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† † † † † † † 
In the name of the Father, and of the † Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. The text before us is a portion of this 
morning’s appointed Gospel reading – the 17th chapter of 
Luke, verses 3 & 4 – where our Savior places before us 
some very difficult words. And by that I don’t mean 
they’re hard to understand, but hard to implement. Listen 
to them again: 

3 “… If your brother sins against you, rebuke him; 
and if he repents, forgive him. 4 And if he sins 
against you seven times in a day, and seven times 
in a day returns to you, saying, ‘I repent,’ you shall 
forgive him.” 

I don’t know about you, but I have a sneaking suspi-
cion that actually doing what Jesus commands here is go-
ing to be extremely difficult! I can remember a number of 
years ago talking to a pastor friend of mine who had been 
struggling with some folks in his Parish over this very 
issue – that is, over the power God has given to the 
Church to forgive and retain sins – what we call the “Of-
fice of the Keys.” The gist of our conversation was that 
there were two individuals who were questioning how the 
Church has always understood the exercise of this Office. 
One person was firmly convinced that no pastor has the 
“right” to forgive the sins of his parishioners, while the 
other believed individual Christians – in their daily deal-
ings with others – don’t have the “right” to forgive some-
one else’s sins, but only the pastor. 

As this pastor and I talked, what stood out for me was 
the way the word “right” was being used – that is, whether 
anyone has the “right” to forgive another person’s sins – 
as if by extending forgiveness to someone else they’d be 
taking for themselves a “right” that belonged exclusively 
to God. Then I remembered how the Pharisees also laid 
this charge at Jesus’ feet when they asked – quite piously, 
I’m sure – “Who can forgive sins but God?” 

Maybe you’ve wondered about this – I know I have. 
But what I’d like to suggest is that it’s more a problem 
with the language we use, rather than what the Bible actu-
ally teaches. When speaking of forgiveness, we need to 
use the same language Scripture uses. Rather that being 
concerned about whether or not someone has the “right” 
to forgive another person’s sin, what we ought to do is 
search Holy Scripture to see if it has anything to say about 
this – and it does! It says that Christ has called pastors to 
forgive sins in His stead and by His command. Indeed, 
having heard someone’s confession they can do nothing 

else! And that’s also the way it is for you as an individual 
Christian. If someone should confess a sin to you, Christ 
also commands – as we just read – that you are to freely 
forgive them for His sake. 

Look at the text again. It says, “If your brother sins 
against you, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. 
And if he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven 
times in a day returns to you, saying, ‘I repent,’ you shall 
forgive him.” Jesus didn’t say, “If your brother sins, and 
repents, you have the ‘right’ to forgive him.” No, Jesus 
says when your brother or sister comes to you seeking 
forgiveness, it is your God-given responsibility to forgive 
them. It is your obligation to be the voice of Jesus to that 
person – to bring Christ and the blessings of His cross to 
that hurting soul. The choice to forgive or not forgive 
doesn’t belong to you. As a child of God you are, in fact, 
a servant. Extending forgiveness toward those who sin 
against you – and thereafter repent of that sin – is your 
God-given duty, not your right. 

So, the first thing this text teaches is that in your daily 
dealings with fellow Christians, God commands you to 
give to others the very same forgiveness Christ has given 
you. That’s what the Office of the Keys is all about – the 
locking and unlocking of the door to heaven through the 
forgiveness of sins. It’s a blessed gift that’s been given to 
the Church – and lest you forget, the Church is made up 
of all whose faith is in Jesus Christ – people like you and 
me. The lifeblood of the Church is the Office of the Keys 
because the first and foremost activity of the Church is 
forgiveness. Without the command of God to forgive and 
retain sins, we’d have nothing worthwhile to say to any-
one. Unless you and I can say to one another: “I forgive 
you in the name of Christ,” our message is nothing more 
than an empty hope. 

Still, how many of you truly forgive one another – not 
just brush a sin aside or sweep it under the table – but re-
ally and truly forgive in the name of Jesus? Are you afraid 
to forgive because you don’t believe God’s forgiveness is 
really yours to give – or because you just can’t bring 
yourself to say “I forgive you?” Those are tough words to 
say – especially when you have to speak them to someone 
who’s seriously sinned against you – perhaps even repeat-
edly. Wouldn’t you rather send them to God? Wouldn’t 
you prefer to have them prove to Him that they’re truly 
repentant – after all, isn’t God the final Judge? But what 
do the Scriptures say? They say that when you fail to for-



 

give you’re just as guilty as the person who sins against 
you. 

