
Forgiveness, Matthew 18: 21-35      Sept. 13, 2020 

 A story is told of a woman who had a hopelessly unfaithful husband, a real 

philanderer.  Yet again and again, she took him back after his most recent one night stand, 

even though neighbors and friends kept advising her against it.  And then one morning, 

he returned to find everything was different; the locks changed on the doors and all of his 

possessions in the front yard.  His wife refused to take him back and was, quite simply, 

done.  “Why”, asked her friends and neighbors, “ did you finally throw the bum out?”  

“Because,” she replied, in a reference to our Gospel text, “this was one-night stand 

number 78.”   And alert Biblical scholars will recognize that Jesus recommended to Peter 

that he forgive not 7 times, but 77 times.  You hit 78 and you’re over the limit.  

 This little story is a great jumping off point for our consideration of this difficult 

Gospel lesson today.  For one thing, it’s obviously not a true history of some insanely 

libido driven man and crazily long-suffering woman.  It’s a colorful short story full of 

exaggeration that makes a point.  That’s true of our Gospel lesson also.  Jesus is telling a 

parable, a story, here.  It’s not a true account, it’s wildly exaggerated.  The amount of 

money the servant owes the Master, for example, is the equivalent of 15 years wages; that 

just isn’t feasible, how would that even happen in 1st century Palestine?  And it’s also not 

an allegory in which everything in the story represents something else.  The Master in the 

story, for example, is not a complete representation of God, because he proves to be 

surprisingly vindictive and cruel in the end of the story, and God isn’t like that! .  And so 

on.  This is a colorful story designed to drive home a truth or two, not to be over analyzed 

and taken literally in every detail.  Which is why the woman in the opening story I told 



gets into trouble---she decides to take literally the number 77 as the requirement for her 

to forgive and take back her husband.  Whereas it’s clear that Jesus is simply asking Peter 

to stop keeping score and make forgiveness a way of life rather than a matter of 

numerical tabulation.  Furthermore, it’s safe to say that the woman in the story never 

actually forgives her husband; forgiveness frees.  She, in contrast, was keeping score. 

Scorekeepers are not free; they are just biding their time and holding their grudge until 

they feel justified in taking angry action.  That’s not forgiveness.   

 In these verses before us, Jesus tells a parable that is prompted by a question from 

Peter.  “Lord, how often should I forgive?”, he asks.  To place this question in the context 

of this Gospel of Matthew, just a few chapters earlier, Jesus had taught his disciples the 

Lord’s Prayer, which includes that terrifying line, “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive 

those who sins against us” Terrifying, because it implies a connection between our being 

forgiven and our being forgiving.  Maybe having had some time to think this through in 

the intervening chapters, Peter is prompted in this morning’s lesson to ask Jesus, “Must I 

forgive someone as much as 7 times?”  And before we judge Peter for asking this 

question, let’s just remember how irritated we get by the repeat offenders in our own 

lives.  How often is the cause of a blow-up in our marriage or with our child or co-worker 

based on our private accounting of how often they do this or that particular thing again 

and again and again?  Keeping score of wrongs is a very human and very popular thing to 

do, and Peter is just exemplifying that on behalf of all of us when he asks Jesus this 

question.    



 This parable is a huge exercise in not only hyperbole, but in irony.  We’ve already 

said that first debt that is forgiven the first slave was 15 years of wages, an impossible 

sum.  The slave was indebted to his master beyond any hope of repayment.  And yet, 

upon his pleading, the lord had pity on him and forgave him this astronomical debt.  The 

irony follows when this same slave encounters a second slave who owed him 100 denari,  

about 100 days worth of wages.  A significant sum, about three months of our paychecks, 

but nothing compared to the debt of the first slave.  Yet, this first slave has his fellow 

slave thrown into prison, causing the other slaves to complain back to the master.  In spite 

of being forgiven his own ginormous debt, this slave lacks the capacity to forgive another 

a much smaller debt.  That’s irony.  And therein lies the major home truth this parable is 

teaching:  forgiveness is really hard for us, but God hopes we discover a connection 

between our being forgiven and our becoming more forgiving. God’s forgiveness of us 

and our forgiveness of others is interrelated.  As we are forgiven, so we are to grow in 

being forgiving.  

 But therein lies the problem, because we don’t wanna!  Offered a choice between 

being a forgiving person and a score keeper, we’d much rather be a score keeper.  That’s 

our fallen human nature.  Forgiveness is hard, but score keeping comes quite naturally to 

us! Jesus’ suggestion that we forgive 77 times---or to put it realistically, that forgiveness 

is not limited nor quantifiable—this offends us.  It also seems impossible and maybe not 

even healthy.  Because there are some things that perhaps are not forgivable, correct?  

And some behaviors that certainly cannot be condoned through our act of forgiveness, 



even if we were capable of forgiving them!  How do these verses sound to victims of 

abuse, or those who lost a loved one to violence?   

 First, some crucial distinctions.  And I mean crucial!  Before we can ponder what 

forgiveness is and why it matters, we have to be very clear on what forgiveness is not!  

