
Sermon: Unforgiving & Forgiven 

New North Church, Hingham 

Rev. Steven M. Aucella 

13 September 2026 

 

Based on Psalm 103:1-13; Matthew 18:21-35 

 

In our Gospel reading, Peter got Jesus all wound up when he asked him how often 

he should forgive his brother who has sinned against him. 

Peter was thinking about the limits of forgiveness and so he wondered if seven 

times was enough; Jesus said, no – try seventy times seven, which is sometimes translated 

as seventy-seven times. 

There was a time when four was the accepted limit.  When Judah and Israel 

transgressed a fourth time, they earned God’s wrath as reported by Amos (2:4, 6).  Job 

noted that God is willing to redeem a person ‘twice, even three times’ (33:29).  So Peter’s 

suggestion actually went beyond the standard limits of forgiveness. 

Seven isn’t just a random number.  In Scripture, it suggested infinity. 

In Genesis, Cain’s son Lamech said to his wives Adah and Zillah, ‘I have slain a 

young man for striking me.  If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-

sevenfold’ (4:23-24).  Jesus may have had this in mind when he gave Peter a number that 

expanded the forgiveness horizon beyond any limit. 

That’s the set-up for today’s parable about grace and mercy and forgiveness.1 

We hear the parable as an allegory, as Jesus said, ‘the kingdom of heaven may be 

compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants.’  It’s easy enough to 

see God as the king and, if we are feeling brave, to see ourselves as the servants. 

The point of the parable is the contrast between the behavior of the king and the 

behavior of the servant whose debt the king forgave (or remitted or cancelled).  

The servant owes a staggering amount of money to the king.  Ten thousand talents 

equaled more than fifteen years’ wages for a laborer.  There is no way the servant could 

ever have paid it back, but when he dropped to his knees and begged the king to have 

patience with him, the king felt compassion, the same gut-wrenching compassion Jesus 

felt at the feeding of the five thousand (14:14). 
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Psalm 103 teaches that God is not simply a God of wrath and judgement: 

The LORD works vindication and justice for all who are oppressed. (103:6) 

The LORD is merciful and gracious,  

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (103:8) 

[The LORD] does not deal with us according to our sins… 

For as the heavens are high above the earth, […], 

so far does he remove our transgressions from us. (103:10-12) 

Claus Westermann was a German Protestant OT scholar.  He was one of the 

pastors who stood against the pro-Nazi German Christians in the 1930s.  He knew that 

there is a tension between God’s justice and God’s mercy.  He wrote, ‘God’s activity in 

wrath is limited; God’s goodness knows no boundaries.’2 

In the same vein, another German scholar, Artur Weiser wrote, ‘The poet in the 

psalm has been granted an insight into the heart of the majesty of God, and what he has 

found there is grace.’3 

All of which makes what the king did next so surprising and terrifying. 

On his way out of the king’s presence, the servant – the one who had just been 

freed from an unpayable debt – bumped into a fellow servant who happened to owe him a 

measly hundred denarii, about three- or four-months wages for your average day laborer. 

We would expect him to be in a great mood, a forgiving mood.  We would expect 

him to clap his fellow on the back, tell him to forget about the debt he owed him, and 

offer to buy him a beer. 

But he didn’t. 

His fellow servant did what he had just done – he fell to his knees and begged, 

using the same words the first servant spoke to the king.  But the first servant refused to 

have patience with him and had the man thrown into prison. 

When the king heard about it, he called the first servant back, rescinded the 

forgiven debt, and threw him into prison until he should pay back all he owed. 

Every try paying a debt from prison?  It’s not easy.  In the first century, the 

burden to pay would have fallen on your family.  And this was an unpayable debt. 

Jesus closed out the parable by pointedly saying this is what God will do to you, 

unless you forgive from your heart. 
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In Matthew’s Gospel, John proclaimed a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins.  Today’s allegorical parable is about debt forgiveness; earlier in the 

Gospel, Jesus taught us a prayer that included this intercession: 

[Forgive] us our debts, 

    As we also have forgiven our debtors. (6:12) 

Debt forgiveness is a theme in Jesus’ ministry.  And since the people listening to 

him were most often the ones buried in debt, his message resonated with them.  Not so 

much for their creditors who wanted to keep a grip on them through their debt. 

In Luke’s version of the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus said sins in place of debts (11:2-4), 

and in churches today, we often say trespasses, for reasons unknown to me. 

These days, our idea of debt goes beyond the financial. 

Our debts to each other include not just our sins, which may be personal and 

private or maybe blatantly public, but also those things we should have done and failed to 

do, things like not seeing the beggar at the gate, not helping a neighbor in need, or even 

something that may seem trivial to us, something as simple as not speaking an 

encouraging word to someone who is just trying to do their best and to whom a kind 

word might mean everything. 

One of my guilty pleasure films is one called Hancock, which tells the story of a 

fallen superhero’s redemption.  Hancock is a superhero but also a real pain in the neck.  

