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The Two Sides of Forgiveness
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 18:21-35
Series A, September 13, 2026, Pentecost 16
Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will 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-seven times. Matthew 18:21-22
	Jesus has lots to say about children. In one place he says, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” (Matthew 19:14) In another place he says,“Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 18:3)  As he speaks about children, we see him laying his hands on them and blessing them.
	What’s so special about children?  It’s not that they’re totally innocent and don’t sin. I don’t know of any parent that ever had to teach his child how to sin.  They already know how. The terrible twos prove it.  Parents spend most of their time trying to teach their kids how to be good.
	So why are children special to Jesus?  Why does he hold them up as examples for adults?  I think it’s because little children are quick to forgive. They don’t hold grudges. When children are fighting over a toy, and one grabs it from the other, the offended child cries. Then he grabs the toy from the child who took it, and that child cries.  Then five minutes later, the two children are happily playing again together.  All is forgiven.
But adults have a hard time forgiving.  We hold grudges.  We want whoever hurts us to suffer.  But holding grudges and revenge are not values of the kingdom of heaven. And that is what we Christians are subjects of.  All who confess Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God, all who are baptized into him, are subjects of the kingdom of heaven, right now.  We don’t have to wait till we die or till Jesus comes back.  We’re in God’s kingdom right now and subject to its values right now. And the values of the kingdom of heaven are very different from the values of the world.
One of those chief values is forgiveness.  As Christians, we are forgiven of all our sins through the suffering and death of Jesus for us on the cross.  Forgiven of our sins, we in turn forgive those who sin against us. That’s a primary condition of the Lord’s Prayer which most of us pray many times a week.
“Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us,” we say in the prayer.  As we ask God to forgive our sins, we in turn promise to forgive those who sin against us.  To make the meaning of that 5th petition perfectly clear, Jesus goes on to explain it. 
For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. (Matthew 6:14-15)
	It’s two sides of the same glove.  The front of the glove is God’s forgiveness.  The back of the glove is our forgiving others.  Without the two sides of the glove, it falls off.  There’s nothing there to protect our hand. It’s not a matter of earning God’s forgiveness by forgiving others. My forgiving others is my response to God forgiving me.  Little kids don’t have a problem with this.  We do. That’s why kids are such a good example of faith in action for adults. 
Today’s parable of the unforgiving servant follows Jesus’ discussion of church discipline. That discussion began with Jesus saying,” If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” (Matthew 18:15) If the offending brother won’t repent, other steps follow leading to excommunication.  It’s a process reserved for serious offenses. The goal is always to move the offender toward repentance and forgiveness.
Peter’s been thinking about this.  But he’s been thinking like a Pharisee who wants more rules to follow so he can justify not forgiving someone who offends him. 
Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will 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-seven times. (Matthew 18:21-22)
	Peter, like the rest of us, wants to keep score.  Surely after someone has been mean to me or hurt my feelings or stolen from me seven times, I’m exempt from having to forgive him, right?  That’s more than generous, right?  Jesus says, absolutely not! You are to forgive him seventy-seven times!  In other words, you are to forgive him so many times you lose track. Why? Because you too are a poor miserable sinner who has offended God even more than seventy-seven times, yet he forgives you. 
	Then Jesus tells this parable to illustrate how the values of the kingdom of heaven are totally different from the world. Hate and keeping score are the world’s values. Love and forgiveness are God’s values, and the values of everyone who’s a subject of God’s kingdom.
	In the parable, a servant owes the king 10,000 talents. The king demands he pay it back.  A talent of silver was the equivalent of 20 years’ pay. It amounted to millions of dollars. The servant can’t possibly pay it back. So the king plans to sell him and his family and all his possessions.  The servant begs for mercy. The king graciously forgives his debt.
	After the forgiven servant leaves, he goes out and finds his own servant who owes him 100 denarii. A denarius was a little bigger than a dime, the usual wage for a day laborer. 100 denarii was about 3 months’ wages. The forgiven servant demands immediate repayment. The poor man begs for mercy. He promises to repay the debt.  But the king’s forgiven servant throws him in prison anyway until he can pay it all back.
	The king hears about it.  He’s absolutely livid with rage!  He says, 
‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me.  And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’  And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. (Matthew 18:32-34)
	When would that be?  When would someone locked up in prison be able to pay off the millions and millions of dollars he owes?  The answer is never.  When would a day laborer locked up in debtors’ prison for a 100 denarii debt be able to pay off his debt? The answer for him also is never.  
	The point of the parable is that we’re all debtors to sin.  Whether we’re big sinners or little sinners, none of us can ever pay off the debt.  We’re all bankrupt with no hope of ever bailing ourselves out.  All we can do is throw ourselves on the King’s mercy, and plead for his forgiveness.  When we do, he forgives us and fills our bank account with Christ’s righteousness. The Bible says,“The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 6:23)
	We live in a litigious society.  Radio and TV are constantly airing commercials by law firms.  One says, “We win and we win big!”  It’s even infected churches. Members go to court rather than forgiving one another.  Congregations have closed rather than live in love and forgiveness.  Remember Rev. Robert Schuller and the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California?  It’s gone. He died.  The leaders fought over who was in charge till they killed the church.  It’s now a Catholic cathedral. 
	I pray we’re different.  I pray we’re like the little children Jesus points us to. Maybe we squabble over some toys. But we forgive.  We hug each other. And then we get on with the joy of being children of God in his kingdom.  We close with this:
God’s own child, I gladly say it, I am baptized into Christ!
He, because I could not pay it, gave my full redemption price. Amen.
    (From LSB # 594, by Erdmann Neumeister, public domain)
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Genesis 50:15-21
15 When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him.” 16 So they sent a message to Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this command before he died: 17 ‘Say to Joseph, “Please forgive the transgression of your brothers and their sin, because they did evil to you.”’ And now, please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 18 His brothers also came and fell down before him and said, “Behold, we are your servants.” 19 But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? 20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today. 21 So do not fear; I will provide for you and your little ones.” Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.
Romans 14:1-12
As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. 2 One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. 3 Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master[a] that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.
5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God. 7 For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8 For if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord's. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living.
10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; 11 for it is written,
“As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me,
    and every tongue shall confess[b] to God.”
12 So then each of us will give an account of himself to God.

Matthew 18:21-35
21 Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22 Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.
23 “Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began to settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. 25 And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. 26 So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27 And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29 So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 30 He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt. 31 When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all that had taken place. 32 Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 33 And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ 34 And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”

