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Text 
"Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, 'Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins 
against me? Up to seven times?' Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 
 
Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he 
began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able 
to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the 
debt. The servant fell on his knees before him. "Be patient with me," he begged, "and I will pay back 
everything." The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 
 
But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He 
grabbed him and began to choke him. "Pay back what you owe me!" he demanded. His fellow servant fell 
to his knees and begged him, "Be patient with me, and I will pay you back." But he refused. Instead, he 
went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 
 
When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their 
master everything that had happened. Then the master called the servant in. "You wicked servant," he said, 
"I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow 
servant, just as I had on you?" In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he 
should pay back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your 
brother from your heart.'" (Matthew 18.21-35, NIV) 
 
Introduction 
 
In last week’s sermon, the point that I tried to make was that sin is something Jesus takes 
seriously, so we need to as well. I was tempted to go along with that and say that the 
point of today’s passage is that Jesus takes forgiveness seriously, so we need to as well. 
But that’s just a little too cute, and it is nowhere near as powerful as the point Jesus is 
making with this passage. At the end of his story, about a servant who refused to forgive 
as he had been forgiven, he says in verse 34, ‘In anger his master turned him over to the 
jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.’ He then gets to the moral of 
his story in verse 35: ‘This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you 
forgive your brother from your heart.’ So, following Jesus’ lead, the main point of this 
passage is just this: If you do not forgive your fellow Christian from your heart, you 
will go to hell. 
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I know that might be a little startling to hear. And I think that can be good, and maybe it 
will help you pay attention to what Jesus is saying. But it wasn’t my idea to startle you. 
I’m just putting it this way because I believe it’s the main gist of what Jesus is saying. 
Let’s pray that we’ll really hear him. 
 
Let’s pray: Our Father, this really is serious, what your Son has said here. Please give us 
all affections that are fitting both for this particular passage and for the even bigger 
reality of your grace that the whole Bible is all about, which passages like these are 
meant to prod us toward. God, your Word is a double-edged sword, piercing to the 
division of soul and spirit and joints and marrow, judging the thoughts and intentions of 
the heart. Please cut us to the quick with it. And then please cause us to look to you for 
healing. Pour out your Spirit on us to that end, for your glory. We pray this in the name 
of your only Son, Jesus. Amen. 
 
So here’s where we’re headed with this message: 

1. We’ll walk through the text and consider this main point, that if we don’t forgive 
we will not be forgiven. 

2. Then of course we’ll have to take a step back to see how this could be. 
3. Finally, we’ll take some steps forward asking how we can go about forgiving. 

 
A Walk Through the Passage 
 
So first, let’s take a walk through this passage. We’ll take it in three blocks of text that 
get bigger and bigger: 

1. Forgiveness prescribed (21-22). 
2. Forgiveness portrayed (23-27). 
3. Forgiveness withheld (28-35). 

 
Verse 21 says, "Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, 'Lord, how many times shall I 
forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?'" Peter has hung out 
with Jesus long enough by now that he's starting to catch on to the fact that Jesus values 
forgiveness very much. But, like us, he has no idea just how much. Compared to what the 
teachers of Peter's day taught, forgiving up to seven times may have seemed like a lot. 
But Jesus shows that even this is nothing, nothing, NOTHING compared to what he will 
have in his kingdom. To set any limit to the frequency of forgiveness is to fall far short of 
the kind of relationships that characterize the new community Jesus is creating in this 
sinful, dying world.  
 
So he responds to Peter in verse 22, 'I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven 
times.' or seventy times seven times, not meaning that once we reach the 78th or 491st 
time that we can then withhold forgiveness, but meaning that our forgiveness must be 
such that there may come relationships in which we are sinned against with such 
frequency that we cannot remember how many times we've chosen to forgive. Love 
keeps no record of wrongs, so we must forgive with unlimited frequency. 
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How are you doing with that? How does this land on you? What offenses come to your 
mind that Jesus is calling you to forgive? I don't doubt that many of you can think of 
serious sins that have been committed against you. And maybe you're thinking, "How in 
the world am I supposed to just forgive him or her for all that they've done?" Well, Jesus 
begins to show how in the next few verses. He shows that our ability to forgive others is 
somehow tied to our awareness of how much we've been forgiven by God. 
 
