
 

 

        Mar. 5,  2023 

“Stand Firm in…Liberty” 
Galatians 5:1 

Forgiving One Another 
 

In looking at some of our everyday problems—inspired by our sermon series in James—last 
week, we considered anger; today, let’s think about the related problem of forgiveness. How 
do we move from one to the other?  
 
As we begin, I think it is worth nothing what forgiveness is not. It isn’t merely ignoring those 
who wrong us. That’s fine if it’s because the offender is ignorant of what they did, but not if it 
is because we hold them in contempt. Forgiveness is more than a refusal to get even. We might 
not retaliate and still hold on to bitterness and bad feelings. Forgiveness is not merely ignoring 
sin. God does not overlook it, and we shouldn’t either; in fact, we are repeatedly charged to 
rebuke, not ignore. Forgiveness is not putting someone on probation while we talk about how 
bad their behavior was and promise we will forget it if they just toe the line from here on out. 
 
If we want to know what forgiveness is, we need to see how God forgives. And we see that 
most clearly in the person of Christ. As Paul puts it, Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you (Eph 4:32). We are to forgive each other 
just as Jesus exemplified on the cross! But that’s not easy. How do we put aside our pain and 
pride? 
 
Jesus himself addresses this in a parable in Matthew 18. This is in the context of Peter ap-
proaching him with a question: he knew the Lord wanted him to forgive others, so he asked 
how often he should do that. He even came up with a number—as many as 7 times? Some of 
us can’t even manage once, so Peter thought he was setting the bar pretty high, higher than the 
rabbis of his day, in fact. But Jesus responded that we are to forgive as many as seventy times 
seven. Of course, that does not literally mean to count up 490 times, but to keep on forgiving 
as long as there is a need for it, far beyond what humans think is sufficient. Forgiveness is to 
be a way of life for God’s people, because it reflects God himself. 
 
Then Jesus tells the parable to drive the point home. We usually refer to this as the Unforgiv-
ing Servant. It’s about a king settling up accounts. One of his servants owed him 10,000 tal-
ents. That doesn’t mean much to us, but a talent was valued at 6,000 denarii; a single denarius 
was the standard wage for a day laborer. Do the math—he owed the equivalent of the wages 
for 60 million days of work! That’s over 164,000 years with no days off! So when the servant 
falls to his knees and begs, Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything (v. 26), it’s  
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absurd—it is literally impossible for him to ever repay the debt, and the master knows it. So his 
debt is simply forgiven; he is released from a debt he could not possibly have paid. 
 
That should have filled him with gratitude, motivating him to extend that same kindness to oth-
ers. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. This servant found one of his fellows who owed him 
100 denarii, and if you do the math again, that’s 100 days of work. For simplicity, if we think of 
$100 as a nice, round number for a day laborer’s wage, this is about 6 trillion dollars compared 
to 10,000. It’s an astronomical difference—a ludicrous picture—which is precisely the point. 
The forgiven servant would not forgive this small debt owed to him and had his fellow cast into 
prison instead. When the other servants saw that, they made it known to the king, who cast the 
unmerciful servant into prison for failing to show the kindness he had received. 
 
What about us? This parable challenges us to shift our focus from how others treat us to how 
God treats us. God could make a long list of all we have done to hurt him, and our debt would 
be as overwhelming as the unmerciful servant’s. Instead, he forgives us fully and freely. And 
just as the servant should have been motivated by the act of his master to mercy, the kindness of 
God should motivate us to forgive one another. That’s Paul’s point in the text quoted above.  
 
What we really need in a lot of cases is an attitude adjustment. We are all ready with our  
excuses: 
 
I cannot forgive. God does not require the impossible! What we really mean is I WILL NOT 
forgive. We appealed to Jesus’ example already. But what about others in Scripture, like 
Stephen or Joseph? 
 
I forgive you, but I won’t have anything more to do with you. But we are called to forgive as 
God in Christ as forgiven us. Certainly, God has not “forgiven” us in that manner! I’m not even 
sure how we could meaningfully call that forgiveness.  
 
I forgive you, but I’ll never forget it. But God not only forgives sin—he forgets.  The great 
promise of the new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34 is I will remember their iniquity no more.  
He removes our sin as far as the east is from the west (Ps 103:12). He casts it into the depths of 
the sea (Mic 7:19). If we are to forgive as God forgives, then we must do likewise.  We might 
not be able to erase it, to jus wipe it from our memory like God can. But we can choose not to 
dwell on it or speak of it.  
 
If we want to be like God, we must forgive fully and completely, and we must forget. Forgive-
ness means the sin no longer exists.  Jesus teaches that God will deal with us in this area the 
way we deal with others—if we hang on to those wrongs, God will too. And if he does, we are 
all lost. May God help us to overcome the problem of unforgiveness.  
 

Bryant Perkins 


