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One thing I try very hard not to do as a preacher 

is to simply stand up here, read a Gospel ‘imperative:” 

that is something Jesus says we need to do or be - and 

trot out what is – in theological terms – nothing more 

than the Nike slogan: “So Just Do It!” and - 12 minutes 

later – sit back down, feeling as if I have both done my 

job, and met my responsibility to you - because I will have 

accomplished neither. 

Like today: there’s only so much one can say 

about the need for us to be active “forgivers” – no matter 

how many times Jesus reminds us of it in the gospels. We 

know we should.  We know our life in community would 

be vastly improved if we did. But, we also know that most 

of the time, we just can’t bring ourselves to do it. 

It’s not that we’re mean-spirited. It’s not 

because we don’t realize how things would be better if 

we did – it’s because we don’t know how.  It’s a lot easier 

said than done. And we’re given precious few ‘practical 

tips’ on how to make it happen. 

Will Willimon – from Duke Divinity writes: "The 

human animal is not supposed to be good at forgiveness.  

Forgiveness is not some innate, natural human emotion. 

Vengeance, retribution, violence: these are natural 

human qualities” – being the half animal- half divine 

creatures that we are. “It’s natural for the human animal 

to defend itself: to snarl and crouch into defense when 

attacked…to howl when wronged - to bite back when 

bitten. Forgiveness is just not natural” for us. “It is not a 

universal human virtue." 

A man went to his doctor feeling absolutely 

terrible. After the exam, the doctor came back in: “I don't 

know how to break the news to you, but you have rabies, 

and you're going to die very soon." The man calmly got 

out a piece of paper and began writing furiously.  

“Making out your will?” the doctor asked.  

“Are you kidding?” the patient replied. “It’s a list 

of everybody I’m gonna’ bite!” 

Now that’s a “natural human” quality. 

 

Jesus just telling us that we ‘have to forgive.’ is 

like if you told your 2-year-old to ‘Take a bath,’ and you 

walked sauntered off to watch TV. A 2-year-old knows 

nothing about a bathtub – and doesn’t particularly seem 

to want to know if yours were like ours…they have no 

idea how to turn on, or adjust the water, where the soap 

is – even what soap is…when ‘enough’ water is 

enough…a bath is not “a universal human virtue” to a 

two-year-old. They need our help. And, yes, Jesus: we 

could use your help in finding out just how to forgive. 

Take Peter’s question today: which expands the 

existing Jewish law – going it one-better. The Law read:  

"If a man transgresses one time, forgive him.  If a man 

transgresses two times, forgive him. If a man 

transgresses three times, forgive him. But, if a man 

transgresses four times,” that’s it – no more forgiveness 

need be offered.  

What Peter did was to multiply the Law by 2 and 

add 1: 3 ‘forgiveness’ doubled equals 6, plus 1 – just to 

prove our sincerity = 7. I think Peter actually thought he’d 

figured out how to make this forgiveness thing actually 

work. But, what Jesus did was to boot Peter’s simple 3rd 

grade math up to the post-graduate school level: ‘Not 

seven times…seventy-seven times.” And again, Peter – 

like us – gets it wrong – probably because none of us 

have even the faintest grasp on God’s post-graduate 

level of forgiveness.   

There are all sorts of neat little mushy stories 

about ‘doing’ forgiveness – like the 2 friends walking 

through the desert who get into an argument, and one 

friend slaps the other in the face. He was hurt, but 

without saying anything, wrote in the sand: "Today my 

best friend slapped me in the face." Later, they found an 

oasis, and decided to take a bath. The one who’d been 

slapped got stuck in the mire and started drowning, but 

the other guy saved him. After he recovered, he wrote 

on a stone: "Today, my best friend saved my life." 

"After I hurt you,” the first friend said, “you 

wrote in the sand, and now, you write on a stone, why?"  
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"When someone hurts us,” was the response: 

“we should write it down in sand - where winds of 

forgiveness can blow it away. But, when someone does 

something good for us, we must engrave it in stone.”   

“…Probably because that so seldom happens,” 

my internal curmudgeon would grumble. But, it’s a nice 

story with a sweet ending. 

My ‘barely-higher-than-animal’ instinct asks, 

however: Wouldn’t the story be more complete – more 

meaningful for both – if the slapper had apologized first? 

‘To forgive,’ is simply defined as ‘to stop feeling 

angry or resentful toward someone for something they 

did – like an offense, a flaw, or a mistake.’ But, it doesn’t 

tell us how. 

Maybe it’s just my over-confident ego, but a 

‘mistake’ or a ‘flaw’ or an unintentional slight – is one 

thing: I can pretty well handle those. But, what if 

someone deliberately and intentionally offends - in a 

conscious, malicious design to destroy: our reputation, 

our good name, our character - is that any different? Is 

that not ‘sin’ – and do we not vow at our baptism to: 

“renounce the devil and all the powers of this world that 

defy and rebel against God, and the ways of sin that draw 

us from God?” Do we really “defy” those “forces” by 

simply forgiving when the offender couldn’t care less? 

Where’s the ‘Grace’ in that? Seems it simply validates 

their behavior, and gives license to do it again, and again. 

And again. They learn nothing; and they gain nothing. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer – noted German Lutheran 

theologian and, by the way: the only Lutheran in all of 

Germany who publicly opposed Adolph Hitler’s demonic 

reign – and, also by the way: was hanged for it – 

Bonhoeffer rightly noted, I think, that “the preaching of 

forgiveness without requiring repentance (just like) 

Communion without confession - is cheap grace…grace 

without the cross, grace without Christ. Cheap grace is 

the grace we bestow on ourselves…” 

As I was writing this sermon - when I got to this 

very point, I was suddenly surprised at the turn it took:  

away from the demand to ‘forgive,’ toward its needed 

pre-requisite: ‘regret’ – which reveals itself in the form of 

an apology. Only then, I concluded, can forgiveness be 

truly sincere. 

An apology signals a readiness and openness to 

receive the awesome gift of forgiveness - bought on the 

Cross for all of us: an apology shows that the offender 

has considered his action, weighed it against the “love 

your neighbor as you love yourself” – the “I am my 

brother’s keeper,” and all those other great biblical 

relational mandates that make for civilized behavior, and  

is willing to do their part in the very two-way process of 

reconciliation. 

An apology not only makes it much, much easier 

to forgive – but, signals the honest desire to ‘kiss and 

make up.’ Apology and forgiveness cleanses two hearts 

at the same time. 

We know how little we deserve God’s 

unconditional forgiveness. We know we’re reconnected 

with God by the costly Grace seen flowing from the cross 

– and nothing more. But, if we hadn’t been told that we 

are forgiven, how would we have known? And, what 

would we have cared? Every Sunday’s Confession is 

sorta’ like our on-going ‘apology’ to God – and the 

response is God’s on-going forgiveness for us. 

Is there someone you knowingly need to 

apologize to this morning?  Then ‘just do it!’  I guarantee 

it’ll work – and the forgiveness that flows back will hit 

you like a billion kisses from God and make your life – and 

theirs – worth living again. Amen.
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