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 Peter asks a good question. A legitimate question. After all, how many times should we 

be expected to forgive someone when they wrong us over and over? Peter often says what 

everyone else is thinking, so we shouldn’t be surprised by his question. But Jesus’ approach to it 

is similar to his approach in Luke’s gospel to the lawyer’s question, “Who is my neighbor?” You 

remember, that’s when he tells the story of the Good Samaritan. He tells that story to make the 

same point that’s made with Peter. Basically, what Jesus says is, “You’re thinking too small.” 

 

 Peter’s mistake is to think about forgiveness as a sort of hoop, a box to be checked off on 

our to-do list for getting right with God. While the lawyer in Luke’s gospel wants to know who 

he’s free not to consider a neighbor, what’s the least he can do, Peter wants to know what’s the 

limit, what’s the most required so he can stop counting. He figures seven is pretty generous. And 

he’s not wrong, really. If you forgive someone for the same thing seven times, I bet it feels like 

enough. Both Peter and the lawyer bring a sort of bookkeeping mentality to the spiritual life. 

They think there’s a formula they can follow to keep their spirits healthy, to stay right with God.  

 

 But don’t mistake Jesus’ answer for an upper limit. Some translations say, “Not seven 

times, but seventy-seven times;” other translations say, “Not seven times, but seventy times 

seven,” either way it’s a ridiculously high number. A number high enough that we’d probably 

lose count or be spending all our time marking them down in some weird notebook, a 

“forgiveness journal.” Not exactly chicken soup for the soul. Of course what Jesus is saying is 

there is no limit. Forgiveness for Jesus is a way of life. It’s how we move in the world.  

 

 So what exactly is forgiveness anyway? Well, before we look at that I think we should 

understand what it’s not. Forgiveness is not letting someone off the hook for their bad actions. It 

does not mean we don’t hold people accountable, that we don’t seek justice for people who have 

been mistreated. I think in light of what we just heard from Mary Travers Murphy about the 

work of the Family Justice Center it’s really important to emphasize that. Many battered women 

over the years have been told, especially by the church, that they must forgive their abusers. And 

too often that’s meant letting them off the hook and not holding them accountable. That cannot 

be what Jesus means by forgiveness because it violates the value of compassion. And 

compassion is always tied to justice, otherwise it’s meaningless, just an empty sentiment. That 

doesn’t mean forgiveness has no place in an abused person’s healing, but not at the beginning.  

 

 A great resource for understanding that comes from the book Keeping the Faith by Marie 

Fortune. Marie is a minister who has worked with battered women for decades and wrote this 

little book as a sort of guide for women who have been abused and for the people who wish to 

help them. It’s a question and answer format, using questions she’s heard from the many women 

she’s counseled over the years about their spiritual lives and how they can find healing after 

abuse. Forgiveness has a place in that process but it’s tied to repentance and real accountability 

on the part of the abuser. She writes, “Forgiveness does not mean ‘forgiving and forgetting,’ 

saying that everything is fine now, pardoning the abuse or ignoring it. Forgiveness means putting 



that experience in perspective, putting it behind you, and not allowing it to continue to victimize 

you.”  

 

 What Jesus understands is we carry the wrongs that have been done to us our whole lives. 

They shape us. The question is will they define and control us. The only way to prevent that is 

forgiveness. We don’t forgive for the sake of the person who has wronged us; we forgive for our 

own sake. Theologian and psychologist Lewis Smedes says it more poetically than I can in his 

book A Pretty Good Person: “When we forgive an ancient wrong, we set a prisoner free and 

discover that the prisoner we set free is us. When we forgive we dance again to the melody of 

healing. When we forgive we reclaim control over our lives from the slavery of a hurting 

memory.” Many of us live enslaved to memories of pain and neglect. Those memories are real, 

and only the power of forgiveness can help us escape their hold on us. 

 

 Understanding that I think helps explain Jesus’ parable about the danger of withholding 

forgiveness. It’s a pretty rough story. But as I’ve said many times, parables are metaphorical and 

not meant to be understood literally. So, Jesus is not saying that if we withhold forgiveness God 

will throw us into a dark room, I guess hell, and torture us for eternity. That’s not what Jesus is 

saying. He’s saying what Marie Fortune and Lewis Smedes are saying: holding on to resentment, 

refusing to forgive someone who has wronged you, damages your spirit. You remain victimized 

by the memory and it’s like torturing your soul. Forgiveness is the path for healing. It may not 

lead to a reconciled relationship but it will free you from the pain you carry and allow you to be 

the loving, compassionate person you’re meant to be.  

 

That’s the power of forgiveness. It’s why for Jesus forgiveness can’t be reduced to a 

formula, can’t be limited. It’s something we’re called to over and over again for the healing of 

our spirits, like prisoners being set free. 

 

Amen 


