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Arriving at the gate to the afterlife, he could find no sign above it. Was this the entrance to 

heaven...or that of hell? He peered beyond it and immediately spotted a notorious evildoer 

he had known who’d wronged him and hurt him greatly and who had certainly not sought 

to be reconciled with him on earth. Suddenly a gatekeeper appeared and simply asked ‘It’s 

your choice, do you want to come in here or go to the other place? I can say no more’. So 

which gateway was this? If the scoundrel was in there had he somehow been reconciled to 

God, in which case he should certainly go in? Or was this actually hell, in which case he 

definitely would not. 

Christians and preachers over the centuries have wrestled with the question, ‘can we 

forgive those who do not at first repent and seek forgiveness?’ 

Jesus’ cry from the cross, recorded only by Luke, ‘Father forgive them, for they do not know 

what they do’ is one of the core gospel texts on forgiveness. Who are ‘them’, we might ask? 

Surely the people who had brought him to this unjust and agonising place, unrepentant or 

simply unaware. Jesus was imploring his unrepentant executioners be forgiven. 

Another core text is that of today’s extract from Matthew’s gospel with two pieces of 

teaching: Jesus’ reply to Peter’s question, ‘how often should I forgive?’ and the parable of 

the unforgiving slave that follows. 

As he hung from the cross, Jesus is asking his Father to forgive. For the Father, anything is 

possible. But in today’s gospel, Jesus is telling his hearers they can and should forgive and, 

as many times as necessary. The point of ‘seventy times seven’ is, as Tom Wright put it, 

‘Don’t even think about counting; just do it.’  

Like today’s reading from Romans, this section of Matthew seems to be about relationships 

within the church. Peter does not ask about forgiving his neighbour, he asks about forgiving 

his brother. Forgiveness here, and in the parable, is between people who already have a 

relationship. Forgiveness is the precursor to reconciliation and there can be no 

reconciliation without relationship. Ultimately forgiveness is in God’s hands for each of us. If 

we live in relationship with God, we are a forgiven people. But as the parable points out, 

realising God’s forgiveness has consequences for the way we live our lives. Through grace, 

the gift of divine forgiveness and reconciliation is offered. By faith we can receive it. But the 

test of the genuineness of our faith is how we choose then to live out our lives. Matthew’s 

gospel is unimpressed by protestations of faith and piety; it’s what people do that counts. 

Perhaps Peter thought it would be generous to forgive the same person as many as seven 

times, perhaps for repeating the same kind of thing. But Jesus’ response was that what is 

required is not an adjustment to the numbers but a radical change in the light of the 

boundless grace God offers his people. A paradigm shift is a fundamental change in 

approach or underlying assumptions. Peter is being told to undergo a personal paradigm 

shift.  
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The unjust slave had clearly not been radically changed by the cancellation of his absurdly 

immense and unpayable debt – perhaps 200,000 years worth of his daily pay. Cancellation 

of his monumental debt had been offered and taken, but its radical implication for him as a 

human being had not been realised; he simply carried on unchanged, having his fellow slave 

thrown in jail for the 3 months pay he was owed. His callousness or unwillingness to make a 

personal change in the light of the remission he had received had dire consequences as the 

king handed him over to the torturers. 

Many churches are today marking Education Sunday. We owe a tremendous debt to those 

who teach our children and students and also to those, such as governors, support staff and 

other volunteers. The last few months have been acutely demanding and stressful and this 

academic year is going to be tremendously challenging. We pray for them and we give 

thanks too for those who have inspired us and helped us to learn.  

An essential part of learning is not just information gathering and acquiring skills and 

qualifications. It includes navigating a whole series of paradigm shifts in the way we 

understand things and to our values and character. For example, at some point you realised 

the world was not flat, though there still remains a Flat Earth Society. At some stage you 

realised that the whole world doesn’t revolve around you. Or you discovered music or 

poetry or beauty in mathematics or something else that has delighted you ever since. 

Perhaps new perspectives came gradually, perhaps a penny dropped suddenly. Christian 

education concerns itself with transformations in character and values too. Among other 

Christian values, our church schools teach and practice forgiveness so that pupils can 

discover its importance not just to those whom they forgive but to themselves. 

For many the last few months have brought about profoundly new ways in which to see 

things. People have come face to face with human vulnerability. Lifestyles and working 

patterns have changed or jobs lost. Relationships have been disrupted by not enough 

proximity or tested by too much, sometimes to breaking point. Old securities have been 

swept aside. Many people’s perspectives on the future of the planet are changing. The 

continuing racial impact of colonial legacy is more widely appreciated. People speak of the 

‘new normal’; but we don’t yet know what that will look like.  If ever there was a period in 

our lifetimes in which to be learning people who dwell on the paradigm shifts about which 

Jesus spoke, or as he put it, God’s kingdom, such in his teaching about forgiveness, surely it 

is now.  

 

 

 

 