Forgiveness is not the same as forgetting. “ Forgive and forget”, we say.  Not actually the 

same thing at all, and not always possible, or even desirable.  Do we forget the holocaust?  

I don’t think so.  Forgiveness is also not the same as condoning wrong.  Wrongdoing is 

still wrongdoing; injustice is still injustice; forgiveness does not mean turning a blind eye 

to those realities.  So, to forgive another does not mean that we have concluded their 

behavior was alright.  Moreover, forgiveness is also not the same as reconciliation.  This 

is important! We may forgive a wrong; that doesn’t necessarily mean the relationship will 

be reconciled.  Reconciliation would require action on the part of both parties involved, 

right?  There would need to be acknowledgement of wrong, confession if you like, as 

well as the goal of amending ways, on the part of  both involved. Reconciliation may or 

may not be possible or even desirable, depending upon the circumstances.  Forgiveness 

may open the door to reconciliation, but it is not reconciliation, in and of itself.   

 The lightbulb moment happens here when we realize that forgiveness, while it 

may impact the one who has offended, is primarily about the one who is doing the 

forgiving!  We forgive because otherwise our souls are corroded and eaten away, as if by 

acid.  We forgive—not because we forget.  Not because we condone the wrong.  Not 

because we are necessarily reconciled with the other.  No, we forgive, because that is the 

part that is in our power to do, and it means we turn our anger and judgment over to God, 



and trust God to make things right.  Forgiveness on our part is not dependent upon 

change on the other’s part.  Because we have no control over that!  Forgiveness is our 

letting go and letting God, and it frees us, over time---it’s a process, not a single act. 

Forgiveness allows us to move forward, opens the possibility of reconciliation in some 

cases, and enables us to follow the example of our Lord, who is the epitome of 

forgiveness and mercy. And who bids us to do likewise.  Forgiveness is freeing, it’s 

healing, and it’s contagious. Forgiveness opens doors not only for ourselves, but for 

others.  And a lack of forgiveness likewise impacts others and can become toxic for entire 

families or systems.  

 Consider this actual example: My brother’s wife, Helen, is a wonderful woman 

who never knew her father.  Her parents became estranged and divorced when she was 2 

or 3 years old, partly because they couldn’t agree on where to live.  Her mother, who was 

a little goofy, truth be told, then moved halfway across the country from the father.   Her 

mother and father never forgave, never reconciled, never found a way to even be civil so 

that Helen and her father could have some degree of relationship.  Just a few years ago, in 

her early 60s, Helen, via Facebook, came upon a whole family of half-siblings, adult 

children of her now dead father, who are good and friendly people and want to connect 

with this long lost half sister.  Helen is learning things about her father which she never 

knew, her mother having always presented him through a lens of anger and bitterness.  

Because of the inability of these two adults to practice some measure of forgiveness, 

Helen never had a relationship with her father or half siblings.  It’s too late for her and 

her father; but not too late for her and these half-siblings. Yet her parent’s inability to 



forgive not only had a cost for each of them; it had a cost for her, too, and it was a high 

cost.  A family system or a culture that routinely is devoid of forgiveness cannot effect 

reconciliation or healing, and that casts some long shadows sometimes.  

 If we don’t forgive, we become a scorekeeper.  And much as we don’t like what 

Jesus tells us, just think with me for a moment about what it would mean if he had 

answered differently.  What if Peter had asked, “Must I forgive 7 times?”, and Jesus had 

responded, “Yes, that sounds about right. 7 times.”  Oh my Lord.  Can you even imagine 

the kind of score keepers we would all become?  Most likely, there’d be an app for it on 

our smart phones so we could keep track.  We’d have digital score cards for everyone 

with whom we regularly deal.  “Hmm…that’s five times the Pastor has forgotten my 

name…three more times, and we’re done.”  “Ah ha!  My wife has slighted me 7 times 

now.  One more time and I can let her have it without feeling guilty.”  And they’d be 

doing the same for us, of course.  You know how easily we cling to keeping track of 

wrongs, to keeping score.  Can you begin to imagine what our lives would be like if Jesus 

has given Peter the ok for 7 as the outer limit?  I don’t think there’d be a relationship left 

standing, a marriage still intact, a church still functioning, or a family on speaking terms.  

If Jesus had told us to go for it, to indulge in that fallen nature of ours to keep score, it 

would be a very different world.  Aren’t you glad he chose a higher road for us, set the 

bar high, even if we struggle to get there?  Aren’t you glad that God’s mercy is vast as  

Lake Superior, and washes over us again and again, allowing us to find our own way 

towards being more forgiving people?  Aren’t you glad that God holds up for us a vision 

of a way to live where keeping score, retaliation and vengeance are not the way?   



 Perhaps our prayer in reflection on this text might be that God would grant to 

each of us such a rich sense of the forgiveness and grace he daily gives us, that we may 

grow in our capacity to forgive and live in grace.  Amen.   

 


