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Free to Forgive

Matthew 6:12-15; 18:21-35
September 22, 2013, Jeff Germo

Several years ago I received an out of province phone call from an acquaintance who informed me that he wanted me to 
marry him and his girlfriend.  I told him that we could certainly talk about it.  I asked him how long he had been in the 
relationship with his fiancé and he told me that it had been an on again off again relationship for several years.  Sometimes 
they lived together.  I then asked about their families and whether or not they would be involved in the wedding.  And from 
that point on his tone changed drastically.  He said, “I haven’t talked to my father for years and I never will.  After how he 
treated me as a child I want nothing to do with him.”  He was seething with anger.  I suggested that before we talked about 
marriage we should talk about his anger and hatred towards his father.  He then said, “If you’re suggesting that I should 
forgive him, I will never do that.  I will take my hatred and unforgiveness for him to the grave.”

I then told him, that whatever his father did to him was wrong, but if he doesn’t deal with his unforgiveness it will affect all 
of his relationships and especially those who are closest to him.  I asked him if it had been adversely affecting his 
relationship with his fiancé.  And there was silence on the other end of the line.  And then through tears he said, “Yes, it has 
been,” he said, and burst forth with deep, deep sobs that seemed like they had been stuck in his heart for years.  Then he 
continued, “We thought getting married would fix everything.”

[2]
The truth is that unforgiveness locks you in a prison.  You think you are hurting the person that you refuse to forgive, but 
you are actually forcing yourself to stay locked away in a dark, and gloomy prison.  Unforgiveness forces you to stay stuck 
in the past and unable to move forward in your maturity.  You remain an immature, angry, resentful, bitter person unable to 
have loving relationships.  

You see, what happens when you live with unforgiveness is that you tend to make your decisions based on what happened to 
you in the past.  You make a vow to yourself that you will never let that thing happen to you again, and by doing that you 
lock yourself in a prison of your past.  

You live stuck in whatever year it was that you were hurt.  You build a wall of protection around yourself so that you won’t 
be hurt again.  And, hence, deep, meaningful, authentic relationships become impossible because you will almost always be 
reactive in your interactions with people.  I’ve seen elderly people who act like little children because they have refused to 
deal with their past hurts.  And the only way to break free and grow is to forgive.  That’s why there is so much in the New 
Testament about forgiveness.  As a matter of fact, this is the core of the gospel.  Can you imagine what the world would be 
like if God decided that He was not going to forgive?  It would be a terrible, terrible place with absolutely no hope.

[3]
We are going to take a look at Matthew 18:21-35, but before we do that I want us to read the Lord’s Prayer together.

Let’s read the passage together.

Matthew 6:9–15 (KJV) 

9 Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. 10 Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in 
heaven. 11 Give us this day our daily bread. 12 And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. 13 And lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen. 14 For if ye 
forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: 15 But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, 
neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 

Today we are going to focus on verses 12 & 13 of the prayer, 12and forgive us our sins, as we have forgiven those who sin 
against us.  13And don’t let us yield to temptation,  but rescue us from the evil one.   

That ends the prayer, but after verse thirteen Jesus gives some commentary on forgiveness and why it is so critical in our 
relationship to our heavenly Father and to others.  So, we are going to take a look at all four verses as a complete package. 

So first of all, Jesus says we are to ask God to forgive us our sins.  What does it mean to forgive?  Here’s how Merriam-
Webster’s Dictionary defines forgiveness:

[4]
1 a : to give up resentment of or claim to requital for 〈forgive an insult〉

b : to grant relief from payment of 〈forgive a debt〉
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2 : to cease to feel resentment against (an offender) : PARDON 〈forgive one’s enemies〉 verb intransitive : to grant 
forgiveness synonym see EXCUSE — for•giv•able ˈgi-vəә-bəәladjective — for•giv•ably blēadverb — for•giv•er noun1

So, when God forgives us this is what He does.  He has no resentment towards us for the sins that we have committed 
against Him. And, He completely cancelled the debt owed Him so we do not have to pay it back.  That is a miracle that we 
mustn’t take lightly.  Why should God forgive us?  That’s a fair question, right?  We say, “Well, because He is a loving 
God.”  He has to forgive because He is the essence of love, and to love is to overlook our sin, right?  It doesn’t matter if I 
commit this little sin because God has to forgive me.”  Right?  Wrong!  

