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Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins 

against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to 

him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy time seven.  

  

For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to 

settle accounts with his slaves. When he began the reckoning, one who owed him 

ten thousand talents was brought to him; and, as he could not pay, his lord 

ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his 

possessions, and payment to be made. So the slave fell on his knees before him, 

saying, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” And out of pity 

for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. But that 

same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a 

hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, “Pay what you owe.” 

Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, “Have patience with me, 

and I will pay you.” But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until 

he would pay the debt. 

  

When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and 

they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord 

summoned him and said to him, “You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt 

because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on your fellow 

slave, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord handed him over to be 

tortured until he would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to 

every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart. 

(Matthew 18:21-35) 

 

 

This past Friday, along with many of you, I watched parts of the inauguration of President 

Donald Trump. The familiar scenes of Washington, D.C., the capitol building and White House 

brought to my remembrance a story from many years ago. When former Senator and Vice-

President Hubert Humphrey died way back in 1978, there was a large memorial service held for 

him in the Rotunda of the Capitol in Washington, D.C. Hundreds of people came—dignitaries 

from all over the world, representatives, senators, justices of the Supreme Court, cabinet 
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members—all to say goodbye to their friend and colleague. They were huddled in groups 

together, visiting, talking, waiting for the word to come in for the service. 

  

But standing over to one side all by himself was one person. He was shunned and ignored by 

virtually everyone there. Nobody would talk to him, nobody would even look at him. It was as if 

he had some sort of an infectious disease like leprosy; unclean! In fact, everyone made a point of 

keeping their backs to him, and it was a very painful moment. 

  

The man, you see, was former president Richard Nixon who had gone through the infamy of 

Watergate not long before. And he was back in Washington for the first time since resigning the 

presidency. He was an outcast. 

 

But then an extraordinary thing happened. President Jimmy Carter, who was in the White House 

at that time, came into the room and was about to be ushered in to be seated. And in proper 

recognition of Mr. Carter, everyone became very quiet. But as Mr. Carter came into the room, he 

saw all of these groupings and this one man standing there all by himself. He saw President 

Nixon there against the wall, looking so old now, so defeated. 

  

And this peanut farmer, this Sunday School teacher from Plains, Georgia, went over to him right 

through that crowd as if he were going to greet a long lost friend. He stuck out his hand to the 

former president and smiled broadly, and then the two of them embraced and Carter said, 

“Welcome home, Mr. President! Welcome back home again!”  

  

And the writer for Newsweek Magazine said, “Mr. Nixon was born again right before my eyes. If 

there was a turning point in Nixon’s long ordeal in the wilderness, it was that moment and that 

gesture of compassion and reconciliation.” 

  

To be forgiven, to be reconciled, to experience the redemptive peace in another’s heart—it’s like 

being born again. And I hope you notice: this isn’t at all about asking for forgiveness. Jesus is 

teaching us about offering forgiveness. Being proactive, forgiving before someone even seeks it. 

In other words, Jesus is telling us to keep our eyes on ourselves, not upon the sins of others. We 

are to forgive, as God has already forgiven us.  

  

I wonder what grudge Simon Peter was nursing when he asked Jesus: “Lord, if another member 

of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as, uh, maybe, seven 

times?”
i
 Maybe he was tired of James’ and John’s constant bickering. Maybe he was weary with 

Thomas’ doubts. Maybe he was irritated with Judas thinking the money pot was his to use. 

Maybe his brother Andrew had been getting under his skin, as only a brother can. But Peter isn’t 

really asking about forgiveness here. He’s keeping score. He’s seeking permission to stop 

forgiving. He’s asking about the limits of forgiveness while he’s loading his guns for the right 

moment to get even. And don’t we all do this? We say, “How long, O Lord? How many times?” 

In other words, when can I stop forgiving, Lord, and give them what they really deserve?  

  

And Jesus explodes: “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy times seven times.”
ii
 As you 

know, “70 times 7” is an absurd number, a number that symbolizes the unlimited.  
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Now, knowing that Peter was a little hard-headed, and afraid that Peter has not quite understood 

the message, Jesus tells him a fearsome story. This guy owed the king like a quadzillion kahunas, 

and the king forgave him, only to discover the man whose debt he forgave refused to forgive a 

tiny debt, like five bucks, owed to him. “Okay,” said the king, “My bad! I thought you wanted to 

operate by the ‘Royal Mercy Method’ of accounting. But you actually prefer the ‘Pound of Flesh 

Method’ of ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’ accounting, so we’ll go by that!” So, Jesus 

said, the king had the man tortured until he paid back every shekel he owed. Sounds harsh, but 

the moral of his story is harsher yet: “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if 

you do not forgive your brother or your sister from your heart.”
iii

 From your heart, my friends. 

  

Good heavens. God will torture us for not forgiving until our debt is paid in full for all the ways 

God has had to forgive us? Does Jesus really mean that? I mean, what if he means that? 

  

If he means this, then you better throw away your calculator. You might as well write poems in 

your ledger. Use Excel to keep track of your tithes and offerings, not “right and wrongs.” Throw 

yourself on the mercy of God and be wary of ever judging anyone. Don’t play the “blame game” 

and don’t ever keep score in your relationships again! Because you can never, ever get ahead 

with God if you choose the ‘Pound of Flesh Method’ of accounting. Think hard on this: what if 

God gave you exactly what you deserve, no more, no less? What if God forgives you exactly in 

measure as you forgive others?  

