
FORGIVENESS 
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?" Matthew 18:21 
 

 

In Matthew’s Gospel, the teaching of Jesus is divided up in five 
blocks (like the Five Books of Moses, but something greater than 
Moses is here). The first is the Sermon on the Mount.1 Today’s 
reading concludes the fourth block which is to do with community 
discipline, instructions about how Christians are to behave in 
Church. It includes not putting stumbling blocks in front of the 
little ones and the parable of the lost sheep.2 Last week we heard 
what to do when one member of the church sins against another.3  

Today’s Gospel tells us how we should respond when another church member sins against us. The answer 
that Jesus gives is forgiveness. 
 
Jesus illustrates his answer with a parable about two servants. Their wrong-doing is described as financial 
debts. There is outrageous exaggeration here. The first servant owes his king—that is to say, God—the 
sum of 10,000 talents, the equivalent of several billion dollars, a sum beyond human imagination. No one 
could possibly accrue such a debt in real life nor ever repay it. The second debt is a few hundred dollars 
and is easily repayable. The King punishes the unforgiving servant by handing him over to be tortured till 
he should pay his entire debt—that is, never. 
 
That the first servant refused to forgive the debt of the second shows that he was cruel and hardhearted. 
The point that Jesus makes is that that is not the way to behave towards a fellow church member.   
 
He reminds me of Shylock in Shakespeare’s. Merchant of Venice. This is the plot. Bassanio wants to woo 
the lovely Portia but it takes money and he doesn’t have any. So his good friend Antonio says, “No 
problem! I’ll get some cash from the money-lenders and you can pay me back when your ship comes in.” 
The money lender is Shylock and as a joke Shylock says “a pound of your flesh will be your guarantee.” 
But when Antonio cannot repay, Shylock demands his pound of flesh, literally, which after all was the 
deal. He keeps saying “I’ll have my bond.”4 Portia dresses up as a young lawyer (Balthazar) and delivers 
what must be one of Shakespeare’s greatest speeches, “The Quality of Mercy.” It begins 

The quality of mercy is not strained; 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest; 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:5 

Shakespeare regarded mercy as a quality most valuable to the most powerful, strongest and highest people 
in society. It is a common theme in his plays. If you want to know what happened, you will have to read 
the play for yourself! 
 
Jesus spoke not about mercy but about forgiveness and it was central to his teaching. Some examples: 

v He taught his disciples to pray: “forgive us our debts as we forgive those who owe us.”6 
v He healed a paralyzed man by forgiving him his sins. 7 

                                                
1 Matthew 5-7 
2 In Luke’s Gospel (15:3-7) it is liked to other lost objects: the lost coin and the lost son. They are omitted from Matthew 
3 Matthew 18:15-20 
4 Merchant of Venice. Act 3, Scene 3. 
5 Act 4, Scene 1 
6 Matthew 6:12 
7 Matthew 9:2 



v When Jesus gave his disciples the cup of wine at the Last Supper, he said ”This is my blood which 
is shed for the forgiveness of your sins” 

v When he was being crucified on the cross by the Roman soldiers, he prayed for them, “Father 
forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing.”8 

v And in today’s Gospel, Jesus tells Peter to forgive seventy-seven times.9 
Jesus himself was kind and merciful, forgiving people’s sins and their wrong-doings and their mistakes 
and he tells us to do likewise. 
 
Forgiving other people when they offend or injure us is hard enough, but it is even harder to forgive 
ourselves. We all do stupid things. Sometimes we can forget them shortly afterwards, but at other times 
they stay with us as toxic shame. We say to ourselves, “I cannot believe that I said this…or did that.”  
 
I’ve been reading Homecoming by John Bradshaw.10 He is described as an American educator, counselor 
and motivational speaker. He was the author of a number of best-selling self-help books. He “is arguably 
the most accomplished and well-known teacher about functional and dysfunctional families, showing us 
how shame can become toxic and poisonous to our core selves, and helping us to understand and heal our 
wounded, vulnerable ‘inner child’.” 
 
There is not much mercy in dysfunctional families. Bradshaw lists the rules that they live by, for example: 

v Perfectionism. Always be right 
v Blaming others (or yourself) when something goes wrong 
v The denial of thinking for yourself or wanting things or being imaginative 
v Never express feelings. And most importantly  
v Don’t make mistakes. 11  

 
Back in 2005, I attached a poster to the front of the lectern. It read “You may make mistaks.” An older 
woman in the front row raised her hand and grabbed my attention, saying, “Isn’t there an “e” in 
Mistakes?” The congregation laughed. They got the message before I even preached the sermon. I 
thanked the woman for preaching my sermon for me. I realized why she intervened in my sermon. She 
wanted to take care of me, to protect me from myself. When we make mistakes we feel embarrassed and 
ashamed. 
 
Bradshaw has a list of rules that allow a person to be who he is. They come out of good discipline that 
leads us to live our lives gracefully. They including feeling what we feel and wanting what we want. The 
8th rule is: “It’s OK to make mistakes. Mistakes are our teachers—they help us to learn.”12  
 
Thomas Watson the head of IBM wrote, “Recently, I was asked if I was going to fire an employee who 
made a mistake that cost the company $600,000. No, I replied, I just spent $600,000 training him. Why 
would I want somebody to hire his experience?” He also said, “You can be discouraged by failure, or you 
can learn from it. So go ahead and make mistakes, make all you can. Because, remember that's where 
you'll find success - on the far side of failure.” The God of mercy wants us to forgive others and to forgive 
ourselves; to love our neighbor as ourselves and to love ourselves as our neighbor. 
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8 Luke 23:34. See also Stephen in Acts 7:60 
9 Matthew 18:22 
10 John Bradshaw, Homecoming: Reclaiming and championing your inner child (1990) It was made into a ten-part PBS series 
in 1990. Bradshaw died in May 2016 
11 John Bradshaw, Healing the shame that binds you (1988) pp39f 
12 Bradshaw, Homecoming p. 193 


