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This morning, I’ve paired a reading from the lectionary that I suspect is very familiar to many of 

us with one that I suspect is not.  The first passage I read, the unfamiliar one, comes from that 

group of Old Testament era writings considered canonical by Eastern Orthodox Christians and 

Roman Catholics but not by most Protestants.  The second passage, the familiar one, comes from 

the Gospel According to Matthew.  Interestingly, both passages are credited to the wisdom of 

men named Jesus.  Their themes are so much alike that the latter could be considered an 

illustration of the former or the former the lesson to be learned from the latter. 

 

The mutual theme of these passages is forgiveness and, frankly, the two Jesuses are so eloquent 

in their treatment of that theme that there is not much left for the preacher to say.  There are 

however a couple of contextual points that I think worth noting as well as some modern 

applications to consider.  So I’ll be brief this morning – as Lyle Lovett sings in his great song 

about potluck church dinners, even preachers get hungry, too – and we’ll adjourn to the vital 

business of food and laughter in the Fellowship Hall. 

 

For those of you wondering why you’ve never heard the very clear and very Christ-like teaching 

of Sirach in church before, let me reprise an explanation I gave several years ago.  The book 

referred to in our pew Bibles as Sirach, or to give its full title, “The Wisdom of Jesus son of 

Sirach,” was written in Hebrew at about 180 BCE by a teacher of wealthy boys in Jerusalem – 

sort of a Jewish “Mr. Chips,” if you will.  It is a book of instructions and proverbs that would 

have been very much in tune with the prevailing religious and cultural wisdom of the time; the 

sort of “Give glory to God and behave yourselves” lessons that religiously observant parents 

always want their boys to hear.  The book was translated into Greek for a wider audience by the 

author’s grandson in Alexandria, Egypt, in about 132 BCE, at a time when Alexandria was a 

great center of Jewish learning and most of the educated people in the known-world read Greek.  

Over time, Hebrew manuscripts of the book disappeared, which had a direct impact on its history 

with the Christian Church. 

 

Jewish scribes and scholars revered the book and continued to use it up until the first century 

A.D.  It was then that the Council of Jamnia made the decision to limit the Jewish Bible, or 

Tanakh, to only those books that had been written in Hebrew.  Since Sirach had survived only in 

Greek and its Hebrew origins had been forgotten, it was dropped from the canon of the 

synagogues.  But the Christian Church, both in the West and in the East, continued to use the 

book, which had become known in Christian circles as Ecclesiasticus, “the Book of the Church,” 

due to its wide use in ethical teaching.  The Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach had been quoted in the 

Epistle of James and in the writings of many of the most influential Church Fathers, including 

Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Cyprian, Ambrose and Augustine. I strongly suspect that Jesus 

of Nazareth had the teaching of the earlier Jesus in mind when he taught our parable for the 

morning. 

 

So, why isn’t this book in most of our Bibles?  Well, if you grew up Catholic or Orthodox, it 

would be.  Those of us who grew up Baptist or Methodist or Presbyterian or in some other 

Protestant denomination, however, follow the example of the Father of the Protestant 

Reformation, Martin Luther.  Luther apparently decided that the Council of Jamnia knew what 

they were talking about in terms of canonicity of the Jewish Scriptures and so, in an effort to 

restore the Church to its primitive purity, he dropped Sirach and a number of other books into a 



Forgiveness 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 9/17/2017 2 

 

category called the Apocrypha, or “hidden” books.  Later scholars have cast serious doubts on 

this decision of Luther as very early Christians and even Jesus himself seem to have used some 

of these books as Scripture.  That’s a long way of saying that it’s OK for good Baptists to read 

from Sirach in worship!  And I’ll come back to this passage from Sirach in a moment after some 

consideration of the context of our reading from Matthew. 

 

It seems that any time we discuss the virtue of forgiveness, we almost always want to talk about 

the limitations of forgiveness.  Do we only forgive those who show remorse?  If so, what’s a 

reasonable limit on how many times we should take them back into our good graces?  According 

to the editors of The Jewish Annotated New Testament, rabbinic sources from around the time of 

Jesus indicate that the magic number is three.  If someone sins against you, you can cut them off 

after the third instance of forgiveness.  So our old friend Peter, who always spoke up just enough 

to keep himself in trouble, must have thought he was being magnanimous when he suggested a 

forgiveness quota of seven.  Seven is not just twice the socially acceptable limit, it’s twice plus 

one!  And, of course, seven is a holy and perfect number, being the number of days of creation 

plus Sabbath. 

