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Healing Forgiveness 

Matthew 18:21-35 

September 6, 2020 

Thomas G. Long is a Professor Emeritus of Preaching at Candler School of 

Theology at Emory University.  When he was a student at Princeton, he was at the 

library checking out some books.  He found his friend there checking out about a 

dozen books.  This friend was a pastoral counselor and obviously, he was doing 

some research.  So, Tom asked him what he was doing with all those books.   He 

replied he was doing some research on forgiveness.  Tom asked, “Research 

on forgiveness?  What are you trying to find out?” 

The counselor said, “I am trying to find out if forgiveness really exists or not.  

You know, I see so little evidence of it in my work.”
1
 

Forgiveness is one of the most important teachings of Christian faith.  We 

are not to hold grudges, carry resentments, harbor bitterness but it is a tough 

teaching isn’t it?   

A United Methodist Bishop, William Willimon, points out that forgiveness 

is not an innate human character.  William Willimon writes: “The human animal is 

not supposed to be good at forgiveness.  Forgiveness is not some innate, natural 

human emotion.  Vengeance, retribution, and violence are natural human qualities.  

It is natural for the human animal to defend itself, to snarl and crouch into a 

defensive position when attacked, to howl when wronged, to bite back when 

bitten.  Forgiveness is not natural.  It is not a universal human virtue.”
2
 

Bishop Willimon is right that forgiveness is not easy and it is not natural.  It 

is a learned behavior.  So often our attitude is “I am not going to get angry; I am 

going to get even.”  Forgiveness is not natural, and it is difficult to practice.   

Forgiveness has little to do with the past.  It has a lot to do with the future.  

Forgiveness is a willful act to change the future.  By forgiving, you don’t change 

the past; but you change the future.  It is to allow yourself to experience freedom 

from resentment, bitterness, and anger.  It is to allow yourself to have a new 

relationship.  It allows you to do that because forgiveness heals you. 

                                                 
1
 An illustration on the topic of forgiveness.  www.esermons.com. 

2
 Ibid. 
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In his book, Forgive and Forget, Lewis B. Smedes points out, “the first and 

often the only person to be healed by forgiveness is the person who does the 

forgiveness.”  Forgiveness is one of the best gifts we can give ourselves.  Many 

people regard forgiveness as something we do for God, or something we do for the 

people who had offended us.  I am sure these are true but more than these, 

forgiveness is a gift we give ourselves.  We need to let go of resentment and 

bitterness for our own well-being.   

When we let go of past hurts and learn to forgive, we can have physical, 

emotional and relational benefits.  Attitudes of bitterness, hostility, and resentment 

are like toxins to your body.  Doctors tells us that when we have these negative 

emotions for a long time, it can be very harmful.  When you determine to let go of 

all the grudges you have been nursing, your healing begins to take place, and you 

will find peace in your heart.  We know hurting people hurt others.  When you let 

go of your grudges all your relationships will be easier and better, because you are 

healing yourself.  And you also open the possibility of reconciliation with the 

person who offended you.  Reconciliation is not always the result of forgiveness.  

But it can happen.  Even when you are not ready to reconcile with the offender, all 

your other relationships will be better, because you are emotionally stronger and 

better.   

Jesus was telling the disciples that it is God’s will not lose anyone from the 

fellowship.  Yet someone can offend you.  If that person is not willing to repent, 

even after his offense is known to the whole faith community, then that person will 

be treated as if he is the outsider of the fellowship.  Actually, you don’t have to do 

anything to shun them out.  It just happens naturally.  It is an inevitable result.  

Because no one likes that kind of person to be a part of the community.  People 

just ignore them.  They avoid such person.  However, the followers of Christ 

should always be ready to forgive the person when he truly repents.   

This is when Peter asked the question, “Lord, how many times should we 

forgive the person?  As many as seven times?”  The number seven denotes 

perfection.  So what Peter was asking is “Should I forgive the person every time he 

offends me?”   

And Jesus answered him, “seventy times seven” or “seventy-seven times”, 

depending on the translation.  He is not only saying, “Yes,” but he is saying 

emphatically “YES!”  By saying “seventy times seven” or “seventy seven times”, 

he is literally saying, “Don’t even count how many times the person has offended 

you.  If that person does not repent and is not willing to repent, then do not 
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associate with that person but if and when he does truly repent, be ever ready to 

forgive.”   

Rabbis of Israel have been teaching that they should forgive up to three 

times but not the fourth.”   The obvious wisdom behind this teaching is that you 

cannot allow people to continue to offend you.  If you do, they will walk all over 

you.  People will take advantage of you, and they will not change their behavior.  

