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“Making Peace at Home”
Genesis 33:1-11; Matthew 18:21-35 October 30, 2016

The Bible invites us into a far different world than the 
world in which we live in so much of each day: the world 
in which people use innocent civilians as military shields; in 
which families disintegrate due to betrayal, disappointment, 
abuse and addiction; in which people grab the microphone 
to hurl insults against others and pledge undying animosity.  
Peace in our lives, our homes, nation and world seems to be a 
very fragile thing. When relationships are broken, when we 
hurt one another, when we lose our way or when those we 
love betray us, we do not know what to do or where to turn. 

Peter asks Jesus a practical question that arises from the 
realities of human experience and life in the church. He 
asks, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against 
me, how often should I forgive?” The question touches not 
only life in the church, but also our family life, business 
relations, neighborhoods and world. 

Peter has been around Jesus long enough to know that 
he is partial to forgiveness. The rabbis taught that the 
faithful should forgive the sins of others three times. So 
when Peter frames his second question, “As many as seven 
times?” he doubles the number and adds one more for good 
measure. When Jesus responds with “seventy-seven” times, 
he is letting us in on the secret that forgiveness is not about 
keeping score, but of love, and not a matter of calculation, 
but of grace. Forgiveness is not a numbers game. When we 
keep score everybody loses. 

The parable gives us a window into the world of the gospel 
and the life we share as Christians. A king wants to settle his 
accounts. One servant owes the king ten thousand talents, 
the largest sum of money that Greek arithmetic could 
calculate. It is a vast debt. At first, the king demands that the 
money be paid back, or the man and his family will be sold 
into slavery. The servant pleads with the king; the king is 
moved and forgives the entire debt. Then, this same servant 
demands that a fellow servant who owes him a small debt of 
100 denarii pay it back. A denarius was roughly equivalent 
to the wages for a day’s labor. Having had his great debt 
forgiven by the king, the servant refuses to forgive the 
small debt. He throws his fellow servant into prison. When 
the king hears of this, he turns the tables and throws the 

ungrateful servant into prison. We hear the warning that 
we who have been forgiven so much by God are to practice 
forgiveness of others. How can we expect God to forgive us 
if we refuse to forgive others? 

This is why the Lord’s Prayer links God’s forgiveness 
of us with our forgiveness of others. We pray, “Forgive us 
our debts as we forgive our debtors.” It is not that God’s 
forgiveness is conditional upon our forgiveness. God 
forgives once and for all in the cross of Christ. If we are 
unwilling to forgive others, then it is doubtful that we have 
understood, accepted or been transformed by God’s grace 
in Jesus Christ.  

Albert Curry Winn puts this relationship in a simple 
way: “The door through which the forgiveness of our 
God comes into our lives is the same door through which 
our forgiveness goes out to others. If we close the door, 
letting no forgiveness out, we at the same time prevent any 
forgiveness from entering in” (A Christian Primer, p. 174).  
Only as we forgive others can we know what it is to be 
forgiven. Only as we know what it is to be forgiven, can we 
forgive others. When we come to know God’s forgiveness 
as something real and transformational, then we cannot 
help but to forgive others. To know the gift of God’s costly 
grace is to be willing to give that same costly grace to others. 
If we settle our accounts on the basis of what is owed, if 
we want to indulge our wounds by revenge, if we refuse to 
forgive our family members, or if we regard our enemies 
with contempt, then we need to be prepared for God to 
deal with us on that basis as well. 

This gospel language of forgiveness is a foreign language 
in our culture. Theologian Miroslav Volf said, “We live in a 
culture in which, yes, extraordinary generosity does happen, 
but at the same time that culture is largely stripped of grace” 
(Free of Charge, p.14).  The language of forgiveness is foreign 
to a world which people talk about winning and losing, 
grasping and hoarding, keeping score and staying on top. 

Jesus invites us to live in another world, to experience in 
our relationships a different reality. This fall we have been 
focusing on the theme of home. What does it look like to 
bring the world of the gospel into our relationships at home? 
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How do we make peace at home with our families and 
friends? If anybody has a right to hate his brother it is Esau. 
His twin brother, Jacob, has been a thorn in the flesh all of 
his life. Quick-witted Jacob had tricked their father out of 
the birthright and the blessing that belonged to Esau. When 
Esau heard what had happened, he wanted to kill Jacob. As 
we heard last week, Jacob fled to his Uncle Laban’s home. 
There, he prospered and married Leah and Rachel. 

