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Text: Matthew 18.21-35  
 What is it about forgiveness that’s so hard for us?  I mean, it’s easy enough to forgive the 

little things that don’t really matter much, but the bigger things—the times when someone has 

really gotten under our skin, really hurt us and done us something like a serious wrong—that’s a 

whole other story.  I hate to say it, but I know from my own experience what it is to cling to 

someone’s sin, to refuse to let it go, to imprison it in my heart and pull it out now and again to 

remind myself just how bad that person was, how poorly they treated me, how right I am to feel 

angry toward them.  And I pull it out in subtle ways to remind the other that things can never be 

put right, to remind the other that what they’ve done to me is... well, beyond forgiveness. 

 I suppose my hope is—in some way—to torture the other by clinging to their sin.  Isn’t 

that interesting? Isn’t that sad? 

 Jesus has—for all intents and purposes—told Peter and the other disciples that they are to 

forgive those who sin against them an infinite number of times (and don’t kid yourself, whether 

we choose to think the number is 77, or 70 times 7, or as Luke’s Jesus says 7 times a day which 

could grow to a ridiculous number over the passage of time), the idea is clearly that we’re to just  

v keep on forgiving the other over and over again... as long as it takes.  And after that sinks in for 

a moment Jesus goes on to tell this story of a king who calls his slaves to account for what they 

owe him.  And at the top of the list is this fellow who owes the king 10,000 talents.  And that’s 

not just a big number, that’s huge!  King Herod’s combined income from all the territories he 

held was only 900 talents a year; so this is more than ten times that amount. 

 That’s what this slave owed his master, and he couldn’t begin to pay him back so he 

pleaded for mercy, and—miraculously—the king relented and forgave him this incredible debt.  

Now I don’t know if any of you have ever been in debt before, but even a relatively small 

amount of debt can be a huge burden.  It can feel crushing, all-consuming; it can leave you 

feeling hopeless, like you can never burrow your way out.  So just imagine what this incredible 

amount of debt would have felt like, and imagine how amazing it must have felt to be freed of 

that debt.   

 That slave must have been just about floating out of the room once he was forgiven.  But 

something odd happens.  On the way out he meets someone who owes him a very small sum, and 

the slave who’d been forgiven for that huge debt just can’t bring himself to forgive the slave who 

owed him the much smaller amount.  And you just heard the story, so you know how the master 

called him back in, and because he’d been so heartless with his fellow slave the master had him 

imprisoned and tortured until he paid that vastly greater sum back.  And Jesus warns his disciples 

that they’d better forgive others from their hearts or God will treat them just like the king treated 

that unmerciful slave. 

 I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gone through this parable with folks and the thing 

that rises to the top for them is: “So God might renounce our forgiveness and send us to hell 

forever.”  And I’m left thinking... sorry, but I really don’t think that’s the point.  The point is that 

each of us has an unimaginable debt—that we can never pay God back for—and God forgives us 

out of the kindness of God’s heart for every bit of it; everything... And that ought to change us; it 

ought to impact us deep inside and shake us and remake us into the most gracious people the 

world has ever seen; people who are so filled with the joyful hope of the extent of God’s 

goodness that we race out to share just that same kind of forgiveness with others. 

 But far too often we don’t.  Instead we hold onto our neighbor’s guilt and use it to torture 

them.  It’s like we’re not even satisfied sending them off to prison for their punishment like that 

king did in the story; we want to swing the whip, we want to turn the crank on the rack.  And we 

do it with just little grimace, a little furrowed brow when we’re in their presence, a 
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condescending look that reminds them of that time, reminds them of the scars we carry, the 

grievance we have; these are the chains we’ve wrapped them in.  Only the deeper truth is that the 

sins we cling to—their sins that we cling to and refuse to forgive in order to torture them—are 

actually torturing us.  It’s those sins that we refuse to forgive that fester in our own hearts, turn 

us inside, keep us locked in the chains of the past, keep us from knowing the joy of forgiveness. 

 Why is forgiveness so hard for us?  What is it that makes us so reluctant to forgive the 

other?  I know I’m not perfect, and I thank God pretty much every day for forgiving my sins.  

So, why am I so slow to forgive the sins of others?  Oh, sometimes I mouth the words, “Of 

course I’ve forgiven you.”  But my heart knows something different.  My heart knows I’m not 

ready to relinquish it yet; I must hold onto it, it’s “My precious.” 

 Remember Gollum in the Lord of the Rings.  He clutched onto that golden ring so long 

that it warped him, it stripped him of his humanity, it turned him into a shrunken, foul, self-

centered monster.  I don’t know that Tolkien meant that ring to have anything to do with 

forgiveness, but that’s a pretty darned good illustration I think. That’s certainly what happens to 

us when we are so greedy to hold onto the sins and shortcomings of our neighbors.  We think it’s 

torturing them; in reality it’s only us that we’re hurting.   

 When Jesus proclaims that those who fail to forgive their brother or sister from their 

hearts will receive the same treatment as that slave that was imprisoned and tortured until he paid 

off the entire debt... in a way he was only stating what has always been true.  You don’t really 

need to bring hell or God’s judgement into the conversation at all.  It’s a simple fact of human 

nature: that which we fail to forgive becomes for us our own prison cell and our own tormentor; 

a cell that we can remain in forever, or leave whenever we choose to truly forgive the one who 

has offended us from our hearts. 

 I always feel like it’s important whenever I talk about forgiveness to note that forgiving 

another person doesn’t necessarily mean that we place ourselves and our loved ones back in the 

path of the danger of the-one-who-has-hurt-us-before’s potential actions in the future.  I mean we 

can forgive someone and still set boundaries; perhaps forgiving someone doesn’t mean forgetting 

what happened and declining the lessons of the past.  Forgiving means that we choose to no 

longer hold the past against them.  We choose to say, “as far as I’m concerned I hold no ill will 

toward you; as far as I’m concerned I hope life will be good to you from here on out; as much as 

it’s up to me I hope you’ve grown through your experience and you’re able to go into the future 

a better person, just as I hope to go into the future a better person myself.  I release you, I release 

my grievances, I release my attempts to control your future, I release you.  Go in peace.” 

 And—since we used the image of the Lord of the Rings earlier—now I picture a hobbit 

standing on a precipice high above the fires of Mt. Doom holding the ring out in his clutched 

hand wanting desperately to drop it into the fires that will destroy it forever, but also wanting—

just as desperately—to hold onto it... to hold onto the power and the comfort of that ring because 

it was—after all—“his precious.”   And I wonder how many of us are like that hobbit, how many 

of us have time and time again climbed that mountain with that ring in our hand—for our 

purposes a ring of power we hold over someone else—and stood on that ledge struggling to 

release their guilt and let it go, let it vanish and melt in the flames below. 

 Christ Jesus let our every sin, every guilt, every harmful action and mean and selfish 

thought go while he stood—not on that precipice, but pinned to that cross that we put him on.  

That’s the picture of the extent of the loving forgiveness of our king who releases us from the 

shame and short fallings of our past.  May our hearts be filled with solemn thankfulness, and 

may we be transformed by his love into true lovers ourselves; ready, willing, and able to release 

the sins of others as he has so graciously released our own...  Amen 


