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Forgiving Heart – Homily for Trinity XIV 
 
Genesis 50.15–21 
Romans 14.1–12 
Matthew 18.21–35 
 
In today’s Gospel, Peter asks Jesus: Lord, how often should I forgive? 

As many as seven times? Peter is clearly confused. He treats 

forgiveness as quantifiable. But imagine telling anyone they'd reached 

their quota of forgiveness. Jesus disabuses Peter with a touch of poetic 

wit and number play. We are to forgive seventy-seven times. Jesus 

reminds Peter that in the symbolism of scripture  seven is the number 

of perfection. We are to forgive perfectly, without limit, from our 

hearts. 

Peter’s confusion, however, speaks to us. Our society is muddled 

about forgiveness. One the one hand, we are too ready to forgive. We 

forgive out of a timid reluctance to challenge anyone. Or, we think 

forgiving someone who has hurt us is the best therapeutic response 

so we forget what happened and move on. But such forgetfulness 

makes forgiveness simply about what is good for me. It sidesteps 

questions of moral harm, justice, repentance, and reconciliation. Or, 

even if we do think someone has done us moral wrong, we may decide 

they should be forgiven because it serves some other purpose. Just 

think what we are willing to forgive our political leaders or those we 
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idolise or want to please. None of this is true forgiveness. It is mere 

avoidance.  

On the other hand, our society can be extremely unforgiving in its 

moral outrage and demand for retribution. The heated discourses 

around issues like Brexit, Covid-19, racism, gender and sexuality, and 

the environment are often unforgiving and scarcely recognise any 

common humanity between different perspectives. At best, 

forgiveness is made conditional on someone agreeing with my 

perspective . At worst, I want to obliterate their humanity. In a world 

where we also forgive too easily we can suddenly collude in making 

such dehumanising behaviour widespread. 

Given that forgiveness lies at the heart of the Gospel, we would think 

the Church better placed. But how often have Christians been more 

unforgiving than most? Indeed, for many the Church has lost 

credibility by forgiving some too easily, while placing a heavy burden 

on others. Just think of the Church’s failure to confront abuse, too 

readily forgiving abusers and urging victims and survivors to do the 

same. This is a terrible consequence of what the German Lutheran 

theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who died opposing Hitler, called 

cheap grace. As he explains, cheap grace says "you have sinned, but 

now everything is forgiven, so you can stay as you are and enjoy the 

consolations of forgiveness." Bonhoeffer saw the terrible 

consequences of this in Nazi Germany. 



 

 3 

Into this confusion, Jesus offers the piercing words of today’s parable. 

A king, without hesitation, forgives one of his slaves a debt of huge 

magnitude after the slave pleads with him. This same slave then 

immediately fails to forgive a much smaller debt owed to him by 

another fellow slave, throwing him into debtors’ prison. When the 

king hears of this, he summons the unforgiving slave, chastises him for 

not forgiving as he had been forgiven, and has him punished. 

With its harsh words the parable teaches a crucial lesson about 

forgiveness. Forgiveness first belongs to God alone. Just as only the 

king forgives the debt that can never be paid off, so only God can 

forgive and heal the rift between God and humanity, and the rift 

between human beings. God’s forgiving response to human sin, 

corruption and violence is not to avoid, obliterate or cheapen them. 

Rather in Christ, God confronts human failure from within, judges and 

overcomes it with love, making it an occasion to transform us by 

drawing us closer into God’s own life. To err is, indeed, human; to 

forgive divine. And in Christ, God became human and forgave our 

error so that by trusting in him we might become divine and share 

God’s loving forgiveness with others. 

We see this in the parable’s focus on the slave's failure to forgive a 

much smaller debt. The distinction between the size of the debts is 

important. We are unable to forgive once and for all in a way that 
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heals humanity. This belongs to God alone. To claim it for ourselves 

would be to claim too much and risk cheap forgiveness.  

But we do really receive and participate in God’s forgiveness to the 

extent we forgive others. In Jesus, God places the gift of divine 

forgiveness in our hands and the different ways we share forgiveness 

with each other. Here the parable chimes with the Lord’s prayer: 

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. 

We only know the Father’s forgiveness if we forgive others.  

Both parable and prayer stress that true forgiveness is tied to the 

sometimes costly and sometimes joyful task of fostering human 

relationships that affirm the vital bond between myself and others. 

This can only be lived out in concrete relationships between particular 

people in a particular community and place over time. 

This links to the Gospel's seemingly narrow focus on forgiving other 

members of the church. We only truly forgive from the heart when we 

recognise others as brothers and sisters in Christ. Rather than being 

exclusive, however, this stresses how the inclusivity of God’s 

forgiveness can only be lived out meaningfully in tangible 

relationships of shared commitment, as in a family; or, a parish. 

This is the power of today’s Old Testament story of Joseph and his 

brothers. Through Joseph’s heartfelt forgiveness of his brothers’ 

betrayal and their tearful reconciliation, God heals a seemingly 

irredeemable break in their relationships and brings about a greater 
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good. God uses hurt and betrayal to forge a stronger bond between 

those who dare to work face-to-face at the life long task of 

forgiveness. This applies no less to us who are related, not by our own 

blood, but Christ’s body and blood.  

It is by forgiving others around me as my brothers and sisters, as those 

I will not abandon, especially those I have hurt and who have hurt me, 

that I learn how to forgive others outside the Church. And it is by 

embodying this truth in openness to the world that the Church regains 

credibility in preaching forgiveness in our anxious times.  

This must be expressed above all when we come to worship God in 

person in church in the Eucharist. For here we gather as brothers and 

sisters in the name the Father, Son and Holy Spirit to ask God to forgive 

us our sins. We hear again, in the priest’s absolution, God’s promise 

to forgive all who are repentant. But this is just the beginning that 

points to the true purpose of forgiveness. This is a truth we discover 

more fully as we listen and respond to the words of scripture, share 

the sign of peace, encounter how Jesus in bread and wine gives us his 

body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. All this before we pray to 

our Father in heaven to forgive us our trespasses and then approach 

the altar to receive ourselves, each other and the whole of creation 

anew. For the deepest truth of forgiveness is ever closer communion 

with each other in God’s love. Heart to heart, without limit. 