[5]
The truth is that God cannot overlook sin.  One of the attributes of God is His holiness.  He is without sin.  He is perfect.  
He has to do what is right.  He cannot contravene His holy character, which means that sin has to be dealt with.  Someone 
has to pay the penalty for our sin.  We cannot stress this too much.

[6]
Here’s what Oswald Chambers wrote in My Utmost For His Highest:

Beware of the pleasant view of the Fatherhood of God—God is so kind and loving that of course He will forgive us. That 
sentiment has no place whatever in the New Testament. The only ground on which God can forgive us is the tremendous 
tragedy of the Cross of Christ; to put forgiveness on any other ground is unconscious blasphemy. 

[7]
Forgiveness is the divine miracle of grace; it cost God the Cross of Jesus Christ before He could forgive sin and 

remain a holy God. Never accept a view of the Fatherhood of God if it blots out the Atonement. The revelation of God is 
that He cannot forgive; He would contradict His nature if He did. The only way we can be forgiven is by being brought 
back to God by the Atonement. 

[8]
Paul never got away from this. When once you realize all that it cost God to forgive you, you will be held as in a vice, 

constrained by the love of God.2

So, this is where we must start in any talk about forgiveness.  There is always a great cost if forgiveness is to be granted.  So, 
please do not have a lax attitude about your sin as if you can just go on living however you want and God has to forgive you 
because that’s His job.  That is so very far from the truth.

[9]
So, 12 And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.  

Before we go dig into this verse any further notice verse thirteen.  13 And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from 
evil: [or, “The evil one.”]  This seems out of place, doesn’t it?  It’s sandwiched between verses about forgiveness.  It sort of 
looks like Jesus just threw this one in without any context.  I don’t think that’s the case though.  I think it relates very much.

I think the reason that it is there is because Jesus is showing us that the enemy of our souls, the devil, is involved in an effort 
to promote unforgiveness in our lives.  There is a spiritual battle for our souls that is going on and if Satan can get us to 
harbor unforgiveness in our hearts, he has us trapped.  In Ephesians 4:27 Paul says that in order to not let Satan get a 
foothold we need to deal with our anger.  If we don’t, our hearts will get harder and harder until we can no longer hear or 
receive the truth of God’s word.

We do not naturally forgive someone who hurts us do we?  The natural thing is to get even.  He hurt me, so I’m going to get 
even.  She stepped on my toes, so I’m going to stomp on hers.  Justice must prevail.  

[10]
At the end of the day we want the scales of justice to be balanced, and even weighted towards our good.  It sounds so valiant 
to get even.  That’s why Rambo movies and the like are so popular, because we naturally want to get even.  If we have been 
hurt by somebody we want to make sure that we keep them under our thumbs.  And Jesus says in verse thirteen that Satan 
wants the same thing for us.  He wants to work with us so that we get what we want.  

So, Jesus says that we should pray that we would be able to resist Satan and our natural tendency to harbor unforgiveness.  
13And don’t let us yield to temptation,  but rescue us from the evil one.

[11]
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The thing about the person who refuses to forgive is that they are blinded to their own depravity.  They have so 
hardened their hearts that they cannot see their own sin.  We have a full length mirror in at our place that is very generous to 
those of us who are a little over weight.  I like this mirror because when I look at my reflection it makes me look thinner 
than I am.  Now, if you take this to an extreme it could be very dangerous.  I could think that I am ok when actually, I might 
be dangerously overweight.

[12]
The person that refuses to forgive sees the sins of others as great and their own sins as insignificant.  And so what they 
do, unbeknownst to them, is they lock themselves in a perpetual state of immaturity.  They cannot grow in maturity.