  

What a harsh story for the Lord of grace to tell. Yet, because Jesus loves those who would follow 

him, he wants them to know the core values of the kingdom of God. He wants the Christian 

community to see that divine mercy and human mercy are profoundly interrelated. We 

acknowledge this every time we pray as our Lord taught, saying, “Forgive us our trespasses/sins 

as we forgive those who trespass/sin against us.” This is the only line in the entire prayer that has 

a condition upon it, suggesting that there is an direct connection between our ability to forgive 

other people and God’s willingness to offer forgiveness to us. This matter of forgiveness is of 

utmost and eternal importance: we are warned, warned, that when we judge others and refuse to 

forgive, we reveal to God that we are ungrateful for God’s forgiveness of us.  

  

This sounds harsh. It’s a hard teaching by God’s radical Son. But Jesus knew that many of us 

need to hear this: if we accept God’s mercy and then glibly judge and condemn another person, 

then somehow we bring judgment upon ourselves. If you refuse to forgive someone else, it’s a 

sure sign you don’t value God’s gracious forgiveness of you. When we can’t forgive, we prevent 

the grace of God from reaching us. That is the limit of grace, maybe the one unforgivable sin: to 

refuse the forgiveness God offers you. But if we forgive, it actually seems as if we open a 

channel to God’s grace. And we actually help to rebuild the image of God within us when we 

forgive.  

  

Now, I know that this may be the hardest thing you might ever be asked to do. Whenever I 

preach a sermon that touches on forgiveness, there are people who come up to me afterwards and 

tell me how they struggle with this, how they wrestle with the need to forgive. Many of us have 

been hurt very badly and it’s hard to fight through that pain. I know how hard it is. I know it’s 

tempting to say, “I can’t ever forgive that!”  
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Yet, I also know that Jesus placed forgiveness in the center of the Christian life. It’s at the center 

of reconciliation and peace. And I know that when we set our hearts upon God, the grace and 

courage to forgive can be found. And ponder this: maybe forgiveness is difficult precisely 

because it is at the center of following Christ. It forces us to examine ourselves. It might be the 

watershed between following Christ or turning from Christ’s way. 

 

Abraham Lincoln will always be remembered for his unconditional and generous pardon of those 

who had fought against the Union. But he was also known for his kindness toward those who 

hated him. He didn’t wait for them to seek forgiveness. He forgave. One time, one of Lincoln’s 

generals was extremely angry at him. This man let everyone know exactly how he felt about 

Lincoln. He was saying some particularly nasty things, even by the standards of that day, which 

were printed in the newspaper for all to see.   

  

Hoping to fuel a feud, a reporter went up to Lincoln and asked him what he thought of that 

general. Lincoln said, “I think that he is a very competent and able gentleman who is doing 

exceptional work for the cause of the Union.” “But, Mr. President,” said the reporter, “are you 

not aware of the bitter things he is saying against you?” 

  

“Sir,” said Lincoln, “you asked me what I think of him, not what he thinks of me.” Lincoln 

refused to return evil for evil. He turned the other cheek, as we heard last week.  

  

I remember when Pope John Paul II went to the man in prison who had tried to assassinate him, 

and knelt before him to forgive him. He didn’t wait to be asked.  

  

Nelson Mandela, a Methodist, was imprisoned for thirty years. When he was inaugurated as the 

president of the new Republic of South Africa, he invited the two white guards who guarded his 

cell for all those years to be at his inauguration. He didn’t wait for them to ask forgiveness.  

  

At Coventry Cathedral in England, there is probably the most dramatic symbol of forgiveness. 

The old cathedral, you remember, was destroyed in the blitzkrieg, in the constant fire-bombings 

in England. Only a shell of the old cathedral was left. They left that skeleton standing and built a 

new cathedral right next to it so that the entrance into the new is through the destruction of the 

old. Where the altar was in the old church, there is now a cross made out of the charred timbers 

of the roof of the old cathedral. It says these words: “Father, forgive.” They now use the ancient 

8-inch nails from the ceiling timbers to fashion crosses which they give to churches in other 

nations as signs of forgiveness and peace.  

  

A group of Germans came to Coventry Cathedral and were so moved that they established the 

International Center for Christian Reconciliation. That center sponsored a team of Germans who 

went to Israel to work in a kibbutz. They lived and worked with Jews in the kibbutz for six 

months. When the time came to leave, an Orthodox Jew said with tears in his eyes, “When one 

person says to another, ‘I want to love you,’ one is glad. But when this is said by a person at 

whose hands one has suffered, there is no greater joy in this world.”  

  

Peter asked, “How often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven 

times?” And Jesus blew off the limits. “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times 

seven!” Because forgiveness is at the heart of following Jesus Christ.  
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So...who do you need to forgive? Think hard on that this week. So much hinges on what you do 

in your heart. Do you want to see someone born again right before your eyes? “You should 

forgive!” For the measure you forgive will be the measure you are forgiven. How powerful this 

is and how strange. When you are small and miserly with what you offer others, it all comes 

back to you. And when you enlarge your heart to forgive and be merciful to others, God’s grace 

can flow into your open heart.  

  

So who do you need to forgive—from your heart? Why not do it today? Offer someone that 

blessed sacrament. That healing balm. Because the evil you do returns to you. The judgment you 

cherish comes back upon you. But the blessing you give can never be taken away.  

 

 

                                                 
i.  Matthew 18:21. 

ii.  Matthew 18:22. 

iii. Matthew 18:35 


