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13
th

 Sunday after Pentecost                                       Exodus 14: 19-31 

September 11, 2011 – Zion Stratford                            Romans 14: 1-12 

Steve Hoffard                        Matthew 18: 21-35 

 
Truth-telling, wind-blowing, life-giving spirit – 

     we present ourselves now 

      for our instruction and guidance; 

     breathe your truth among us, 

      breathe your truth of deep Friday loss, 

       your truth of awesome Sunday joy. 

 

Breathe your story of death and life 

     that our story may be submitted to your will for life. 

We pray in the name of Jesus risen to new life – 

        and him crucified.    Amen. 

          Walter Brueggemann 

Forgiving Like We Are Forgiven 

 I am so glad to be here this morning.  It’s been 3 years since I was able to attend the last rally 

Sunday here at Zion.  I love rally Sunday, and not just because of the succulent BBQ’d Perth County 

pork, although that is part of it.  I love rally Sunday because it’s a lot like New Year ’s Day.  A fresh 

start for our church family.  A time of renewal, a time to get back on track. It’s another chance to try 

and be the church that God wants us to be.  Oh, I have no doubt that like most New Year’s diets we 

will screw it up, but for today at least there is that excitement in the air, a possibility, a hope that this 

year we might just get it right.  The electricity in the air is like the moments before a good lightning 

storm.  The air is charged and we sense the possibility of something-- we wonder what will become of 

this energy.  Will this storm just pass us by, maybe peter out, or will it be this time the winds pick up 

further and we find ourselves turned all upside down? 

Jesus liked to turn things upside down.  No, let me rephrase that, Jesus had to turn things upside 

down.  Jarring us is the only way Jesus seems to be able to get through to us.  This is why Jesus 

teaches using parables.  We are so set in our ways and our thinking that he has to shock us.  Jesus tries 

to knock us off balance to get around our complacent thinking.  Jesus uses parables as leverage to 

topple the status quo that we so tightly hang on to. 

 With this in mind when I read a parable I look for the thing that upsets me the most.  The thing 

that just doesn’t sit right.  The thing that throws me off balance, upsets my equilibrium.  In this parable 

it’s not hard to find.  The final two verses read, “And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured 

until he would pay his entire debt.  So my heavenly father will also do to every one of you, if you do 

not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”   

 What’s a good Lutheran supposed to do with this?  It sounds a lot like conditional grace.  A 

grace that would be utterly dependent on what I do to earn it.  This is not the loving God that our 

Sunday School teachers will be sharing with our children in the coming year.  This is not the theology 
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of grace our confirmation classes will be exploring.  This is not the good news that will be preached 

from this pulpit.  Jesus has me upset, confused, and is forcing me to look at the parable more closely.   

 The purpose for Jesus telling the parable is in answer to Peter’s question, “Lord if another 

member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive?  As many as seven times?”  Peter is 

looking for some clearly defined instruction from Jesus on his obligation to forgive others.  He likely 

thinks he is being quite generous by offering seven as the number of times he is required to forgive.  

Jesus blows this out of the water by saying, “Not seven times, but, I tell you seventy-seven times.  The 

parable Jesus is about to tell is going to tell us something about the unconditional nature of God. 

 Robert Capon invites us to consider not only, the what of the parable; but where it is placed in 

the larger story.  He points out that the placement of the parable in Matthew’s gospel is like an 

imaginary conversation Jesus is having with the disciples whom he has to trick into understanding 

what he is saying.  This parable follows the parable of the lost sheep, and the story of how members of 

the church should be disciplined.  Capon suggest the conversation goes like this,  Jesus tells the parable 

of the lost sheep and how the shepherd leaves the ninety-nine to go in search of one lost sheep.  The 

disciples respond, “You don’t really mean that as practical advice, do you? Jesus says, “Ok, I will 

make it practical, forget the first story and listen to this one.”  Jesus then tells them another story, 

saying if a member of the church sins against them to point it out to them, if they still don’t make 

amends they should take others with them as witnesses and point out the wrong again. If they still 

don’t listen the church should be told.  If that doesn’t work give up on them.  Three strikes and you’re 

out, now that’s practical.  The disciples respond, “Well maybe that’s a little tougher than you meant to 

be.  How about you give them seven chances?  Jesus reply is, “Aha! Gotcha!  How about seventy times 

seven?  I said and I really mean unconditionally!  Are you getting me now?”
i
 

 Jesus compares the unconditional forgiveness of the kingdom of heaven to a king who was 

settling accounts with his servants.  He describes the debt as ten thousand talents; this is an 

unimaginable, ridiculous amount putting the parable in the realm of fairy tales.  An amount all hearing 

the story would know the servant will never be able to repay.  It’s an unworkable, inconceivable debt.  