The time comes for Jacob to come home and face the 
music. Using his wits again, he prepares to meet his brother 
by sending valuable herds and servants ahead and bringing 
his family last. In the years that they have been apart, God 
has changed Esau’s heart. Perhaps the years have melted his 
bitterness; maybe he feels that family is more important 
than the betrayal he has suffered, or maybe he has come 
to know God’s own gift of forgiveness. When Jacob 
returns home, Esau runs to meet Jacob. He enfolds him 
in an embrace, falls on his neck and kisses him. Esau has 
learned the power of forgiveness to restore a relationship 
and change the world. Jacob exclaims, “Truly to see your 
face is like seeing the face of God-- since you have received 
me with such favor.” The world of the gospel enters their 
family that day. 

How do we learn to forgive those closest to us? If the 
wound is fresh and deep, forgiveness seems like a foreign 
language that is impossible to learn. With practice, we can 
do it. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches us to pray 
for our enemies. The more we pray for those who have hurt 
us, the less we see them as objects of hatred and the more 
we see them as those for whom Christ also died. We begin 
to accept their fallen humanity just as God has accepted 
ours. We begin to understand the common struggles, 
character flaws and dreams we share. We may even begin to 
see Christ in them. As Christians, enmity can never be the 
final way we think about someone else.  

We do not learn to forgive alone. We have help. We have 
prayer, worship, ritual and scripture to help us find the 
way. We confess our own sinfulness in worship; we hear 
the gospel assurance that in Jesus Christ we are forgiven. 
One of the reasons we pass the peace in worship is to 
remind us that just as we have been forgiven, God calls us 
in Jesus Christ to forgive one another. We have Christian 
friends who listen to us, pray with us and model the way 
of grace for us. In our own church, we have CenterPoint 
Counseling Center to help individuals and families find 
the way to forgiveness, love and healthy relationships. 

Forgiveness is not the same thing as forgetting the hurt, 
pretending the wounds are not bad, condoning evil, or 
letting someone take advantage of you or abuse you. It 

is not about being a doormat. The capacity to forgive is 
not a sign of weakness, but of strength. In his book, The 
Lord’s Prayer: A Way of Life, Donald Shriver once said that 
forgiveness is a special way of remembering. To forgive is to 
remember with gracious love the injury that must be borne. 
We learn to bear the scar and to let go of the anger and the 
desire to get even. The scar is there to remind us of what 
happened, but the wound is healed through the salve of 
divine grace. Remember the words of Jesus from the cross, 
“Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” In 
every act of real forgiveness, there is a crucifixion. The one 
who forgives bears the weight of the cross. 

Where do we find the spiritual strength to forgive what 
seems impossible to forgive?  In The Fire Next Time, James 
Baldwin wrote about the African-American struggle for 
dignity and freedom in the face of generations of suffering 
and oppression: “It demands great spiritual resilience not 
to hate the hater whose foot is on your neck, and an even 
greater miracle of perception and charity not to teach your 
children to hate.” Such spiritual resilience comes from Jesus.  
When we forgive, we begin to see as Jacob did the face of 
God in one another. 

It may seem odd to preach a sermon on making peace at 
home on Commitment Sunday. We need to think deeply 
about what we are committing to today and to whom we 
make this commitment. We are committing our lives, our 
time and our resources to be a part of a community of 
reconciliation, shared love and grace. We are committing 
to be a people who live at peace with one another in the 
church, in our homes, our community and world. We are 
making our commitment to follow Jesus who shows us the 
way to live in the world of the gospel and not in the world 
of anger, insult, injury, animosity and revenge. It really is a 
different world. 

Sometimes I am asked, why should I fill out a commitment 
card? It is a way of making a promise to God and to ourselves 
to live a certain kind of life. It is a promise to be faithful and 
generous in how we use our time and resources. It is making 
a promise to take our stand with Jesus. It is a promise to live 
each day as a part of a community that embodies the grace 
of forgiveness. 


