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May the words of my mouth… 

Have you ever heard the saying...”To err is human, to forgive divine!”  This saying certainly 

reminds us that we are, indeed all too human, and at the same time, that the forgiveness of sins 

that the Church confesses in her Creed is divine indeed!  Before I go any further with my 

message, I will say this… Forgiveness is not easy-to forgive is divine, they say.  Hence, the 

forgiveness that we are given, and called to practice in our lives does not originate with us, nor 

does it come naturally to us; in actual fact, forgiving another when we are wronged is counter-

intuitive!  If the forgiveness of another is to happen, it must, and I repeat, it must be divine! 

But how many times must we forgive the same person?  It’s a question that we all have been 

known to ask.  Peter was wondering as well.  “How many times, or Lord, should a person forgive 

a brother or sister?”  If he had approached the question in the usual way, he would have said 

“Shall I forgive as many as two or three times?”  This would have been the rabbinic (rabbi) 

approach: to forgive once is generous.  To be let down by the same person and forgive a second 

time would be exemplary.  But to be a fool enough to get hurt by the same individual a third time 

and to forgive even then… But Peter knows that Jesus thinks big, so he makes a bold move:” 

Lord, forgive as many as seven times?”  After all, it was more than double what the Talmud 

(Jewish Scriptures) required.  It’s also a holy number, and it has the kind of exaggerated quality 

that Jesus likes (go the second mile etc...)  Sure Jesus will like this answer.  Surely this shows 

strength of leadership, holy insight, generosity of spirit. 

But, Jesus disappoints him.  “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy seven times” E for effort 

Peter.  You are moving in the right direction, but you have a long way to go yet.  Four hundred 

ninety.  This is the number, if you have to have a number, but it is an impossible number.  
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Completely unthinkable.  Yet…forgiving someone 490 times, and then done! Is not exactly what 

our Lord had in mind either. 

By exaggerating the number, our Lord actually means this…forgive your brothers and sisters 

beyond your ability to keep track.  For, it is not really forgiveness at all, if you are keeping track.  

Keeping track simply means that you are waiting for your neighbour to cross some line.  Beyond 

the line, you are no longer willing to forgive, and Jesus says, if you keep count, it is not about 

forgiveness. 

And like always, Jesus uses this chance to teach another parable.  The servant owes ten thousand 

talents to the King.  But notice the amazing exaggeration in this!  10, 000 talents is an 

astronomical amount to be giving to a servant.  But, that is what the King is willing to lend and 

what He is willing to forgive.  But, Jesus uses this exaggeration to teach Peter, and to teach all of 

us about the true nature of forgiveness.   

This entire passage, really, is a continuation of what we heard last week, and what Pastor Terry 

preached upon..that is teachings on church life.  And in order to capture completely what our 

Lord is teaching us today, we need to tackle this parable in three parts 

Firstly, the story begins ominously with a king “auditing the books” and then summoning one of 

his debtors for an accounting.  The debtor owes a huge amount-10000 talents.  And really, it is 

such a huge amount that it would cover the income of the entire Roman province of Asia!  

Obviously the debt could not be repaid; the king orders the man and his family sold into slavery.  

In a last ditch effort, the debtor begs the King to give him time to repay the loan.  Surprisingly, 

the King has mercy (not getting what you deserve) upon this servant.  Out of compassion, he 

forgives the debt.  You know, if the parable ended here it would be an amazing story of God’s 

limitless mercy and forgiveness.   
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But there is more, the forgiven servant rushes to tell his family this wonderful news, only to run 

into a “fellow servant” who happens to owe him “a much smaller amount-100 denarii, roughly 

1/3 of a year’s wage.  Peanuts compared to what this servant owed the King.  Common sense 

would say well if he was forgiving for that huge debt, of course he will forgive his fellow 

servant, right?? Nope, instead he grabs him by the throat and throws him into debtor’s prison.   