The servant sees no way out of the debt but pleads anyway with the lord saying be patient with me and 

I will repay everything.  Then the lord does the unthinkable, he totally and unconditionally forgives the 

debt.  It costs him dearly. 

 This is the part of the story I am comfortable with.  This describes the God that I know.  The 

God of unconditional love and forgiveness.  For me the parable could end here, should end here.  But it 

doesn’t.  Jesus doesn’t stop the parable here.  Jesus continues. 

 The servant on the way out encounters a fellow servant who owes him 100 denarii and seizes 

him by the throat demanding, “Pay what you owe”.  The fellow servant falls down and pleads, “Have 

patience with me and I will repay you” But he refuses and has his fellow servant thrown in prison.  

Putting the amounts in today’s terms, the servant who has just been forgiven an un-payable, 

astronomical debt of 3 billion dollars, violently calls in a five thousand dollar demand loan in loan 

shark fashion from a colleague.  Hearing this story we are all knocked off balance, we sit up and say, 

ridiculous, impossible, how could anyone possibly do such a thing?  It is utterly unjust; it is completely 
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unreasonable.  How could anyone with even a shred of gratitude act in such a way?  If we think about 

it there is only one possible explanation for the servant to be acting this way.  The servant could not 

have possibly believed in his heart that the lord had wiped clean his debt. 

 This is what Jesus is trying to awaken us to.  That ridiculous slave in the parable could be 

anyone of us who is unwilling to believe in what God has done through the death and resurrection of 

Christ.  Jesus is using the parable to show that understanding and belief in God’s grace and 

unconditional forgiveness, would easily be reflected in by our own forgiveness of our sisters and 

brothers.  We think we understand God’s grace, we think we believe in unconditional forgiveness; but 

do we really? 

 Today is the 10
th

 anniversary of Sept 11, 2001.  Ten years later have we forgiven those 

responsible for the terrorist attacks?  Please don’t misunderstand me I am not making light of a horrific 

situation.  I am not saying we should have forgotten what happened by now.  What I am asking is, 

“Have we been able to let go of our resentment and anger?  Have we been able to stop demanding 

punishment or retaliation through more violence?” 

 In the parable, the community of believers aware of the wrong doing are greatly distressed and 

report to the lord all that had taken place.  The lord responds in anger saying, “You wicked slave, I 

forgave you all your debt because you pleaded with me.  Should you not have had mercy on your 

fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?  And then the lord handed the slave over to be tortured.”  And 

Jesus concludes with that verse that really stings, “So my heavenly father will also do to every one of 

you, if you do not forgive your brother or yours sister from your heart.” 

 Are we to understand from this because we often don’t forgive as God forgives that God will 

torture us? No, I don’t think so.  This is not our God.  If we look again at the example of September 

11
th

 we have to admit we haven’t totally forgiven like God forgives.  And because of this we do live 

somewhat of a tortured life.  We aren’t totally free.  We still live in fear.  I bet that some of you are 

thinking but we are Canadian that is the U.S. experience, not ours.  I agree as Canadians we don’t live 

in the same kind of fear as our sisters and brothers to the south, but we still aren’t completely free.  We 

fear those who are not like us.  Those of different faiths and cultures; those who struggle from mental 

illness; those who hold different theological beliefs; those who read the bible differently.  We don’t 

really always act like we believe what Christ has done for us on the cross, don’t always live like sin 

has been put to death. 

 We bring on this tortured existence ourselves.   God’s grace is not dependent on our behaviour.  

We don’t forgive as God forgives but God’s grace is not withdrawn.  In our lives and in the parable, it 

is the servant who picks the losing life, who chooses death.  His lord, our God chooses life.  God wants 

us to experience the freedom of forgiveness. By believing, we are released. We have the option of 

choosing life. God’s Spirit can enable us to accept forgiveness and offer it to others.  

This parable full of grace ends with a word of judgement, but that is not the end of the story.  In 

the end, grace always wins.  Our king has already forgiven our debts, our sins, our transgressions, our 

errors.  In the parable of the lost sheep Jesus asks, 
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 “What do you think?  If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone 

astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountain and go in search of the one that went 

astray?  And if he finds it truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than than over the ninety-nine 

that never went astray.  So it is not the will of your father in heaven that one of these little ones 

should be lost.”ii  

 

God’s love is stronger and deeper than our human pains and limitations.  Jesus wants us to experience 

the joy of resurrection!  

                                                 
i
 Robert Farar Capon, “Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in the Parables of Jesus” 

  (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.), 192-193. 
ii
 Matthew 18:12 


