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An Obvious Thing Christians Do: Forgiveness 
 
If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do 
not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.  –Mt 6:14-15 
 
Oh, Jesus, you ask so much. I mean, after all, in just the last two months you have already told us 
to repent, protest injustice, love our enemies, make peace, discipline our hungers, keep our 
covenants, and pray in such a way that our selfishness disappears and our life becomes about you 
and your kingdom.  
 
That’s all hard. But now this is really going too far. Now you are telling us to forgive those who 
do wrong to us. And if that’s not enough, you are saying that God won’t forgive us if we don’t 
forgive others. So apparently you are telling us that our lack of forgiveness is unforgivable. 
Besides being a paradox, that’s really, really scary.  
 
But it’s not only this one verse. We might be able to bury this in the “puzzling passages of 
scripture” box if it were only this one verse.  
 
But when Peter asked you how many times we are supposed to forgive the same person, you said 
77 times (Mt 18:22).  
 
And you said this:  
 
Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your 
Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses. –Mark 11:25  
 
And when your enemies were executing you, and the crowd was crying for blood, you prayed:  
 
Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing. –Luke 23:34 
 
And you defined the whole mission of your Church in terms of preaching and mediating God’s 
forgiveness to a world that rejected you:  
 
The Messiah is to suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and 
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in [Jesus’] name to all nations. –Luke 24:47 
 
And then the apostles defined Christian community in terms of forgiveness:  
 
Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven 
you. –Ephesians 4:32 



 
Bear with one another, and if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive one another, 
just as the Lord has forgiven you. –Colossians 3:13 
 
So, Jesus, there it is. You make it so clear. You forgave those who killed you. We are to forgive 
those who hurt us. You say that if we don’t forgive others, it blocks the forgiveness we can 
receive from God – the very forgiveness that is our central message to the world. You say that 
we should interrupt our very prayers to you if we realize we need to forgive someone. You say 
that the standard of forgiveness in our lives should be your forgiveness of us. And in the church 
you define the practice of forgiveness as fundamental, built into our life together, right up there 
with love and kindness and tenderheartedness.  
 
Can we talk back a little bit now, Jesus? Anybody got any questions for Jesus? I have three.  
 
Question 1 for Jesus: Don’t you see, Jesus, how forgiveness undercuts justice, because when 
someone does something wrong there should be consequences -- right? 
 
One pastor’s provisional answer (not pretending to speak for Jesus), is this: There is indeed a 
moral structure to the universe; justice and injustice, right and wrong, are real; and wrong actions 
do harm. We can be hurt by other people, sometimes very badly. Forgiveness doesn’t mean 
pretending otherwise.  
 
So we have to press deeper. I think we get confused because there are many different 
understandings or dimensions of forgiveness. Some think it just means acting is if wrong actions 
don’t matter much. “Ah, don’t worry about it.” But forgiveness goes much deeper than that. It 
doesn’t mean that wrong actions aren’t wrong. It doesn’t mean that hurtful actions don’t hurt, or 
that we just wave it all off.   
 
Instead, while granting that wrong acts are wrong, that evil is real, that injustice is not the same 
as justice, we move forward to new dimensions:  
 
Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I will not assume that I fully understand your 
motivations. I am not inside your heart.  
 
Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I am not in a position to be the judge of you. Only 
God is judge.  
 
Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I will not define you by this one wrong act. There is 
more to you than this.  
 
Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I will choose to no longer hold it against you. I will 
release it.  
 
Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I will no longer hold that hurt in my heart where it 
can continue to hurt me.  
 



Forgiveness says: you did wrong to me, but I will not let it destroy the relationship between us. 
I choose reconciliation instead.  
 
Question 2 for Jesus: What if the other person isn’t sorry? Do I still have to forgive?  
You guys ask good questions. The answer is made more complex by this little wrinkle in Jesus’ 
own reported teaching:  
 
If your brother [or sister] sins, you must rebuke the offender, and if there is repentance, you 
must forgive. And if the same person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to you 
seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive. –Luke 17:3-4 
 
Did you catch the conditionality of this version of Jesus’ teaching?  
 
If there is repentance… 
 
The context here is clearly instruction to the Christian community, about how we relate to each 
other. It is a very interesting question whether different standards or rules apply to our 
relationships with unbelievers. But at least here, there is a repentance clause. Forgive seven times 
a day, if there is repentance. But what if there is no repentance? What if the person doesn’t 
acknowledge they’ve done anything wrong, and they keep doing it?  
 
I won’t make it easier than it is. Opinion is divided. Our hearts are divided. My best answer is 
this: the overall pattern of New Testament teaching is clear – err on the side of forgiveness. After 
all, God in Christ has forgiven us, and we still sin. A lot. Sometimes the same sin over and over. 
And Jesus forgave from the Cross, and they weren’t sorry. 
 
But maybe it works like this: some aspects of forgiveness are still possible when the other person 
is not sorry for their repeated wrongdoing, and other aspects of forgiveness become more 
difficult if not impossible.   
 
It is still possible to:  
 
--not assume that you fully understand their motivations.  
 
