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When I taught undergraduate students, one of my least favorite questions, but a 

totally predictable one, from a student was, “Do I have to know this for the final 

exam?” I knew that if I said, “No,” the notebooks would be closed, the pens set 

down, the inquiring minds would cease to inquire. What the question really meant 

was, “What do I need to know to pass this course?” 

 

Peter came to Jesus with such a question. Jesus had just told his disciples that if a 

member of the church had misbehaved, that person should be approached by other 

members of the community in a spirit of honesty and forgiveness. So Peter wanted 

things to be pinned down. “OK, Jesus, I know that I’m supposed to be forgiving. I 

get that. But there’s got to be a limit. How much do I have to do? How many times 

do I have to forgive someone before I give in to my natural instincts for 

vengeance? As many as seven times?” Peter surely knew that the traditional 

answer from the Jewish tradition was “three times,” which probably seemed plenty 

generous, more generous than most of us could be. But knowing Jesus’ generosity, 

Peter doubled the expected answer, and added one more just for good measure. 

“Seven times?” 

 

“Nope; seventy-seven,” Jesus answered. Most of us learned this as seventy times 

seven, but even seventy-seven is an impossible number. Imagine trying to forgive 
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someone seventy-seven times. What Jesus meant was that we are to keep 

forgiving, and forgiving and forgiving.  

 

Peter saw forgiveness in the same way most of us look at our own generosity. We 

want to be generous, but there’s got to be a limit, and we’d like to pin it down. We 

can’t give more than we have, after all. That’s what Peter thought about 

forgiveness. A person can forgive just so much, right? 

 

 So Jesus did what he often did when his disciples didn’t get it. He told a parable, a 

parable in which, once again, there are numbers to consider. A servant owed a 

king ten thousand talents. Now, let’s stop right here. Like forgiving 77 times,  it’s 

an impossible number—literally centuries of wages for a day-laborer. But the king 

had mercy on his servant and forgave him the full debt—no interest charged, no 

further obligations, all penalties waived. Even those tax relief organizations that 

advertise so extravagantly about their skill in dealing with the IRS can’t promise 

that. All that the servant needed to do was to ask for mercy, and the king gave him 

more mercy than he could have hoped for, or even imagined. He got off scot-free.  

 

But then, even as the servant was leaving the court, he came upon a fellow servant 

who owed him the equivalent of 100 days’ wages, a comparatively modest 

amount. “Pay me what you owe me,” the just forgiven servant demanded. “If you 

don’t pay up, I’ll have you thrown into prison.” When the lesser debtor begged for 

mercy, the servant who had been shown such mercy by the king had the poor 

fellow thrown into prison. You can imagine, and you heard, the reaction of the 

king when he got news of this astonishing display of hard-heartedness and 

ingratitude. 

 

The first message of Jesus’ dialogue with Peter and his illustrative parable is that 

when it comes to forgiveness, you have to throw away your calculator. And that is 
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so hard to do when the stakes seem to be so high. Most of us, maybe all of us, 

have heard ourselves say something like, “But the one thing I can’t forgive is . . .” 

or, “I’ll never forgive that person for.  .” and you can fill in the blank. We approve 

of forgiveness in the abstract, but when it comes to particular cases, it just seems 

so unreasonable, even impossible, to imagine forgiveness, let alone to grant it. 

Many of us, I’m sure, carry grudges against someone whom we think we will just 

never be able to forgive. I do. Maybe it’s someone who betrayed you, someone 

who was unfaithful to you, someone who deliberately hurt you, someone who 

turned their back on you in a moment of need. Like I say, you can fill in the blank. 

But it’s someone you just can’t forgive no matter how much you may believe in 

forgiveness, no matter how hard you try. 

 

But when it comes to forgiveness,  you have to throw away the calculator. 

Forgiveness isn’t about abstract numbers; forgiveness is about people. And it isn’t 

a transaction; forgiveness is a way of being. It isn’t an accomplishment; it’s a gift 

of God. The servant who was forgiven an impossible debt had his calculator out. 

He saw the forgiveness he’d been given not as a gift of grace—it’s important to 

note that he never even thanked his master—but rather he saw it as a transaction, 

one that worked out really well for him. The clue comes in his promise to repay 

everything he owed his master, even though he couldn’t have done it in his 

lifetime or generations after. He was operating on the basis of something he could 

understand, something quantifiable, something that made sense in terms of his 

understanding of human justice. “I’ll pay you back.”  

