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Forgiven and Forgiving 

Each time the invitation to the table was offered, he was 
offered he sat silently in the pew. Other would excuse 
themselves as they passed in front of him, but he never 
moved. When I visited him at his home, I cautiously 
broached the subject. "I can't do it," he answered. "1 can't 
come to the table. You see, in Vietnam I killed a man. I 
don't think God could ever forgive me for that." 
 
As we sat in my office tears welled up in her eyes. "I hate 
him. I can't believe I'm saying it, but I hate my own son-in
-law. I hate what he's done to my daughter and now what 
it's doing to my grandchildren. You may have noticed, 
Pastor, that I get up halfway through the service and 
leave. I feel like such a hypocrite, harboring these feelings 
while trying to worship God. I just can't do it anymore." 
 
Both of these persons had been Christians all their lives. 
Yet unresolved issues involving forgiveness were 
jeopardizing their relationship with the church. What both 
of them recognized is that there is an important 
connection between their struggle with forgiveness and 
their faith; what they failed to see is that the practice of 
their faith should be central in resolving the issues of 
forgiveness with which they struggled. They were 
allowing their inability to forgive -- or be forgiven -- to 
cut them off from fellowship in the body of Christ, the 
very community that should be helping them work 
through and resolve these difficult issues. 
 
Matthew 18 asks: "How do we keep the church 
community together when forgiveness needs to happen 
right under our own roof? How should the Christian 
community deal with sin that lurks so closely at the door? 
What is expected of us as we learn how to be Christians?" 
 
Simon Peter comes to Jesus with this kind of question. 
Imagine how he must have felt. He knows what people 
are like, how easy it is to hold a grudge, to become bitter, 
to offer forgiveness once, twice, maybe up to three times 
as Jewish tradition permits. Wanting to be generous, Peter 
proudly steps forward to answer his own question. "As 
many as seven times?" he asks. He was willing to go the 
extra mile -- and then some. 
 
But Jesus has something different in mind. Whether you 
read his answer to Peter as "77 times" or "70 times 
seven," the point is the same. Jesus answers Peter by 

telling him not to assume that you can count how many 
times you offer forgiveness and then be done with 
it. Forgiveness must become a practice -- a commitment -- 
that is to be sustained and renewed each day throughout our 
lives. It is not a single action, feeling or thought. 
Forgiveness must become an embodied way of life in an 
ever-deepening friendship with God and with others. Peter 
asks how generous he should be, yet he is still asking about 
limits. He's thinking quantitatively while Jesus answers 
qualitatively -- with the offer of limitless forgiveness. This 
is what God is like. 
 
Because we have been abundantly forgiven by God, we are 
able to forgive others in turn. There is a direct connection 
between forgiving others and being forgiven. Therefore, in 
the Lord's Prayer we pray "forgive us our trespasses as we 
forgive those who trespass against us." 
 
The parable of the unforgiving servant, which follows the 
exchange between Peter and Jesus, focuses on those who 
are willing to receive God's forgiveness but are unwilling to 
offer it to others. The servant has been forgiven a huge debt 
and yet is unwilling to forgive even a small debt owed to 
him. Such unwillingness shows, though, that he really is not 
able to receive God's forgiveness. For truly to receive 
forgiveness is to recognize how extravagant God's gracious 
forgiving love is and, in response, to offer it to others. 
 
It is difficult to be forgiven and forgiving people. It takes 
time and involves struggle.  
 
Christian communities are sustained by people who know 
what it means to discover the miracle of God's forgiveness, 
and who are thus committed to a way of life as forgiven and 
forgiving people. We do not abandon others, and refuse to 
be abandoned ourselves. As we live in communities shaped 
by these practices, we will experience anew what it means 
to be 
forgiven -- 
and 
forgiving. 
Perhaps then, 
when the 
invitation is 
offered, all of 
us will come 
to the table 
joyfully.    

Susan 
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The readings this week: 
◦ Exodus 14:19-31 ◦ Psalm 114  
◦ Romans 14:1-12 ◦ Matthew 18:21-35 

“Forgiven” by Melodious 
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Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Exodus 14:19-31 
 

Think of a miracle you've experienced. Respond from 
your heart to the God who loves to surprise you with his 
tremendous power and creativity.  What did God's plan 
for escape require of Moses and the people?  What was 
the outcome of this hair-raising experience for the 
Egyptians, Moses and Israel? Faith operates both long-
range (Joseph) and short-range (following the cloud 
pillar). What areas of your life require long-range or short
-range trust in God?  Think about times when you have 
felt like Israel, trapped between the Egyptians and the 
Red Sea. What did you do and why?   Quiet Time Bible 
Study, InterVarsity Press 

 
____Psalm Reading:  Psalm 114 

Readers of Psalm 114 are invited to watch an unfolding 
drama, as the writer gives personality to specific 
geographic features. What is this psalm supposed to make 
feel? What is this psalm supposed to make you realize?  
What is this psalm supposed to make you do?  After 
reading this psalm, do you believe God is to be feared or 
to be sought? Explain your answer.  Ken Castor 

____3rd Reading: Romans 14:1-12 

What types of behavior do Christians disagree about 
today?  What are some areas of dispute between the 
"weak" and the "strong" in verses 1-6?  What attitudes 
do the weak and the strong tend to have toward each 
other? Why? What types of Christians are you most 
likely to judge or look down on? Why?  Are there 
practices offend you?  Are there any of your own 
practices might distress or destroy another brother or 
sister in Christ?  Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity Press 

 
____4th Reading: Matthew 18:21-35 

 
What would you do to celebrate if all of your debts were 
canceled?   Are you quick or slow to forgive? If you 
were the master, how would you have felt when the 
servant refused to forgive a fellow servant’s debt – right 
after you had forgiven his debt?  In refusing to be 
merciful to others, what do we deny ourselves? What 
have you found helpful in forgiving those who have 
wronged you? How has God’s forgiveness affected your 
life and your willingness to forgive?  Is it harder for you 
to forgive others or yourself?  What can you work on in 
this area this week?  Hope Small Group Discussions 

 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

O Lord, help us to see that you didn’t die for 
pipe organs or praise bands. Forgive us for 
demanding our own way and for judging 
others unfairly. Grant a rebirth of true 
Christian love in our churches. In Jesus’ 
name, Amen.   
 
From How to Kill a Christian, Ray Pritchard 

The ultimate experience of forgiveness 

brings a change of heart, a metanoia of the 

spirit, after which every seeming injury, 

injustice, rejection, past, present or future, 

every so-called blow of fate, becomes, as it 

were, an essential note in the music of God, 

however discordant it may sound to our 

superficial hearing. And the experience 

excludes nothing- which means that in this 

moment of forgiveness all one's sins and 

weaknesses are included, being at the same 

time both remembered and known as the 

essential darkness which has revealed to us 

the light. 

 

-Helen M. Luke, Old Age 

quoted from Reconciliation (Liturgy Training 

Publications) 

“Look. The church of Jesus Christ is like a herd of 
sheep. 
We’re not that bright. 
We keep stepping in manure 
But for some reason, God chooses us for God’s own. 
Never is there going to be a perfect church. 
Never will we come to the point where God’s presence 
and activity 
is one hundred percent apparent one hundred percent 
of the time. 
The way we keep limiting the material God has to 
work with, 
it’s a wonder God is able to do anything with us at all.” 

From Wooly Poetics, David Cameron 
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