Turn in your Bibles now to Matthew 18:21-35.  This is one of the most profound teachings of Jesus on forgiveness.
[13]

I won’t read it again since it was already read once, but I will paraphrase it.

The passage begins with Peter asking Jesus a question.  “How often should I forgive someone who sins against me?”  
Now, the reason that Peter asks this question is because Jesus has just finished giving them a strategy of how to deal with 
someone who has sinned against them.  So, Peter wonders just how far he has to go with this forgiveness business.  The 
rabbis of the day claimed that you only needed to forgive someone three times.  “Three strikes and you are out”, they said.  
So, when Peter suggested that seven was a good number of times to forgive an offending brother he thought that he was 
being very generous.  He doubled the rabbis suggested number and added one for good measure.  Surely that would be 
enough.  

[14]
Well, Jesus responded to Peter in verse 22, “22 “No, not seven times, but seventy times seven!”   Jesus says, “No, Peter, not 
seven, not even seven times seven, but 70 times 7.”

Now, I would imagine that the cogs in Peter’s brain started turning again and he wondered how in the world he was 
supposed to keep track.  Was he supposed to carry and notepad with him where ever he went and mark down how many 
times someone sinned against him?  No, the point is that that you are not to keep track.  

You just keep forgiving and forgiving and forgiving, not seven times, not 49 times, not even 490 times.  Jesus was using 
hyperbole to make His point.  As long as someone asks for forgiveness you are to extend forgiveness.  
This is the way of the Kingdom of heaven.  This is the way of the Jesus followers.  

After Jesus shocks the disciples with this amazing principle, in His typical fashion, he goes on to tell a story to illustrate His 
point.  And He begins by telling them that in God’s kingdom it works like this: There was a king who did an audit of his 
books and found that one of his servants owed him an extraordinary amount of money.  The amount was unthinkable.  It was 
10,000 talents.  A talent is 6,000 denarii.  

[15]
And a denarius was, at that time, the average day’s wage for a laborer.  In other words the amount that this servant owed his 
master was about sixty million days of wages.  To get a picture of just how much money that is today, if we say that the 
average laborer today earned $100/day this servant somehow pilfered six billion dollars from his employer.  

Six billion dollars!!!  A billion seconds ago it was 1981, and a billion minutes ago Jesus was alive.  Jesus tells this parable 
and gives a ridiculously large number for the amount that the servant pocketed from the king – six billion dollars.  

There is no way in the world that someone could get away with something like that. And so when the books were audited 
and he was found out he was ordered before the king.  And obviously there was no way that this man could pay the money 
back.  He knows it and the king knows it.  He would have to work six days a week for just over nineteen years to pay back 
just one talent.  He owed 10,000 talents.

And so the king, knowing that it ain’t gonna happen, orders that he and his family be sold as slaves to help pay for the debt.  
And so, the servant falls to his knees and begs his master to let him try to pay it back, and a matter of fact, this arrogant, 
proud man promised that if his king was just a little patient with him he would pay it back.  There was no admission of 
guilt.  There was no sorrow, except that he was caught.  There is no way in the world that this man would ever be able to pay  
back so huge a debt.  It was a preposterous request.

[16]
But, in verse 27 Jesus continues, 27 Then his master was filled with pity for him, and he released him and forgave his debt. 
Can you imagine what a relief it would be to have that much debt forgiven?  The servant wasn’t asking for it to be forgiven.  
He certainly didn’t deserve to have it forgiven. This was a total act of grace and mercy on the part of His master.  What 
would your response be if someone came up to you and said, “Hey listen I am going to wipe out all of your debt; you car 
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loans, your mortgage, your credit cards – everything?”  I would be ecstatic.  Wouldn’t you?  Now, here comes the zinger – 
the part where Jesus sticks His probe into our hearts to see what’s there.

[17]
28 “But when the man left the king, he went to a fellow servant who owed him a few thousand dollars.  He grabbed him by 
the throat and demanded instant payment.