They will treat you like a doormat.  It is true.  In this sense, the rabbis’ teaching 

was a good teaching. 

However, Jesus’ teaching goes farther than this.  It is actually radical.  What 

he is saying is that if the person repents, truly repents that is, forgive the person 

regardless of what he has done, how seriously he has hurt you, or how many times 

he has offended you.  Forgiveness is not a matter of your emotion; it is a matter of 

your will.  Whether you feel like forgiving or not is irrelevant.  Forgiveness is not a 

suggestion; it is a command.  You must forgive and you can.   

The problem is that we all know that forgiveness is a good teaching and a 

beautiful idea until we have to practice.  That is why Jesus uses this parable about a 

servant who was forgiven of a great debt, but he himself was not willing to forgive 

a person who owed a small debt.   

A certain servant owed the king 10,000 talents.  Just to give you an idea 

about how much money that was, the entire tax on whole region of Galilee per year 

was about two hundred talents.  So, what this man owed the king is equivalent to 

50 years of taxes on the entire region of Galilee.
3
  The point is his debt was 

unpayable.  Now this man’s debt represents his sins.  Sin is an unpayable debt no 

matter how hard you work, and how hard you try to be good.   

In this parable, the king’s servant’s debt represents our sins against God as 

well.  In the same way, the servant’s friend’s debt against this servant represents 

other peoples’ offenses against us.  What Christ has done for us on the cross is then, 

is like the king forgiving his servant of great debt.  And our unwillingness to 

forgive others is like the servant’s unwillingness to forgive his friend’s debt. 

Our forgiveness must be final and not temporary.  What I mean by this is 

that when we forgive, we must commit to three things: 

1. Commit that we will not use it against them in the future 

                                                 
3
 From James Merritt’s sermon, “Don’t Forget to Forgive”, www.esermons.com  
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2. Commit that we will not talk to others about those offenses 

3. Commit that we will not dwell on them ourselves 

Forgiveness is both an attitude and an action.  The attitude frees the forgiver, 

and the action frees the forgiven.  Because we have been forgiven of our sins, we 

are to forgive others.  Forgiving other is the way to experience our own forgiveness.  

A man once said to John Wesley, “Sir I never forgive.”  And John Wesley said, 

“Then Sir, I hope you will never sin.”   

Do you remember the name, Rusty Woomer?  He was a young man who was 

executed in the electric chair in South Carolina in 1990.  He had been placed on 

death row for the brutal rape and murder of a young woman by the name of Della 

Sellers.  On February 22, 1979, Rusty and his partner, Eugene Skaar robbed and 

killed three people.  They were drunk and high on drugs.  After killing three people, 

they robbed a convenient store and kidnapped two clerks, Della Sellers and Wanda 

Summers.  They took the two women to a remote wooded area and raped them.  

Then Rusty shot them.  Della Sellers died; Wanda Summers lived, but lost the 

lower half of her face to a gunshot blast.  After the crimes, Rusty was arrested and 

Eugene killed himself. 

While in prison, Rusty Woomer accepted Christ through a prison ministry, 

and became a Christian.  He experienced God’s forgiveness for his sins, but Rusty 

was carrying enormous guilt for what he had done.  He wanted to be forgiven by 

the people he had hurt by his crimes.  He found out about Della Sellers’ younger 

brother Lee Hewitt and wrote him a letter asking for his forgiveness.  There was no 

response for a while. 

Then in the summer of 1989, a letter came from Lee Hewitt, Della Summers’ 

younger brother.  This is what the letter said: 

For years I hated you with all my heart. I could have blown your brains out 

for what you did to my sister.  I only regretted you were in prison where I couldn’t 

get to you. 

But I spent time in jail myself—fifty-six different times over the years.  I felt 

like a failure, but then I became a Christian.  The more I learned about being a 

Christian, the more I knew I had to forgive you.  I didn’t want to, but it got to 

where I couldn’t even pray the Lord’s Prayer—forgive us our sins as we forgive 

those who sin against us. 
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It made me so mad—now I had to forgive you.  Now the ball was in my 

court.  I prayed about it, and God has done a miracle in my heart.  I forgive you. 

We are brothers in Christ.  I love you.”
4
 

There is only one way that could happen, both men having faith in Christ. 

They eventually met and reconciled face to face.  They shared their faith with each 

other, cried together and prayed together.  When you exercise the will to forgive, 

you receive the power to love.  That is what we all need to experience in Christ.  

Forgive, for it frees you and heals you. 

                                                 
4
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