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TEXT: Matthew 18:21-22 "Then Peter came up and said to him, "Lord,
how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?
As many as seven times?" Jesus said to him, "I do not say to
you seven times, but seventy times seven times."

From the very beginning, Christians have called their message the
"Good News". "Evangelion" in Greek, "Gospel" in English, they both
mean the same thing: "Good News". The Good News that life does make
sense, that God is trustworthy and not capricious, that God always
forgives those wEo acknowledge their faults and honestly seek to be
forgiven. Certainly that is Good News even in our day when they are
so familiar. And nineteen hundred years ago, when most people worshiped
gods who were considered anytiling but trustworthy and forgiving, it
seemed almost too good to be true.

But good news is not always easy. We may be told, for instance,
that we have a health problem that can be cured by extensive surgery.
That is good news, far better than if nothing could be done for us.
But it certainly isn't easy. It means that we can expect the normal
pre-surgical anxieties, probably some post-operative discomfort, and
perhaps long weeks of slow recuperation. Or we may be told that we
have real prospects for getting our financial house in order, but that
it will take months, perhaps even years, of doing without many of the
tilings we have learned to think of as necessary for the good life.
That's good news, too, but, like surgery, it isn't easy. Most of us
would much rather recover our physical and financial health without
going through anything so uncomfortable and time consuming. Indeed,
at first, it might not seem like good news at all.

And I suspect that, for many of us, this morning's scripture lesson
may seem like that kind of "Good News". We are happy, of course, to
hear that God has promised to forgive us. After all, we all need to
hear that. We know only too well that, in spite of good intentions and
in spite of our best efforts to the contrary, we not only have fallen
short of the Glory of God, but we liave failed even to live up to the
best that is in us. Like Paul, if we are really honest with ourselves,
we have to adknowledge that "I do not do the good I want, but the evil
I do not want is what I do." (Romans 7:19) We know that we need to be
forgiven and that, like the servant in Jesus' parable, our debt is very
great.

But we are also very much like Peter. Though we, ourselves, have
been forgiven much, we want to limit how forgiving v/e will be to others.
Make no mistake about it, Peter's limits were very generous. The
rabbis had taught tliat one should forgive as many as three times but
no more, here Peter had more than doubled the rabbinical limit. "Lord,
how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many
as seven times? Perhaps Peter even expected to be praised for being so
generous. But generous or not, his limits were still limits. And
Jesus stunned him by answering, "I do not say to you seven times, but
seventy times seven." Obviously, Jesus was not just expanding the
limits; he was eliminating them.