At this point, the sympathy of the hearer shifts from rejoicing with the first to seeing him as a 

monster in his treatment of a fellow debtor.  Other servants who were “greatly disturbed” go 

immediately to the King and report this.  The King, who was initially a model of compassion and 

mercy, now exercises justice for the sake of the powerless victim.  At this moment is the key to 

the parable “Should you not have had mercy on your fellow servant as I had mercy on you?” 

The original’s debtor’s actions seem totally incomprehensible.  How could he act this way? His 

original request is a clue.  He is faced with an unplayable debt, but does not ask that it be 

forgiven, but prays “be patient with me, and I will pay what I owe.”  The King does not grant his 

request; he forgives the debt.  The debtor wants to restore the order of strict justice, but receives 

mercy instead.  His fellow servant addresses to him the same words he used to the King.  “Be 

patient with me and I will pay you back.”  It is as if the mercy and forgiveness that he received 

were something that simply “happened” to him, not something that changed his way of viewing 

the world. 

Jesus applies this parable to Peter’s question, saying that, as we ourselves trust in God’s 

abundant mercy and forgiveness, so too we must forgive others…from the heart.  What is called 

for is a totally new way of viewing the world-Metanoia-repentance, a change of direction, a 

change of heart.  God desires “mercy, not sacrifice (Hos.6:6, Mt9:13, 12:7) and calls people to be 

forgiving because they themselves have experienced forgiveness. 
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Thus it would appear that to err is human…and Jesus’ parable makes this painfully clear—

forcing us to conclude that we are not equipped to forgive, unless…We first receive.” Should not 

you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” 

But the problem we experience is that when others sin against us, most of our hearts get so 

caught up in the injustice of the wrong-doing that we don’t forgive. Our default setting is to 

appeal to the law…”sue him! Revenge is sweet! You’ll get your just desserts!”  That’s what the 

“fellow servants” of the parable wanted to happen to the unforgiving servant.  Intense 

resentment, anger, fear all of those inner passions provoked by the injustice, came into play.  

Forgiveness was the last thing on their heart.  But grudges hold us prisoner… 

Our Gospel helps us realize how we are able to forgive because we have been and are forgiven of 

our sins by Him who fully shares our humanity but does not err! And yet at the same time, He is 

also divine.  Giving Himself that God might do for us what we sing and pray in the Church’s 

liturgy.  Have mercy on us Lord.. Offering the forgiveness obtained on the cross to each of us! 

And here lies the great irony in this story. Peter heard the exaggeration in Jesus’ answers, but we 

know that ultimately, this was the size of debt Jesus would soon forgive.  All the sins of all 

believers in all the world through all of time.  An unbelievably large debt.  This is the way to 

conceive of the debt of ten thousand talents owed the king.  On the cross, the King of creation 

would pay with His life, so that the incalculable debt would be erased. 

And you know what?  Forgiveness is much more beneficial to the one who forgives that the one 

who is forgiven.  Modern psychology would agree-letting go of feelings of revenge is a potent 

healing act.  Forgiveness for us means trusting judgement to God, and this is only possibly by the 

grace that comes from HIM alone.   
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Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu writes: “Forgiving means abandoning your right to pay 

back the perpetrator in his own coin, but it is a loss that liberates the victim.” 

So our lesson is still today, as it was for Peter, forgive without calculation or reservation.  Of 

course this is not easy to do.  But we love and offer forgiveness, even when we feel unable, 

because the forgiving King loves through us.  The power of “binding and loosening” can be 

exercised only by those who have experienced God’s compassion and undeserved mercy and 

have learned to forgive one another from the heart.  And if there is anything we learn from Jesus’ 

teaching, let us not forget that to forgive IS divine.  It has to be, because we are not capable of it!  

But, in Jesus, both the human and the divine come in one package.   

God became human in Jesus of Nazareth.  He lived among us, not just teaching about love, but 

showing us the love of God.  Jesus chose to show power through his powerlessness on the cross.  

Jesus continually gave the example of offering mercy, love and forgiveness.  We have to learn 

grace and forgiveness.  We have to be taught to love.  May we have the heart to do so! 

 