One hundred days wages – that’s what his fellow servant owed him, about $6,000 in today’s terms.  It’s a lot of money, but a 
drop in the ocean compared to what he had been forgiven.  He was just forgiven the outrageous amount of six billion dollars 
by his master and he immediately goes out grabs his fellow servant by the neck and demands that he pay up what he owes.  

His colleague uses the same words that he had used when he begged for leniency from his master, ‘Be patient with me, and 
I will pay it,’ he pleaded.  If he wanted to he could have set up some kind of payment plan to help his colleague pay it back.  
And it would have been very possible.  But instead he threw the man in prison until he would pay the debt back.  He was 
within his legal rights to do this.

In those days there was a system called the debtors prison and a creditor could legally throw someone who owed them 
money into this jail and put pressure on his friends and family to pay the debt down by torturing the prisoner.
He had every legal right to do this under Roman law.  Well when his master found out what he had done he was indignant.

[18]
32 Then the king called in the man he had forgiven and said, ‘You evil servant! I forgave you that tremendous debt 
because you pleaded with me. 33 Shouldn’t you have mercy on your fellow servant, just as I had mercy on you?’

The point Jesus is making is unmistakable.  If we walk around as Christians thinking that we deserve God’s grace, and 
don’t really appreciate just how depraved a condition we were in before Christ forgave us we will not be able to 
extend the same grace to others.  Friends, there is none of us here who deserves God’s grace.  There is none of us who 
deserves His forgiveness.  He took our place on the cross, wiped out a preposterous debt that we could never pay, and said, 
“There, you are free to go.”

[19]
If you have a true appreciation for just how much you have been forgiven you will not be able to turn to someone else  
and say, “I can’t forgive you.  Friends, we have no right whatsoever to harbor unforgiveness in our hearts – absolutely 
none.

Jesus continues in verse 34 of Matthew 18.

 34 And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt.

In the Roman judicial system there were jailers that were hired by creditors to torture the person who owed them money 
until it was paid back.  They would use many tools of the trade for this, one of which was a fifteen-pound chain to beat the 
prisoner with.  They would be fed just enough barley to keep them alive and then they would be beaten daily until their debt 
was paid.  That is a pretty vivid analogy of the torment that we inflict upon ourselves when we harbor unforgiveness isn’t it?

[20]
If you harbor unforgiveness in your heart you are choosing to lock yourself into a life of internal torment.  It is 
impossible to mature in that prison.  Have you ever been bothered by something that someone did to you or said about you, 
and it keeps you up at night, and you don’t get any rest until you deal with it?  Unforgiveness will destroy us.  Unforgiveness 
hurts the person who is withholding the forgiveness more than the other person.  We tend to think, ‘I’ll get even.  I’m not 
going to forgive you.’  But, that actually hurts us more than the other person.  If unforgiveness is not dealt with correctly, 
bitterness and resentment will tear us apart and torment our minds like an imprisoned man being beaten with a 15 pound 
chain.

This is how serious forgiveness is.
[21]

Jesus continues;

35 “That’s what my heavenly Father will do to you if you refuse to forgive your brothers and sisters from your heart.”
[22]

Matthew 6:12-15

12and forgive us our sins, as we have forgiven those who sin against us.  13And don’t let us yield to temptation,  but rescue 
us from the evil one.   14 “If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you. 15 But if you 
refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.
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That’s pretty shocking isn’t it!  Does Jesus really mean that if I harbour unforgiveness in my heart 
God won’t forgive me either?

[23]
Let me just say that what He is not saying is that we have to earn our salvation by forgiving 
others.  We know that because that would go against the rest of scripture that says salvation is by 
grace.  Jesus is again addressing the condition of our hearts.  What He is saying is that if we 
harbour unforgiveness in our hearts we have not grasped the gospel, and hence we cannot be 

forgiven.

Forgiveness is so important.  We cannot grow as individuals or as disciples of Jesus if we have unforgiveness in our hearts, 
but some people have a difficult time forgiving because they misunderstand what forgiveness is.

Let me just close by telling you what forgiveness is not, because if we are to break free from the prison of unforgiveness we 
have to break free of some confusion.

