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Time for you guessed it another Ponderings with PJ.  I hope that whatever musings that I come up with 
start you down the path of wonder with the word of God.  Here goes.   

On the Gospel text from Matthew 18:21-35 which is a text that sits in front of us like a loaded 
cannon of mud ready to explode all over us and expose the mess of life that we live in most times, I have 
this thought.  We are a coupe thousand years removed from Jesus and Matthew remembering this story 
for us and yet it seems so very modern to me.  It is not post-modern – it is modern.  The modern way of 
thinking is that if you just get the plan right and follow it then everything will be fine and hunky-dory.  
Think of titles to any self-help book and they usually start out with something like the seven steps to 
happiness.  There is a modern form of theological thought that says the same thing.  Just follow this 
formula to salvation and your life will be better.  Luther had a bit to say about that way of thinking.  I am 
bringing this up to our attention because many of us are modern thinkers, and in a way, we fall right into 
Peter’s question.  Audrey West in her commentary on this text suggests that Peter seems to be asking - 
Give me the formula Jesus so I know what to do in the way of forgiveness.  Tell me what I need to do – 
what are the steps to the proper forgiveness model.  Peter even suggests the number “7” as an easy to 
remember guide.  Plus, in Hebrew numerology, it is basically the good number, the whole number, so it 
makes sense for Peter to come up with this number.  The problem of course, is that forgiveness is not a 
number or formula that you follow but a way of life and a difficult way of life to wrap our heads around 
at that.  This is where God’s mercy on the cross comes into play.  Some injury is so deep and so large 
that human forgiveness is next to impossible.  So, seven measly attempts at it probably just is not 
sufficient. But God’s mercy is greater than anything we can imagine and that is what we all can lean on 
in times of great injury perpetrated by and against us. 
 As I read through Christopher Davis’s commentary on the Genesis text for this Sunday (Genesis 
50:15-21) I was drawn to a series of questions he had for us to consider.  When was the last time 
somebody hurt you? When was the last time you were treated in a way that was not appropriate for or 
reflective of the relationship you thought you had?  And I would also add when was the last time you 
hurt or treated someone or group of people in a way that was not reflective of the relationship’s past? 
I like what he has to say about Joseph when he has the chance to take revenge on his brothers but does 
not, instead, he helps them out.  He talks about remembering and how Joseph remembered events 
differently and what his brothers had meant for harm God had meant for good. To Re – member at its 
core means to put back together.  Sounds an awful lot like “At – One – Ment - atonement” and what 
Jesus did on the cross.    
 Forgiveness as a way of life is hard but anger and hatefulness as a way of life is much harder in 
my view of things.  Tomorrow is the 19th anniversary of September 11th.  How could we, in hindsight, as 
Christians, read these challenging texts today in light of what our response has been to this great injury.  
As I said, these texts stand ready to make things really messy really fast when we think about them.  
Anyway, I hope these thoughts have sent you back to the texts and the uncanny way they have of 
unnerving and unsettling us and then pulling us back to the grace of God in Jesus. 
 
Peace, 
Pastor Jeff 