So, where can you go in your failure? Where can you 
flee for pardon? Who will speak to you those words of 
forgiveness you long so to hear? Who will say to you, “I 
forgive you in the name of Jesus Christ?” How about the 
Church, the Body of Christ which has been given the Of-
fice of the Keys for that very purpose? Why else are you 
here this morning, if not to receive the things God wants 
you to have – and most especially, His forgiveness? Here 
in the Church is where the undershepherd of the Chief 
Shepherd, Jesus Christ, has been appointed to administer 
God’s forgiveness. You are here because you need to 
know God’s face is shining on you even in the midst of 
your sin. You need to know that God is no longer angry 
with you and that He forgives you even when you fail to 
do all He commands. 

So then, the Church calls Her pastor – an action which 
also takes place, incidentally, at the command of Christ – 
and he becomes the one who publicly stands before the 
people of God in the stead and by the command of Christ 
– forgiving all who repent and confess their sin. It’s not 
because he’s such a great guy, or better than anyone else, 
but solely and entirely because God has called him to hold 
the Office of the Keys in that place. He is the servant, and 
Christ is his Master. Luther put it this way in the Small 
Catechism – maybe you even remember these words: 
“…when the called ministers of Christ deal with us by His 
divine command, especially when they exclude manifest 
and impenitent sinners from the Christian congregation, 
and, again, when they absolve those who repent of their 
sins and are willing to amend their lives, this is as valid 
and certain, in heaven also, as if Christ, our dear Lord, 
dealt with us Himself.” 

How gracious God is! He came to us in human flesh 
and lived a perfect, holy life. Yet He died ridden with 
guilt because His Father laid upon Him the sin of the en-
tire world. Now you’ve been drawn to Him through the 
Gospel – through the Word preached and the Sacraments 
given – as in these blessed tokens our Savior has taken the 
full and complete burden of sin off of your shoulders and 
laid it upon His own. He died in shame and guilt so that 
you might live and die in His righteousness. “God made 
Him who knew no sin to be sin that you might be the 
righteousness of God in Him.” Regarding this blessed 
treasure of forgiveness, Luther wrote: “I’m completely 
steeped in and saturated with the article of the forgiveness 
of sins. I deal with it constantly, day and night; and all my 

thoughts are of Jesus Christ, my only Savior, who has 
atoned and paid for my sin. I grant the Law – and all the 
devils – nothing. If only a man can believe {in} the for-
giveness of sins, he is blessed beyond measure.” 

A number of years ago I remember tuning in to a radio 
show where a pastor was trying to help listeners deal with 
the troubling circumstances of life – supposedly from a 
Biblical perspective. One caller was struggling with guilt 
and suffering greatly because she hadn’t been able to put 
a particular sin behind her. She started out by saying she’d 
gone to her pastor and confessed to him. But, before she 
could finish, the radio host cut her off, saying “That was 
your first mistake! You don’t need to go to your pastor. 
Confess your sin directly to God, and He’ll forgive you!” 
With that counsel this man was echoing the sentiments of 
the people I mentioned a few moments ago. He was say-
ing, in effect, “What ‘right’ does your pastor have to pro-
nounce forgiveness to those who are charged to his care?”  

Holy Scripture says that as a called, ordained servant 
of the Word, a pastor not only has the “right” to forgive 
sin, he has the command of God. Sometimes you need to 
hear what you know to be true from someone other than 
yourself – and most particularly, at times, from your pas-
tor. You may already know that Christ has forgiven you – 
and I pray that you do – for that, after all, is what the 
Church is all about – what the Sacraments of Baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper are all about. But what a sweet, glori-
ous sound it is to hear God’s forgiveness spoken directly 
into your ears! How your heart needs to be touched by 
those most blessed of all words. How you need to have 
someone hand you the fruit of Jesus’ work, saying. “upon 
this, your confession, I, by virtue of my office as a called 
and ordained servant of the Word announce the grace of 
God unto you. And in the stead and by the command of 
my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sin.” As your 
pastor, I can do nothing when I hear the words of your 
Confession other than offer back to you God’s Word of 
forgiveness. And may I say that as those who have been 
redeemed by Christ and called to be a part of His body 
here on earth, you likewise can do nothing greater than to 
forgive one another’s sins. What a grand, glorious gift 
God gives when He commands us to forgive one another. 
And what a privilege it is when God gives you the oppor-
tunity to share that gift with someone else for Jesus’ sake. 
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. 

 


