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How Often? 
Matthew 18:21-35 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 
September 13, 2020 – Fifteenth Sunday After Pentecost 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit. Amen. The text before us this morning 
is a portion of today’s appointed Gospel reading, where 
Peter asks Jesus: “‘Lord, how often shall my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven 
times?’ Jesus said to him ‘I do not say to you seven 
times, but seventy times seven.’” Have you, dear Chris-
tian, like St. Peter, ever wondered: “Is there a limit to 
my forgiveness?” “Is there a time when I’m ‘off the 
hook’ to forgive someone who has hurt me?” It would 
appear from Peter’s question that he thought this was 
the case – indeed, he seems to have believed that for-
giving his brother seven times was a downright godly 
thing to do! That’s why I suspect Jesus’ answer cut to 
the core of his unbelieving, calculating, unforgiving 
heart. “Not seven times,” Christ said: “but seventy 
times seven!” And isn’t that what you hope God will 
give to you – perfect forgiveness multiplied without 
measure – lest you come again under the Law and 
judgment? 

Jesus told Peter a parable about a king who wanted 
to settle some outstanding loans with his servants. Now 
don’t ask me how this happened, but it seems this king 
had one servant who owed him the equivalent of a few 
million dollars! When the servant realized he’d never 
be able to repay the debt, the king ordered him and his 
family sold into slavery until his just dues could be col-
lected, which – for all practical purposes – would have 
been never. When the servant begged his master to give 
him more time, the king did  something amazing – He 
tore up the note, wrote “paid in full” on his books, and 
sent the servant away debt free! 

In response, the servant got up, dusted himself off, 
went looking for one of his fellow servant who owed 
him the equivalent of a couple hundred dollars, grabbed 
him by the throat, and demanded payment in full! But 
when he begged for mercy, his fellow servant threw 
him into debtor’s prison. When the king got wind of 
this he was outraged. He immediately called for the 
man to come to him and said: “You evil servant! I for-
gave you all that debt because you asked me, and now 
look what you’ve done. Should you not have had mercy 
on your fellow servant, just as I had mercy on you?” In 
his anger, the king then had the servant thrown into jail 
until he paid off all the debt. Here in this text Jesus 
warns us that this is exactly what will happen to us if 
we don’t forgive one another from the heart! Basically 
He’s saying that if you’re harboring a grudge and with-

holding forgiveness from someone, you could easily 
find yourself sitting in hell for all eternity – trying to 
pay off the debt you owe because of your sin. Make no 
mistake about it, Jesus’ intention isn’t to hurt you, or 
make you feel bad about yourself – but rather to crush 
and flatten your hardened, unforgiving heart so that His 
forgiveness can then freely flow to you and through you 
to your neighbor. Jesus wants to rescue you from our 
inability to forgive. 

The fact is that when you refuse to forgive someone, 
you’re the one who’s hurt. You may think you’re in-
flicting damage on those who’ve hurt you, but in the 
end you’re the only one who’s affected. Refusing to 
forgive is about as pointless as punching yourself in the 
nose because someone has insulted you. It can grow 
into a spiritual cancer that will eventually eat away at 
your soul, bring you down, rob you of joy, and drive 
you to say and do things beneath your dignity as a child 
of God. It will diminish you, make you small – and 
make God even smaller! Marriages and families are 
diminished when husbands, wives and children don’t 
daily forgive one another. Schools, workplaces, and 
communities are diminished when people don’t forgive 
their neighbors and co-workers. And Christ’s Church is 
diminished when we who kneel together to receive the 
Lord’s mercy are at each other’s throats trying to ‘get 
even’ for some perceived wrong. 

In the Church a lot of lip service is given to God’s 
free grace. We all like to talk about how God doesn’t 
deal with us according to our sins, but kindly and gra-
ciously because of what Jesus has done for us through 
His birth, life, suffering, dying, and rising from the 
dead. But we deny all that when we demand that others 
earn our forgiveness. You can’t pray: “Lord don’t deal 
with me according to my sins,” if at the same time 
you’re treating others the way they “deserve” to be 
treated. You can’t pray: “Lord, have mercy on me, a 
sinner,” if you’re withholding mercy from someone 
who has sinned against you. You can’t be on your knees 
while you’re at someone else’s throat. Such an attitude 
acts like a muzzle on the freedom Christ earned for us 
all on the cross. When you refuse to forgive a person 
who has sinned against you, you’re giving them control 
over your emotions, your decisions, and your actions. 
Soon you’ll find them running your life – becoming the 
one you serve with your grudges, hostility, and hatred. 

