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21Then Peter came up and asked Jesus, “Lord, how many times must I forgive my brother when he sins 

against me? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but I tell you as many as 

seventy-seven times. 23For this reason the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts 

with his servants. 24When he began to settle them, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was 

brought to him. 25Because the man was not able to pay the debt, his master ordered that he be sold, along 

with his wife, children, and all that he owned to repay the debt. 26“Then the servant fell down on his knees 

in front of him, saying, ‘Master, be patient with me, and I will pay you everything!’ 27The master of that 

servant had pity on him, released him, and forgave him the debt. 28“But when that servant went out, he 

found one of his fellow servants who owed him one hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began choking 

him, saying, ‘Pay me what you owe!’ 29“So his fellow servant fell down and begged him, saying, ‘Be patient 

with me, and I will pay you back!’ 30But he refused. Instead he went off and threw the man into prison 

until he could pay back what he owed. 31“When his fellow servants saw what had happened, they were 

very distressed. They went and reported to their master everything that had taken place. 32“Then his 

master called him in and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt when you begged 

me to. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had mercy on you?’ 34His master 

was angry and handed him over to the jailers until he could pay back everything he owed. 35“This is what 

my heavenly Father will also do to you unless each one of you forgives his brother from his heart.” 

 

In our Gospel reading last week we heard Jesus explaining to his disciples the process to use to 

bring a fellow believer to repentance so they can be forgiven. But in todays Gospel reading Peter 

speaks up and asks Jesus a question that may have also been on the minds of the other disciples, 

“Lord, how many times must I forgive my brother when he sins against me? As many as seven 

times” (v. 21)? Peter wants to know what the limit is when it comes to forgiving others. The number 

Peter chooses for his limit is not some random number. The number seven is a number God used 

throughout the Old Testament in connection with God’s promises of a Savior from sin. It is a number 

connected with forgiveness. So, Peter suggests this God-approved number as a possible limit to how 

many times to forgive someone.  

Peter probably thought he was being generous, but Jesus’ response make sit clear that Peter was 

not even close. Jesus replied, “Not seven times, but I tell you as many as seventy-seven times” (v. 

22a). To understand Jesus’ response we need to understand how the Jews of Jesus’ day used numbers. 

To the Jews the number ten was a number of completeness. If you had ten of something, then you had 

a complete set. So, if Jesus wanted to tell Peter to forgive completely, he would have multiplied Peter’s 

number by ten. He would have told Peter to forgive seventy times. But Jesus multiples Peter’s number 

by eleven, and then tells him to forgive as many as seventy-seven times. Jesus’ number is subtly saying 

to Peter, “Do not just forgive completely, but forgive more than completely!” What Jesus is trying to 

teach Peter, and us, is that we do not want to limit forgiveness. Instead, like God, we want to …  

Theme: Just keep forgiving. 

That is ultimately the point of the parable Jesus tells in connection with forgiveness. We need to 

keep in mind that a parable is an earthly story with a heavenly, or spiritual, meaning. In Jesus’ parable 

a king forgives one of his servants a tremendous debt. It is a debt the servant would never be able to 

repay. God has forgiven us our tremendous debt of sin. Now the servant who was shown mercy goes 

out and meets a fellow servant who owes him a rather small amount of money compared to what this 

servant owed the king. But when this person begs for mercy the forgiven servant is unmerciful to his 

fellow servant. When the king hears about this it makes him incredibly angry. He freely forgave the 
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servant’s debt and expected him to show his thankfulness to the king by doing the same for others. The 

king’s mercy clearly had no effect on the unmerciful servant’s heart. So, the king treated that 

unmerciful servant the same way that servant treated others – without mercy. God has shown us 

mercy, and he expects us to show that same mercy to our Christian brothers and sisters. When we 

refuse to forgive those who are repentant, we bring God’s wrath upon ourselves. 

While this may be clear enough from the parable, Jesus does not want Peter, or us, to miss the 

point, so he concludes by saying, “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless 

you forgive your brother from your heart” (v. 35). These words of our Lord should shock us. They 

should cause us to squirm with discomfort. We know we have not always forgiven from our hearts. We 

know the anger we have allowed to linger in our minds. We know the grudges we have held even after 

a person said they were sorry. We know the limits we have set on the forgiveness we offer. These 

words should also make us squirm because we know we can never forgive as perfectly as God 

demands. Our sinful nature is always trying to limit our forgiveness, getting us to think, “Why should I 

forgive them after what they have done to me?” And along with our sinful nature Satan is also right 

there, whispering in our ears, “They don’t deserve your forgiveness. You have a right to be angry after 

what they did!” While we may try to give others the appearance we have forgiven them, God knows 

what is in our hearts and minds. 

Far more often than we care to admit, we do not forgive others from our heart. How often do we 

act like the unmerciful servant? Those times, when in anger we forget about God’s mercy to us, and we 

refuse to show mercy to another. That’s when we hear the voice of the King speaking to us from Jesus’ 

parable: “Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you” (v. 33)? We 

know he’s right. All we can do is fall on our knees and hang our heads before God’s righteous anger. 

We know we will deserve the punishment we get. 

And this is where Jesus steps in. He comes to you and he looks you straight in the eye and says: “I 

am your Lord and Master. I am your King. I am the one who has shown mercy to you. There is no limit 

to my forgiveness because I am the eternal God. I am the one who canceled your tremendous debt of 

your sin by facing hell for your unmerciful heart, and then by washing away your sins in my blood. 