Forgiveness does not mean:
[24a]

• You pretend the offense never happened, or that it wasn’t wrong 
[24b]

• You minimize the seriousness of the offense
[24c]

• You pretend it didn’t hurt
[24d]

• You necessarily feel like forgiving 
[24e]

• You don’t allow the offender to suffer consequences
[24f]

• You trust the offending party
[25a]

Forgiveness means:
• You choose to take your thumb off the other person.  In other words you resist the need to dominate them for 

what they did to you.
[25b]

• You do not want them to suffer.  You actually want their best.
[25c]

• You extend mercy to them.
[25d]

• You release yourself from the emotional prison of unforgiveness.

And we do all this because we have appropriated the gospel of Jesus Christ.  We understand the gravity of our own sin, our 
depravity, and our need for a Saviour.  You may be someone who has been terribly hurt.  And you are wondering how in the 
world you can forgive when it hurts so much.  You will not be able to do this on your own.  You will need to pray like Jesus 
said that God would enable you to do the impossible.  You will need to ask God for His strength and grace to do what you 
cannot do on your own.  You will likely not feel like it at first, but as you make that choice, God’s power will rest on you and 
you will find freedom and peace like you never thought possible.
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Free to Forgive
Week of September 22nd, 2013

Matthew 6:9-15; 18:21-35

Objective: To understand just how much we have been forgiven by God and to give the Holy Spirit room to work in our 
hearts and move us closer to forgiving like we have been forgiven.

Worship (5 - 10 minutes)
1.  Have someone read Psalm 51 meditatively.  Then spend three or four minutes in complete silence asking the Spirit of 

Jesus to prepare you to receive his Word.
2. Sing a song or two of praise.

Welcome (5 minutes)
    Icebreaker: Why are Rambo type movies popular?

Word
1.  What stood out for you from the sermon?
2.  Who are some great forgivers of the Bible? Who did they forgive? for what? Consider Joseph. How would things have 
been different for him and for others around him, if he had chosen not to forgive, but to be bitter?  What did his forgiveness 
open the way for?
3.  Read Mt. 6:9-15

-One of the things our Heavenly Father knows we need is to admit our need for forgiveness and to extend forgiveness to 
others.  It is like exhaling CO2 and breathing in oxygen. We need it for our spiritual and emotional health and for the health 
of our relationships.
   
4.  How does unforgiveness adversely affect us? our relationships? our growth to maturity?

5.  Read Mt. 18:21-35
   a. What was Peter's question that lead to Jesus telling this parable?
   b. What is Jesus' main point?
   c.  How is forgiveness "the core of the gospel"?
   d.  How does understanding our own profound need for forgiveness relate to this? Consider Luke 7:47.
 
-God's heart beats for us! From the beginning of the Bible to the end God is passionately working out His plan to rescue us 
from the trouble we got ourselves into.    

6. What sort of opportunity does unforgiveness give Satan? See Eph. 4:27.
7.  How does it lock us in a prison? 
 8.  How does it adversely affect our relationships? our growth to maturity?
9.  What are some reasons it's difficult to forgive?
10.  What are some beliefs that lead to unforgiveness?

-Perhaps one reason it is difficult to forgive is our deep sense of loss at what our offender took from us.  Perhaps we feel 
handicapped for life, that our loss is not recoverable.  In this parable, who had more resources -- the king or the second 
servant?  Likewise, the source of what our hearts truly need is God, not the one who hurt us.  Remembering this can help us 
forgive.

11. What are some other truths which will help us forgive?  Consider Gen. 50:20 in Joseph's story.

Work
1.  Take a couple minutes of silent prayer and ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to you any areas of bondage you might have due 

to past hurts you haven't forgiven.  Ask for God's perspective, a deeper awareness of His profound love and forgiveness 
towards you, a bigger picture of His amazing resources for you.  Ask God for His help to forgive and for His healing.   

2. Have someone read Isaiah 61:1-3 aloud while the other participants listen meditatively.
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