
Matthew 18:21 - 35 - Not Seven Times but Seventy Seven 
Rev. Susan Pickering

Gathering of the People of God 

Organ Prelude 

Welcome & Notices 

Centring Prayer 

Let us prepare our hearts and minds for worship, 

let us rest in the silence, breathing in the presence of God…


Processional Hymn: Our God, our help in ages past        TIS 47 

Light the Christ Candle 

We light this candle as a reminder that Christ is the light of the world. 

Call to Worship 

Let us enter into the presence of God,

God, Creator Spirit, 
Breathe new life into us 

Come, let us gather together

Embracing the new life offered in Christ.

God of Love, 
Send your Spirit upon us. 

Come, let us gather together

Embracing God’s gifts of freedom and forgiveness.

God of Love, 
We are gathered as one. 

Let us Worship God


Acknowledgment of Country 

We recognise that God created heaven and earth, the sea and the sky, and all that 
is in them.

This land is Holy Ground 
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As we gather we acknowledge the traditional custodians, 

the Turrbal and Jagera people, elders, past, present and emerging 

We honour them for their custodianship of the land,  
on which we gather today. 

 
Introit


Prayer of Thanksgiving & Confession 

Blessed be you Sacred Love

We gather together in this place

Offering our praise and worship to you.

In this season of spring

We are reminded of your constant creating

As New life springs forth around us.


In this season of hope and restoration

It is right to confess the cold shadowy spaces that dwell within the frailty of our 
humanity.


As spring burst forth 

we are reminded of the call to care for all of creation

We confess that we become careless and thoughtless

Perpetuating the systems and structures that have created turmoil for the planet. 


We are called to love our neighbor as ourselves and more radically to love our 
enemies.

Yet in a world consumed by individualism it becomes so very easy to become self 
absorbed, focussing on self love becomes difficult enough.

How can we love our enemies?


Called to forgive as you forgive

Jesus said not 7 times but 77 times.

God, forgive us in our unforgiveness,

Send your Spirit upon us,

May she open our eyes and ears to the suffering of the whole of creation,

Let her still small voice call to us to:

“extend a hand of welcome or even a smile.”

Let us understand anew that the call to forgive is a call to be free.

In the Name of Christ we pray, Amen


Words of Assurance 
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Jesus came preaching peace to those who are near, 

and peace to those who are far off.

My friends we are free: 

to be forgiven people, to serve as forgiven people, 

to celebrate as forgiven people.

Thanks be to God.

Doxology: Gloria, Gloria (TiS 773) 

Service of the Word 

Readings  

1st reading Romans 14:1 - 12 
2nd Reading Matthew 18:21 - 35  

This is the Living Word

Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ. 

Anthem 

Message 

Following on from last week we continue the journey through Matthew. The first 
couple of verses I think are pretty well known, Peter asks how many times he 
should forgive, Jesus’s answer; ‘Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-
seven times.’ I am going to come back to this but first we’re going to take a look at 
the parable that follows headed the Unforgiving Servant.


The parable opens with “for this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared 
to…” connecting this parable with the verses on forgiveness and community 
restoration. I’ve mentioned in previous sermons that parables are open ended and 
open to interpretation. With parables like this one there is a pull to read them as 
theological allegory, what I mean by that is there is a tendency to identify God with 
the elite character in the parable, so in this instance the King becomes God. This is 
probably, traditionally, how this passage has been presented in sermons that you 
have previously heard, that possibly went the king is God and that this is an 
example of God’s forgiveness, and that we should imitate God’s forgiveness and if 
we fail there will be judgement.


Now not to surprise you, I struggle with the traditional interpretation, not the call to 
forgive as God does, but the idea that the king is God. So I’d like to share an 
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alternative. Jesus has just basically instructed Peter to forgive without limit. And so, 
when we get a parable about a king who forgives just once and upon hearing the 
same is not extended to another, he whips back the ‘forgiveness’ and hands him 
over to be tortured. For me this completely contradicts the message of Jesus  I see 1

from this interpretation a God who is fickle, a God who might just choose to revoke 
forgiveness, grace and mercy and possibly go on to torture us.

What we need to do is gain some understanding of ‘Matthew’s social world, we’re 
talking 1st Century Roman Palestine, a time and place where ‘debt was a very real, 
agonising and often brutal.’  This economy of debt was a great strategy for keeping 2

the rich and poor polarised.  This was a world where your late payment reminder 3

didn’t come in a letter asking you to please pay or your credit score will be 
affected, the reminder would look more like a couple of strong men with the 
capacity and willingness to cause significant harm.  It was a world that operated on 4

a system of retributive justice, the principal was simple, if anyone hits you, hit them 
back, preferably harder.


