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I want to open by saying that it is highly likely that I would not have been able to write this 

sermon a week ago.  The rich conversation we shared on Monday night, and the reflections and 

dialogs that stirred in and around me in the days since have me speaking to a particular question 

with far more clarity than I could have 6 days ago.  So, for those of you who were there on 

Monday night – thank you for the gift of that time.  For those of you who weren’t, this is the 

journey I’ve travelled this week.    

 

‘Is forgiveness (or should forgiveness be) a selfless act?’  That’s the question I found myself 

asking during our Bible study on Monday night.  ‘Is forgiveness (or should forgiveness be) a 

selfless act?’   

 

We need to start, however, with the theme of the week itself.  The word ‘mercy’ has a great 

number of connotations and contexts in our colloquial usage, but the framework of mercy 

towards which we are pointing, in the midst of our Lenten theme, is the mercy that is akin to 

forgiveness.  I had a lecturer back in seminary who once summed up grace and mercy by saying 

that, “Grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  Mercy is not receiving that which we 

do.”  Let me say that again, “Grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  Mercy is not 

receiving that which we do.”  In other words, grace is the unmerited gift we receive from 

another, while mercy is being spared from the repercussions or consequences of our misdeeds.  

They are often, especially in the Christian context, two sides of the same coin – but mercy is the 

forgiveness side.  Mercy is the forgiveness of God that we know in Christ, and mercy is the 

forgiveness that we are compelled to reflect to others.  The question I found myself asking on 

Monday night, however, was whether or not that forgiveness is, or should be, a selfless act.  Let 

me tell you what I mean by that. 

 

In an article he wrote 20 years ago titled, ‘Letting Go of the Role of Victim,” Rabbi Harold 

Kushner tells the story of a woman he counseled in his congregation… 

A woman in my congregation comes to see me.  She is a single mother, divorced, working to 

support herself and her three children.  She says to me, “since my husband walked out on us, 

every moth is a struggle to pay our bills.  I have to tell my kids we have no money to go to the 

movies, while he’s living it up with his new wife in another state.  How can you tell me to 
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forgive him?”  I answer her, “I’m not asking you to forgive him because what he did was 

acceptable.  It wasn’t; it was mean and selfish.  I’m asking you to forgive because he doesn’t 

deserve the power to live in your head and turn you into a bitter angry woman.  I’d like to 

see him out of your life emotionally as completely as he is out of it physically, but you keep 

holding on to him.  You’re not hurting him by holding on to that resentment, but you are 

hurting yourself.  

 

Now, how many of you listened to that tale and heard echoes of similar advice you’ve heard over 

the years?  How many of you took in that story from Rabbi Kushner and saw the wisdom of his 

counsel?  How many of you found yourselves nodding in agreement as you listened to his 

wisdom?  I’m guessing it’s not an unfamiliar concept to most – and it makes sense in so many 

ways.  But, how many of you actually wondered if such a perspective lives up to the forgiveness 

we are called to reflect to the world around us?  Because, I have to tell you, I just don’t think it 

does. 

 

Now, I want to be careful here, because Rabbi Kushner is, of course, not working from a basis of 

Christian theology.  He’s coming from a different place, and I respect that.  But, the story he tells 

is indicative of an approach to forgiveness that is just as pervasive in Christian circles. 

• You should forgive because it will take the weight off of your shoulders. 

• You should forgive because your anger is only hurting you and not the one who hurt you. 

• You should forgive because it will allow you to let go and move on. 

• You should forgive because forgiving allows you to find freedom from the wounds of the 

past. 

• You should forgive for you! 

 

It’s great and solid psychological advice.  It is reflective of real and true benefits of the act of 

forgiveness.  It’s absolutely true in every way.  It is great therapy.  But, at least from the 

Christian perspective, it is horrible theology.   

 

Consider this story from Matthew 18.  It opens with Peter asking Jesus how many times he 

should forgive someone who has wronged him.  ‘Should I forgive him seven times?’ Peter asks.  

‘Not seven,’ Jesus responds, ‘but seventy-seven.’  Some translations read ‘seventy times seven,’ 

but the point is that there is no tally.  No, it’s not 3 strikes and your out.  It’s not even seven 

strikes and your out.  Because, you just keep forgiving…seven times…seventy-seven 

times…seventy times seven times…you just keep forgiving!  That’s the point Jesus is trying to 

make here and, to put a face on it, he tells that story. 

 

We open with the servant who is called to account by his king.  He owes a massive debt.  I think 

the unfamiliarity of some of the words, here, can cloud the distinctively clear implications of the 

narrative.  The debt this servant owes his king is 10,000 talents.  For those of you who like math, 

a single talent was what the average laborer would earn over the course of 15 years.  So, you’re 

talking about a debt for which this man would have to work 150,000 years to repay.  You’re 

talking about an elementary school teacher with a 10 billion dollar debt.  But, really, that doesn’t 

even get to Jesus’ point.  You see, the talent was the largest denomination of money they had – 

and 10,000 was the largest number that they used.  So, the implication is very clear – the debt 
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this servant owes this king is more than any person could ever imagine and one that could never, 

ever, ever, ever, ever…be repaid. 

