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Year A – Matthew 18:21-35 

September 17, 2017 

 

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

Christ! 

 Prior to becoming a pastor, I spent many years in the insurance business.  

Most of that time I worked as a claims adjuster.  The company I worked for was a 

commercial lines company writing accounts for business such as hotels, 

restaurants, trucking companies, contractors and also churches.  It is hard to 

recall the thousands of claims I handles so many years ago but I do recall bits of a 

claim filed by a church.  It had come to their attention through various audits that 

funds be directed out of their account by means of checks that were being written 

to false entities for services that were never performed, fictitious receipts and 

invoices were found to justify these payments, deposits short changed, and 

basically any means possible to divert funds from the work of the church and into 

the hands of a single individual who had control of basically all of the 

congregation’s finances.  It wasn’t a big congregation and they were doing things 

the way it had always been done.  They trusted this individual and never thought 

this would be possible.  All in all I recall it was something along the lines of 

$25,000 that had been embezzled over the duration of many years – a bit here, a 
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bit there, and in time those small bits added up to a large sum.  After discovering 

the loss, being compensated under their insurance policy, and following a criminal 

investigation the congregation took steps to put guidelines in place to make sure 

this didn’t happen again. 

 However, what I recall has nothing to do with that.  Following the receipt of 

a new claim it is the adjuster’s job to make contacts, gather the facts, talk to all 

parties who have knowledge of what happened, obtain the police report, and 

then review the insured’s policy to determine if there is coverage.  In this instance 

most of conversations were with the pastor and the council president who 

advised me what had happened, how the missing funds were discovered, who the 

perpetrator was, etc.  I expected to hear how upset they were or how much they 

wanted this individual punished and their money returned.  Yet, that is not what I 

heard.  Yes, the police were investigating and charges would be filed.  This 

individual was to be held accountable for the wrongs she had done.  Yet, the 

pastor and the council president openly talked about how they had forgiven her 

and the congregation was being called to respond in a similar manner.  This was, 

after all, their sister in Christ whom they were united to.  Had she made a 

grievous mistake?  Yes.  However, she had also sought genuine repentance for 

what she had done.  Upon discussing this matter with her they discovered that 
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she had developed an addiction to gambling at the casino in a nearby town.  It 

had grasped hold of her so much that she had lost nearly everything and didn’t 

see any other way out.  Perhaps we should have recognized it the pastor said.  

Nonetheless, what was done was done.  It was how they would respond that 

would identify them as a community of Christ rooted in the divine grace and 

forgiveness to which Jesus calls the church to, that we see Joseph extend to his 

brothers after they sold him into slavery, or even the call to not pass judgement 

on another brother or sister Paul calls the young church to in Romans.  Both the 

council president and pastor acknowledged the congregation was already taking 

steps to help their sister receive counseling services and help for her gambling 

addiction prior to any jail time she might have to serve.  Already, they had 

welcomed her back into the community.  They were responding to the call to walk 

with her despite the hurt and loss she had inflicted on the community.  Yes, there 

were some who were not so welcoming, forgiving, or accepting.  After all, 

forgiveness is not easy stuff.  Yet, the council president as I recall said something 

along the lines of this.  Once we got by the initial hurt, frustration, anger, and 

even revenge we sought.  He admitted that is what his heart wanted.  We realized 

we had a decision to make.  We could harbor these ill feelings.  We could become 

bitter and resentful.  We could even carry guilt that this should have never 



4 
 

happened if we had proper policies in place to limit control of funds to one 

specific person.  We could have done all of that but then where would we be?  

They saw this as a defining moment in how the truly live out their calling as 

disciples’ of Christ and in forgiving they found life.  They were freed from those 

feeling of ill will and guilt and they were on the path to reconciling a relationship 

that had been severed.   

 Jesus talks often about forgiveness and uses parables to help unpack it for 

us.  He offers a prayer for us to follow that says, “Forgive us our sins as we forgive 

those who sin against us.”  Indeed, forgiveness is at the root of our faith.  We 

come to worship on Sunday’s and in the presence of God and one another 

acknowledge we have sinned; we confess our brokenness with God and with our 

neighbors and we seek forgiveness.  Like the slave before the king we fall on our 

knees and repent confessing the sins we have committed are many and that on 

our own accord we do not have the ability to repay them or make right the wrong 

we have done.  We plead for God’s grace and mercy.  Indeed the cost was 

extraordinary.  Indeed, it was one which humanity could not bear as 1st John, 

Chapter 4 states: 

God’s love was revealed among us in this way:  God sent God’s only Son 
into the world so that we might live through him.  In this is love, not that 
we loved God but that God  
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 loved us and sent God’s Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
 
Each Sunday we come to hear the words, to receive grace upon grace, to have the 

weight of our sins lifted from our backs, to hear Christ’s promise that we have 

been clothed in the garment of His love and His innocence, and we are sent 

trusting that we have been freed from the power of sin.  We are sent forth bathed 

in God’s forgiveness, drenched in the water of new life, and comforted with the 

declaration and promise that, “In the name of Jesus Christ, our sins are forgiven.”  

It seems so simple and effortless.  Yet, we know it’s not.  Why can it be so hard to 

extend forgiveness or receive forgiveness?  How is it possible when our hearts are 

so often hard and unyielding?  The pastor and council president in the story above 

admitted it was not easy.  There was much discussion.  Many ill words were 

directed by some in the congregation at their sister in Christ.  There were 

sleepless nights, questions asked, and wounds that needed healed.  Ultimately, 

with all of this, their forgiveness was rooted in the amazing, unbelievable, and 

incomprehensible truth of what Jesus did.  The lengths and depths He went to in 

order to reconcile us back to God and how even upon that cross as he hung to die 

uttered words of forgiveness. 

 It wasn’t easy and at times it’s much easier to simply hold onto that grudge 

and to avoid the one who wronged us.  It’s easier to listen to the voices of the 
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world filled with hatred and fear and fall into the trap of wallowing in our own 

hurts, pains, and become captive to the resentment and bitterness we hold onto 

than of seeking forgiveness or offering it.  In Greek, forgive literally means, “to let 

go,” so when we forgive we let go of that pain, anger, bitterness, and contempt.  

That does not mean we forget or deny the responsibility of the one that has hurt 

us.  It does not mean in all cases reconciliation is possible; but it does mean that 

we relinquish the control of power an offender has had over us.  Forgiveness may 

not change the one who has wronged us but it will change us.  It will let go of that 

which burdens us and move us from bitterness, anger, and hatred to a spirit of 

hope, happiness, compassion, kindness and love. 

When we gather as a community rooted in word and sacrament we gather 

as a community soaked in grace, mercy, forgiveness, and new life.  When we are 

sent forward we are sent as sinners forgiven by a lavish King into the world to 

forgive, love, and seek peace.  How do we as a community gathered in Christ’s 

name respond to violence, hatred, and evil?  How do we respond when we have 

been wronged?  We are called to respond in love.  We are called to forgive just as 

God has forgiven us.  We are called to prayer trusting God is with us.  We are 

called to seek peace rather than inflict more pain.  We are forever transformed by 

the forgiveness God has taken from our backs to be agents of God’s forgiveness in 
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the world.  It won’t be easy and we will continue to struggle but we do so 

remembering the amazing grace and forgiveness God has showered upon us and 

trusting the Holy Spirit is helping us in our struggle to extend that same grace and 

forgiveness to others. 