10,000 Talents well that’s just absurd, it’s easy for us to miss the absurdity, to what 
do we compare? Well, it’s suggested to be more money than was in circulation, 
Josephus is reported as saying that the total tax for all Judeans combined in a year 
was only 600 talents.  Myers suggests that this figure ‘belongs in the realm of a 5

political cartoon.’ 
6

It’s suggested that this slave was a retainer of the highest rank who operated within 
the royal court.   Retainers lived and worked within a cut-throat, power ridden 7

world, the position provided benefits and access to power and privilege. The threat 
to sell him, his family and his possessions was a threat to strip him of his status 
and put him in his place, which is exactly what this slave does to the second-tier 
retainer when he throws him in prison, he reasserts his power and position, 
obviously the king’s furious, mercy out of the window. The final verse is a bit of a 
puzzle, but I came across something called ‘the predictability of irreversibility.’  This 8

is basically the inability to undo what’s been done, if we could undo stuff, then this 

 Myers & Enns1

 Howell in Feasting on the Gospels2

 Myers & Enns3

 Howell in Feasting on the Gospels4
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whole matter would be irrelevant. God can’t undo what we do and can’t save us 
from the consequences of our actions - the slave flicks off the kings forgiveness 
and the king gets angry - in general this is what occurs in the world then and now a 
desire for revenge and retribution, as humans the pull for revenge seems 
irrepressible.  Again God, as human - image of head in hands sobbing!
9

In the wider political context, this parable has little, if anything, to do with forgiving 
debt and grace as the kings apparent mercy turns to rage.  This parable is 10

exposing the ‘experience of systemic evil’ and portrays a world ‘captive to the logic 
of retribution.’  The whole justice system was one of retribution, the reason for the 11

system of Exodus, you know an eye for an eye being set up was because of the 
propensity of humanity to seek excessive violent retribution and revenge.  Actually 12

the reference 77 times is suggested to refer back to Lamech in Genesis , there we 13

find an account of excessive violence and retribution with him returning 77 blows 
for 1 and killing a man who wounded him.  So in light of the context I’d suggest 14

there’s somewhat of a gap between the world of this parable and the kingdom of 
God, what the king offers is temporary and a one off, what God offers is not.

Jesus presents an alternative to the world, forgive without limit. From the beginning 
Jesus has taught an alternative reality. Again, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
says in relation to retaliation, after quoting the Exodus justice system;   ‘if anyone 15

strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.’ Far from passive it’s suggested 
to be a; ‘highly provocative challenge,’  understood to be; ‘an opportunity to break 16

the cycle of mutual retaliation and bring the feud to a halt.’  So in effect to turn the 17

other cheek is saying, "Try again. You failed. I deny you the power to humiliate or 
demean me.”


Jesus taught non-violence, the fact is that violence feeds revenge and revenge 
feeds violence and so the spiral continues and often gets out of control.  We only 18

 Volf9

 Myers & Enns10

 Meyers & Enns11

 Exodus 21:12-2712
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have to look at history to see the spiral and the absolute atrocities that humanity is 
capable of unleashing, so much so forgiveness can sometimes seem to be an 
impossible task.


We’ve all heard the saying forgive and forget, in even trying to forget forgiveness 
becomes a betrayal of the past,  a wise woman here said forgiving is not forgetting 19

but remembering without anger. George Santayana says: ‘those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’  We need to consider what it 20

means to forgive, in the shame/honour culture of Jesus’ day to forgive could be 
viewed as weakness, to lose face and Jesus message here was an attack on that 
culture.  Forgiveness is a powerful act that does not ‘react,’ it ‘breaks the power of 21

the remembered past,’  it is an act and a process that breaks the cycles, the spiral 22

of retribution and revenge, forgiveness is freedom.  Forgiveness is a gift from God, 23

God breathes the gift of forgiveness upon humanity, the choice for us is do we hold 
our breath or do we breathe that forgiveness upon others? Non-violence not 
revenge, Restoration not retaliation, forgiveness this is the way of Christ, this is the 
call to us in discipleship. The motto of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission was ‘there is no future without forgiveness.


If we are unable to forgive, perhaps we, like Jesus need to call on God to forgive 
Jesus never uttered forgiveness to his executioners from the cross, rather he called 
on God, ‘Father forgive them..’ And so I finish with a quote from Jürgen Moltmann:


“With this prayer of Christ the universal religion of revenge is overcome and the 
universal law of retaliation is annulled. In the name of the crucified, from now on 
only forgiveness holds sway…To forgive those who have wronged one is an act of 
the highest sovereignty and great inner freedom.” 

Prayer 

Hymn:  Forgiveness is Your Gift  CH 361 

 Schreiter19

 Tutu20
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Prayers for the People:  

As a sign of sacred unity, we join together in the prayer;

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will 
be done,

on earth as in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our sins,

as we forgive those who sin against us. Save us from the time of trial

and deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours now and for ever. Amen.


Peace 

Sending Forth the People of God 

Hymn: Guide me, O thou great Redeemer TiS 569 

Words of Mission & Blessing 

Let us go out into the world

forgiven people

prepared to forgive

living and sharing the liberation that comes with forgiveness.


The blessing of God, Holy Door Keeper, fling open the doors to new beginnings.

the blessing of Christ, Wounded Healer, be the balm the comforts our wounds.

And the blessing of the Holy Spirit, Uncontainable Love, weave among us with 
golden threads of compassion and grace.


Shalom to You Now    TIS 778 

Postlude
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