Jesus then moves from prescribing unlimited forgiveness to portraying it. He tells a story 
that illustrates how serious it is for his forgiven servants to fail to forgive. He begins in 
verse 23, “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle 
accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten 
thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master 
ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the 
debt.  
 
“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I 
will pay back everything.’ The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt 
and let him go.” So this servant owed his king ten thousand talents. When his disciples 
first heard this, they would've recognized a ten thousand talent debt as a debt so great that 
it would be impossible to pay it back. The ESV has a footnote that says, 'A talent was a 
monetary unit worth about twenty years' wages for a laborer.' And that’s just one talent. 
That means it would take 200,000 years to pay back this debt. Impossible! And that's 
Jesus' point. We, like this servant, have such a debt with God that it is absolutely 
impossible for us to pay it back. We are fundamentally unable to do so. There's just no 
way. God is worthy of our worshiping him for everything he entrusts to us. But like 
unfaithful stewards we have used it for our own ends and not his. So our debt is infinitely 
immense because the God whom we have sinned against is himself infinite. 
 
And we all have a deep sense this debt, even though we try to distract ourselves from it. 
It’s impossible for us to pay it back, but we still deceive ourselves into thinking we can, 
like this servant telling God he’ll pay back everything. But thankfully God is not 
deceived. He knows we can never pay him what we owe. So when we look to him for 
mercy, he looks to his Son for our payment. This allows him to be just and to justify the 
unjust, canceling our debt and letting us go. So if anyone is in Christ he has been freely 
forgiven! 
 
But, like the walking contradictions we are, we fail to live consistently in the light of this 
grace. And so we often fail to extend the forgiveness we’ve received. So far in this 
passage, we’ve seen forgiveness prescribed and portrayed. But now we see forgiveness 
withheld, first by this servant and then by the Lord. The Lord had forgiven this servant 
such an incredibly large debt, “But” Jesus says in verse 28, “when that servant went 
out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He 
grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 
His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will 
pay you back.’ But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into 
prison until he could pay the debt.” 
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This interaction between this guy and his fellow servant is both similar and dissimilar to 
the previous interaction between the Lord and this guy. It’s similar in the sense that this 
guy sort of pretends like he’s the Lord of his fellow servant (something we’ll come back 
to). And his fellow servant’s words are similar to his own plea for patience. 
 
But there is a difference. A few actually. The first servant offered to pay back everything, 
something categorically impossible. The second servant did not offer to pay back 
everything, but it could’ve been conceivable for him to do so. A denarius was a day’s 
wage for a laborer. So a hundred denarii was a large amount, but not even close to some 
of your college loans. So it was not too large to pay off with some time. Nevertheless, the 
difference between the debt owed to the Lord and the debt owed to the servant is like the 
difference between lightning and a lightning bug. One’s just a little more noticeable than 
the other. But whereas his Lord was just and methodical, this man flies off the handle, 
grabbing his fellow servant by the neck. Whereas his Lord quietly had ordered for the 
sale of his servant’s belongings, this man loudly demands payment. And, finally, whereas 
his Lord ‘took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go’ this man refused to 
forgive. ‘Instead, he went off and had [his fellow servant] thrown into prison until he 
could pay the debt.' 
 
So Jesus says in verse 31, ‘When the other servants saw what had happened, they 
were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had 
happened.’ After the report of this servant’s cruel refusal to forgive, we then see the 
Lord’s just refusal to forgive this man. The Lord addresses this unforgiving servant in 
verses 32-34, and then the Lord Jesus addresses his disciples in verse 35. 
 
Verse 32: “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I 
canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn't you have had 
mercy on your fellow servant, just as I had on you?’ In anger his master turned him 
over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. This is how 
my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your 
heart.” 
 
