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Over the next four weeks, we'll be looking at four areas of our lives that can really be weighing us down. This 

week we are looking at anger and bitterness as a result of unforgiveness in our lives. As I mentioned earlier in 

the next several weeks, we'll look at pride, fear, and jealousy. 

  

But we begin with the need for our need for forgiveness, not only to receive it from God, but to offer it to 

others. Sometimes we have lingering unforgiveness that we don't even realize. We're not consciously aware of 

it, but we can detect it through the anger and bitterness that we continue to feel about certain people, topics, or 

situations. "Oh gee, I thought I was over that. Ummm … no." Quite frankly, it can be exhausting both mentally 

and physically to carry this around with us. Letting it go, or at least beginning the process of forgiveness, can 

feel like a huge weight is lifted from our shoulders. 

  

Today's Scripture passage comes from Matthew 18:21-35 from the NRSV. It addresses forgiveness quite 

vividly. A bigger theme in chapter 18 is about relationships building, preserving, and repairing them within the 

faith community. Keep that in mind as you hear this passage. It serves as a counter-point or balancing of the 

previous section that addresses the importance of holding people accountable when they have sinned against 

you. Today's selection tells us that as important as accountability is, and it is, forgiveness is also very important. 

Hear the word of the Lord! 

  

21 Then Peter came and said to [Jesus], “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often 

should I forgive? As many as seven times?” 22 Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-

seven times. [or seventy times 7] 

  

23 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his 

slaves. 24 When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents [about 15 years' worth of 

earnings for a laborer - an astronomical amount] was brought to him; 25 and, as he could not pay, his lord 

ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be 

made. 26 So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you 

everything.’ 27 And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But that 

same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii [A denarii was 

one day's wage for a laborer]; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29 Then his fellow 

slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 30 But he refused; then he 

went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. 31 When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, 

they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32 Then his lord 

summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with 

me. 33 Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ 34 And in anger his lord 

handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. 35 So my heavenly Father will also do to 

every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” 

  

The word of life! 

Thanks be to God! 
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I heard about a great new app or program for or smart phone or computer. It tracks all the people who have 

wronged you or sinned against you. It categorizes them for you and tracks them over time, so when they reach 

77, you know that you don't have to forgive them anymore. Doesn't that sound great?! Well … maybe not, and 

no, there is no such app or computer program. Actually, many of us are far too good at doing that for ourselves, 

we don't need any help with that. 

  

Where did Jesus get the number 77, or 70x7, anyway. There's really two main answers for that question. One 

takes us back to Genesis chapter 4. You remember the sons of Adam and Eve? Cain and Abel? Cain murdered 

his brother Abel. After he had a discussion with God, he confessed his fear that someone else would kill him. 

God assured him that he would be protected and avenged seven times if something did happen. Nothing 

happened, but then Cain's great-great… great grandson Lamech. Well, let's just say he wasn't a very nice 

person.  

  

Gen 4:23 Lamech said to his wives, […] 

“I have killed a man for wounding me, 

    a young man for injuring me. 

24 If Cain is avenged seven times, 

    then Lamech seventy-seven times.” 

  

If you've ever wondered why being familiar with the Old Testament is important? It helps give a fuller picture 

of what Jesus and the New Testament writers were talking about and why. So, Jesus is talking about the 

opposite of this attitude of Lamech's. Instead of the attitude of overwhelming retribution for an injury, forgive 

with that same intensity. So that's one. 

  

The second answer has to do with the number seven in the Bible. It is the number of fullness and completeness. 

Think of the poetic seven days of creation for example. It is the number of  

inclusiveness of everything like the seven lampstands in Revelation to represent not only the seven specific 

churches but all churches. So, if one is to forgive not just seven times but seventy-seven times, this is a way of 

saying an unlimited number of times … In the same way that God will forgive us over and over despite us 

continuing to miss the mark in different ways all the time. As it says in Psalm 130:3, "If you, Lord, kept a 

record of sins, Lord, who could stand?" 

  

Then, Jesus gives us this parable showing us what not to do. I do find that to be an interesting thing about the 

Bible. So very often, we are shown quite vividly what not to do. It's probably why we can see ourselves in the 

narrative. As helpful as the book of Proverbs is, it's more like a reference book, than something with which we 

can feel a personal connection. 

  

Here we have all kinds of things that we can relate to and feel with the harshness woven all through this story. 

The huge debts owed. Mercy given. Lack of compassion for others. Mercy taken away. All to impress upon us 

the importance of forgiveness. 

  

Why would Jesus feel the need to make the point so strongly? Just before this Jesus is teaching the importance 

of accountability in community. What do you do if someone sins against you. It gets progressively more harsh if 

there is no satisfactory resolution to the point of asking the offending person to leave the community. However, 
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Jesus doesn't want us to do that casually, so he tempers those instructions with the necessity for mercy, 

compassion, and forgiveness. That's what everyone needs if they are going to have an on-going relationship 

with … anyone. People will mess up in large ways and in small ways. We are going to do it to others 

intentionally or unintentionally, sometimes through simple thoughtlessness. So that relationship isn't severed 

completely, there needs to be forgiveness. Continually. Maybe through the process the relationship will change, 

but forgiveness has to be a regular part of community life if that community is going to continue. 