 

Facing this clearly insurmountable debt, the man drops to his knees and begins to plead with his 

king.  It’s there that the grace and mercy come in.  The king relinquishes the servant from the 

sentenced punishment, he spares him of the repercussions of his action, but then he goes one step 

further.  Not only does he give him what he asked for – not only does he spare him of the 

punishment – but he erases the debt entirely and sends him away a free man.  Do you remember 

where we started?  “Grace is receiving that which we do not deserve.  Mercy is not receiving that 

which we do.”  The moment of mercy was the moment in which the servant was granted a stay 

from his punishment, but that mercy was only step one as the man was then granted the 

unmerited gift of grace of being released of his indebtedness and sent away a free man.  I hope 

the parallels are clear to you here.  Jesus isn’t being coy in this story – the divine truth to which 

he is pointing doesn’t leave a lot of room for interpretation.  If you want to see the image of that 

servant whose unimaginable debt was cleared – go look in a mirror!  

 

The story continues on, of course, with our newly forgiven servant walking out a free man and 

encountering another who, in turn, owes money to him.  A denarii, a laborer would earn in a day.  

So, this is a meaningful amount that’s owed in this second portion of the story, but not even a 

pittance when compared to that which he had owed to his king.  Nonetheless, with absolutely no 

reflection of that which he has just received, he throws the other into prison and demands 

remuneration.  The king finds out about his heartless act, immediately relinquishes his previous 

act, and has our man thrown into prison to be tortured until his debt is paid in full.  “So my 

heavenly Father will also do to every one of you,” Jesus says, “if you do not forgive your brother 

or sister from your heart.” 

 

Now, we can get tied up in that last line pretty quickly, and I don’t want it to derail us here.  The 

cringe-inducing threat that seems to underline that phrase is worth conversation – but that’s for 

another place at another time.  It is also reflective, I think, of an undeniable truth that, in 

whatever way it plays out, God’s forgiveness of us, and our forgiveness of others are inextricably 

linked. 

• In the Lord’s prayer we ask God to forgive us, ‘as we forgive others.’ 

• Just after teaching that prayer, Jesus goes on in Matthew 6 to say that, “If you forgive 

others their debts, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.” 

• In Colossians 3 we are told to, “Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” 

• In Ephesians 4 we are reminded to “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving 

each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” 

 

I could keep going, but Scripture paints a picture of an inextricable link between the forgiveness 

we have received in God and the forgiveness we share with others – and that link comes right 

back to this story that we hear in Matthew 18.   

• We are the ones who owed that debt that could never be repaid.   

• We are the ones whose lives had accumulated a divine liability that was beyond measure 

and compare.   

• We are the ones who were to be those who would be dropping to their knees pleading for 

God’s mercy. 
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• And we are the ones who not only receive the mercy of being spared that debt, but also 

receive the grace of life everlasting in the glory of God.   

 

We are that guy – the one who is walking out of the kingdom a free-person because of the 

abundant grace and mercy of God, and that gift of God’s grace and mercy is that which should 

emanate from the depths of our hearts when our circumstances compel us to offer the same.  And 

that, my friends, is the rub! 

 

You see, that’s my struggle with the question with which I opened this message.  The story 

Rabbi Kushner shared is reflected so constantly in the Christian world.  ‘Forgive them for your 

sake.’  ‘Forgive the other so that you can feel better!’  It’s great therapy, but theologically, it 

misses the point.  In the quote from Samuel Calian with which we opened this morning he says it 

so plainly, “At the core of Christianity lies the doctrine of forgiveness.”  The grace and mercy of 

God shown to us in Jesus, the Christ, is the heart, the foundation, the core of why we are here.  

We are saved, we are reconciled to God, we are heaven-bound because the king looked upon our 

unimaginable debt with incomparable compassion and forgave it – and that is the compassion 

that we are to reflect to the world around us.   

 

Will we feel better when we forgive?  Sure.  Will it be good for our own well-being to stop 

allowing those who have wounded us to have that grasp on our lives.  Yes – no doubt.  But, is 

that the Christian basis for us to forgive?  No!   

• The Christian call to forgiveness is that inextricable link the mercy we extend to others 

and the mercy we know in God.   

• The Christian call to forgiveness is that we are that guy walking out of the kingdom a free 

person because of the grace and mercy of God in Jesus Christ, and that gift we have 

received should compel us to share the same with those around us.   

• The Christian call to forgiveness is a selfless one – a call to pardon the other for their 

misdeeds not because it will make me feel better, but because when I consider that for 

which God has forgiven me, there really is no way to imagine doing anything but 

extending the same to those by whom I have been wronged. 

 

Now, is that easy?  Of course not.  Will we ever fully ascend to such a lofty goal?  No.  But, I 

remain confident that that is the goal.  Forgiveness will serve us well in many ways, but the 

forgiveness we are called to pass on into this world is a selfless one – one never motivated by 

what it means to (or does for) me, but always driven by who I am in God, and how that core truth 

of our faith shapes the compassion and love I long to share with the other. 


