
The Necessity of Forgiveness 

Matt. 18:21,22, Romans 14:7-12 by Patty Friesen (Sept.13/20) 

 A poem on forgiveness by Wendell Berry:   

I was your rebellious son,                                                                                                                          

do you remember?  Sometimes 

I wonder if you do remember, 

so complete has your forgiveness been. 

So complete has your forgiveness been 

I wonder sometimes, if it did not 

Precede my wrong, and I erred, 

Safe found, within your love, 

Prepared ahead of me, the way home, 

Or my bed at night, so that almost 

 

I should forgive you, who perhaps 

foresaw the worst that I might do, 

and forgave before I could act, 

causing me to smile now, looking back 

to see how paltry was my worst, 

compared to your forgiveness of it 

already given.  And this, then, 

Is the vision of that Heaven of which 

we have heard, where those who love 

each other have forgiven each other, 

where, for that, the leaves are green, 

the light is music in the air, 

and all is unentangled, 

and all is undismayed. 

 



 A sermon on forgiveness from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s sermon written from jail in Atlanta in 1963:  “Then said Jesus, 

Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  Luke 23:34.  Few words in the New Testament more clearly and solemnly 

express the magnanimity of Jesus’ spirit than that sublime utterance from the cross, ‘Forgive them; for they know not what they do.”  

That is love at its best. 

 We shall not fully understand the great meaning of Jesus’ prayer unless we first notice that the text opens with the word 

“then.”  The verse immediately preceding reads, “And when they were come to the place, which is called Calvary, there they crucified 

him…Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them.”  Then - when humanity had stooped to its worst.  Then - when Jesus was dying - he 

forgave them.  That then could have been otherwise - Jesus could have said, Father, get even with them, or let loose the mighty 

thunderbolts of righteous wrath and destroy them.  But none of this was his response.  

 During his ministry in the sunny villages of Galilee, Jesus talked passionately about forgiveness.  This strange doctrine 

awakened the questioning mind of Peter, “How oft,” he asked, “shall someone sin against me and I forgive them?  Seven times?”  

Peter wanted to be legal and statistical.  But Jesus responded by affirming that there is no limit to forgiveness.  “I say not unto thee, 

Until seven times; but, until seventy times seven.”  In other words, forgiveness is not a matter of quantity.  It is a matter of quality.  A 

person cannot forgive up to four hundred and ninety times without forgiveness becoming a part of the habit structure of their being.  

Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.   

 Jesus also admonished his followers to love their enemies and to pray for them that despiteful used them.  This teaching fell 

upon the ears of many of his hearers like a strange music from a foreign land.  Their ears were not attuned to the tonal qualities of such 



amazing love.  They had been taught to love their friends and to hate their enemies.  Their lives had been conditioned to seek redress 

in the time-honoured tradition of retaliation.  Yet Jesus taught them that only through a creative love for their enemies could they be 

children of God and that love and forgiveness were absolute necessities for spiritual maturity. 

 The moment of testing emerges.  Christ the innocent on a cross.  What place is there for love and forgiveness now?  How will 

Jesus react?  What will he say?  What is the most important things any of us say at the moment of our deaths?  He lifts his thorn-

crowned head and cries in words of cosmic proportions, Forgive them, for they know not what they do. Jesus eloquently affirmed 

from the cross a higher law.  He knew that the old eye-for-eye philosophy would leave everyone blind.  He did not seek to overcome 

evil with evil.  He overcame evil with good.  Although crucified by hate, he responded with aggressive love.  Calvary will be a 

nagging reminder that only goodness can drive out evil and only love can conquer hate.”  End of King’s sermon. The full sermon text 

Love in Action is on the back table in the lobby and on-line.  It is one of the best sermons I’ve ever read and we need Martin now 

more than ever.  (Strength to Love, MLK, p. 31-41) 

 The central element to Martin Luther King Jr.’s philosophy of non-violence was his belief in a divine loving presence that 

binds together all life.  The end goals of non-violent resistance to segregation were reconciliation and the creation of the Beloved 

Community of Black and White Christians in mutuality and respect.   

 Apostle Paul in today’s reading from Romans is also trying to reconcile and integrate a bi-racial and religious church and 

Beloved Christian Community of Jews and Gentiles who believed very different things about food.  It may seem silly to us now but 



kosher vs. non-kosher threatened to split the early church and Paul reminds them strongly of who binds them together and not to stand 

in judgement of each other’s opinions on food.   

 We receive new members today into our Beloved Community and surprisingly we have been receiving new members and 

friends throughout the pandemic.  I’ve warned them all that we are not perfect and have strong opinions also on lots of things - but not 

on food thankfully. Our challenge always as community is forgiveness and negotiating differences as best as possible, reminding 

ourselves Whom we have in common.  As part of our reception of new members in #777 in the hymnal -  we covenant to forgive as 

Christ has forgiven 70 x 7 and that’s a necessity for life together in marriages, family, work and as a congregation.  Let us pray: 

 Forgiving God, help us to be a forgiving, forbearing community.  We need your help to do that.  Bless all of us in our 

workplaces and relationships this week.  Amen. 

 On the following pages is the whole sermon by Martin Luther King Jr – “Love in Action”: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 