  

This all talks about the importance of forgiveness for the community, but it's also true for us personally. When 

we hold onto things, it poisons us. When we are wounded by big things or small, it takes time to heal. These 

may be physical or emotional wounds, but we can continue to pick at them, so to speak. They can cause a 

general resentment or bitterness, or we can stew about them and even build them into what we think is a 

righteous rage. This is that baggage is that is so heavy, and it becomes toxic to us. Maybe you don't think that 

they deserve your forgiveness, that you are punishing them in some way by withholding it. You may have heard 

me say it before, but it bears repeating. The bitterness and anger of unforgiveness is like drinking poison and 

expecting the other person to die. It doesn't have your desired result. You continue being the person who is 

injured and hurt. Don't let it control you. It can motivate you, but allow it to move you in positive ways. 

  

There are those things that are difficult to forgive, no question. We can look at things like the current conflict 

between Israel and the Palestinians, for example. So much pain and suffering there going back for generations 

in this most recent period of the history of the world. Think of children caught in the middle during a divorce, 

those times when the parents use them as bargaining chips to get back at each other. And then there's the 

common lying, cheating, stealing, assault in their many different manifestations. They're terrible. They're not 

right, and they're very hard to forgive. 

  

There is a difference between forgiveness and reconciliation. As Jud Wilhite says, "One of the reasons we get 

so mixed up is that we always combine forgiveness and reconciliation. We think, 'If I forgive you, that means 

we’re okay. If I forgive you, you are allowed back in my life.' But listen, forgiveness and reconciliation are 

separate and involve two different processes. Forgiveness is the process that heals your heart. Reconciliation is 

the process that heals the relationship. You have full control over one. You may have little to no control over 

the other. God does not want another person to delay your healing. You can choose to forgive even when you 

can’t forget." (https://www.facebook.com/100044334314342/posts/336593141161827/) 

  

Sometimes, we make the intellectual decision to forgive, but we're really not feeling it yet. We can say it, and 

then live into it. Reminding ourselves as we move through the process. That can take time. Just like the healing 

of a serious wound. Instead of picking at it, we can change the bandages, apply salve, and continue with our 

own healing process.  

  

But what if we just can't. The injury is repeated over and over. The pain is continues to be so close. The wound 

is too deep. We want to. We know we should, but we just can't. There are so many scenarios that fit the bill. I'll 

tell you one of my less emotionally charged stories. 

  

Many years and several professions ago, I was working as a manager in a company. Our department had a 

corporate officer who constantly pushed for greater and greater results. No matter how well we did, she always 

told us how subpar we were. Mind you, our department was breaking records for high performance long before 

https://www.facebook.com/100044334314342/posts/336593141161827/
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she entered the picture. In addition, she had a very combative management style. She would routinely say one 

thing to us and the opposite about us to others. That's really just the tip of the iceberg. Well, eventually stress 

and constant beratement got to an intolerable level for both me and my boss. We tried to shield our staff as 

much as we could.  

  

My boss and I were talking one day about what we could do. My boss was also a Christian. I say "was" because 

she still is a Christian though no longer my boss. What we decided was to pray for this corporate officer. She 

was a person so filled with anger and bitterness that she felt the need to share it with others. If anyone was in 

need of prayer, it was her.  

  

My boss and I would come into the office a little early, and I think we spent 15 minutes together praying for her 

each day, her well-being, her success, her healing. You know what? I don't recall the effect the prayers had on 

her. I do know the effect they had on us or at least on me. I had more compassion for her. Her venom stopped 

producing the same reaction from me. The whole department's morale improved, maybe because their bosses 

weren't as bitter and stressed out. 

  

When you feel like you can't forgive, take it to the Great Physician, and pray. You can pray in a variety of ways. 

You can be very intentional and specific about it like my boss and I were. You could simply include the person 

on your prayer list. It may start with asking God for the strength and courage to begin to pray for that person.  

  

Then, there is the prayer when we still can't. The hurt is too much, the wound too deep, and that is simply 

giving it over to God. The prayer that says, "God, I can't do this. Help me." Or, "I can't deal with this anymore, 

God. I give it to you. It is beyond my capacity." I've talked about this kind of prayer before when we are 

overwhelmed by any kind of thing. It certainly could apply to any of the unwanted "baggage" we're looking at 

over the next several weeks. 

  

The bottom line is that we don't need this kind of toxicity in our lives. Let it out, so we can breathe in the fresh, 

clean, love and forgiveness of God for ourselves. Let's move into the summer season with a renewed feeling of 

peace that this can bring. 

  

Amen! 

 

 


