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With a Spirit of Gentleness – Rev. Liz Whitford 
 

21 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?” 22 Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, 

but, I tell you, seventy-seven times. 
 

23 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle 

accounts with his slaves. 24 When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand 

talents was brought to him; 25 and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together 

with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. 26 So the slave fell on 

his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27 And out 

of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But that same 

slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and 

seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29 Then his fellow slave fell down and 

pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 30 But he refused; then he went 

and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. 31 When his fellow slaves saw what had 

happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had 

taken place. 32 Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all 

that debt because you pleaded with me. 33 Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, 

as I had mercy on you?’ 34 And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would 

pay his entire debt. 35 So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not 

forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” 

Matthew 18:21-35 
 

Throughout Lent we have been talking about forgiveness.  Many of our foci have been on 

forgiveness of ourselves from God and from others.  Today we get to talk about forgiving others. 

 

We’ve heard this scripture before.  The first Wednesday of Lent Bob Butler preached on this 

scripture.  It’s a hard one to hear, so let’s focus on it once again. 

 

We may see the length of this scripture today and want to focus on the parable which we read.  

Instead, the parable is actually just an illustration of Jesus’s lesson to Peter.  This lesson is not 

one brought up by Jesus.  No, it is Peter who seeks to learn how to forgive.  Peter’s question 

addresses a human problem from a human perspective.  By Jesus’s not only answering the 

question, but giving a parable, Jesus illustrates that forgiveness is in the nature of God. 

 

But we we have to be careful when we read this illustration.  It may show the nature of God, but 

we have never been able to fully grasp God in any of what we are taught.  We cannot make this 

parable as black and white as we would like.  We cannot assume that the king’s total behavior 

is the exact same as God’s.  What we are to focus on is the amazing generosity that is given by 

the king at the beginning of the parable. 

 

It’s also important for us to take note that Jesus begins the parable with it being compared to the 

kingdom of heaven.  Jesus gives us a clue into what God is like and what we are to be like.  The 

kingdom of heaven has forgiveness.  This means that in the example of the king’s initial 

response, we too are to have much patience and generosity. 

 



In another part of our scripture, we are given other characteristics for forgiveness.  Our version 

of the scripture states that we are to forgive 77 times.  Other versions say that Jesus says, 

“seventy times seven”.  The point here is not the number, but rather the thought behind it.  How 

many of us would want to count out 77 times or even 490 times to forgive one person?  We’d be 

focusing on numbers instead of anything else in life.  In Jesus’s parable, he illustrates that it is 

not about the quantity of forgiveness but the quality; being true and genuine. 

 

Now, we’ve been talking about the topic of forgiveness for 9 services (including Wednesday 

Nights), and as it is preached or reflected on we may come to think that the idea of forgiveness 

itself is something that should be easily done.  That is, if we do not think about how our 

experiences have shaped us. 

 

It is all good and nice that we can see these traits within our scripture today and realize that we 

are to have patience and generosity when forgiving, being true and genuine.  But in reality, how 

easy really is that?  After all, we all have that person or even persons that we find it really hard to 

forgive. 

 

Our Lenten study suggests that there are 2 kinds of emotional responses when we are not easily 

able to forgive: “I should but I don’t want to” and “I can’t yet”.  Both of these exhibit in us a 

long period of struggling and healing, and in many cases of forgiveness, we just can’t get there. 

 

When it comes to our daily lives we should not expect forgiveness to come as easily as breathing 

or talking or even being.  Forgiveness is letting go. 

 

Let me give you an illustration.  In the book “The Shack”, a father struggles after his youngest 

daughter is kidnapped and presumed dead.  The author’s version of God, the father, tells a 

hurting father, 

“Son, you may have to declare your forgiveness a hundred times the first 

day and the second day, but the third day will be less and each day after, 

until one day you realize that you have forgiven completely.  And then one 

day you will pray for his wholeness and give him over to me so that my 

love will burn from his life every vestige of corruption.  As 

incomprehensible as it sounds at this moment, you may well know this 

man in a different context one day.” 

 

Forgiveness that is patient, generous, true and genuine. 

 

We do have to be careful of a few things though.  It’s important for us not to get too logical in 

our understanding of God’s forgiveness and its impact on us.  God does not forgive us because 

we forgive others, nor is God not going to forgive us because we struggle to forgive someone 

who has deeply hurt us. 

 

We also need to be careful not to be overly forgiving to the point of unlimited forgiveness of one 

person.  In the action of unlimited forgiveness or seemingly “forgiveness” we don’t help the 

person to know how the person has hurt us.  Instead, we should approach each hurtful action 

with gentleness of restoring relationships.  After all, forgiveness is the antonym of revenge. 



 

How do we be gentle when we are hurt?  How do we be patient with someone who has needed 

our forgiveness time and time again?  How do we be generous in forgiveness when the person 

we are supposed to forgive takes us for granted? How do we do this thing called forgiveness?  

With God’s help. 

 

When we are aware of why we are hurt, we have the freedom to take the steps toward 

forgiveness, toward a restored relationship, toward a freedom within ourselves. 

 

The Lenten Groups this week talked about the best reasons we can think of to forgive others.  

Each group had different answers, but here are some that our author gave us:  

“God forgives us/Jesus set the example.”  (The seemingly obvious example) 

“I can see my own weaknesses inside the other person” 

“Holding onto a grudge or wanting revenge is ruining my life.” 

“I want the pain passed on from earlier generations to stop with mine.” 

“The peace I want in this world begins with me.” 

 

All these answers and more give us understanding into our need to forgive those who wronged 

us. 

 

But what about justice? We talk of forgiveness and justice next week. 

 

For now, we look into ourselves and see what is our reasonings for forgiving others?  What do 

we need to do next to set ourselves right?  How may we be gentle and patient, true and genuine? 

 

Let us end this time of scripture focus by singing a hymn that speaks to our reasons for 

forgiveness. 

431 – Let There be Peace on Earth (Hymnal #431) 

Let there be peace on earth 

And let it begin with me 

Let There Be Peace on Earth 

The peace that was meant to be 

With God as our Father 

Brothers all are we 

Let me walk with my brother 

In perfect harmony. 

Let peace begin with me 

Let this be the moment now. 

With ev'ry step I take 

Let this be my solemn vow 

To take each moment and live 

Each moment in peace eternally 

Let there be peace on earth 

And let it begin with me 

 
 


