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Sermon, Proper 19A, September 13, 2020, The Rev. Jane A. Beebe 
 
“Peter came and said to Jesus, “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.” (Matthew 18:21-22)  
 
 
 

 Once again Peter is the disciple who, in his enthusiasm to understand Jesus’ 

teaching, does or says the thing that perhaps the others are too reticent to do: 

“rushing in where angels fear to tread.” I am grateful to Peter for the risks he takes, 

for the almost childlike directness he displays. It is important to note that Peter is 

asking about forgiveness in the context of a worshipping community. Seven is not 

a random number. In Jewish theology it usually points to a condition of wholeness 

or perfection. The seventh day is the Sabbath, created by God as the crowning 

point of all else: sun, moon, and stars, plants of every kind, animals, and human 

beings. To forgive seven times would be to reach towards perfection. Seventy 

times seven as a kind of multiple of the Sabbath points to an infinity of holiness 

and mercy, perhaps even representing God’s kingdom. 

The Lord’s Prayer includes a petition for forgiveness. In the traditional 

translation we say, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass 

against us.” The contemporary translation has: “Forgive us our sins as we forgive 

those who sin against us.” I became intrigued by the use of the word “as” in both 

versions. Here it is a conjunction with the sense of “because.” “We love because he 
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first loved us.” (1 John 4:19) We can forgive because we have been forgiven. It is 

not a conditional statement or an automatic formula. When Peter asks Jesus to 

answer his question about how often to forgive, perhaps he is looking for just such 

a (comforting) formula, even while striving for perfection. If forgiveness were 

somehow quantifiable, life would be so much easier. Jesus points to a level of 

forgiveness that only the mind of God can conceive. 

Our Baptismal Covenant says, “Whenever you fall into sin, repent…” The 

prayers for the couple in the marriage vows has this petition: “Give them grace, 

when they hurt each other, to recognize and acknowledge their fault, and to seek 

each other’s forgiveness and yours.” (BCP, p. 429) Whenever, not if! As human 

beings we will find ourselves over and over in situations that will call for 

forgiveness either given or received. This is true of our relationships with God and 

with each other. We recognize this need liturgically with our (at least) weekly 

general confession. 

Throughout his letter to the Romans Paul witnesses to the expansiveness of 

the enfolding love of Christ. In chapter 5 he says, “…Where sin increased, grace 

abounded all the more.” (Romans 5:20) Today he tells us that whether we live or 

die, we belong to God. Between these two poles where we find all our lived 

experience, we are in God’s hands. This too seems to be that “seventy times seven” 

space that Jesus suggests to Peter. Forgiveness accompanies healing and new life. 
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From the cross Jesus forgives those who are crucifying him making the 

resurrection all the more complete and real. 

When the Bishop visits our parishes, he sometimes asks, “What scripture 

verse guides you, that you turn to again and again, that guides your theology?” At 

his visit to Christ Memorial in March he challenged me to share mine. The words 

that came out of my mouth—and I probably didn’t have them quite right—were: 

“The Lord is full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness.” 

(Psalm 103:8) This is an echo of Exodus 34:6: “…The Lord [is] a God merciful 

and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness…”  

These are God’s own words to Moses when he gives Moses the second set 

of stone tablets that will establish the covenant between God and his people.  

“YHWH’s steadfast love is so vast that it brings about even the removal of 

sin… [God] operates out of immeasurable and transforming compassion and grace. 

God remembers the frailty of humans and so is compassionate. (Brueggemann, 

Walter. Psalms, p. 442). Full, abounding, immeasurable. Seventy times seven. This 

is the power of God. 

  I live in a community of condos,  my own building containing four units. In 

this time of isolation, having neighbors to chat with, hearing children’s voices as 

they play outside, simply having the sense that human beings are nearby comforts 

my spirit. Some kids in our community put up small painted posters near our 
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mailboxes saying, “Where [sic] all in this together.” I am not too much of a strict 

grammarian. I thought the mistake was kind of cute. In the recent rain the posters 

became soggy and the colors were running so most have come down. I began to 

think, though, about the word “where.” We’re all in this to be sure. Yet where are 

we? Is the simple neighborliness and concern exhibited by the kids who did this 

project a small sign of God’s encompassing love? I think of the exchange of hugs 

between parent and child. How much do I love you? I love you this much, flinging 

their arms wide. 

“There's a wideness in God's mercy 
like the wideness of the sea; 
there's a kindness in his justice, 
which is more than liberty. 
There is welcome for the sinner, 
and more graces for the good; 
there is mercy with the Savior; 
there is healing in his blood. 
 
There is no place where earth's sorrows 
are more felt than in heaven; 
there is no place where earth's failings 
have such kind judgment given. 
There is plentiful redemption 
in the blood that has been shed; 
there is joy for all the members 
in the sorrows of the Head. 
 
For the love of God is broader 
than the measure of man's mind; 
and the heart of the Eternal 
is most wonderfully kind. 
If our love were but more faithful, 
we should take him at his word; 
and our life would be thanksgiving 
for the goodness of the Lord.” – Frederick William Faber 
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