Peter asks Jesus a question. He asks, 
“Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”

So Peter is beginning to get the idea that following Jesus means learning to forgive those who have wronged you. But he wants to be realistic. Surely a point must come when someone has wronged you so often that you no longer have to forgive them. To forgive them feels like letting them off the hook or letting them get away with their bad behaviour. And that's a perfectly reasonable thing to feel. Why should we forgive people if they refuse to change their behaviour? So Peter wants to know where his obligations lie. Just how much forgiving does he have to do? Jesus is no help.

“I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times"

In other words, you just keep on forgiving. To forgive does not mean that you let yourself be a doormat or don't confront those who hurt you but in the end, says Jesus, you've got to forgive - not once, not twice, not seven times but 77x7x7x7 times. Forgive and then forgive again.
This is incredibly difficult. To forgive somebody once is hard enough but to go on doing it time after time strikes us as nearly impossible in practice. Today is the 10th anniversary of 9/11. Should those who lost loved ones forgive the terrorists and those who inspired them? Pretty hard stuff. But most of us don't have to deal on such a grand scale. Most of the wrongs that we face are not from the terrorist or the murderer but from that person at work who really winds us up day after day or that neighbour who constantly parks their car in our space or plays their music too loud. And the most difficult forgiving of all is usually to do with a friend or someone in our family who has wronged us. It is one of my privileges as a parish priest to visit those who have been recently bereaved to help them prepare for the funeral of their loved one. But it will come as no surprise to you that more often than not I learn that there someone in the family who won't be at the funeral because no one talks to them anymore or who is estranged and sometimes people can't quite remember what the original offence was but the feud goes on. It can be very tough to forgive somebody when they've done you wrong, especially when they are close to you. And sometimes people say to me, "So-and-so hurt me very badly in the past and I still can't forgive him. Can I still be a Christian?" And I think that if you ask that question at all then you are on the right track. Forgiveness isn't something easy and rarely something that comes instantly but takes time and, I would say, prayer too. Forgiving might be the work of a lifetime.

So I don't think this morning there's much point in me just telling you you've got to forgive someone if you feel you can't. Instead I want to talk about grace. Not a person called Grace but in a very important word in the Bible! Grace is when a gift is freely given whether or not the person who receives the gift deserves it. And grace is how God deals with us. Jesus goes on to answer Peter's question with the story of a servant who owes an impossibly large sum to his master. He owes the equivalent of millions and millions of pounds and there's no way he could afford to pay that debt off. The master in the story takes pity on the servant and cancels his debt and set him free. This is how God deals with you and me. What God does for us is forgive us, heal us and set us free and he does this not because we deserve it or we have earned it but just because he loves us. He does it despite all the wrong things that we have done in the past and will do in the future. He forgives us. And we might be tempted to say, "Yes, but what about that time I messed this relationship up?" You're forgiven. "But what about that bad habit I've tried to break but keep returning to?" Forgiven. "But I've got a bad temper, I have bad thoughts, I'm always getting things wrong!" Forgiven. You're forgiven. "But what do I have to do? Pay? Be?" You're forgiven. In Jesus, God says, "You are forgiven." Grace is a gift and it cannot be earned and God's grace is freely given. Of course, you need to receive it, embrace it, live it, but it is freely given.

But the story of Jesus tells of the servant and his master doesn't end well because the servant having been let off this extraordinary debt then refuses to forgive the debt of another fellow servant who owes him the equivalent of a couple of quid. What Jesus is saying is this: we will learn how to forgive our brother and sister when we know in the deepest place of our hearts that we too are forgiven. No one can make us receive a gift. It wouldn't be a gift if we had to have it. If we have not really received the gift of God's grace for ourselves  - if we either don't believe we are forgiven or don't think we need to be forgiven – then we will find it very hard to forgive other people. But if we know that God has freely, abundantly, generously given us the gift of his forgiveness then that opens something up in us, a new gratitude, a new generosity, a new recognition that we are all of us sinners and all of us need that grace. A forgiven sinner who knows in their hearts that they are set free by the grace of God is someone who will begin to find it just that little bit easier to forgive others.
Because we are human we find it difficult to forgive others when they've hurt us or wounded us. We might be able to do it once or twice or even seven times but then our ability to forgive starts to run out. But the good news is that God's grace, his forgiveness and love for us, never give out. His love and grace is like a reservoir that is fed constantly by rivers and streams and the invitation for us is to receive that life-giving water into our lives so that from that great reservoir of God's love might flow from us perhaps one or two drops of forgiveness. You are invited to know that God forgives you and that he does it freely and you don't have to do or be anything to know that freedom. You are invited to draw on that reservoir of grace and love when you find it hard to let go on to forgive. You are invited to draw down some of that abundant, generous, undeserved, freely given, graceful forgiveness to give you the strength that you need to share that forgiveness with others.