How are we to think about this master angrily turning this wicked servant over to the 
jailers to be tortured? Well, if we take this text in the context of the rest of chapter 18, it 
refers to God’s just, settled disposition of wrath against sin which is meted out in a 
judgment where the sinner suffers eternal conscious torment. Jesus says in verse 6 that 
for such a sinner, ‘it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his 
neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.’ In verses 8 and 9 he describes it as 
being ‘thrown into eternal fire,’ ‘into the fire of hell.’ 
 
So with the way Jesus applies this story to his disciples in verse 35, it does not seem too 
far off to say that the main thing he wants people to understand here is that if you do not 
forgive your fellow Christian from your heart, you will go to hell. 
 
How could this be? This sounds like works righteousness, like we only receive 
forgiveness on the basis of our works of forgiving others. How could this be? This sounds 
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like I’m saying Christians can lose their salvation and be damned forever. If it were all up 
to us to gain our salvation by our works, then it would stand to reason that we could lose 
it by our works. 
 
But let me assure you from the beginning that I am not condoning either works 
righteousness or the possibility that a true Christian could ever lose his or her salvation. 
But I think it’s best to see that this is before we see how this is. And I want you to feel the 
weight of this problem before I propose a solution. So before I attempt to bring resolution 
to this tension, showing how this puzzle piece fits into the big picture of the free grace 
God offers sinners in Christ, let’s look at this puzzle piece. Let’s just sit in this reality for 
a moment, and look at the fact that if we don’t forgive we will not be forgiven. 
 
We Must Forgive or We’ll Be Damned Forever  
 
Jesus just told us that if we don’t forgive we will go to hell. What do you do when you 
come to passages like this? Do you just let your eyes glaze over and pretend that it isn’t 
there? Don’t do that. If it’s possible that you or others could really go to hell, then this 
passage is worth taking seriously. These kinds of hard sayings should motivate us to pray. 
‘God, help me. God, have I refused to forgive? If so, have mercy on me for Christ’s sake. 
Please help me understand what you’re saying here. Please have mercy on me.’ And this 
hard saying should motivate us to search the Scriptures for a clear, full understanding of 
what this means. 
 
So, to the Scriptures we go. This isn’t the only place in Matthew’s gospel where Jesus 
talks this way. At the end of the Lord’s prayer, Jesus says we should pray: ‘Forgive us 
our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.’ And he follows it up in chapter 6, verses 
14-15, saying, ‘For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father 
will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not 
forgive your sins.’ 
 
In Matthew 25, a Master is looking into what his servants did with the talents he 
entrusted to them. After rewarding some servants for their faithful use of his property, he 
turns to one who was unfaithful, saying, ‘You wicked, lazy servant!’ (v. 26). And he 
commands that this ‘worthless servant’ be thrown ‘outside, into the darkness, where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (v. 30). And this punishment was somehow a 
result of his unfaithful works. 
 
Jesus continues in Matthew 25 saying that ‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and 
all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be 
gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats’ (vv. 31-32). After welcoming those who had 
ministered to him, he turns to those on his left, saying, “‘Depart from me, you who are 
cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and 
you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a 
stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was 
sick and in prison and you did not look after me.’ They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did 
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we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did 
not help you?’ He will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the 
least of these, you did not do for me’” (vv. 41-46). 
 
So maybe it’s clear enough from these passages that the conclusion of Matthew 18 is not 
an isolated teaching. We see this elsewhere in the Bible as well, that if we do not do 
God’s will, we will be damned forever. Our end will somehow correspond with our 
deeds. As the apostle Paul puts it in Romans, God ‘will render to each one according to 
his works: to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and 
immortality, he will give eternal life; but for those who are self-seeking and do not obey 
the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. There will be tribulation 
and distress for every human being who does evil...’ (Rom. 2.6-9, ESV), or as Jesus puts 
it, ‘unless you forgive your brother from your heart.’ 
 
