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There’s a story of two brothers, Harry and James, who had finished supper and were playing 

outside until bedtime.  Somehow, amidst their fun and frivolity, Harry accidentally hit James 

with a stick, and tears and bitter words followed.  The argument grew…the tensions flared… and 

charges and accusations were still being exchanged as their mother prepared them for bed.  

Finally, as she tucked them in for the night, their mother instructed, “Now, James, before you go 

to sleep you’re going to have to forgive your brother.  It’s very important that we never go to bed 

angry.  So, it’s time to forgive him.”  James huffed and puffed as he thought about his mother’s 

words for a few moments, and then he replied, “Well, fine!  I won’t go to bed angry.  I’ll forgive 

him tonight.  But, when I wake up in the morning, he’d better look out!” 

 

It is remarkable how readily we come up with fanciful interpretations, and how quickly we find 

our ways to ‘explain away’ the command to forgive.   

 

As many of you are aware, we are quickly nearing the end of our spring series on the ‘eds’ and 

the ‘ings’ of faith.  After our Lenten series focused on all of those things that God has done and 

is doing in our lives, our post-Easter season has been spent on the places where God is at work 

through us.  ‘Not just comforted, but comforting.’  ‘Not just guided, but guiding.’  And so forth.  

You really can’t take on such a series however – any faith-based focus on extending that which 

we’ve received from God into the lives of others – without exploring the fundamental question 

of forgiveness in our lives.  When we come to that topic, however it is hard to avoid the truth of 

how readily we come up with fanciful interpretations, and how quickly we find our ways to 

‘explain away’ the Biblical command to forgive.   

 

I can’t tell you how often I have found myself in one conversation or another that begins with 

some form of the sentence, ‘I know we’re supposed to forgive, but…’  Think about it, how many 

of you have heard that in your lives?  How many have said it?  We have this remarkable talent 

for coming up with justifications for holding on to our pettiness, maintaining our grudges and 

failing to forgive in the manner we are called to forgive.  

• There’s the ‘degree of offense’ argument.  People will say that they know we need to 

forgive, but some things are beyond forgiveness; some things are just too bad to warrant 

it.  “I know we are supposed to be people of forgiveness, but not everything is 

forgivable.” 
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• There’s the ‘perpetuation of the act’ argument.  People will say that they know we need 

to forgive, but can’t and won’t do it until the person stops doing whatever it is they’ve 

been doing to wrong us.  “How am I supposed to forgive something that I know they’re 

going to do again tomorrow anyway?” 

• And, the crème-de-la-crème of them all, there’s the ‘they haven’t taken responsibility’ 

defense.  “I know I’m supposed to forgive, but I can’t forgive someone who hasn’t 

expressed contrition for what they’ve done.  “I can’t give forgiveness to someone who 

hasn’t admitted what they did was wrong.”  “When they say they’re sorry,” we proclaim, 

“then I’ll forgive them!” 

 

There are countless variations that seem to get employed in all of this, but we have this 

remarkable way of attempting to legitimize the fact that we aren’t living up to the call.  We have 

this amazing capacity to make more palatable or convenient a call to a faithful action that simply 

isn’t convenient or easy.  Despite our best efforts to the contrary, the truth is that the call to 

forgiveness is not one full of caveats, loopholes and quid-pro-quos.  The truth is that the call to 

forgiveness is just that, a command to forgive.  Now, I know that this is not new stuff to many of 

you, but I think it’s worth coming back to, now and again, because, no matter how basic a 

concept this might be in our faith, we still manage to interpolate our own spins into the 

commands in a brazen attempt to make it all more comfortable and simpler for us.  The reality, 

however, is that Scriptural forgiveness is much cleaner and more direct than we wish it were, and 

that we so often make it out to be. 

 

In that familiar conversation that Jesus has with Peter in Matthew 18, Jesus commands that we 

ought to forgive not once, not even seven times as Peter suggests, but seventy-seven times.  

Some Biblical translations suggest that it actually reads ‘seventy times seven times.’  Now, for 

you Type-A personalities (a mindset with which I might have a teeny bit of familiarity), this does 

not mean you ought to make a chart of those who have offended you and start tracking the 

number of times you have forgiven them until you reach 490 and are finally allowed to start 

holding your grudges.  This wasn’t a hard count to be used in some mathematical evaluation.  

The seventy-seven number, or that equation of seventy times seven, was hyperbole used to imply 

an ongoing and endless count – a limitless number.  In other words, you don’t count – you just 

forgive. 