--acknowledge that you are not in a position to be their judge.  
 
But it becomes much harder to:  
 
--not define them by this one wrong act – because it has become a pattern. 
 
--choose to not hold it against them – because the blows just keep on coming.  
 
--no longer hold that hurt in your heart – because the hurt keeps piling up.  
 
So maybe this is why there is a conditionality in the Luke passage. It is an acknowledgment that 
at least certain aspects of forgiveness become impossible without repentance and change.  



 
Question 3 for Jesus: Do I have to stay in a relationship where someone keeps hurting me?  
 
This may be the hardest question of all. Earlier I said that one aspect of forgiveness is this:  
 
You did wrong to me, but I will not let it destroy the relationship between us. I choose 
reconciliation instead.  
 
So that’s it, right? Well, not really. 
 
I said a few weeks ago that relationships are covenantal. They have a kind of reciprocal quality 
to them, sometimes based on explicit promises made (as in marriage), sometimes implicit (as in 
friendship).  
 
Relational health depends on a general pattern of keeping the promises we have made. If I 
promise to love, honor, and cherish you, and you make the same promises to me, we had better 
generally do that. Everyone messes up, and there must be forgiveness, but if the general pattern 
of behavior begins to negate the promises, then the relationship is thrown into question. The 
same thing is true in church life.  
 
One of the great and terrible examples of this is abuse in marriage. No one gets married 
anticipating abuse, and it is hard to think of a worse negation of the sacred promises made on the 
wedding day.  
 
If a pattern of abuse develops, the relationship gets strained. Maybe there’s forgiveness one time; 
five times; ten times (?) But…at some point…something snaps. The covenant is broken. The 
resilience of the relationship ends. The harmed one concludes that they cannot, even should not, 
remain in the relationship.  
 
They may, one day, be able to reach to other aspects of forgiveness. They may be able to: 
 
 --not assume that they fully understand the spouse’s motivations.  
 
--acknowledge that they are not in a position to be judge.  
 
And maybe, eventually, with a lot of work, the harmed one may be able to:  
 
--not define them by this one wrong act. 
 
--choose to not hold it against them.  
 
--no longer hold that hurt in their heart.  
 
But they are no longer able to do this:  
 
--not let it destroy the relationship.  



 
Reconciliation has become impossible, even if some aspects of forgiveness eventually are 
possible. So covenant, forgiveness, and reconciliation have a complex internal relationship. 
Forgiveness regularly helps covenant relationships be reconciled. Forgiveness can reach its limits 
however; covenants break, and reconciliation becomes impossible.  
 
For the Sake of Ten: Genesis 18 
 
Maybe this takes us to a place where we are ready to engage the amazing Old Testament passage 
for this morning.  
 
God is getting ready to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for their comprehensive sinfulness. But 
Abraham, who is God’s chosen covenant partner, in this passage becomes more -- he becomes 
God’s dialogue partner.  
 
Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? –Genesis 18:17 
 
Abraham is let in on God’s plans. God is about to destroy two entire cities in judgment for their 
sin. There were three angels visiting Abraham and Sarah. Two go down to check out the cities 
one last time. One, identified as the Lord, stays behind with Abraham.  
 
Abraham ventures a question:  
 
Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? Suppose there are fifty righteous 
within the city; will you then sweep away the place and not forgive it for the fifty righteous 
who are in it?...Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just? –Gn 18:23-25 
 
The negotiations begin. God says he will spare the city if 50 righteous are identified.  
What about 45? Ok, 45.  
What about 40? Ok, 40. 
What about 30? Ok, 30. 
What about 20? Ok, 20. 
What about 10? Ok -- 
 
For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it. –Genesis 18:32 
 
But there aren’t ten. There are four. Lot, Lot’s wife, and Lot’s daughters. And the cities are 
destroyed.  
 
Abraham went early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the Lord; and he 
looked down toward Sodom and Gomorrah…and saw the smoke of the land going up like the 
smoke of a furnace. –Gen 19:27-28 
 
There are so many things going on in this story, and its meaning has been debated for something 
like 2500 years.  
 



I only say this:  
 
Sin is real, and real in its consequences.  
God grieves and gets angry over sin, and divine judgment is real. 
Abraham here stood up for mercy. Abraham challenged God to forgive.  
And God said yes:  
 
If I find at Sodom fifty righteous, I will forgive the whole place for their sake --Gen 18:26).  
 
Abraham, known for his righteousness and justice, here becomes known for his mercy.  
 
God, known for his wrath and judgment on whole cities for the sins of a few, decides on 
forgiveness to whole cities because of the righteousness of a few.  
 
God leans toward forgiveness. Abraham helps God get there. It says something about God, and 
something about what it really means to be in covenant relationship with God. 
 
And then at the Cross, we meet a Savior named Jesus, who instead of killing anyone to judge 
human sin, dies to forgive every human sin.  
 
And in the Church, those committed to following this Savior, we find a community always 
inclined to forgive, to the very limits of our capacity, because we have been forgiven.  
 
May it be so.   
 
 
 
 


