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Matthew 18:23-35

Heavenly Father, we ask that you keep us from the deception of

the devil who would like us to stand before you on the basis of

justice by refusing forgiveness to repentant brothers.  Lead us

to stand before you, rather, on the basis of mercy, by declaring

us forgiven in Christ Jesus, your Son, of the impossible debt that

we could never pay back to you, and forgiven, bring forth the

fruit of faith in our lives to forgive as you have forgiven us. And

now we ask that you would bless the words of my mouth and

the meditation of our hearts. In Jesus name, Amen.

Part I

We find ourselves in the season of fall. This fall it has been

enjoyable to drive down the streets and look at the changing

colors of the trees. There have been brilliant reds, oranges and

yellows. To be sure, the colors are short lived. Now the rains are

knocking the leaves off. Soon the trees will be bare.



During the fall season, we also find ourselves in the church’s

season of Michaeltide. It is the time of the church year that we

reflect on the fact that the church on earth is in a struggle. It is

a struggle with the devil and his evil host.

It all began four weeks ago when we heard that the devil and

his evil host were cast out of heaven - down to earth - having

great wrath. In his wrath, we heard that the devil seeks to lead

the little ones of the Father into faith destroying sin.

...but the Father DOES NOT WANT any of his little ones to

perish. They are the ones the Father adopted in baptism  - the

ones who despair of their own worthiness and depend upon

the Father’s Son for salvation. So when one of his little ones,

● deceived by the devil,

● wanders into faith destroying sin,

the Father seeks to rescue him.



That leads Jesus to describe a process to rescue a little one - a

straying brother. He says

● If your brother sins against you, go to him one on one.

Show him his fault. If he listens you have gained your

brother.

● If he does not, then take two or three witnesses. They are

to testify to the truth of the issue. If the straying brother

listens, you have gained your brother. If he does not, then

it is to be taken to the church.

● If he won’t listen to the church, then he is to be told that

his sins are bound to him; that he can no longer be

regarded as a Chistian brother; if he repents, he is to be

loosed from his sin; to be welcomed back as a brother.

Jesus has ONE PURPOSE in mind with this process - to rescue a

brother from faith destroying sin; to rescue him from the devil’s

grasp.



After hearing Jesus’ teaching, Peter has a question. He gets it

that Jesus wants us to loose the repentant sinner from his sin.

He gets that, but he THINKS there is a limit. So Peter asks: How

many times shall I forgive my brother? Seven times?

He is surprised when Jesus responds: Not seven times, but

seventy times seven. That is to say, forgiveness is to have NO

LIMITS.

That is the CONTEXT of today’s parable. The parable has two

parts. Let’s begin by looking at Part 1.

Part II

In it a king decides to call in and settle accounts with his

workers. The first worker called in, owned ten thousand talents.

One talent, it is estimated, was worth about twenty years

wages. This worker owed ten thousand talents - some two

hundred thousand years wages.



It was such a fantastically high debt he COULD NOT POSSIBLY

pay it back - EVER. So the king ordered a most degrading

punishment. The worker and his family were to pay with their

lives - be sold into slavery.

Upon hearing the punishment, the worker begged that the king

have pity on him. He promised to pay back the debt. The king

did have pity. He knew that the worker could never pay him

back, so he did FAR MORE than the worker ever imagined; he

canceled the ENTIRE debt. The king let the worker go.

Jesus says this is LIKE the Kingdom of heaven. So let’s connect

the dots. You and I are like the worker. We owe a debt to God so

fantastically high that we could not pay him back - EVER. We

could not EVEN THOUGH our old Adam foolishly thinks we are

able to work some of it off

● by being on our best behavior;

● by making up for it with good works.



But, it simply is just not possible. The only thing we deserve is

to pay with our lives. The apostle put it: The wages of sin is

death.

Then there is the king. The king is like God. God saw that we

could not pay him back. Because we cannot, he had pity on us.

He does not hold the impossibly huge debt we owe him against

us. He does not, because the Father charged all our sins to

Jesus. Jesus paid for them in his death.

… and the Father accepted his payment. He did by raising his

Son from the dead. It was God’s declaration to the world; to you

that: He does not charging [your] sins against [you]. It means to

say; Your sins are paid for IN FULL! Your ENTIRE debt is

cancelled. You are set free.

Part II

That brings us to Part 2 of the parable. One the way out of the

king’s presence, the forgiven debtor found a coworker. The



coworker owed the forgiven debtor a hundred denarii. One

denarii was worth one day’s wages. This coworker owed the

forgiven debtor some four months wages. The four months

wages he owed - while a significant debt - is FAR FAR LESS than

the two hundred thousand years wages the forgiven debtor

owed the king.

