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“Quick!  What’s 7x70?”    Matt. 18:21-34  2/19/17 

 While I was at college, a small, 83 year-old Dutch woman came to 

speak at our chapel service.  She was frail and confined to a wheelchair. 

Her name was Corrie ten Boom.  She was in Holland when the Nazis 

occupied her country during WWII.  Her family was a Christian family, and 

they thought it their duty to take Jewish people in their home to hide them 

from the Nazis.  And they did so at the risk of their own lives.  There were 

many close calls, and finally they were betrayed. 

 The Nazis came and took their entire family away to concentration 

camps in Germany.  Corrie and her sister, Betsie, were eventually taken to 

Ravensbruck, a notorious camp for women.  There, Corrie led secret 

worship services and Bible studies, but the horrific conditions took their toll, 

and her beloved sister, Betsie, died.  Fourteen days later, Corrie was 

released due to a clerical error.  One week after that, all the women in her 

group still in prison were executed. 

 After the war ended, Corrie began writing and speaking about the 

horrors she experienced and God’s faithfulness to her in the midst of her 

suffering.  In 1947 she returned to Germany with the message that God 

forgives whatever we have done, hoping to bring consolation and hope to 

the German people.  One night after she spoke, a man came up to speak 

with her.  She recognized him immediately as one of the prison guards who 
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had treated her and her sister so brutally and shamefully.  He extended his 

hand to her, saying, “A fine message, Fraulein!  How good it is to know 

that, as you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the sea, forgiven.”  She 

could still picture him with the leather crop hanging from his uniform, leering 

at the women as they were forced to undress, and she couldn’t raise her 

hand to shake his. 

 He said, “Since my time as a prison guard, I have become a 

Christian.  I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, 

but I would like to hear it from your lips, too.  Fraulein, will you forgive me?”  

Wow!  What a question.  How could she possibly forgive someone who had 

treated her and her family so despicably?  Would it even be right for her to 

forgive him?  Wouldn’t that minimize the horror foisted on her and 

countless others by the Nazis?  We’ll come back to Corrie’s story a little 

later, but I’d like us to talk a little bit about the nature of forgiveness first. 

 We’re in the midst of a series outlining God’s plan to restore our 

world.  We’ve talked about the reality of sin, and about how Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection justifies us before God, restoring our relationship 

with him.  We talked last week about the next step- being shaped into the 

people that God intends us to be- a process called sanctification that takes 

a lifetime.  We’re talking about forgiveness today because forgiveness is 

one of those areas in which many of us struggle to be the people God calls 
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us to be.  Let’s start by looking at some of what the Bible has to say about 

it.   

21Then Peter came and said to (Jesus), “Lord, if another member of the 

church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven 

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

times. (Matt. 18:21,22) 

 A little background.  Most rabbis in Jesus’ time taught that you were 

required to forgive someone up to three times for the same offense.  After 

that you were off the hook, because presumably, the other person wasn’t 

sincere in their repentance.  So when Peter comes to Jesus offering to 

forgive someone seven times, he’s actually being pretty generous.  I know 

it sure wouldn’t be easy for me to forgive someone seven times for doing 

the same hurtful thing to me!  But Jesus has another idea.  Not seven 

times, but 77 times, or (in some of the older translations) 7 x 70 times!  

Whether it’s 77 or 490, the point is that you’d probably lose track!  

Followers of Jesus are to forgive as many times as necessary!  And then 

Jesus tells a little story to drive home the point. 

23“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 

wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 24When he began the reckoning, 

one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him; 25and, as he 

could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and 
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children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. 26So the slave 

fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay 

you everything.’ 27And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him 

and forgave him the debt. 28But 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.’ 29Then his fellow slave fell 

down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay 

you.’ 30But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he 

would pay the debt. 31When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they 

were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that 

had taken place. 32Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You 

wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with 

me. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy 

on you?’ 34And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he 

would pay his entire debt. (Matt. 18:23-34) 

 Like most parables, this one is broadly drawn.  The first slave, 

probably a court official, has accumulated a debt that is impossibly high.  

It’s an amount greater than all the money in circulation in the country of 

Israel.  It would take a day laborer 275,000 years to pay it!  His plea for 

more time to pay it off is laughable.  It is a debt that is impossible to repay.  

So the king has mercy on him and forgives the debt.  But this incredible act 
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of grace apparently has no effect on him.  He immediately find another 

slave who owes him a comparative pittance and has him thrown into 

debtor’s prison.  No mercy at all.  The king is not amused.  He rescinds his 

gracious offer and has the first slave thrown into prison. 