Trust in me alone for your forgiveness. Only my love and mercy can cleanse your heart and mind, 

freeing you from your sins and giving you real peace. Jesus says, “Trust that my forgiveness never 

ends. My love never stops forgiving.” That is a love that can change hearts. 

Amazing, isn’t it? For all our fumbling and stumbling, Jesus still forgives us. Whether we 

unintentionally trip and fall into sin, or blatantly break his commandments, when we ask for 

forgiveness he forgives. And then he forgives again, and again. He just keeps forgiving! Jesus is our 

perfect example of how to forgive. In Christ we see forgiveness has no limit. Seeing Jesus’ forgiveness 

we are empowered to forgive from our hearts. We forgive, and then empowered by Christ’s love we 

forgive again. Just keep forgiving. 

That is what Jesus is telling Peter when he says that Peter should forgive not seven times, but 

seventy-seven times. He’s telling Peter to keep on forgiving over and over again. But why would Jesus 

emphasize repeatedly forgiving? Because the hardest part about forgiveness is not the forgiving, it is 

the forgetting. This is why Jesus encourage us to just keep on forgiving, because our sinful nature 

wants us to keep on holding onto people past sins. 

We know how often God forgives us, yet God does not keep counting our past sins against us. In 

fact, one of the psalm writers points out that if God did keep a record of our sins we would all be lost, 

for he says, “If you, Lord, kept a record of guilt, O Lord, who could stand” (Psalm 130:3)? The 

answer: no one. But God does not keep a record of sins. He does just the opposite. King David tells us: 
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As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us (Psalm 

103:12 NIV). God purposely puts our sins out of his sight so that he will not remember them. God 

wants us to forgive other as he forgives us; to forgive and forget. 

So, what does that look like? It looks like what we hear of in our Old Testament lesson this 

morning from Genesis 50.  Joseph and his brothers were all living in Egypt when their father Jacob 

finally dies. When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that 

Joseph will hate us and will pay us back in full for all of the evil that we did to him” (Genesis 

50:15)? Even though Joseph had forgiven his brothers they are still asking a legitimate question. Think 

of how you would feel if you had gone through what Joseph had: Being thrown into a dried up well and 

left for dead, then dragged out of the well only to be sold as a slave. Then while you’re serving as a 

slave you are wrongly accused of a crime and thrown into prison for years for something you didn’t do. 

Don’t you think that you might be just a little bitter toward your brothers who were the cause of all 

that suffering? That is what Joseph’s brothers are worried about. So they say to Joseph, “Now, please 

forgive the offense of the servants of the God of your father” (Genesis 50:17). Did Joseph say, “I 

forgave you once, but not this time?” Did he make his brothers suffer for a while like he had to suffer? 

No, Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in the place of God” (Genesis 50:19)? Even 

though Joseph was second in command over all of Egypt, he did not use his position of power to try to 

take God’s place. Instead, we are told that Joseph “comforted [his brothers] and spoke to them in a 

kind way” (Genesis 50:21). 

God wants you and me to do the same. He wants us to forgive, and then reassure those we forgive. 

God wants us to be kind and forget their sin. Now we may wonder: What if person tries to take 

advantage of our kindness, like the unmerciful servant in the parable? If a person says they are sorry 

so they can take advantage of our forgiveness, then that person is sinning. If that happens then we 

need to go back to what Jesus was talking about before this parable. We follow what Jesus said in 

Matthew 18:15-17 so that we can address that person’s sin. We point out their sin and work to lead 

that person to repentance so we can just keep forgiving. 

In the end we don’t know how a person will react to our forgiveness, so the “what ifs” cannot be a 

part of our forgiveness. Now, Jesus actually knows what is in our hearts, yet he still forgives us. We 

don’t know what is in another person’s heart. We can only judge a person by their words and actions. 

So, if their words and actions speak repentance, then we simply forgive. 

But we do not just forgive, we forgive from the heart. We reassure that person that our 

relationship has been restored. We are kind to that person, showing them that there are no hard 

feelings toward them. Then we forget. We forget the person’s past sins; we leave them behind and 

start with a clean slate. 

None of this is easy. Which is why forgiving from the heart is only possible if Jesus is living and 

ruling in our hearts. The only way Jesus can rule our hearts is if our hearts are connected to Jesus by 

faith. Faith only comes to us through God’s Word. When we hear and read the words of Scripture, the 

Holy Spirit connects our hearts to Christ. With Christ as the King of our hearts, his love empowers us to 

forgive from the heart. Jesus’ love empowers us to just keep forgiving. His love moves us to forgive and 

forget, just as Jesus himself forgives and forgets.  

If you thought the unmerciful servant in the parable had a huge debt to repay then just remember: 

God has forgiven you and I a debt we could never repay. Now, God wants us to forgive others just as he 

has forgiven us, fully, freely, and without limit. God doesn’t keep track of each time he forgives us. He 

does not keep a record of all our past sins. He simply forgives and forgets. As far as God is concerned 

those sins were paid for on the cross and buried with Jesus in his tomb. So, let us show mercy to others 
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as we have been shown mercy by our loving and living God and King, Jesus Christ, who just keeps on 

forgiving us. Amen. 

 