Yet, the forgiven debor became violent with his coworker. He

laid hands on him; began to choke him; demanded immediate

payment. When the coworker pleaded for pity and promised to

pay back, the forgiven debtor turned deaf ear. Instead, the

forgiven debtor cast the coworker into debtors’ prison.

Some other coworkers saw it. They reported it to the king. The

king was angry. He called the forgiven debtor back and had him

cast into debtors’ prison. The forgiven debtor got what he had

coming to him.



Again, we need to connect the dots. Jesus does it for us:

So my heavenly Father also will do to you if each of you,

from his heart, does not forgive his brother his tresspasses.

Jesus’ point is this: His Father has had pity on us; He DOES NOT

charge the impossibly huge debt of our sins against us. He does

not BECAUSE he charged them to his Son. We, in turn, have

been set free. No sin stands between us and the Father.

If we, on the other hand, refuse to forgive our brother; refuse

to forgive his debt owed us, though significant, we are acting

like the unmerciful forgiven debtor. We are saying by our

actions that there is A LIMIT to mercy; that our brother should

pay for his sin; that justice be done.

The devil wants us to believe this; and our old Adam wants us

to buy in - to buy into the misbelief that we have a right to feel

justified holding grudges, and holding grudges refuse to forgive

a repentant brother.



But here is the problem with that. When we refuse forgiveness

to a repentant brother, it is faith destroying for us. It is, because

refusing to forgive means that we are STANDING ON THE BASIS

OF justice BEFORE GOD.

To be sure, there is a place for justice. That is the duty of the

kingdom of the world, that is, the government and its legal

system. Government is God’s agent to get justice for the debt

owed to the victim.

Whether or not the government fulfills its duty or abuses it, is

another matter. The point is, it is the government's duty to get

justice. As citizens of the world, we have the right and duty to

use these means; TO GIVE these matters of justice TO GOD’S

AGENTS.

That is to say: The government, the kingdom of the world,

operates ON THE BASIS OF the law. The law is God’s way of



getting the attention of the lawbreaker; of SHOWING HIM the

greater debt owed to God.

While the kingdom of the world operates on the basis of the

law, the kingdom of heaven, the church, operates on a

DIFFERENT basis. It operates not on the basis of the law, but on

the gospel; not on the basis of justice, but on mercy. That is

what the church is all about. It is about handing out God’s

mercy TO THOSE crushed by the law.

God has mercifully done that for you. He does not give you

what you deserve; does not refuse to forgive you who sinned

against him; does not limit forgiveness. Instead, he fully, freely

and WITHOUT limits forgives you all your sins in Christ Jesus.

With all your debt mercifully cancelled by God, a FRUIT OF

FAITH, is that God's mercy shown to you, in turn, flows over to

repentant brothers.



So Jesus teaches us to depend, like a little child, upon our

Father for this mercy. He does by teaching us to pray: Father,

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass

against us. The catechism explains:

We pray that God would not look on our sins, nor on their

account deny our prayer, but give us everything by grace

for we daily sin much and deserve nothing but

punishment; and we, on our part, will heartily forgive

those who sin against us.

Part IV

That is what the church, the kingdom of heaven, consists of -

forgiven sinners, forgiven brothers and sisters of the Father. As

such, Paul wrote in our Philippians reading that we have a:

“fellowship in the gospel.” That means we forgiven debtors are

joined together in a partnership. It is a partnership in the

gospel; a partnership joined together by God’s mercy in Christ

Jesus.



We give expression to that partnership in many ways.

● We worship together, commune together, pray together.

● We see one another as brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus.

● We seek the straying brother whom the devil has led into

faith destroying sin.

In short, together we promote the cause of the gospel,

encourage one another in the faith, and seek to rescue the

straying.

We do, Paul writes:

Being confident of this very thing, that he who has begun a

good work in you will complete it until the day of Jesus

Christ.

God began the good work in you in your baptism. In those

waters, he mercifully declared you debt free, forgiven of all you

sin in Christ Jesus, set free for heaven. What God began, God

will complete. By means of his Word and Sacrament,

● God will keep you from the devil’s faith destroying

attempts to get you to stand on justice before him;



● God will, instead, keep your faith in the mercy he has

shown you and your repentant brother in Christ Jesus.

Part V

Now, here at the altar, Jesus hands out his mercy to you and

me; and to our repentant brothers and sisters. So, he gives you

his body broken for you; his blood shed for you. By means of

them, he mercifully declares to each one of you: Your debt is

paid for - cancelled in full. You are set free for heaven. Come

and lay hold of my mercy.  Amen!




