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Hard and Harder 

St. Matthew 18:21-35 

"Forgive and forget" is the title of a book by Louis Smedes a theologian that has been of 
great help to me. It is truly said that forgiveness comes at a cost but not forgiving may 
cost more. 

Because we are forgiven people we are commanded by God to forgive others. While we 
understand this we acknowledge that forgiveness is often challenging at best. And 
forgetting: "forgetaboutiti" 

Jesus and his band of disciples knew Jewish Law so it's a safe bet that St. Peter was 
aware of the practice of forgiving someone three times. This practice goes back to the 
book of Amos where God declares ''for three times, and for four," indicating that God 
forgave them three times but the people keep sinning and earned the wrath of God. 

St. Peter had been with Jesus long enough that he knew Jesus' interpretation of the law 
was sometimes quite liberal. So perhaps it was because Peter wanted Jesus to 
understand that he was finally 'getting' this 'compassion' thing, he implies that we 
should forgive someone what, seven times? 

Jesus replies, "No, not seven but seventy-seven times." The idea here is not to forgive 77 
or 491 times and then jump on them! Jesus is offering a radically new concept: break 
the cycle period. 

The reason this is profound is that when people hear this they go all defensive. People 
will say, "You can't forgive a serial killer or someone who is going to be a repeat 
offender, can you?" Perhaps the answer is found in this parable of Jesus. A man was 
massively in debt. Jesus says that a slave owed his master 750 trillion dollars. Of course 
its hyperbole. The slave tries every trick in the book to repay the loan and to convince 
the master that he is good for the debt. The master sympathizes and forgives the debt. 
An incredibly nice story but its not over. 

The slave goes into town and runs into someone who owes him a dime and he goes 
nuclear. Even though this slave begs for mercy, its only a dime, the first, forgiven slave 
will have none of it and has the slave thrown in jail until such time as the debt is paid. 

When the merciful master hears of this he is furious with his forgiven slave for not 



spreading the same mercy. And Jesus says, "And that is how God will deal with us if we 
do not forgive." Heady stuff. 

Not all situations are the same or simple. Yet, I believe Jesus is suggesting that if we 
examine this parable deeply we just might be able to discover ways and means to break 
the old patterns of wrongs and forgiveness. We can break the cycles. 

The choice is ours: we can continue to hold grudges or we can forgive. We can be 
courageous and stop the old ways and find new ways to get along. 

In the paraphrase "The Message," St. John 20:23 is where Jesus says "If you forgive 
somebody's sins they are forgiven, and if you do not, they are not," these words are 
paraphrased, "If you don't forgive sins, what are you going to do with them?" 

Perhaps this is the key. If we allow things to embitter and wound us, we will not find a 
way to move beyond where we are. Forget? Perhaps not. Forgive? Perhaps. Alleluia. 
Amen. 


