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The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 19—Year A 
Genesis 50:15-21 
Psalm 103:(1-7) 8-13 
Romans 14:1-12 
Matthew 18:21-35 
 
Oh, I love Peter, and today, he’s pondering the limits of forgiveness. He understands the need for a little 
bit of forgiveness, but how far do we really want to take this Jesus? I mean, if we keep on forgiving, 
won’t that just encourage more bad behavior? Peter lands on seven times. Think about it, that’s a pretty 
generous extension of forgiveness. Somebody does you wrong seven times, and you forgive them seven 
times back? I’m with Peter on this—that’s extending a lot of charity, a lot of grace. And Jesus, darn him, 
comes back with “Oh no, not seven times, but,” and here the Greek is ambiguous, it’s either “seventy-
seven times” or “seventy x seven times,” which is 490 times. In other words, “more times than you can 
possibly, possibly imagine.” 
 
Then, Jesus tells a parable about a king who wishes to settle accounts. One of his slaves owes him a 
humongous debt—10,000 talents, or about $2.5 billion dollars in today’s money, or about 150,000 
years’ worth of wages. And as he couldn’t pay, the king ordered that the slave and his wife and their 
children and all their possessions be sold to make payment. The slave begs the king for patience, 
promising to pay everything. And the king felt compassion and set the servant free and forgave the 
debt, completely.  
 
The slave no longer leaves the king’s presence than he runs into a fellow slave who owes him 100 
denarii, about $45 in today’s money, or in that time, about one-third of year’s wages for a typical day 
laborer. The newly forgiven slave seizes his fellow slave by the throat demanding to be paid what he 
is owed. The fellow slave pleads with him to be patient, promises to pay him. Newly forgiven slave’s 
patience is, well, zero. He threw his fellow slave into prison until he would pay the debt, not really 
taking into account that it’s hard to pay off your debt when you can’t work. 
 
Now to my mind, to run up a debt of $2.5 billion dollars tells me that one is living a pretty extravagant 
lifestyle, and then not to be able to let $45 dollars go? Wow. That is one brittle soul. To have received 
lavish amounts of grace from someone, and then to be incapable of paying that forward, even just a 
little? Ooof. 
 
Well, some fellow slaves see this go down, and they are distressed by this, so they go to their lord, and 
tell him what they’ve witnessed. Then his lord summoned newly forgiven slave and said to him, ‘You 
wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had 
mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his lord handed him over to be 
tortured until he would pay his entire debt.  
 
Then Jesus wraps this up this parable with a rather stern warning to the disciples: So my heavenly Father 
will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart. 
 
I’m not much fond of Jesus deploying an image of torture in a parable and then spinning that out to 
that’s what God’s going to do to us if we can’t get with this forgiveness thing. So, I did what I often 
do when something doesn’t make sense; I go hunting up the Greek.  
 
In the Greek, the lord delivers this slave to the jailers till he should pay all his debt. And “the jailer” 
is translated as “the torturer” and “the torturer” is “one who elicits the truth by use of the rack, an 
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inquisitor.” Oddly, that image makes me feel better. The slave who can’t forgive is handed over to 
someone who is going to press him to comes to terms with the truth of his inability to forgive, and 
that process is never comfortable.  
 
Jesus is saying, when we can’t forgive a brother or sister from our heart, when we cling to 
resentment, to what we are owed, to how we have been done wronged, somehow, some way, God’s 
going to place us in a space where the Spirit can make a searching inquiry of our heart and elicit the 
truth, bring us to terms, with the truth about our own hardness of heart, and that’s going to be a 
hard and uncomfortable journey. God’s goal in this isn’t to punish us, but to soften our hearts into a 
posture of forgiveness knowing that forgiveness is actually what sets us free. 
 
We all have the experience of yearning for some forgiveness, yearning for some grace from a fellow 
brother or sister when we’ve blown it, and we all have the experience of how freeing it is when that 
forgiveness comes, especially when we feel we don’t merit that grace. And we all have the experience 
of getting stuck and not being able to extend forgiveness and grace to someone who has hurt us. Jesus 
knows this about us. And Jesus knows that, in the process of human living, the need to extend grace 
and forgiveness comes up over and over again. We struggle to do it, and we will be given a jillion 
chances to practice it. But this is our work as followers of Jesus called to heal a world that is full of 
human beings who sin against, and just plain hurt, one another. 
 
This is partly what Paul is getting at today in Romans. Our ability to quarrel over opinions is extreme. 
In his time, it was over whether one ate only vegetables OR ate meat—vegetarians and vegans 
despising meat-eaters and vice versa—hurling vicious judgments at each other. If they’d had the 
internet, you can only imagine what would have been flying.  
 
Makes me think of how we are handling the wearing of masks in our time, or how we view those who 
hold a different political perspective in this election season.  
 
And Paul reminds us that, in the end, God has welcomed them all; God welcomes us all. Paul gives us 
that beautiful language that we hear in our Burial Rite: We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die 
to ourselves. 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. None of us engages our living OR our dying in isolation—
forever and always, we are the Lord’s, and through him, we belong to one another.  
 
Paul goes on to say that each of us will be accountable to God. It’s not an EITHER/OR with forgiveness 
and accountability—if you forgive, there’s no accountability OR if you hold accountable, you’re not 
really forgiving—but it’s always a BOTH/AND—BOTH forgiveness AND accountability are integral 
to living as those who belong to the Lord and belong to one another. 
 
And in Genesis this morning, Joseph shows us this morning how powerful, how beautiful it is when one 
has done their work around forgiveness and let go of wrongs done to us.  
 
The long and hard road to forgiveness, and it IS long and hard, sets us free to look beyond the pain 
of now and see a transformed future that only becomes possible when we release our judgments and 
resentments and see God’s hand shaping something new, even amidst actions done that were so 
wrong. This is the beautiful and wise “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it 
for good” spoken from Joseph’s lips, delivered with a heavy dose of reassurance and kindness. God 
can work with anything. Joseph has gotten to the deep water that allows him to know that the only way 
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through the famine that is to come is hold fast to his relationships with his brothers, and you can’t 
HOLD FAST when you are still HOLDING ON to a desire for retribution and revenge.  
 
Forgiveness set Joseph free, and then Joseph was free to set his brothers free. And that had ripple 
effects for generations. How we move through the conflicts NOW will ripple out for a long, long 
time to come. 
 
As you think about the conflicts in your own life, or in the life of our world right now, where are you 
holding on to judgments, where are you in need of forgiveness, how are you handling those who’ve 
wronged you, where do you need to forgive? Where are you stuck and where is your heart hard?  
 
How might the Spirit be doing a deep and searching inquiry of your heart to elicit the truth of that 
hardness, SO THAT you can be set free, and THEN get on with the work of setting others free?  
 
What does it mean to you that we belong to one another, and that in the big, big picture, we are the 
Lord’s, and so is the person who mystifies us with their choices? 
 
In the days and weeks and months ahead, we’ll have plenty of chances to practice all of these things—
not just seven times, but seventy-seven times, maybe even seven x seventy times, enough times that 
maybe we’ll finally learn how to let go of our hard heart and embrace a softer one. Amen. 
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