 

But God’s mercy always softens God’s justice. God doesn’t ask for what we 

would consider human justice. What God asks is that we extend the gift of grace to 

others. And in this, the ungrateful servant failed, and thus experienced the hell of 

separation from God. It’s that reciprocity we pray for every Sunday when we ask 

God to forgive us, “as we forgive our debtors,” or those who sin against us. 
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The first time I preached on this text,  a member the congregation approached me 

afterward and told me that this passage from Matthew bothered her because it can 

be misused. She pointed out that abused women are often told to go back to their 

abusive partners. On the basis of what Jesus told Peter, they are told that they 

should forgive their tormentors over and over again. This very passage is one 

that’s often quoted at these abused women and then becomes the scriptural 

justification for their continued abuse. These women are told to forgive and try 

again, and more often than not they’re rewarded with more abuse, more pain. 

 

We always hope that forgiveness will bring about changed behavior, or a fresh 

start to someone who has messed up. But we also know that often the behavior 

doesn’t change even if forgiveness has been offered. But even if forgiveness 

doesn’t change the one who is forgiven, it does change the one who does the 

forgiving. Forgiving doesn’t rob you of your power; forgiveness doesn’t make you 

a helpless patsy. You can forgive someone without consigning yourself to being a 

victim of that person’s misbehavior. Rather, forgiveness frees you to be the person 

you want to be, the person God wants you to be. Forgiveness is liberating and 

empowering. While we are under the power of a grievance, while we spend our 

days and nights trying to figure out how we can get even, or wishing ill on the one 

who has done us wrong, we are wasting the gift of life that God has given us. We 

are allowing someone to have power over us, to live rent-free in our heart and 

soul. Forgiveness is freedom. If you’re the victim of abuse, yes, forgive the abuser, 

but also go somewhere you can be helped to escape the abuse. 

 

Now here’s something that I can guarantee will be on the final exam. It is that the 

person many of us have the most trouble forgiving is our own flawed self. I said 

earlier that there’s someone I have great difficulty forgiving. Well, I’m that 

person. I know of the times I’ve failed others, people I cared about but 
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nevertheless hurt. I remember those times I played the role of the priest or the 

Levite in the story of the Good Samaritan, the times I walked away from someone 

who lay bruised and bleeding at the roadside. Oh, I try to forgive myself, and 

sometimes I think that I’ve done it, but then the old regrets and reproach and self-

hatred return, and I have to start forgiving again. In fact I do it every time I join in 

a prayer of confession in church. Luckily I’m not relying on myself to do the 

forgiving, I am turning to God for help in forgiving.  

 

You see if you don’t believe that God can forgive you, you really aren’t in a 

position to forgive someone else. Not being able to accept forgiveness isn’t a 

function of modesty, it’s a matter of pride. Guilt is the flip-side of pride. Both guilt 

and pride put our selves at the very center of the universe. Accepting forgiveness 

isn’t self-indulgence; it’s an acknowledgement of God’s power and God’s 

gracious love. It’s a recognition that God’s love is greater than our sin, and greater 

than our imagination; it’s a precious gift which we can only reciprocate by pouring 

it out on others. If we can’t accept God’s forgiveness, we’re being every bit as 

heartless, every bit as unfaithful, as the man in the parable who was forgiven 

everything, but couldn’t forgive the man who owed so much less. 

 

These are times when any talk of love and forgiveness has pretty much 

disappeared from the public discourse, when the language of grievance has 

replaced the language of grace. It’s toughness and hard-heartedness that are 

considered signs of strength in a political leader and anything resembling kindness 

and compassion is derided as weakness, as softness. These are times when the 

church, this church, needs to witness to the freeing power of love, both in what we 

say and what we do. It’s not weakness that impels us; it is the strength of faith. 

 

In the Greek Orthodox and Catholic Churches, the prayer of confession is Kyrie 

Eleison. “Lord, have mercy.” It’s Greek. Kyrie means “Lord.” Eleison, which is 
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usually translated as “have mercy,” really means, “unbind us.” Whether we are 

forgiving ourselves, or others, the end result of forgiveness is unbinding. 

Forgiveness is freedom: freedom to love, and, yes, freedom to be loved. Amen.  