I know what you’re thinking: “Hey, you don’t know 
what that person did to me. That person doesn’t deserve 



 2

my forgiveness!” And, that may well be true, but the 
fact is, forgiving “from the heart” is an act of the will. 
Forgiveness isn’t a feeling, and you don’t have to be in 
a forgiving mood to forgive someone. The essence of 
forgiveness is in the words: “I forgive you” – and in the 
actions and behaviors shaped by those words. For-
giveness means not returning evil for evil, anger for 
anger, or sin for sin – not doing to others what they’ve 
done to you. After all, when God forgives you, He 
doesn’t act on your sin. He doesn’t damn you as your 
sins surely deserve, because He has already damned 
every single one of those sins in the body of His Son. 
Now God can deal with you in love because of what 
Jesus has accomplished. 

But, forgiving doesn’t necessarily mean forgetting. 
The king in this story didn’t forget the debt he forgave 
his servant – and in a manner of speaking, God doesn’t 
forget your sins either – at least not in the way we think 
about forgetting. God simply forgives our sins perfectly 
– something you and I are entirely incapable of doing. 
God refuses to act on our sins because He remembers 
that He’s already acted on them in the death of Jesus. 
God doesn’t have to “get even with us” because Jesus 
evened things up with God for us when He offered His 
perfect life in our place. In the same way then, you 
don’t necessarily have to forget those things you’ve 
forgiven, but neither do you have act on them, or try to 
“get even.” That’s what it means to “forgive from the 
heart.” It means to forgive from the heart of Jesus. 

So, when you say to yourself “I have my limits! 
There are some things I simply can’t forgive” – what 
you’re really saying is that you won’t forgive. But al-
low me remind you that forgiveness has never been 
yours to give in the first place. You are not the source 
of forgiveness, God is. You are simply the conduit. God 
is the Reservoir – and the supply of His forgiveness is 
as limitless as the death of Jesus. You lose nothing 
when you extend forgiveness to someone else, but you 
run the risk of losing everything when you don’t! 

In the Old Testament lesson read just a few moments 
ago, Joseph’s brothers knelt in fear before him. They 
remembered how they had thrown Joseph into a dry 
well and left him to die. They recalled how, in a turn of 
conscience, they had sold him to slave traders – and 
then told their father he had been killed by wild ani-
mals. But now they were pleading for mercy. They had 
no idea what Joseph might do to them. They feared for 
their lives. Then Joseph spoke: “Don’t be afraid. After 
all, am I in the place of God?” Joseph’s brothers had 
intended evil. They had been jealous and even sought to 
kill him. But through their evil actions, God saw to it 
that Joseph was brought to Egypt ahead of his brothers 
– so that the sons of Jacob would be given a place of 
protection during those years of famine. Who could 
have known this was the way it would work out? Who 

could have predicted that all the while Joseph’s brothers 
were plotting to get rid of him so they could have all the 
blessings of their father for themselves, God was plan-
ning to use the whole ugly episode to shape the nation 
from whom would eventually come the Christ? Who 
could have guessed that when the Roman soldiers cruci-
fied an innocent Jewish Carpenter turned Rabbi at the 
insistence of the insanely jealous religious leaders of 
Israel, that God would use that injustice to work the 
salvation of the world? 

Dear Christian, when you don’t forgive, what you’re 
saying is that God is out of control, and that you need to 
take over. You’re failing to trust His promise that in all 
things He will continue to bring about eternal good for 
the sake of those who belong to Him through their Bap-
tism into Christ. When in another text Jesus appealed to 
the faith of His disciples saying: “Judge not, and you 
won’t be judged; condemn not, and you won’t be con-
demned; forgive, and you’ll be forgiven; give, and it 
will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, 
shaken together and running over,” He wasn’t talking 
about how much money you give to the work of the 
Church. He was talking about forgiveness! When God 
forgives you through the death and resurrection of Je-
sus, He literally and liberally dumps all that forgiveness 
in your lap as a free gift – unmerited, unearned, pressed 
down, shaken together, running over, and spilling out 
onto the ground. God is never stingy with His mercy, 
and so it is that from the excess and overflow of God’s 
mercy toward us, that you, in turn, are able to forgive 
others from the heart of Jesus. 

The forgiveness that flows from Christ’s cross 
knows no boundaries or limits – and God doesn’t keep 
a record of how many times you come to Him. God 
wants you to know that in Baptism, Absolution and the 
Lord’s Supper, He is always present and working to 
wipe clean the ledger of your life – whether it’s seven 
times a day, seven times seven times a day, or seventy 
times seven times a day. This parable ought to remind 
you that no one other than Christ will ever be able to 
forgive others as perfectly as the Law demands. After 
all, our Lord Christ forgave those who plotted to kill 
Him. He forgave the soldiers who spit on Him, slapped 
Him, pulled at His beard and whipped Him. He freely 
absolved those who crucified Him, saying: “Father, for-
give them, for they know not what they do.” And now, 
dear friends – forgiving you as He does in His Word 
and at the Altar – in His strength, He’s sending you out 
as a conduit of His forgiveness toward others. May God 
strengthen you in this task for the sake of His Son. 
Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 
true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 