Where, we wonder, does that first slave get off accepting the 

overwhelming grace and mercy of his master, the king, while refusing it to 

someone who owes him so little.  The parable teaches that those who have 

been forgiven much need to show that same kind of mercy toward others.  

That’s the theological basis for forgiveness; We forgive because God 

forgives us.   

Jesus says much the same thing in the Lord’s Prayer, when he says,   

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  Paul says, “Bear with 

one another, and if anyone has a complaint against another; forgive each 

other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” (Col. 

3:13)  There is no doubt that followers of Jesus are called to forgive others. 

Now, forgiving someone doesn’t mean minimizing the damage they 

have done or excusing their behavior.  It is a decision to let go of the wrong 

that was done to you and to trust God to take care of it.  Phillip Yancey puts 

it like this in his book, What’s So Amazing About Grace?:  “Forgiveness is 

an act of faith.  By forgiving another, I am trusting that God is a better 

justice-maker than I am.  By forgiving, I release my own right to get even 
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and leave all issues of fairness for God to work out.  I leave in God’s hands 

the scales that must balance justice and mercy.” 

Forgiveness is like hitting the delete button on your computer,  

and then emptying the trash, because we’re all tempted to go call it back up 

again, aren’t we?  Forgiveness begins with a decision on our part to let 

something go, but we may have to re-affirm that decision frequently, as 

thoughts of revenge or hurt or resentment bubble up. 

Like many parts of sanctification, forgiveness is a practice, it’s a habit 

to be learned, a habit of the heart.  Some of us have gotten in the habit of 

being thin-skinned, of being easily offended, or of reading awful motives 

into the actions of others.  We savor those offenses against us because 

they make us feel superior, or give us a sense of power over another.  But 

those habits end up making us and others miserable.  They undercut the 

trust and harmony that should characterize God’s people.  And the habit of 

grudge-holding is not easily broken, but with the help of the Spirit, we can 

learn new habits.  We can learn to think the best of others.  We can learn to 

talk with people gently when we have been offended to see if an 

understanding can be reached.  And we can learn to let go of grudges each 

day- a daily practice. 

Doing so isn’t only good for the church, for the community, or for our 

families.  It’s good for us!  Study after study shows the health benefits of 
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learning to forgive, and how detrimental holding a grudge is to us.  If for no 

other reason, learn to forgive for your own health!  I love what Buddy 

Hackett used to say about forgiveness:  “I’ve had a few arguments with 

people, but I never carry a grudge.  You know why?  While you’re carrying 

a grudge, they’re out dancing!” 

Now forgiveness is not the same thing as trust.  I may forgive a family 

member who has physically abused me, but that does not mean I 

automatically trust that person again.  I may forgive someone who gossiped 

about me or slandered me, but that doesn’t mean I should share sensitive 

information about myself with them.  Forgiving means letting go of the 

wrong done to me and wishing the other person well.  Trust is another 

matter; It requires time and effort from both parties in order to be restored.  

Sometimes it happens.  Sometimes it doesn’t. 

You may wonder what happened to Corrie ten Boom, the 

concentration camp survivor, when one of her former guards asked for her 

forgiveness.  She believed in forgiveness, but this seemed to be more than 

she could manage.  Here’s what happened next, in her own words: 

“It could not have been many seconds that he stood there, hand held 

out, but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most difficult thing I 

had ever had to do.  For I had to do it- I knew that.  The message that God 
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forgives has a prior condition- that we forgive those who have injured us…I 

knew it not only as a commandment of God, but as a daily experience.   

And I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart.  But 

forgiveness is not an emotion- I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the 

will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart. 

“Jesus, help me!” I prayed silently.  “I can lift my hand.  I can do that 

much.  You supply the feeling.” 

And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one 

stretched out to me.  And as I did, an incredible thing took place.  The 

current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into our joined 

hands.  And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being 

bringing tears to my eyes. 

“I forgive you, brother!” I cried.  “With all my heart.” (end quote) 

I couldn’t have done that.  You couldn’t have done it, either.  And 

Corrie would tell you that she couldn’t have done that.  It was the Holy 

Spirit at work.  She just cooperated with his work by taking the first step of 

extending her hand.  God did the rest. 

I’ve been talking about forgiveness today as an example of how 

sanctification works.  But I could have talked about any number of harmful 

habits that hurt us and others, or living in fear, or having a hard heart that 
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lacks compassion, or a myriad of other things that God wants to free us 

from so he can re-build us as persons of joy and purpose and service.  God 

sanctifies us, makes us into the people we were created to be, as we take 

small, persistent steps.  God’s Spirit is at work in this process, and new 

habits of the heart will take hold. 


