
 

 

Sermon 14 September - Forgiveness 
Matthew 18:21-35 
 
In my mind's eye, I can see The Reverend Michael Lapsley, an Anglican who 
received a letter bomb because of his work against apartheid. The bomb took 
his hands and arms and one of his eyes. He will never be able to reach out 
and touch, ever again. After his long recovery, he has been working tirelessly 
for peace and reconciliation for many many years. I will never forget this  
wounded healer, celebrating the Eucharist at the altar, lifting the chalice to 
God with two prosthetic hooks for hands and praying: 
 
"Drink you all of this. This is my Blood of the New Covenant, which is shed for 
you and for many for the forgiveness of sins. Do this as often as you shall 
drink it in remembrance of me." 
 
 Dr William Loader: 
Grace has the last word. Last week we saw that the theme of chapter 18 is 
dealing with people who go astray. Matthew surrounds the traditional rules of 
conflict resolution with the message of compassion and forgiveness. Today's 
passage is particularly emphasising forgiveness. 
 
The parable might come from everyday life. There are such rogues and 
doubtless such things occurred. However this is a story and contains the 
storyteller's exaggeration. The amount owed is huge, larger than the 
estimates of the value of whole economies. Try doing the arithmetic. A talent 
is around 6000 denarii; a denarius is a day's living wage. It is an absurd 
figure, so unreal, as to distract the hearer from the literal meaning to the point 
being made behind the story. God's forgiveness is also massive. 'Forgive us 
our debts as we forgive our debtors' is the literal translation of the standard 
Lord's Prayer as found in Matthew 6:12. Releasing debt was a common 
image for forgiveness. The rogue in Luke 16:1-7 who went out and forgave 
his master's debtors may be Jesus' parody on himself: he declared God's 
generosity and was declared a rogue servant who acted without recognised 
authority. The saying in 18:21-22 is also making its point by exaggeration: 77 
times! 
 
(Seventy times seven. Jesus uses an ancient figure of speech that means 
uncountable numbers of times. This word choice points us to another biblical 
figure who also used the term, but used it to revel in a morality the opposite of 
Christ's. This was Lemech, descendent of the murderer, Cain, who lived by 
blood revenge and boasts in the book of Genesis of the moral warrant to 
avenge wrongdoing with unlimited violence. In the "Song of Swords" Lemech 
sings, "If Cain is avenged sevenfold, Truly Lemech seventy-sevenfold."  



 

 

 
Lemech's practice of settling disputes is that of unlimited vengeance toward 
ones who have wronged a life. 
It is this kind of belief about the justification of violence for the settling of moral 
grievances that leads to what is happening in the world today. 
In contrast, if we were to tease out the full meaning of Jesus' response to 
Peter's question, it would go something like this: 
 
When it comes to conflict and to moral offences, forgiveness is to Christians 
as vengeance was to Lemech. As unlimited and unrestrained as Lemech was 
in wielding violence as a way to right wrong, so will the Christian wield 
forgiveness in unlimited, unrestrained, and even indiscriminate fashion. For 
this is God's way of curbing the lethal tendency in us all. 
 
Lemech vowed to avenge unlimited times. Jesus commanded his followers to 
forgive unlimited times. This is to be our practice, our way of being in the 
world. We are to spread it wherever we go. The power of God is in love and 
forgiveness, not in vengeance and bloodshed. 
http://day1.org/3235-an_exhortation_to_forgiveness) 
 
 
The image of debt is helpful in considering the meaning of forgiveness. When 
someone is in our debt we have power over them. To forgive is to give up 
power. Forgiving is a form of giving. We no longer hold something back in our 
relationship with someone. Notice that we use words like 'hold' in expressions 
like, 'hold resentment'. Holding back is destructive for others and for 
ourselves. The movement of the gospel reflects the being of God. God 
created: God gave. The giving is also seen in the coming of Christ. It is a 
giving that goes the whole journey, even to the cross. It is the losing of 
protected life, the refusal to be devoted to a false self which keeps people at 
bay. It is a generosity which sets the cat among the pigeons, because it 
defies the arithmetic of deserving. 
 
Forgiveness in this sense is relational. Too often it is reduced to 'sorry' 
without restoration, without reconciliation. This is especially the case where 
the focus is on sins. The reduction of the gospel to forgiveness of sins misses 
the point of the gospel which is about making people whole.  
 
Forgiveness cannot be deserved as if we - or Christ for that matter - can 
balance the equation, make the arithmetic work and keep everything clinically 
balanced.  
 



