are often making our way through the darkness, and the fog, and the smoke, and there 

are all sorts of voices shouting orders into the night, telling us what to do and how to adjust our 

lives.  One voice signals something quite different than all the others, even opposite to the rest, 

something almost absurd.  But that voice happens to be the light of the world, and we ignore it 

at our own peril.  

It may be time for you to climb down some staircase like the Pope, and finally forgive one who 

has injured you.  Maybe it’s someone in your own family, or a friend.  Maybe it’s time to stop 

the wildfire of revenge that has been consuming your inner life.  You may need to enter the inner 

shrine of your own heart where once and for all, remember truthfully what has happened.  It 

may be time to finally “give up the hope of a better past” (my favorite definition of forgiveness) 

through the power of God’s love in Jesus Christ for you.  Whatever you seek revenge for this 

morning, there is mercy and grace from the throne of grace to heal us and to break the cycle of 

violence.  So, let us with boldness approach the one who “was wounded for our transgressions” 

and for the entire world’s.

Romans puts it this way: “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of 

God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’  No, if your enemies are 

hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink . . .Do not be overcome by 

evil but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12:19-21)

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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