
“Why Forgive?” 
Matthew 18:21-35 

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
September 17, 2017 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the Gospel reading, highlighted by the parable of the 
unforgiving servant. 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Last week, Jesus taught us through clear discourse that we 

are to humble ourselves as children of God and thus be willing to 

love one another by defending one another from temptation, calling 

one another to repentance, and forgiving one another’s trespasses 

against us as we have been forgiven by our heavenly Father.  

 As the reading continues, so does the lesson. If last week’s 

text concluded by focusing on the “how to” of forgiveness (go to 

your brother, show him his fault, take two or three, tell it to the 

church, etc.), this week’s verses really answer the “why” of forgiving 

my brother.  

 At face value, the question is “how often” do I forgive my 

brother… that’s what Peter asks. And, to Peter’s credit, he asks, 

“Lord shall I forgive my brother seven times.” (According to scholars, 

Jewish law required forgiveness three times – Peter more than 

doubles that!). But, of Jesus’ answer - “70 and 7”, we sinners may 

think mathematically, so that we legalistically start our tally sheets… 

“boy, we’re going to keep that tally, even if we have to get to 77 or 
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490… whatever Jesus meant by 70 times and 7! And once we get 

there, no more!” 

 But, let us learn to not hear his words with tally marks in 

mind. Instead, hear it in the Greek and you’ll hear “phonetically” just 

how much more Jesus wants us to forgive: Peter says, “How about 

hepta” (seven) times. Jesus says, “not hepta, but hebdo-mei-kontakis 

hepta.” Okay, time to put away the tally marks. Just forgive your 

penitent brother.  

 But this begs a deeper question. The question of “how many 

times” is a surface level question… dig deeper to the question of 

“why”… “why do I forgive my brother”, and – if you learn the answer 

to that question, you won’t even bother to ask “how many times.” 

 So Jesus teaches in parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be 

compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants.” 

How many of us sinners, feeling the heat of the call to repentance, 

immediately put God on the defensive: “Why are you seeking to 

settle accounts with debtors? What kind of a loving God tries to 

collect on the debt? That’s not loving!” 

 It is not “unloving” or “wicked” for the king to settle accounts 

with his servants… or for God to call sinners to repentance. Do we 

forget that this is our status before our God – debt-incurring sinners 

(as Paul reminds the Romans, “To the one who works <who relies on 

his own righteousness>, there’s only debt!”)? And “rely on our 

righteousness” is what we do every time we go against God’s will!  
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Debt-bearing sinners are we in our own righteousness; yet 

how often do we consider ourselves equal contractual partners with 

God rather than beggars deep in debt before the king who for the 

sake of his own integrity must settle accounts? 

 And, isn’t that what God does when he calls us to 

repentance? He calls us to have our accounts settled by laying our 

debt at the feet of Jesus, our intercessor. Christ died to pay the 

world’s debt universally so that sinners may now in time lay their 

debt at his nail-pierced feet and repent of that sin and have it 

forgiven because of the merit of and by the promises of Christ.  

So, it would be wrong to view this parable as an end-of-life 

settlement. It’s wrong to buy into that phrase of ‘Americana’ that 

one “goes to meet his maker” as if to finally settle accounts. 

Accounts are settled in the forgiveness of sins, where the penitent 

are brought by absolution right back to the benefits and promises of 

baptism: “Do you not recall that you have been baptized into Christ 

Jesus, that you may appeal to his blood and merit, and beg with 

confidence before the king to have mercy on your debt because 

Christ has paid for it?!” 

 Now, if someone doesn’t want to live covered by Christ 

crucified, if someone is offended by the notion that he still depends 

on Christ crucified, fine – pay the debt yourself – all ten thousand 

talents of it!... thousands of lifetimes worth of wages.  



  4 

                                                                   4 

 The beginning of this parable has painted a pretty bleak 

picture for us, hasn’t it. We can’t pay our debt; never will be able! 