 

I’ll never forget a few words that my older brother shared with us when Sharon and I first told 

him that we were getting married.  We were sitting on his couch in his living room in Racine, 

and in that initial conversation he said three words that have always stuck with me, “Don’t keep 

score!”  What he was saying, of course, was that if you start keeping track of who has wronged 

who more often, your marriage will be doomed from the start.  To be married means you don’t 

keep score, you bear with another’s shortcomings and move on – period.  Now, I know full well 

that this ‘don’t keep score’ mentality works very much to my advantage in our marriage (God 

knows Sharon’s tally of forgiveness would be much higher than mine) – but, in many ways, I 

think that simple phrase that my brother shared is the fundamental essence of what Jesus is 

saying here.  Don’t keep score!  You don’t forgive once.  You don’t forgive seven times.  You 

don’t forgive seventy-seven times.  You don’t forgive seventy times seven times.  You forgive – 

period.  There’s no chart, there’s no graduated scale of wrongdoings, there’s no limit or caveat to 
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the command – there is forgiveness.  Here, and in so many other places throughout the Gospels, 

Jesus tries very hard to get us to understand that it really is that simple. 

 

Then, just after trying to state things so clearly with Peter, Jesus goes on to tell the familiar story 

of the unforgiving servant – the man who had so much forgiven from his own indebtedness but 

refused to pass that sense of grace and mercy to others.  This, I want to suggest, is where we 

come right down to the heart of the very nature of our series.  This is one of those stories that, at 

least to me, is pretty clear in its own right.  We don’t need a lot of exegesis or flowery 

interpretation here.  It is the parable version of the words Jesus shares as part of the Lord’s 

Prayer – that our forgiveness of others should be patterned after his forgiveness of us – ‘forgive 

us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.’  Paul says it in Colossians, ‘forgive one another as 

Christ has forgiven you.’  Our mercy and grace, our forgiveness, is to be modeled after that 

which Christ displayed and lived himself.  So, just ask yourself, what did his forgiveness look 

like?   

• He ate, drank, healed and celebrated with every person he met, even those society had 

cast out for their wrongdoings and moral ineptitudes.   

• He turned to the criminal hanging beside him on the day of his death, a criminal Matthew 

tells us had been mocking him, and tells him that they will be together in Heaven. 

• He looked to God as he was being hanged on the cross and spoke of those who were 

crucifying him, ‘Forgive them Lord, for they know not what they do.’ 

 

This topic of forgiveness is one on which you could spend extensive time in discussion, worship, 

preaching, and more.  There are so many facets to forgiveness that revolve around forgiving 

others and ourselves, about the restoration of relationship, about the difference between grace 

and reconciliation.  The list goes on and on.  And perhaps, sometime, we should take all that on.  

For today, however, in the context of this series, I think the moment is such to keep it much more 

simple – much akin to that parable that lays it out so clearly.  We are called to forgive as God 

forgave us, and all it takes is one moment of imagining Jesus on that cross to be remind that there 

was nothing simple, easy, or comfortable about his forgiveness of us.  And the same, I suggest, is 

true for our forgiveness of others. 

 

Despite what we want to say and believe, forgiveness has no loopholes, no prerequisites, and no 

limits.   

• We don’t get to keep score.   

• We don’t get to say that what was done to us was too bad to merit forgiveness.   

• We don’t get to say that they have to do something to earn it.   

• We don’t get to justify our refusal to do for others what Jesus has done for us. 

 

It’s a hard pill to swallow, sometimes, but I really have come to believe that it is that clear.  

There are a lot of things that don’t go along with forgiveness.  Forgiveness does not necessarily 

mean the elimination of repercussion.  Forgiveness does not necessarily mean the immediate 

restoration of relationship to that which was before.  There are many things that are secondary 

and tertiary pieces of the puzzle that are for another time and place.  What it does mean, 

however, is that we are called in faith to let go of the anger, the disdain, the frustration, and 

everything else that wells up in our hearts and to offer to those who have wronged us the same 

grace and mercy that God offers to us through the gift of the cross.  What it does mean is that, 
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despite what we want to say and believe, forgiveness has no loopholes, no prerequisites, and no 

limits.   

• We don’t get to keep score.   

• We don’t get to say that what was done to us was too bad to merit forgiveness.   

• We don’t get to say that they have to do something to earn it.   

• We don’t get to justify our refusal to do for others what Jesus has done for us. 

 

What it means is that we are forgiven – period!  And thus, we forgive – period!  It may not be 

easy, but it really is that clear. 
 

 
 


