
February 22, 2015 – (Lent 1, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Matthew 18:15-35 

 

- 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-seven times.  "For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be 

compared to a king who…summoned [his slave] 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." - 

 

 Forgiveness... I’ve been thinking a lot about forgiveness this week.  I’ve been 

thinking about forgiveness and how I might go about making it the focus of the sermon 

this morning.  I’ve been thinking about forgiveness and how I might impress upon all of 

you just how important I think it is.  Forgiveness… I’ve been trying to come up with a 

catchy little phrase that will summarize the essence of what I want to say.  All I keep 

coming back to in my mind is an old advertizing campaign for the American Beef 

Industry that tried to make beef the choice of every household at every important 

meal.  You remember that one, I’m sure.  The actor with the big, recognizable voice 

ended each of those spots with the same words.  He said, “Beef: It’s what’s for dinner!”  

And that’s what I keep wanting to say, “Forgiveness: It’s what’s for dinner!”  In fact, I 

want to say, “Forgiveness: It’s what’s for dinner, and for breakfast, and for lunch, and 

for every snack in between!”  But, of course, that doesn’t make any sense.  The 

analogy breaks down.  You can’t eat forgiveness.  It isn’t something that can be 

served as an entrée for each and every meal.  It’s an action, not a substance.  It’s the 

equivalent of eating, not what’s being eaten.  It’s about carrying a certain disposition 

and worldview that leads toward reconciliation with those who have harmed us, or 

angered us, or taken advantage of us or otherwise made our lives to be less than we 

might have thought that they should be. 

 

  But, maybe that’s the point.  In the middle of our reading for today, Peter comes 

to Jesus with a question that many of us would like to ask, “Lord,…how often should I 

forgive?”  How many times do I have to back down?  How many times do I have to let 

go of my anger?  How many times do I have to give up my desire for justice?  How 

many times do I have to put away my longing for revenge?  How many times? “Seven 

times?”  Peter sets the bar pretty high.  Seven is a perfect number, as you know.  If 

seven days were sufficient for all of God’s creation, then certainly seven times of 

forgiveness should be sufficient to demonstrate one’s graciousness.  But Jesus doesn’t 

go for it.  If Peter is going to turn forgiveness into a math problem, then he multiplies the 
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factors.  “Not seven times,” says Jesus, “but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.”  That’s 

seven times eleven, which isn’t exactly a perfect equation, but it works out to state a 

perfect number twice, seven and seven.  And if that isn’t all, translators are always 

pointing out in the footnotes in our Bibles that the same phrase could just as easily be 

translated “Seven times seventy,” which is seven times seven times ten, which is more 

prefect; but, which leads to the even more impossible sum of four hundred and ninety 

times.  Four hundred and ninety times!  Who can do that?  Or, at least, who can keep 

track of all that?  And that, it seems, is just what Jesus is getting at.  Forgiveness is not 

to be quantified.  Forgiveness is not to be counted or measured out.  Forgiveness is 

meant to be a lifestyle.  Forgiveness is meant to be a quality.  Forgiveness is meant to 

be an everywhere, all the time, kind of thing.  I think my original idea may have been 

on to something.  If the cattlemen can say it about their product, then we in the church 

should be able to say it about ours: “Forgiveness: It’s what’s for dinner, and for break-

fast, and for lunch, and for all the snacks in between.”  “Forgiveness: It’s what’s for any-

time, every time, all the time, no matter what.”  “Forgiveness: It’s what’s for whoever 

you are, wherever you are, whenever the need arises, however you might put it into 

action.”  “Forgiveness: It’s yours, now use it!” 

 

 Now, I know that some of you are going to object.  I would too, if I heard me 

carrying on like this.  “There are some people and some sins that are simply not 

forgivable,” you will say.  Any reasonable person would.  “Some things are just too big, 

too bad, too evil, too terrible to be forgiven.  If we start forgiving everyone and every-

thing, we’re going to lose our restraint on peoples’ actions and behavior.  Pretty soon 

everything will be ok.  There will be no stopping anything.  We’ll all become victims.  

