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Sermon Pentecost 15        Dean Phillip Saunders 

 

Matthew 18:21-22 

 

Peter said to Jesus, “Lord many times shall my brother sin against me and 

receive my forgiveness. Is seven times enough?” 

 

Jesus answered Peter: “I am not asking you to forgive seven times. Seventy 

times seven is more like it!” 

  

From any angle, Peter’s suggestion that we might be asked to forgive someone 

who has hurt us up to seven times, seems reasonable. No, more than reasonable.  

 

Millions of our sisters and brothers cannot find it in their hearts to forgive even 

once. And among the people of the church, twice or three times often stretches 

the limits of both our patience and our mercy. 

  

Seventy times? Now it would be a remarkable person who could, from the 

depths of their heart, truly forgive another person that many times. 

  

Seventy times seven, 490 times? Such mercy would truly seem to be well, nigh 

impossible? 

  

Middle Eastern hyperbole. Jesus is using exaggeration to make a point.  

 

It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for someone 

who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven.      Matt 19.24 

 

Remember that one?  

 

At one stage it was held that there was an entry into Jerusalem that was so 

narrow that a camel could not go through, and that it was called the eye of the 

needle. That’s not factual. 

 

It is, in fact, a striking allusion to highlight Jesus overturning a current cultural 

assumption. - that the rich are far more likely to enter the kingdom of heaven 

before everyone else. After all, they were rich because God had blessed them.  

 

The counter-cultural quality of Jesus’ statement can be seen in the response of 

the disciples.  
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When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astounded and said, ‘Then 

who can be saved? ’But Jesus looked at them and said, ‘For mortals it is 

impossible, but for God all things are possible.’          Matthew 19.25-26 
 

 

 

Stop calculating. The life of love and mercy does not keep score. With Jesus we 

have moved from the realm of legal condemnation, and legal self justification, 

to the commonwealth of love. 

  

God does not deal with us according to our deserving. God does not keep score 

of our sins and decide at what point we should be struck off his list. Jesus is the 

herald of the new kingdom, that commonwealth of abundant love, where 

forgiveness and healing are freely offered. 

 

Forgive seventy times seven. Live in the new realm of God as ushered in by 

Jesus Christ. Stop legalism. Cease tallying up either errors or virtues. Live by 

love, mercy and peace.  

 

And above all else, live with that same tender yet scalpel-sharp love that Jesus 

showed to those around him. Stop counting. Start a new way of life. 

 

Peter said to Jesus, “Lord many times shall my brother sin against me and 

receive my forgiveness. Is seven times enough?” 

 

Jesus answered Peter: “I am not asking you to forgive seven times. Seventy 

times seven is more like it!” 

 

If the forgiveness we offer others comes cheap, if it is not grounded in the 

costly love of Jesus, then it is a sentimental fake. If it is patronising or glib, 

easygoing and careless, then it is not the true article. Christ’s forgiveness cost 

him his life. 

  

Glossing over the bad stuff is not forgiveness. A truly forgiving person must be 

able to say “no” in certain situations. True forgiveness does not imply ignoring 

the seriousness of the wrong or allowing it to happen again. Forgiveness is ever 

about being a doormat.  
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Christ’s forgiveness was not indulgent. He loved people enough to confront 

them. True forgiveness comes from the strength of true love, not from 

sentimental, indulgent kindness and niceness. 

  

 

Classic cases of self-serving, manipulative behaviour are found among cases of 

drug addiction or domestic violence. 

  

The addict can exploit the family shamelessly, borrowing and then stealing. In 

such circumstances, repetitious, sentimental forgiveness is not showing love. 

Love must be must have some strength in it. Saying no, and confronting are acts 

of mercy. 

  

The same applies with cases of domestic violence. The abuser is repentant and 

begs for forgiveness. Too often forgiveness is easily granted 

  

In recent years, we have become acutely aware of the tragic misuse of the 

notion of forgiveness in the church. Pedophilia cannot ever be ignored and 

hidden away as it has been.  

 

Once again, it is something which must be confronted and dealt with. There 

must always be consequences. It is an area where we must as the church 

community must acknowledge the grave wrong, continue seek forgiveness and 

offer such restitution as is possible. 

 

It may even be possible to forgive a murderer for killing a son or daughter. But 

that does not mean the offender should not pay the consequences of their action. 

Forgiveness cannot be cheap. 

 

However, forgiveness can be a healing power, and not only for those forgiven. 

  

Entertaining and extending forgiveness can be one of the most liberating 

experiences, and one of the most healing ones. 

 

But, complete, unconditional love is impossible for us. God’s love has this 

quality, but human beings are not capable of giving unconditional love even to 

our loved ones. Let alone to other people. It is a model to aim for.  

  

So it is important not beat ourselves up when we fail. 
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For the kingdom of God has arrived: it is among us, within us and around us. 

The community of love has been inaugurated, we catch glimpses of it. But we 

citizens in this kingdom are still sinners and learners in the school of Christ. 

  

The One who has the work of love in us will complete it in us. His work will 

not be in vain. Through life, into death, and in life beyond death, at the grace of 

the forgiveness of Christ will grow, in us, for us and through us.  

 

Then the moment will have arrived when joy and peace, wonder and praise will 

know no bounds. 

 

 

Now to him who is able to keep you from falling, 
and to make you stand without blemish 
in the presence of his glory with rejoicing, 
to the only God our Saviour, through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
be glory, majesty, power and authority, 
before all time and now and for ever. Amen. 

Jude 24–25 