 

 

Reduction of God's forgiveness to a kind of trick transaction in which he has 
his son pay off his debtors' debts is rather lame. The more the imagery is 
pressed the more God becomes a dealer who does not have the generosity 
to forgive but is just determined to get paid off one way or another. This is far 
from the God of Jesus in the gospel who actually wants to be generous and 
does not insist on getting his pound of flesh from somewhere. It is people who 
cannot cope with such generosity who have had to think up mechanisms that 
do not involve God in being as vulnerable as that. 
 
Yet forgiveness is costly. It is costly to the one who forgives because it is 
giving up something. It is also costly to the one forgiven. It is costly because it 
entails acknowledging the need of forgiveness and that means turning away 
from the lies and the pretending. It means allowing oneself to be vulnerable, 
allowing oneself to be loved. It means facing up to oneself. That is why it is so 
healthy that Matthew's discussion takes place in the context of dealing with 
wrong and not sweeping it under the carpet. Some forgiveness demands a 
degree of restitution, not as the repayment for past wrongs, which can mostly 
never be repaid, but because injustice and loss is acknowledged... 
 
Forgiveness is therefore far from naive. It is facing realities and doing 
something which changes the equation. It disturbs the established values. 
Just look at the outcry it has created over reconciliation with Aboriginal 
people! People are afraid to be forgiven; we are afraid of losing control.  
 
Forgiveness and being forgiven is about letting go of control, accepting that 
debts can never really be squared. We can change the equation but in most 
circumstances we cannot resolve it quantitatively. Grace given and received 
is the basis for reconciliation.  
 
People are also afraid to find a way to forgiveness and restoration.  Just look 
at the cry for capital punishment! Just look at the lust for vengeance in the 
wake of 11 September and the events unfolding in the Middle East at the 
moment! Circumstances warrant the cessation of love? What a terrible 
thought. It inspires both the avengers and those against whom the vengeance 
is sought who have abused the rights of others. Such lack of generosity 
invites the kind of fear which swirls into irrational hate which will seek to 
crucify the very love which seeks to address the pain and loneliness which is 
its source. 
http://wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/MtPentecost14.htm 
 
Jesus said, "Not seven times -- not seventy times seven -- but from your heart 
you must forgive." And it's not easy. And it's a process that takes some time. 



 

 

But the consequences of remaining unforgiving or unforgiven are too great to 
bear. In a world of pain, forgiveness is a gift. Thanks be to God. 
 
Forgiveness as the only faithful Christian practice for settling moral debts.  
 
One day in the springtime of the recovery after September 11, a delegation of 
survivors from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the original Ground Zero, went to 
New York . There they stood in an American church, having travelled across 
the world to say to us how sorry they were for the Americans' losses. In their 
message of condolence, they offered the healing balm that absolves and 
forgives, renewing their own humanity and making all one once more. They 
said: 
 
"What you have done here in praying and working for peace is the perfect 
expression of the spirit of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, where so many survivors 
renounced revenge forever. Instead they worked ceaselessly against violence 
and for the world as a whole." 
 
 
This blessing from the prayer book was used at a service immediately 
following September 11 2001. We will hear it again at our confirmation on 26 
October. It goes like this: 
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which 
is good. Render to no one evil for evil. Strengthen the faint hearted. Support 
the weak. Help the afflicted. Honour everyone. Love and serve the Lord. 
 
Perhaps this is a prayer we can hold in our hearts on this day as we sift our 
lives to find the part of the world that is within our reach to mend with acts of 
kindness, forgiveness and mercy. For as Jesus said, it is an accumulation of 
acts--seven times seventy--an unlimited number of acts, repeated without 
ceasing by those who will not give up, that creates a future distinct from the 
past. That incarnates the kingdom of God. 
http://day1.org/3235-an_exhortation_to_forgiveness 
 
 
 
 
Philomena..... 
London journalist Martin Sixsmith has lost his job as a Labour government 
adviser, and is contemplating writing a book on Russian history. He is 
approached at a party by the daughter of Philomena Lee. She suggests that 
he write a story about her mother, who was forced to give up her infant son 
Anthony fifty years ago. Although he initially opposes the idea of writing a 



 

 

human interest story, he eventually meets with Philomena and decides to 
investigate further...... 
 
Philomena and Martin go to the convent where, against Philomena's pleas, 
an irate Martin storms into the quarters and confronts an elderly nun, Sister 
Hildegarde McNulty, who worked at the convent when Anthony was forcefully 
adopted. He accuses her of lying to a dying man about something that was so 
important to both him and his mother. Hildegarde is unrepentant, saying that 
losing her son was Philomena's penance. Martin demands an apology from 
Hildegarde, but is astonished when Philomena instead chooses to forgive 
her. Philomena then asks to see her son's grave, where Martin tells her he 
has chosen not to publish the story. Philomena tells him to publish it anyway. 
 
Susanna Pain 


