
 1 

Realising the extent of God’s forgiveness  
 
You’ve probably been shocked by the terrible incident of the three men trying to 
steal a quad bike who killed police officer Andrew Harper by dragging him behind 
their car, trapped by the tow strap, as they sped away  
 
His widow Lissie disappointed by the sentences, has been working to have a new 
law introduced to give those who kill any emergency worker a mandatory whole 
life sentence. 
 
We can empathise with her grief and loss.  
The harrowing nature of his death. 
Her broken dreams, married only four weeks.  
The fact that the defendants showed no remorse at the trail.  
 
Perhaps it made you think. Perhaps you reflected on the possibility of forgiveness.  
Wondered what you would do in her place. 
 
Today’s readings are about forgiveness. 
 
In the gospel, Peter asks Jesus a question. How often should he forgive the same 
person for the same sin. 
He is asking from a position of power, someone with a right to forgive. 
Is he thinking of teenage children or a committee member who always 
disagrees?! 
 
We might want to ask a slightly different question perhaps about motive or 
intent. 
 
Perhaps Peter is feeling good  - he is suggesting much more than the rabbis’ 
instruction to forgive the same sin 3 times – 7 times is more than twice that 
amount!  
 
Jesus shocks with his reply ‘not seven times but 70 x 7 or 77 times [it could be 
either.] 
He opens our eyes with a parable.  
 
In the story the king wipes out a really huge debt - hundreds of thousands – you 
might say an un-payable debt. The historian Josephus says in 4 BC only 600 talents 
were collected by Rome in tax from the whole of Judea, Idumea and Samaria 
together.10,000 talents is a huge sum. 
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The servant asked to be given time to pay, in the unrealistic boldness of utter 
desperation. 
He would have to be very wealthy to pay it back. Surprisingly, the debt is forgiven 
fully and freely. No strings, no conditions.  The king simply wrote off the whole 
amount. 
 
The next part of the story is tragic.   
The forgiven servant straight way goes to call in a small debt say £30 with violence 
He cannot empathise with the person who owes him a little. 
He was shown pity on an enormous debt – but he has no pity in his turn. 
 
Like him we often fail to understand other folk’s needs, circumstances and 
motives as being comparable to our own. 
 
The one who begged the king for mercy has no memory of his powerlessness in 
that encounter. Has he forgotten how likely it was he would be imprisoned or his 
whole family sold as slaves. 
He shows no kindness.  There is no allowance made. 
 
When the king is informed he is justly angry and resorts to the accepted 
punishment for the forgiven servant who cannot forgive another. 
 
The sternness of the king in this parable is not easy to contemplate but that’s not 
the point of the parable. The key is verse 33 - that we should forgive as God 
forgives us - daily, as often as we ask in remorse. 
How often do we bring the same sins to God? 
The way we treat so and so, that habit we cannot let go of, the way we waste our 
time and talents, the temptation we long to refuse once and for all. 
 
Understanding that God does not ignore our sins, that actions have consequences 
- that we or someone else has to live with, but if we take regretted actions or 
inactions to God in sorrow we are forgiven and that knowledge enables us to 
forgive ourselves and others. 
 
Even everyday sins are difficult to forgive - when some one lies about us, lets us 
down, hurts us, deceives us.  How much harder is it to forgive a life taken?  But 
holding on to anger harms us and revenge and retaliation continue the cycle .  
 
For us as human beings sins often need to be admitted and regretted before we 
can forgive. That was the basis for healing of both individuals and society to begin 
in South Africa after apartheid. Bishop Tutu understood the need to address the 
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violence and discrimination to have the perpetrators hear and understand how 
words and actions damaged and dehumanised.  
Jesus makes it clear that forgiveness is essential if we are to be disciples 
 
Let’s turn the Old Testament reading from the Story of Joseph in Genesis 
 
 Jacob’s large family are comfortably settled in Egypt thanks to Joseph.  Now 
Jacob is dead. 
Joseph’s brothers are ashamed and frightened. Remembering how they treated 
the teenage Joseph intending to kill him but instead they sold him to Ishmaelite 
slave traders travelling to Egypt. 
Their bullying has caught up with them. 
 
The one they saw as a spoilt brat - who so annoyed them, is now in position of 
power, second only to Pharaoh. 
Will they be punished?  
Remember the story. Joseph their second youngest brother - their father Jacob’s 
favourite, who told them the dreams he had as he slept, about being superior to 
them.  He was given a special coat of many colours his by doting dad. 
His half brothers were annoyed by him and jealous of him.  So they took an 
opportunity and got rid of him, told their father he was dead, killed by wild 
beasts. 
 
There followed years of misery and degradation for this favourite son of Jacob  
Slavery in Egypt 
Maliciously accused of attempted rape 
Imprisoned 
Ignored and betrayed. 
But in all the difficulties he knew God was with him. 
 
Finally, he was released from prison, because in Gods goodness he could interpret 
dreams. He could see that Pharaoh’s dreams foretold years of national plenty 
followed by years of desperate famine. 
Relying on God’s direction Joseph became respected, important, trusted.  
Responsible for organising food supplies to store the bounty to meet the famine 
so that the nation was fed – and other starving people too.  
 
Now Joseph is Pharaoh’s right hand man. 
There is so much to avenge if he had a mind 
So much to forgive. But Joseph has stayed close to God and trusts Him, he knows 
his brothers crimes against him, but he is full of wise loving for these 10 half 
brothers of his 
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Joseph sees that God has used their unthinking  cruelty to save many, many 
people – God has redeemed the situation.  Using the actions of the brothers, 
Joseph was in the right place at the right time. 
 
Unlike the unforgiving servant in the parable Joseph is aware of his own frailty; he 
knows everything he has has come from God, and he understands the motives of 
his brothers. 
Jesus tells us at the end of the parable to forgive ‘from the heart’, it should be 
instinctive, a result of knowing that we are loved and forgiven.  God came himself 
to show us forgiveness, our sins laid on him on the cross.   
It is often very hard feel forgiven and to be forgiving in our turn but it is an 
essential part of following Jesus. We daily pray, ‘Father forgive us our sins as we 
forgive those who sin against us.’  There will be times when it is desperately 
difficult, but if we genuinely try, stay close to Jesus in our daily lives and ask for 
the help of the Holy Spirit it is possible. It may take time. 
We should never forget that God is just as well as merciful.  So lets pray for Lissey 
Harper, Andrew’s parents and colleagues and others who are finding forgiveness 
difficult as they search for justice.  Amen  
 
 


