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- Saint John’s Pulpit (Sept 13, Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost)
                – “We All Need Forgiveness” Matthew 18:21-35

21 Then Peter came and said to him, “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.

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 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; 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.”
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Peter’s generosity    

As you know, I am from South Korea. Every morning (If my morning is 
limited, maybe every day) my morning routine is to check out news from 
Korea, news in America, and international news. Since the pandemic, all 
news from all countries have been about Covid-19. Vaccine update, death 
toll, resurgence, online or in-person, and wearing masks… This pandemic 
made all news uniformed! 

Recently, I read one sad and uncomfortable news from South Korea. 
Korean churches and Christians are being blamed seriously because they are 
responsible for spreading Covid-19. Gathering, in-person service, choir 
practice, small group meetings… people criticize that the number of people 
tested positive from the protestant churches are more than other religion 
groups. For this interpretation, there have been heated Pros and Cons. The 
government and CDC ordered churches not to meet in-person whenever 
they see any sign of resurging. However, some churches did not follow this 
order and continued their in-person services. They agree that churches are 
responsible for caring people and practicing Christian love. But Such a 
guideline from the government is not reasonable because people are 
infected from many places other than churches such as restaurants, vacation 
places, pubs, and visible or invisible social gatherings. Without applying the 
same guideline to these places but blaming churches only does not make 
sense. Maybe you see the same cases in America now. In this case, 
churches against the Government easily ally with political groups against the 
government and begin to form political voices. A month ago, this unhappy 
combination made a big trouble when they had a big strike against the 
Korean Government. As a result, the number of people tested positive began 
to increase fast. The more the number of people tested positive the more 
criticism against churches and Christians. 

During this pandemic, it seems that we forget how to forgive each other 
and one another. As I mentioned before, churches do not forgive the 
government, people do not forgive churches, no peace or harmony among 
churches and Christians. Serious conflicts between political groups and even 
between evangelical and liberal Christians. In a word, the world completely 
forgets the value of forgiveness. Surprisingly, people identify themselves 
generous and nice. They easily say that they are ready to embrace and 
forgive like Peter in the story today.

The text today is a famous story about forgiveness. From this story, we 
understand what Jesus taught about forgiveness. It begins with Peter’s 
understanding on forgiveness. 
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 21 Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the 
church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven 
times?” Matthew 18:21 NRSV

From this verse, you might be disappointed with Peter because of his 
seven times forgiveness offer at best. What was Jesus’ response to Peter in 
the verse 22?

22 Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.

From this verse, you easily understand that Jesus is very generous, but 
peter isn’t. But if you know a concept of forgiveness in Jewish tradition, you 
would be surprised how so generous Peter was. According to Jewish 
tradition, people were asked to do forgiveness up to three times. After three 
times, no more mercy. Amos Chapter 1 undergirds this idea with its several 
verses:

Thus says the LORD: For three transgressions of Damascus,
    and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; Amos 1:3a NRSV

Thus says the LORD: For three transgressions of Gaza,
    and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; Amos 1:6a NRSV

Thus says the LORD: For three transgressions of Tyre,
    and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; Amos 1:9 NRSV

Considering the Jewish tradition, Peter’s seven times forgiveness offer was 
amazing. He doubled it and plus one more forgiveness to make the perfect 
number 7. So, Peter offered Jesus the maximum number of forgiveness 
people can do in the world. But Jesus’ offer was more than seven times, 
rather suggested to forgive unlimitedly. To support his idea, Jesus presents 
the parable of the unforgiving servant. This servant had ten thousand talents 
debt to pay back to his lord. Ten thousand talents were insurmountable 
amount, because it was more than a yearly budget for a city. However, his 
debt was forgiven by his gracious lord. 

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. Matthew 18:26-27 NRSV  

The more we remember, the more we forgive

Although he experienced tons of mercy and grace by his lord, but he could 
not be generous when he met his fellow slave who owed him a hundred 
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denarii. In this context, Jesus precisely points out a danger of hypocrisy by 
Christians. They experienced grace of God, but do not practice it. Likewise, 
their sin was forgiven by God, but they do not forgive others. 

What about Christians today? It is not a matter of where we are – in Korea 
or America, and of who we are - evangelical or liberal. This question is for us 
who saved by God. If we feel hard to be generous and hard to forgive, it 
means that we are away from God. We are tempted to do our faith life 
without God. This is our reality and challenge these days. Jesus’ lesson from 
the story today is this. The more we remember the Grace of God, the more 
we forgive others. If there is one urgent task for all Christians, it would be 
remembering the Grace of God and sharing it with others. Amen. 

  

    

    


