
Forgiving As We've Been Forgiven 
 
Pentecost 17 a  (Proper 19 a) 
Gen.50.15-21    Mt.18.21-35 
 
The Rev. Thomas L. Weitzel 
Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Spring Hill, FL 
13 September 2020 
 
 
 "Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us."  
Actually I think the new version clearer.  "Forgive us our SINS, as we forgive those 
who sin against us." 
 Do you ever find yourself wanting to kinda slip by that phrase -- maybe mumble 
it somewhat half-heartedly -- and just get on to the next petition? 
 "Forgive us our sins, as WE forgive those who sin against us."  Forgive us our 
sins IN THE SAME WAY that WE forgive others who sin against us. 
 How good are you at forgiving those who sin against you?  For the last two 
weeks in a row, our lessons have been all about forgiveness.  So how good are you at 
this?  How good are you at forgiving the same person for the same sins repeated 
again and again against you?  Maybe taking advantage of you?  Maybe repeatedly 
lying to you?  Maybe any number of things that you really wouldn't do yourself if it was 
you? 
 What was Peter's question?  "Lord, how often do I have to forgive my brother?  
How often do I have to forgive my sister -- my friend,  my spouse,  my children,  my 
grandchildren -- when they sin against me?  Three times?  Four times?  Five?  Maybe 
even as many as seven?  How often, Lord?" 
 You know, it's a curious thing.  We are taught a lot about forgiveness from the 
very earliest age.  We are taught what it means to hurt somebody.  We're taught how 
to say, "I'm sorry" to our little friends  (even when we don't necessarily mean it).  And 
we're taught how to say "I'm sorry" to our moms and dads (even when we do). 
 We are even taught how to ask God for forgiveness in our prayers and how God 
always gives it to us (even when we don't deserve it).  We don't exactly understand 
this at a young age,  and maybe not even in old age.  But we know that God has 
something to do with forgiving us.  And that Christ died for forgiveness.  And Holy 
Communion is for forgiveness.  And Confession and Absolution.  And all these things. 
 We learn all these things about forgiveness from really early on.  But do we ever 
really learn about forgiving others deep down in our gut? 
 Maybe that's natural.  Do we ever really learn to cope with the hurt that comes 
from someone's sin against us?  That's related to forgiving others, isn't it? 
 Can you imagine the hurt young Joseph felt when his brothers were always 
picking on him and running him down?  Joseph was the youngest son, you know, and 
his father's favorite.  Old Jacob spoiled that kid rotten, and it made all the older 
brothers jealous.  They couldn't say anything nice to him or about him. 



 Joseph was a dreamer, too.  And his dreams didn't exactly help endear him to 
his brothers either.  Especially the dream about his eventually reigning over all his 
brothers.  "Hah!  That'll be the day," they all said. 
 The scriptures say that the brothers hated Joseph passionately -- so 
passionately that they eventually kidnapped him, stripped him and threw him into a 
deep pit without food or water.  They were going to leave him there to die, but decided 
instead to sell him as a slave to foreigners passing by. 
 Can you imagine what Joseph thought about all this?  Can you imagine what he 
thought about his own brothers -- the brothers that he loved?  They turned on him 
when he had always been kind and loving to them.  They turned on him.  He loved 
them, and this was what he got in return.  Can you imagine the hurt and pain and 
disappointment that Joseph felt? 
 Could Joseph have forgiven his brothers right at that moment?  I don't know.  
The scriptures don't tell us.  I do know that when we are in pain, it's hard to forget it, 
and therefore it's hard to forgive. 
 The tide did eventually turn for Joseph.  He wound up prospering in Egypt, 
becoming Pharaoh's right-hand-man and ruler over all the affairs of Egypt.  And there 
eventually came a day when his brothers came begging to him for food when there 
was a famine all across the land. 
 If you had been Joseph's advisor at that moment, what would you have advised 
him to do with them?  Make 'em grovel?  Make 'em starve a little?  After all, Joseph 
was a proud man.  He didn't need them.  He made it despite what they did to him.  He 
had done without them this long, he could do without them now.  They didn't want his 
love anyway.  They rejected his love.  They can't treat him that way!  He deserves 
better than that! 
 Maybe.  But that wasn't Joseph's attitude at all.  It's clear from our first lesson 
that Joseph was more than willing to forgive his brothers.  In fact, it says there that 
Joseph  "wept when they spoke to him."  He wept.  Sure the hurt was still there.  But 
so was the love.  And it just made him cry. 
 I can't tell you how many times I have come across families like Joseph's -- 
where this one is feuding with that one, or these aren't speaking to those.  I've even 
been through funerals -- funerals, mind you -- when the bitterness was so rife in the air, 
you could cut it with a knife. 
 And that kind of thing is not just limited to families either.  You’ve heard it.  "I'll 
never let that son-of-a-gun do that to me again.  I'm a proud man.  After all I did for 
him, I deserve better than that.  After all I did for her, I deserve better." 
 Well, I'm afraid that's right where we always get in trouble.  We think we 
deserve BETTER.  We think we DESERVE it.  That's exactly where grudges hit the 
line.  We give, we love, and by golly, we deserve a return.  And not just any return.  But 
the return we want.  The return WE would give.  The return we DESERVE. 
 Really!?  Is that how love works?  Is that how love really works?  Do we ever 
DESERVE love?  Can you really EARN love?  Is love something that you can 
DEMAND and expect to get? 
 Love -- if it is truly love -- is something that is given freely -- without demand, 
without deserving, without earning.  Can I make you love me?  No, that is something 
that you give to me freely, maybe even in surprising and unexpected ways. 



 Can God make you love him?  Even God -- all powerful God?  Can he make 
people love him?  No.  Not even God.  God could not make Adam and Eve love him.  
God could not make the wayward children of Israel love him.  God cannot make you or 
me love him. 
 Nor can we make God love us.  And yet he does.  The whole of scripture is a 
witness to this.  You cannot make your children love you, and yet they do.  You cannot 
make your spouse or your friends love you, and yet they do.  Freely. 
 Does this mean that if we love someone and receive love from someone that we 
can therefore make everyone promise that they will never ever hurt us or sin against 
us?  No, unfortunately not.  I wish it were possible, but it is not. 
 Yet we choose to love anyway.  Even though we know that love might hurt us, 
we still choose to love anyway, don't we? 
 And so it is with God.  Even though God knows that we are undeserving of his 
love,  even though God knows that we might not always do things that he wants,  even 
though God knows we cannot promise to never hurt or sin against him again,  he loves 
us anyway, for the sake of his Son.  God loves us anyway. 
 And when we do stray, when we do sin, God is willing to forgive us out of that 
love that he has for us. 
 Do you see the connections yet?  Forgiving has something to do with loving.  
Do you see?  We don't deserve it, but we ask for it anyway.  We shouldn't grant it, but 
because we love, we forgive.  Because we LOVE, we FORGIVE. 
 How often, then, must we forgive someone who sins against us?  Seven times?  
Even seventy-times-seven?  Isn't that the wrong question anyway? 
 Because we love, we forgive. 
 


