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September 13th 2026     Genesis 50:15-21 Matthew 18:21-35  Seven, Seventy times seven. 
Two weeks ago, while I was in Hobart for a conference, I had time to visit Port Arthur, one of the city's historical sites. This was an unexpected opportunity that took me by surprise, with the weight of being in a place riddled with past pain, hurt and guilt.  It was England's first penal colony in Australia, where thousands of convicts were brought to serve their sentences. Some were there as a penalty for serious crimes, but others were there for charges as minor as getting into a fight in the street, being arrested for drinking, or disorderly conduct.  This has been a truly sobering experience. I left thinking about the penalty for sin and the importance of mercy and forgiveness. 
In Matthew 18: 21, we read that Peter came to Jesus asking, “How many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?” This comes in the context of the whole chapter 18, where Jesus talks about how he cares for the little ones in verse 3; unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of God. Jesus also told the parable of the lost sheep, from verse 10, saying Your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost. 
Why was Jesus talking this way? 
Maybe Jesus faced opposition not only from outside, but also from conflict within his followers. We see that the disciples often argued about who was the greatest. This is how chapter 18 began: the disciples came to Jesus asking who the greatest in the kingdom of heaven was.  
Even then, Jesus clearly says that God does not want anyone to be lost. Even in verse 15, Jesus again gives the disciples instructions for dealing with the conflict that arises within. If your brother sins against you... He warns his disciples to be careful and take all measures before anyone is cast out from them to be regarded as a pagan or a tax collector in verse 17. 
In this context, Peter comes to Jesus and asks, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?” Here, Peter and Jesus talk in numbers: Peter says 7 times, which is already a symbol of perfection and completeness, more than what the teachers of the law say, which is three. Jesus says we are to forgive our brothers 70 times 7, meaning beyond what we can count. Countless times, and Jesus says we are to forgive with no limit. 
Jesus told a familiar story. The story of a King who came to settle his account with his servants. And there was a man who owed him ten thousand talents, where one talent equals about 20 years of wages, which means they owed a huge amount of money, 10000 talents, that he could never be able to pay, even if he and his wife and children were sold into slavery. So, when the King came and demanded that he pay back what he owed, he fell on his knees, begged for mercy, asked for patience, and more time. And the King took pity – felt compassion, decided to cancel his debt, and let him go.  But the story has a twist. Afterwards, the man went out and caught up with a friend who owed him some money, 100 denarii, which is not even 0.1% of what he had been forgiven for earlier. He was completely merciless, began to chide this man, demanded payment, and when he could not pay, he threw his friend in jail.  But then, his friends, the fellow servants, saw all this, and they became very distressed. They went and told the King, who ordered him to be brought to him again, rebuked him for failing to show mercy to his friend, and put him in prison to be tortured, demanding that he pay all he owed the king.   (video)
This is clearly a cautionary tale, a warning that, as Jesus said in verse 35, this is how my Father in heaven will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.   
In this story, Jesus teaches us to forgive our brothers and be merciful to them because God was merciful to us more times than we can count.  
Mercy is one of God's attributes. This is who God is.  He does not always treat us as our sins deserve; Psalm 103 says that he removes our transgressions as far as the east is from the west. As Micah 7 says, he delights in steadfast love, pardon for guilt, and throwing sins into the depths of the sea. 
 And Jesus calls us to forgive, to be merciful: Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.  
C. S. Lewis, in his book “The Weight of Glory” says, that to be a Christian means forgiving the inexcusable. Because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.  To be merciful is to offer forgiveness unconditionally, for refusing to do so is refusing God’s mercy to ourselves.  True forgiveness means facing a real wrong and choosing mercy instead of revenge.    
How does that apply to our lives? 
Consider all that Joseph endured because of his brothers’ jealousy. You know the story. We read this this morning from Genesis 50, but it goes back to chapter 37. Joseph’s brothers were jealous of him and sold him into slavery, which led Joseph into much suffering in life. And yet God was gracious to Joseph and made him the second in command over all the land of Egypt. And when a great famine came, all the nearby nations came to beg for food from Joseph, including his brothers. Joseph saved his brothers, reunited with his father, and they ended up living together in Egypt.  But after their father Jacob died, the brothers were afraid and sent Joseph a message, asking for mercy and admitting their wrongs; when they finally came before Joseph, they threw themselves before him, begging for forgiveness and mercy. In the story, upon receiving that message, we are told that Joseph wept. Perhaps reflecting on his life and his many sufferings, as Oscar Romero, a South American Priest and activist, said, many things can only be seen through the eyes that have cried. 
“Don’t be afraid,” Joseph said.  Acknowledge the sovereignty of God: “Am I in the place of God?” he said, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish.”   And in verse 21, he assured them and spoke kindly to them. And he took care of them until his death, treating them with kindness and love.  
Joseph recognised that, despite his brother’s jealousy and evil, God was merciful to him. Mercy was a gift, God’s unreserved kindness and compassion. From a grateful and humble heart, he offered mercy, choosing to forgive and heal rather than hold grudges or seek revenge and retribution.  
So how does this apply to your own life? Do you have someone to forgive and are not able to? 
Our mercy depends on our experience of God’s mercy; this is the only way we can truly forgive others. As C. S. Lewis says, refusing to forgive others is refusing God’s mercy for us.  And as Jesus said Be merciful, as your Father in heaven is merciful. 
We have a God who knows us. Knows our hearts. He knows where we have been. Our God is merciful, gracious and slow to anger and abundant in love. God calls us all to be united in that love.  He wants us to love others as we are loved. Forgive others so we may be forgiven.    
I thought it is worth considering what C. S. Lewis said: daily forgiveness is required for the constant provision of life, from difficult family members to everyday conflict, by remembering where we stand before God. 
Amen. 