But, Jesus isn’t done… he reminds us of one thing more… our sins 

have consequences on our loved ones: From the parable, “The king 

ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he 

had.” You see, friends, when you are unwilling to admit the debt you 

owe in repentance, when you are unwilling to hear the Lord’s call 

and his gracious dealing with you through Christ crucified, your 

stubbornness has consequences on those you love. I don’t mean to 

suggest that they sacrificially pay your debt; but – as God forewarns 

– the faithlessness of the godless has ramifications to the third and 

fourth generations of your own descendants… those who grew up 

watching you not repent, defy God’s will, be indifferent to his mercy, 

try to worship God on Sundays and live a totally secular life the other 

six days of the week?… that all has ramifications and consequences, 

doesn’t it? The ripple effect continues for generations, so that wife 

and children and all we have are taught and tainted by our sin. How 

much do we have to repent of, to settle accounts for, and we are 

unable! 

 The parable continues: “The servant fell on his knees, 

imploring him.” Literally, “falling, he worshipped.” He proskyneo-ed; 

he begged like a dog, kissed the ring of his master, and he cries “be 

patient, be  – long-suffering!) This is sometimes how 

we beg, isn’t it? – “just give me more time, God. I’ll eventually be 
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able to do what I need to save myself.” Sometimes, we are too 

embarrassed by our debt to ask God to simply forgive it; we would 

rather not place it on Christ because we want to protect our 

reputation, and it’s simply too shameful to place it all on Christ. We 

wouldn’t dare expect God to simply forgive our debt! That’s too 

much grace; that’s too easy.  

 But that’s exactly what he does. Jesus explains in the parable: 

“Out of great pity (that’s the same Greek word as when Jesus looks 

on the 5000 and has gut-wrenching compassion on them)… out of 

great pity, the king released and forgave him.” As we said last week, 

the Father is not a tyrant only placated by the blood of Christ. 

Rather, as Paul reminds the Romans, “ By Christ we are saved by 

God’s wrath; more than that, we rejoice in God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ.” We rejoice in the Father, as true children rejoice in 

their dear Father… just as, last week (recall), Jesus described the man 

who went out looking for the one lost sheep, then concluded by 

saying, “So it is not the will of my Father that one of these little ones 

should perish.” The King of the kingdom of heaven is no tyrant; he 

forgives you freely for the sake of the sacrifice of Christ. 

 Now, notice what Jesus has done with the beginning of this 

parable. He has already answered the question, “why?” Why do you 

forgive your penitent brother? Because you know what it means to 

be forgiven. 
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 But, to drive this point home, Jesus teaches us to be appalled 

by the servant who won’t turn around and forgive his fellow servant. 

Here, our fellow servant owes us a hundred denarii (for comparison, 

that’s about 1/600,000 of what you owed the king - think of the very 

worst way you have been sinned against by a brother, and how 

weighty that is in your mind… and Jesus says it’s only 1/600,000 as 

weighty as how you have sinned against God), and yet, in a complete 

lack of Christian love, the servant who is forgiven so much won’t 

forgive so little. 

 Is that how we see our brother in the church? – we forget the 

divine gifts and almighty power of baptism, absolution, the 

Sacrament of the altar, the proclamation of Christ crucified… we 

forget all of that as soon as we see our brother who gets under our 

skin and it makes our blood boil and we say, “I’m holding a grudge 

against him… even after he repents!” That’s exactly what Jesus sees 

in our heart, isn’t it?... for his parable continues, “seizing him, he 

began to choke him.” 

 When you stubbornly have anger in your heart toward your 

brother, you seize him and – quite honestly – you begin to choke the 

faith right out of him. He may be burdened in conscience; he may be 

fully aware of the debt he owes you; he may be ashamed of it all; 

and yet, all you do by treating him with such contempt is begin to 

choke out of him any hope that the Gospel we confess is actually a 

Gospel we by which we live.  
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 Isn’t this also why we ought be quick to forgive our penitent 

brother? Because it confesses to him our mutual hope in Christ 

crucified – that His blood covers a multitude of sins… not just yours, 

but your brother’s also.  