A Step Back: How could this be? 
 
I hope this is sufficient to show you that this is. Now let’s look at how this is. We’ll take 
a step back and ask how this could be, and then we’ll take some steps forward asking 
how we can forgive. 
 
First, then: How could this be? I said that this does not contradict salvation by grace 
alone apart from works of the law. And I said that this does not mean that a true Christian 
can ever lose his salvation. How is that possible if what Jesus says in chapter 18 is true? 
 
Let’s begin answering this question by looking at Matthew 18. I take everything Jesus 
has said in this chapter as a response to his disciples jockeying for position in verse 1. It 
says there that: 
 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, ‘Who is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven?’ He called a little child and had him stand among them. And 
he said: ‘I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, 
you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself 
like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.’ 

 
A disciple of Christ is an adopted child of God. And Christ wants us to be humble 
children in the way we relate with God. We have one Father and so we relate to one 
another as brothers and sisters. But when I turn my back on him and pretend like I am my 
own father and your father, like the buck stops with me, then I tend to Lord it over my 
fellow servants. 
 
That’s what we see in today’s text. This unforgiving servant thinks he can act like the 
Lord of his fellow servant. When we do this we show how self-deceived we are. When 
we do this, we bring only grief to others. But the main thing that makes this so serious is 
that by refusing to forgive we illegitimately seek to climb onto the seat of the Judge of 
the universe. God will have no pretenders in his seat! No one can take his job! So if you 
sit in condemnation over your brother or sister you will be condemned. 
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Now when we put it this way, that Christians can be condemned for refusing to forgive, 
there’s something we have to realize. Some Christians are Christians in name only. This 
is why theologians distinguish between the visible and the invisible church. The visible 
church is everyone who names the name of Christ, everyone who can say, ‘Lord, lord.’ In 
this congregation there are those who are truly born again believers and others who, in 
their heart of hearts, are only pretenders. The true church is invisible. The true saint will 
persevere to the end, struggling to forgive as he or she has been forgiven. And only when 
the Son of God is revealed from heaven will his fellow brothers and sisters also be 
revealed for who they really are. But the impostor will also be revealed on the last day. 
 
But Jesus shows that even before then, impostors will tip their hands occasionally and 
make people wonder about the authenticity of their faith. This kind of thinking is called 
reasoning ‘from evidence to inference.’ There’s nothing really special about it. We do it 
all the time. For example, if there’s a guy who flirts too much, then his excessive 
flirtation is what the girls see, the evidence, if you will. And so the girls in his immediate 
vicinity make inferences based on that evidence that he’s crazy about them. But the thing 
is, until he makes himself clear, all these girls are left with is inference and speculation. 
And, really, the only one who knows the truth about all these things at present is God.  
 
We have already seen this kind of reasoning ‘from evidence to inference’ in chapter 18. 
We saw it by translating verse 18 as literally, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on 
earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will have been 
loosed in heaven.’ The binding and loosing of the church is the evidence by which we 
can rightly infer that it has already been bound and loosed in heaven.  
 
We also see this kind of reasoning in chapter 7, beginning at verse 16. Jesus says of false 
prophets, 
 

By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, 
or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree 
bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good 
fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 
Thus, [Jesus says] by their fruit you will recognize them. 

 
So if you choose not to forgive, and if it becomes your lifestyle and part of your 
character, your usual way that you relate to people who cross you, then you have good 
reason to infer something very dreadful. Your unforgiving way just may be evidence, 
fruit that shows that you are the kind of tree that will one day be thrown into 
unquenchable fire. So Jesus is not saying that true Christians can lose their salvation. 
He’s saying that those so-called Christians who refused to forgive were never forgiven 
Christians in the first place. 
 
