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Thursday 13 August 
Matthew 18.21-19.1 
 
Peter took it for granted that one should forgive another who has offended against you. He 
perhaps sought to impress Jesus by suggesting that one should forgive as many as seven 
times. The question is rooted at least partly in the early church, as Matthew shows by 
mentioning the church; it’s a church order question. But it’s also a perennial question, one 
of universal human urgency. We offend and damage each other. How far should forgiveness 
stretch?  
7 times was generous as 7 is the number of perfection or completeness. So Peter must have 
had a shock when Jesus responded – perhaps with a twinkle in the eye – no, Peter, not 7 
times. Seventy seven times – or it could have been seventy times seven.  No need for 
mental arithmetic – don’t trouble to work it out – Jesus is not declaring a need for a bigger 
abacus, he means countless times. Uncountable times. He means, don’t keep account. He 
means deliberately lose count.  
A lot of people think forgiveness is the wrong thing to do. I remember as a teacher of RS 
telling the true story of parents whose child died in race riots, forgiving the killer and 
befriending him and his gang to help them better themselves and get on in life. There was a 
video to show about it. My teenage students were disgusted. They didn’t love their child, 
then, they concluded. Try as I might, I could not explain that forgiving did not condone the 
act of killing.  
Forgiveness distinguishes between the person and the act. That is an essential and vital 
principle to grasp if we are to understand the idea of forgiveness at all. It’s what God does 
with us. If God were unable to distinguish between me and all the mess I have got myself 
into, where would I be? In prison for life, unable to pay my debt, like the unforgiving 
servant. It sounds simple when you say ‘Hate the sin but love the sinner’; but it’s a lot more 
tricky in practice. We identify people with what they’ve done. We define ourselves and our 
value by what we’ve done. She’s a murderer. He’s a thief. Or – she’s a philanthropist. He’s a 
benefactor.  
The servant who owed 10 thousand talents was hopelessly in debt. The story exaggerates to 
make the point crystal clear. There was no way a person could ever repay such a debt, it was 
a king’s ransom. It’s a parable, not an allegory, but still we can say, our debt before God is 
like that – there is no possible way we could make it up to God. Our only hope is that God 
chooses to write it off, to forgive the debt, to release us from the need to repay. To lift that 
burden of impossible obligation. And that’s one image of what Jesus did on the cross, one 
way of understanding the connection between his death and our life. Marvellously and 
wonderfully, our debt is written off, wiped off the slate completely, gone.  
So it’s particularly important that we who have received that clean slate are prepared to 
pass it on to others. Not to condone any wrong act, but to forgive the person who wants to 
make a new start as we have done with God.  
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Forgive us our trespasses, as we, if we, to the extent that we forgive those who trespass 
against us.  
 
Keep us, good Lord, under the shadow of your mercy in this time of uncertainty and distress. 
Sustain and support the anxious and fearful, and lift up all who are brought low; 
that we may rejoice in your comfort, 
knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

 