 Now, Jesus does something extraordinary in his parable… 

and we often fail to see it: he continues: “The fellow servant fell 

down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay 

you.’”  

 What does that sound like? Isn’t it almost word-for-word the 

pleading the first servant had done at the feet of the king? The same 

falling, the same begging for  (long suffering). What 

ought we to make of it? How does Jesus here add to the depth of our 

understanding that we ought forgive our brother?:  

 These words ought remind you that your brother’s 

repentance to you is also repentance before the King. Remember that 

‘forgiveness’ is shorthand for ‘forgiveness of sins.’ There’s an 

objective reality to it that can’t be dismissed. You ought not trivialize 

forgiveness into ‘feelings about one another.’ This is a question of 

one’s objective debt to you and – as a fellow servant of the King – his 

objective debt to the King, according to the first commandment, 

which he has broken in sinning against you! 

And so, as he pleads for your forgiveness, he also pleads 

forgiveness before God – not just emotionally, not just so that you 

two can get along together, but objectively, because the debt of sin 
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needs to settled.  And when you realize that you have now become a 

‘mouthpiece’ of God’s dealing with this sinner pleading your mercy 

for his sin against you, do you shatter his hope in God’s grace and 

God’s forgiving of his debt as you grab him and wring him by the 

neck, “No, I will not forgive you”? Or do you downplay it, “Oh it’s 

okay… it doesn’t really matter” or do you hold a grudge, “Fine… I’ll 

forgive you, but now I get to hold it over you and remind you of it 

constantly!” Is that what you – a mouthpiece of God – are to teach 

your brother about God’s will toward the penitent? 

 Jesus drives home the final point: “[The first servant] refused 

[to forgive] and went and put him in prison.” And that’s exactly what 

you do to your brother when you won’t forgive him freely. 

 Now let me clarify that: You have no authority to objectively 

withhold the forgiveness of sins from your brother where Christ 

freely forgives, just as you cannot forgive where Christ’s Word binds. 

But you can speak falsely to your brother and weigh down his 

conscience with a false burden that he is still bound in his sins… and 

you thereby drive him to despair: What a crushing blow you can deal 

to your penitent brother’s faith when you – in the anger and 

stubbornness of your heart – do not see in him how God in Christ has 

forgiven you, and so you lead him to believe that he is not forgiven, 

that he is bound in the chains of his sin, in the dungeon of the 

Almighty, never to see the light of the eternal day.  
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 No wonder the master summoned the first servant and said, 

“You wicked servant!... should you not have had mercy on your 

fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” 

 Now we understand why Jesus concludes our text as he does: 

“So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you if you do not 

forgive your brother from your heart.” Now we understand that. 

Sadly, how many cite this verse out of context; they read Matthew 

18:35 without reading 21-34 and they say, “Aha! If I want to be 

forgiven, I need to do something for God first”… as if this is a ‘you 

scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’ proposition. God’s dealing with 

you is no quid pro quo. Jesus doesn’t teach us to pray, “Forgive us 

our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us” as if to 

teach us to barter, “Look, God, look how much I love others. Now 

you owe me forgiveness!” Rather, Jesus teaches us to look at our 

fellow brother in sin, call him to repentance, and – when he repents 

– recognize that this one for whom Christ died is to hear that 

proclamation of the Gospel: “In Christ, God forgives you. Who am I 

to withhold forgiveness from one whom God forgives?”  

 Such is the harmony of life at the foot of the cross, as fellow 

servants of the kingdom of grace… that we may not only learn from 

Jesus, but in this harmony be strengthened by Him, partaking of His 

very body and blood given for us, that we may live with faith in the 

King and fervent love toward one another. 

 
In the Name of the Father 
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And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
September 17, 2017 