Someone he inadvertently helped becomes his press agent and he teaches Hancock a few 

things he can say or do to help get people to like him again. 

Pretty soon, he’s saying, “Good job!” to everyone, whether or not they’ve actually 

done anything.  And it worked.  People lit up when they heard those two words of praise. 

Forgiving does not mean we should always forget the offense, or the debt or the 

sin.  It’s reconciliation we are after, not retaliation or retribution.  The unforgiving 

servant reflected hate, not love, and his lack of mercy landed him in jail for a long time. 

Broadly speaking, today’s Gospel reading is about forgiveness.  We are thankful 

that the LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, 

and does not deal with us according to our sins. 

Nations have discovered a real need for forgiveness.  Countries such as South 

Africa, Rwanda, and Columbia have recognized that, after years of internal conflict and 

division, the way forward to a healthy future was engagement in a forgiveness process.4 
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The debt the first servant promised to pay the king might as well have been the 

national debt; he had no chance of ever paying it back.  The debt God forgave was great. 

Do forgiveness and justice go together?  The Gospel says yes. Forgiveness does 

not mean we abandon the demand for justice. Nor do the forgiven escape the 

consequences of doing evil things. Forgiveness means acknowledging injustice. 

Jesus asks us to work for justice, peace, and forgiveness and to refuse both hatred 

and indifference. For in Christ, justice and mercy do not compete; they embrace, 

restoring life where evil wants to destroy it.5 

We would like to make forgiveness our aim, imitating God’s forgiveness.  Good 

intentions won’t cut it if our forgiveness does not come from the heart. 

But forgiving and forgiveness are difficult.  God sets a high bar.  Modern-day 

forgiving is, in a sense, about letting go, and we sometimes have trouble with that.   

Carrying the burden of debt can drag you down; so also, can the burden of bearing a 

grudge.  Carrying hate for your neighbor is the biggest burden of all. 

Do we allow what happened in the past to determine what happens next?6 

The parable teaches us that we are to forgive others as God forgives us. 

Our hope lies in God’s immeasurable, incomprehensible goodness and in our 

ability to imitate it. 

Amen. 

 

* * * * * 

Readings and footnotes follow.



Psalm 103:1-13 – Thanksgiving for God’s Goodness  
(Revised Standard Version) 

A Psalm of David. 

1 Bless the LORD, O my soul; 

and all that is within me, bless his holy name! 
2 Bless the LORD, O my soul, 

    and forget not all his benefits, 
3 who forgives all your iniquity, 

    who heals all your diseases, 
4 who redeems your life from the Pit, 

    who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 
5 who satisfies you with good as long as you live[a] 

    so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 

6 The LORD works vindication 

    and justice for all who are oppressed. 
7 He made known his ways to Moses, 

    his acts to the people of Israel. 
8 The LORD is merciful and gracious, 

    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
9 He will not always chide, 

    nor will he keep his anger for ever. 
10 He does not deal with us according to our sins, 

    nor requite us according to our iniquities. 
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, 

    so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; 
12 as far as the east is from the west, 

    so far does he remove our transgressions from us. 
13 As a father pities his children, 

    so the LORD pities those who fear him. 

Footnotes 

a. Psalm 103:5 Heb uncertain 

  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20103%3A1-13%2C%20Matthew%2018%3A21-35&version=RSV#fen-RSV-15554a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20103%3A1-13%2C%20Matthew%2018%3A21-35&version=RSV#en-RSV-15554
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Matthew 18:21-35 – The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant 
(Revised Standard Version) 

21 Then Peter came up and said to him,  

“Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?  

As many as seven times?”  

22 Jesus said to him,  

“I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven.[a] 

23 “Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 

wished to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began the 

reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand 

talents;[b] 25 and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, 

with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made.  

26 “So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Lord, have patience 

with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27 And out of pity for him the 

lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.  

28 “But that same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow 

servants who owed him a hundred denarii;[c] and seizing him by the 

throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’  

29 “So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him,  

‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’  

30 “He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the 

debt. 
31 When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly 

distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken 

place. 32 Then his lord summoned him and said to him,  

‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded 

with me; 33 and should not you have had mercy on your fellow 

servant,  

as I had mercy on you?’  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20103%3A1-13%2C%20Matthew%2018%3A21-35&version=RSV#fen-RSV-23746a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20103%3A1-13%2C%20Matthew%2018%3A21-35&version=RSV#fen-RSV-23748b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20103%3A1-13%2C%20Matthew%2018%3A21-35&version=RSV#fen-RSV-23752c
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34 “And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he should 

pay his entire debt. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one 

of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” 

Footnotes 

a. Matthew 18:22 Or seventy-seven times 

b. Matthew 18:24 This talent was more than fifteen years’ wages of a laborer 

c. Matthew 18:28 The denarius was a day’s wage for a laborer 
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