Sin and evil will rule the day.”  But that’s not what forgiveness is all about.  We may say, 

“Forgive and forget,” but that isn’t really what Jesus has in mind.  In the first part of our 

reading, Jesus lays out a process for applying forgiveness to members of the commun-

ity.  The goal is one of restoration.  The goal is reconciliation.  The goal is reinstatement.  

The goal is to hold people accountable for their actions, but to keep them engaged as 

part of the community.  Even the final resort in Jesus’ process is meant to hold open the 

possibility for restoration.  To treat a person as “a tax collector and a sinner” is to treat 

them as people who are in need of hearing the gospel, as people who are in need of 

examples of the faith in action, as people who are in need of knowing God’s love for 

them in the person of Jesus Christ.  As followers of Christ, we are called to be agents of 

Christ’s love, to make it known, to put it to work, to demonstrate it to all who are in 

need.  “Love you enemies and pray for them,” Jesus would say to his disciples.  “Offer 

them forgiveness and reconciliation as a part of my love, which is for all people.  Hold 

them accountable, but offer them forgiveness, for you also have been forgiven for very 
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much.” 

 

 That’s where we move to the last part of our reading.  As an illustration, Jesus tells 

the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant.  There is much to be learned from this ridiculous 

story.  Ridiculous, I say, because it is so exaggerated out of all proportion to reality.  

The debt owed by the first slave to the king is something like “40 bazillion dollars.”  A 

talent was equivalent to about 15 years’ wages for an ordinary laborer.  10,000 times 

that was, well, more than we could ever imagine paying, even if we worked at it for 

150,000 years and paid for nothing else but the debt.  It’s like any one of us owing the 

amount of our national debt, plus more, and trying to pay it off singlehandedly.  It can’t 

be done.  It can never be done.  It just won’t ever happen.  I think that is precisely 

what Jesus is trying to impress upon his audience.  It’s like us trying to pay God for all 

of our sinfulness.  We can try, but we can never do it.  We owe too much.  We owe like 

“40 bazillion dollars!”  Give us all eternity, and we still couldn’t make it happen.  So, 

what are we going to do?  Throw ourselves on God’s mercy!  Beg for patience!  Ask for 

more time!  But, God already knows we can’t do it.  God already knows it will never 

happen.  God already knows.  So, God forgives.  It’s the only way to keep us sinners 

within the community of God’s people.  It’s the only way for us to be restored as God’s 

children.  It’s the only way for us to be reconciled with our debts.  Forgiveness makes 

that happen.  Forgiveness gives us a new start.  Forgiveness provides for our place in 

God’s kingdom.  And that’s why the second part of the parable is such a harsh warn-

ing.  As the now-forgiven slave goes out from this scene of unimaginable forgiveness, 

he encounters another slave who owes him the sum of 100 denarii, the equivalent of 

100 days labor.  When his fellow slave begs for mercy from him, just as he did from the 

king, he will not relent.  He is completely unmerciful.  He is totally unforgiving.  He insists 

on full payment.  You can now see the ridiculousness of his position.  Having been 

forgiven a ridiculous sum by the king, should he not have been forgiving of this more 

reasonable amount owed by his fellow slave?  Of course he should have.  And the 

king knows it.  When he gets word of the first slave’s unwillingness to forgive, he takes it 

all back.  No mercy for those who are not merciful.  No patience for those who are not 

patient.  No forgiveness for those who do not forgive.  It’s that simple.  “Forgiveness:  It 

is what’s for dinner, and for breakfast, and for lunch, and for all the snacks in between;” 

because, it is forgiveness that will sustain us as a people, it is forgiveness that will feed 

our need for God’s mercy, it is forgiveness that will keep us from the prisons of our own 

making.  “Forgiveness: It’s what we’re all about,” at least, if we’ve understood this 

teaching. 

   Amen. 


