
FORGIVENESS: NOT AS EASY AS IT SOUNDS   Genesis 50:15-21 

15 Pentecost – A September 17, 2017     Matthew 18:21-35 

 

Church historian Gary Neal Hansen points out the dilemma of visiting another church, especially 

in a different denomination. If we pray the prayer that Jesus taught us, what should we forgive? 

Debts, Trespasses, or Sins?  Church tradition and the evolution of the English language have left 

us with different options—all worthy, but none universal. 

For our purposes today, “debts” fits nicely with Matthew’s gospel and the story of the 

unforgiving slave (or servant). Luke’s “trespasses” or “sins” works with the story of Joseph 

forgiving his brothers in the Genesis passage. 

In the end, it isn’t what we forgive, but rather, that we forgive, that matters. Yet, (spoiler alert) 

in the end all of that pales in relation to God’s forgiveness. When Peter approaches Jesus with a 

question about how many times one should forgive another (and notice that Peter throws in the 

words “a member of the church” which makes the question stickier), Jesus speaks of unlimited 

forgiveness, where the number 7, which signifies completeness, now becomes a multiplier. As an 

example, Jesus tells a story of the servant of a king being forgiven what could never be paid back 

in many lifetimes; but adds a twist when that forgiven servant can’t forgive his fellow slave a 

much smaller debt. [If you’re curious about the math, it’s 3 months of wages compared to 

150,000 years of wages.] 

In the Hebrew Bible reading from Genesis, the story of Joseph and his brothers was already 

filled with adventure and intrigue up to the point where Joseph’s brothers discovered that they 

had traveled to Egypt only to present themselves begging for grain and mercy from the brother 

they beat up and ultimately sold into slavery. Joseph assured them that the hand of God was at 

work in bringing him to Egypt; and he was placed there to save the people from famine, “to 

preserve life.” [Genesis 45:5]  But the brothers still feared that the only reason Joseph didn’t exact 

revenge on them was out of respect for his father Jacob. Once Jacob has died, the brothers worry 

that now Joseph will get back at them. They beg Joseph yet again, this time invoking the name of 

their father Jacob, (“Don’t seek revenge on your brothers; that is my dying wish.”) Joseph 

reassures them yet again: what they had meant for evil, God meant for good; therefore Joseph 

was dedicated to preserving their lives, not destroying them.   

The two stories stand in stark contrast to each other. A servant who has been forgiven much is 

unable to forgive a little. A brother betrayed by his brothers feels chosen and blessed by the hand 

of God and is determined to love, rather than exact revenge on his brothers. 

Joseph’s brothers remind us of the unforgiving slave. They can’t understand love without limits 

or forgiveness that certainly is not deserved. That’s perhaps the point where our reality intersects 

with theirs.  Grace is hard to accept, because it makes no demands on us: it simply frees us. But 

that’s a reminder that—like the servant who can’t possible pay a debt of 150,000 years of 

wages—there is no way we can do enough, say enough, pay enough or be enough in exchange 

for God’s mercy. 

Our human nature wants to find some sense of balance; so if we are wronged, the person who 

wronged us must pay. Depending on the offense, if satisfaction can’t be made through the person 

who committed the trespass/sin/debt we go a level higher. If it happened while they were at 
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work, we go after the employer. If it involved a motor vehicle, we sue the insurer. Plenty of TV 

ads remind you that there is a lawyer ready and waiting to take your case. 

While lawsuits are an attempt at justice (and frequently, getting even), God’s system deals in 

mercy.  This is the point Jesus was making about forgiving seventy-seven times or seventy times 

seven. He makes his point even more dramatically by citing the hypothetical example of extreme 

mercy given by a king to his servant.  Recall, too, that the story of Joseph and his brothers 

undergirds the concept of extreme grace by showing us that forgiveness and restoration of the 

relationship are God’s intention, rather than: “Don’t get mad; get even.” 

So we have, both in the history of a people and in the inquiry of a disciple, the God-standard for 

forgiveness.  This is the point where I would tell you that you must forgive, as you have been 

forgiven. You’ve gone through confession and absolution. You’ve heard the Good News. 

You’ve been given all the scriptural information that you need. Go and forgive! 

One problem, though.  Forgiveness is hard work. In fact, sometimes it’s darn near impossible. 

While it’s said that “time heals all wounds,” all-too-often, in time, our memory will reopen those 

wounds. Seeing that person or hearing the mere mention of a name, having a bad dream, or just 

plain getting lost in thought—can bring back a hurt that you thought you had buried long ago.  

And it doesn’t have to involve someone else: it might well be our own guilt at things we’ve done 

and things we’ve left undone.  Long ago, in pop psychology, we called it “playing back old 

tapes,” but technology has made that an archaic expression. The bottom line is this: no matter 

how much we think we’ve forgiven and forgotten and moved on, we all have old hurts 

(debts/sins/trespasses) that occasionally resurface and reoccupy space in our consciousness.  And 

no amount of telling ourselves to let it go and move on will fix it for us. 

As you’ve no doubt figured out by now, forgiving and forgetting are two different things; and—

while you might have made peace and forgiven your neighbor and perhaps even yourself, it’s a 

lot harder to forget. Often no fault of our own, we find ourselves reliving a past event and re-

experiencing the pain of that moment. Pastors and counselors and therapists will suggest many 

things to try to help us put the pain behind us; but in the end, sometimes we just have to live with 

that discomfort, in the sure and certain hope that God is making all things new, and that includes 

you and me.   

So, rather than tell you what you should do, I’m going to ask that you simply celebrate the 

amazement of God’s forgiveness and, as a hymn suggests: “ponder anew what the Almighty can 

do” [“Praise to the Lord” v. 3, ELW 858].  Reflect, every now and then, perhaps a minute or two, on 

what mercy means.  Think about what it means to be freed by God from the burdens of our past, 

and sent forth to “Go in peace” and “serve the Lord.”  

God who lived and died in order to bring us mercy and forgiveness is working a new thing in 

you.  God in Jesus is reminding me that my old hurts do not have to control me. The Psalmist 

recalled of God: “You have not dealt with us according to our sins, nor repaid us according to 

our iniquities.” [Psalm 103:10]  As we gather around the Table, we are joined to God’s people of 

every time and place who have prayed: “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against 

us.” (Use the translation that works best for you.)  Remember that God’s kingdom is coming to 

you, because God’s mercy and grace have the last word. Amen. 