This brings up the very real danger of loose associations with the church, wherein you get 
to hear the glorious gospel of God’s grace in Christ over and over. If your heart is not 
melted by it and conformed to the likeness of the forgiving heart of the Father, then you 
will be one day be called to account for your failure to truly repent and believe the gospel 
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you kept hearing. You see, those who call themselves Christians are the most guilty 
sinners in the world because we sin against the greatest light. When we hear about this 
free forgiveness and yet continue to refuse to forgive, each time we do so we store up 
more and more wrath for ourselves on the day of wrath, when God’s righteous judgment 
will be revealed. 
 
And, listen, even true Christians are the worst sinners in the world, because we do not 
always perfectly reflect the free forgiveness we have received. Even the apostle Paul 
called himself the foremost sinner. Our affections and actions are a poor, far from perfect 
reflection of the amazing grace we’ve been given. 
 
But here’s the difference: We hate our sins. We make no peace with them. We don’t 
always do this forgiveness thing right, but we want to. Or, at least, we want to want to. 
Our old man does not want to stay on the cross, so we struggle to crucify our 
unforgiveness. Forgiveness is a real struggle for true Christians. It’s hard! But the true 
Christian will struggle to forgive by faith.  
 
This is not works righteousness. To forgive from the heart is the opposite of putting my 
forgiveness of others as the basis of my being forgiven by God. Not our hard work of 
forgiveness, but Jesus’ death on the cross for our sins and self-righteousness is the basis 
of our being forgiven and accepted by God. The whole book of Matthew is Christ on the 
way to his cross. His death and resurrection is what it’s all about. Our forgiveness of 
others is not the basis. Here’s what it is: it’s the necessary fruit of a life whose roots are 
secure and nourished in the black soil of Christ’s death and resurrection. Not the root. 
Just the necessary fruit. 
 
A Step Forward: How can we forgive? 
 
So the only way we can forgive others from the heart is to do so as a forgiven person. 
Relying on the fact that the Judge has pardoned your infinite debt keeps you from being a 
condemning judge when others sin against you. That’s what the apostle Paul says in 
Ephesians 4, ‘Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with 
every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, 
just as in Christ God forgave you.’ (vv. 31-32). 
 
So what does this forgiveness look like? At the beginning of today’s passage we see 
Jesus requiring of us, unlimited forgiveness. At the end of the passage he says we must 
forgive with heartfelt, sincere forgiveness. And in the middle of the passage we see that 
we must forgive as we’ve been forgiven. 
 
Let’s consider what forgiveness is not. Here are 6 things that forgiveness is not: First, 
forgiving is not the same as forgetting. I mean, really, how the heck are you supposed to 
do that? That’s not what God does. He doesn’t somehow turn off his omniscience when 
he considers a believer’s sins. No, he sees that Christ was condemned for it on the cross 
and therefore he will never condemn us for it. So we should follow his lead. No matter 
how grievous the abuse or scandalous the unfaithfulness, we look to our Father and trust 
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that the judge of all the earth will do right. He either already has judged this sin in Christ 
crucified or he will execute judgment against this person in hell if they do not trust in 
Jesus. But either way, it’s in his hands. And, after all, he executes judgment with more 
effectiveness and justice than we ever could. 
 
Second, forgiving does not mean we don’t feel profound pain for being sinned against. 
When we are sinned against, our desire for justice wells up. And it’s right to long for 
justice. It’s right to mourn over sin, as hard as that may be. In fact, it’s wrong to not 
mourn or feel pain when you’re sinned against. Stuffing your emotions is not forgiving. 
The goal in forgiveness is not to ‘just have thick skin.’ If you don’t feel pain, then you 
might be dead. This hurts!  
 
Sin is something that must be dealt with. You can’t just pretend it’s not there or change 
the subject even though it’s awkward to do so for everyone involved. So we would do 
well to follow Joseph’s example at the end of the book of Genesis. He first looked the 
sins of his brothers straight in the eyes and told them that they had sinned against him. 
They sold him as a slave. And only after that did he then talk about the comforting truth 
that God was bringing good out of their sin. 
 
