
                                                               

 
 

How many times must I forgive others? 
 

I wonder why Peter brought this question to Jesus in the first place:  How many times must I 

forgive my brother when he keeps sinning against me?  On the positive side, he seems to 

appreciate how he needs to forgive his “brothers” (those fellow believers).  On the down side, 

he seems to think there is a limit beyond which God does not expect him to go.  In its present 

setting in Matthew’s Gospel, this reading is located around talk of the final judgment.  Jesus 

could well have responded to Peter by asking:  how many times might you want God to 

forgive your own sinsPeter?  Seven?  Seventy?  Seven times seventy? 

 

What are the conditions for forgiveness? 

 

One note that is missing from this teaching is the idea of repentance.  Jesus does not allow 

Peter to forgive only those who come to him in a repentant frame of mind.  There is no 

mention of them saying “sorry” or making restitution for wrongs done, although this does 

come up in the parable.    Forgiveness is an essential part of the life of any disciple and their 

forgiving of others cannot be excused because the offender did not seem to be truly repentant, 

or genuinely filled with remorse. This is an unconditional forgiveness.  A disciple must never 

give up on any individual, no matter how much they annoy them or disappoint them…just as 

a disciple would not like to think of God giving up on them. 

 

Forgive us our sins only inasmuch as we forgive those who sin against us 

 

Jesus builds into this teaching-parable an indication of the kind of forgiveness men and 

women can expect from God – seventy-seven times seven.  In Semitic thinking, seven is the 

perfect number, it is the fullness of being and nothing can be greater than seven.  Thus, seven 

times would have meant unlimited forgiveness to the ears of Matthew’s readers.  Imagine then 

what seventy-seven times “unlimited” means?  That is God’s love, the divine mercy that is 

offered to us in and through Jesus Christ.  What God is showering down upon us is an 

example of the way we need to address others within our communities. 

 

I can forgive but I cannot forget??? 

 

There is none of the rationalizing so often heard in the world – “I will forgive but I cannot 

forget”.  That has no place here and there is no place for such limited human pretense in the 

Kingdom of God.  For Jesus, to forgive is to forget…just as he showed us at Golgotha. 

 

How much are we in debt to God? 

 

All of this is highlighted in the parable itself.  It is based on the unlikely – an unlikely high 

level of debt, the unlikely forgiveness shown by the king (the whole debt is forgiven), the 

unlikely severity of the punishment of the cruel servant.  We are talking about “zillions” of 

dollars of debt in today’s terms and the impossibility of this is where we find the point Jesus 

is making.  There is not a person on earth who has not racked up an enormous debt before 

God.  It was a debt so large that only the sacrificial death of the Son of God could make 

repayment.  On the one hand, this seems to be a very negative assessment of our collective 
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human guilt but as it is coming from Jesus’ own mouth  it is meant to come as a sober 

warning about our need to transform the way we live.  Maybe, suggests Jesus, we are not 

quite as “good” as we like to pretend we are! 

 

Here then is what Jesus is saying to the disciples – we are in great debt to God and secondly, 

we do not have the resources we need to repay out debt.  And look at the way the parable 

presents the consequences of our sins.  It is not just this debtor who is punished.  His whole 

family suffers as they too are caught up in the impossible struggle to repay the man.  Sin is 

very much like that.  While the individual will sin, others become the victims of the 

consequences of that selfish and self-centred activity.  Is that not we see around the globe 

today?  Is this not at the very heart of human suffering?  We can see it at work behind the 

social sins of homelessness, violence, pornography, social inequality, refugees, sexualization 

of children and of our society, war, avarice, greed, addictions and more: the reality of sin.  

These all begin with individual people and are only allowed to exist and to continue because 

people allow them to exist, because the root sin is not being addressed. 

 

Don’t be fooled!  There are no cheap graces 

 

This parable keeps the focus on divine judgment.  The wicked servant remains in prison until 

he has paid back his whole debt says Jesus at the end.  Given it is an impossible level of debt 

and in prison he has limited means of paying it off, the debt remains for eternity.  This may 

well be a consequence we do not like to contemplate, preferring the gentler idea of a loving 

God who will not allow anyone to experience such fearsome punishment.  Like those who 

think there may well be a hell but there is no one in it, they will have a difficult time 

supporting this kind of thinking from either Scripture or revelation.   

 

Debts have to be paid and there can be no greater debt than the debts we owe to God.  If we 

are unable to pay them off through our own efforts (and we cannot), we are going to need to 

turn to God in Christ, for only by the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus can we 

escape the otherwise inevitable darkness of judgment.  This is what the parable means when 

Jesus insists we need to forgive others from the bottom of our hearts.  The whole of the 

mission and ministry of Jesus was focused on salvation, on bringing us into the life of the 

Trinity – despite our sins.  The best we can do is align ourselves with Christ; imitate Jesus in 

our words and in our deeds, entrust our lives to him and in that way, we will most surely be 

forgiven.  We must confess to God our sorrow and sense of guilt and we carry out this 

confession not only in words but in the life of repentance we live. 

 

God loves us but the Law still needs to be obeyed 

 

Antinomians are those people in the Church who believe that God’s grace is enough, that we 

are no longer compelled to obey laws, that God loves us too much to be worried about our 

sins.  We are saved by grace alone.  This is the kind of thinking that has allowed the Church 

to sink into meaningless in the eyes of the world.  We have taught how under the love of God 

everything is acceptable and all human wrongdoings and failures are forgiven (accepted, 

tolerated, understood, etc) just as long as we believe.   

 

Comfortable and convenient this teaching may be but it has no foundation in the Christian 

scriptures.  Here we see Jesus does not saying we live by either faith or works.  The Gospels 

teach us we need to rely on God, that we cannot “earn” our way into heaven.  It is a freely 

given gift from above.  At the same time, judgment is very much carried out on the basis of 

our works – what we have done and what we have failed to do (see Matthew’s last judgment 

scene for those details).  It is not enough to confess “Jesus is Lord”.  It is our lives that need to 

be transformed and brought into line with the will of God, the divine expectations as set down 

for us by Jesus Christ, Son of God and our Messiah.  A faith that is not changing the way we 

live, act and speak in the world, with others and within ourselves is not a genuine faith. 



 

 

 

 

 

 