Third, forgiving doesn’t mean we immediately trust those who’ve sinned against us. Like 
someone has said, it only takes a brief time to lose trust but it takes a long time to get it 
back. So if you say you’re sorry to someone you’ve sinned against and it seems to take 
them some time to respond to you, that’s normal. Give them time to deal with the pain of 
being sinned against. And don’t use your apology as a means by which you demand that 
they forgive and trust you.  
 
Fourth, forgiving is not the same as reconciliation. It takes two parties to reconcile. 
While, as we’ll see, forgiveness from the heart does involve a desire to reconcile, it 
doesn’t always happen. 
 
Fifth, forgiveness is not punctiliar. That is to say, it’s not merely something where you 
forgive something once and then you no longer have to deal with it again. As different 
triggers remind us of the way people have sinned against us we may need to choose to 
forgive a sin over and over again, even though that sin may be something that happened 
years ago. So we will need to look to Jesus and the gospel over and over again to do so. 
 
And, finally, sixth, if you extend forgiveness to me that does not mean I don’t have to 
live with the consequences of my sin. When king David raped Uriah’s wife God forgave 
him, but God also disciplined him. If the Lord helps you forgive someone who’s done 
something like abuse you, you or someone else will still have to call the cops. Forgiven 
people still have to face the consequences for their actions. 
 
Now that we’ve looked at what forgiveness is not, let’s consider what it is. 300 years ago, 
a puritan by the name of Thomas Watson summarized as best he could the Bible’s 
teaching on forgiveness. Answering the question, ‘When do we forgive others?’ he said: 
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When we strive against all thoughts of revenge; when we will not do our enemies 
mischief, but wish well to them, grieve at their calamities, pray for them, seek 
reconciliation with them, and show ourselves ready on all occasions to relieve 
them.1 
 

That’s a pretty good definition of forgiveness. And it’s good because it’s Biblical. Each 
point of his definition comes from the Bible: 
 

1. Resist thoughts of revenge: Romans 12:19, “Never take your own revenge, 
beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is 
Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord.” 

2. Don’t seek to do them mischief: 1 Thessalonians 5:15, “See that no one repays 
another with evil for evil. 

3. Wish well to them: Luke 6:28, “Bless those who curse you.” 
4. Grieve at their calamities: Proverbs 24:17, “Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, 

and do not let your heart be glad when he stumbles.” 
5. Pray for them: Matthew 5:44, “But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for 

those who persecute you.” 
6. Seek reconciliation with them: Romans 12:18, “If possible, so far as it depends on 

you, be at peace with all men.” 
7. Be always willing to come to their relief: Exodus 23:4, “If you meet your enemy’s 

ox or his donkey wandering away, you shall surely return it to him.”2 
 
And in all of these aspects of forgiveness, the main thing is the heart, as Jesus says at the 
end of today’s passage. All these things are the fruit of a heart that’s planted in the gospel 
of Christ. Now you may have a hard time finding this fruit on your branches. And it’s 
good to be alarmed at that. But you can only make inferences from that evidence, so 
don’t get too caught up in things you can only infer and speculate about. Don’t focus on 
what you’re not sure about. Focus on what is 100% certain, sure, and true—whether you 
feel like it is or not. ‘The Word was [indeed] made flesh [in history] and dwelt among 
us.’ Don’t think fixating on yourself will either nurse your wounds or help you not wound 
others, ‘fix your eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfector of faith, who, for the joy set 
before him endured the cross, despising its shame and has sat down at the right hand of 
the majesty in heaven.’ ‘Christ has indeed been raised from the dead [2,000 years ago in 
Jerusalem], the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep’ so that you could be forgiven. 
Fix your roots in him and in that good news, and the fruit will grow. 
 
The Lord’s Supper 
 
Let’s enjoy communion together, and draw up even more grace from Christ thereby. We 
eat matza and drink wine together to remind us of our Lord’s broken body and blood 
which was spilled for the remission of sins. 
 
Benediction 
May you forgive one another as you have been forgiven! 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Adam Smith on Sunday morning, June 17, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 
be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and proclaims 

the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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