 

But Jesus, picking up where his earlier namesake left off, turns the disciples’ eyes from the 

scoresheet to the heavens.  His unspoken question to Peter and the rest is, “How many times do 

you think you’ve asked forgiveness from God?”  It’s absurd to assume that any human being will 

transgress against God or other humans only three times in a lifetime, or seven, or even seventy-

seven.  That’s like begging off a debt of several million dollars, which is the modern equivalent 

of ten thousand talents, and being unforgiving over about three thousand dollars.  Not an 

insignificant amount for most of us but hardly comparable. 

 

So far, so good.  These are lessons that are pretty common to most readings of this parable and 

you probably didn’t need me to remind you of them.  But a piece of context that I had to 

rediscover myself this week is how this teaching on forgiveness fits in with the ongoing 

conversation Jesus is having with his disciples.  Peter’s question about the number of times to 

forgive comes immediately after Jesus’ teaching on how to resolve interpersonal conflict, the 

passage to which I’ve referred most often over my career outside the pulpit: “If another member 

of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the 

member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or two 

others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three 

witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses 

to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 

 

Putting the call to forgiveness in the context of this teaching helps resolve some issues that arise 

from sloppy application of the teaching.  Jesus is not suggesting that an abusive relationship be 

allowed to continue unchecked because the victim continues to forgive the aggressor.  If harmful 

words or actions are not stopped after a loving but firm reproof, there needs to be an 

intervention, first by one person whom both parties trust, then, if necessary, by the entire 

community.  But remember, please, that the final act in the Jesus scenario is not one of exclusion 

but one of increased tutelage.  Jesus did not shun Gentiles and tax collectors.  He received them 

with both love and a challenge to turn their lives around.  Immediately before the passage on 

difficult relationships comes this: “If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone 
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astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went 

astray? And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that 

never went astray.”  To the Gentile, to the tax collector, to all of us, Jesus says, “Follow me.” 

 

Giving the context of the earlier part of Matthew 18 also helps us to understand why forgiveness 

seems so hard in the world today.  Before we get to forgiveness, we are supposed to talk with 

each other one on one.  But it’s so much easier in our web-friendly society to simply broadcast 

our grievances without ever speaking privately to the one who has offended us.  As I was 

thinking about and then writing this sermon on Friday and Saturday, there was the news and then 

the reaction to the acquittal of the St. Louis police officer accused of murder in the death of a 

suspect following a high-speed chase.  Friday, on Facebook, I read the outpouring of grief and 

anger from many of my friends over the verdict.  On Saturday, by means of the same medium, I 

read more angry words from different friends over the protest of the verdict.  The vast majority 

of these responses on both days came from friends of mine who are people of faith, people who 

love their families and friends, reasonable people, good people.  It’s probably not necessary for 

me to say that most of the anger over the verdict came from the Black community and most of 

the anger over the protests from the White. 

 

This is not the time for me to air my views on the decision by the judge in this case, nor is it 

appropriate at this juncture for me to opine on the tactics of the protestors.  But what I do want us 

to pay attention to is the lack of communication, personal, one-on-one communication going on 

here.  It seems to me that if we have any hope of finding forgiveness and the healing of 

relationships in this world that we must do the hard work of talking to each other and listening to 

each other.  In the current issue of The Christian Century (don’t look for it in the Narthex after 

the service – I’m not finished reading it yet), there is a paragraph in their “Century Marks” 

section from an NPR story broadcast on August 20: “Daryl Davis, an African American blues 

musician, intentionally befriends members of the Ku Klux Klan.  Once they get to know him, 

they realize their hatred is misplaced.  “How can you hate me when you don’t even know me?” 

Davis asks.  Over 200 members of the Klan have given up their Klan robes after meeting Davis.  

He keeps the discarded robes in his home as a reminder of what can happen when you sit down 

to dinner with people who hate you.  Davis studied up on the Klan, and he says showing that he 

took the Klan seriously forced Klansmen to take him seriously.” 

 

That’s a pretty dramatic story but there are others, less showy but just as significant closer to 

home.  Some of you will remember that Lynnwood City Councilmembers Ruth Ross, Shirley 

Sutton, and I organized a “Love Your Neighbor” rally a little over a year ago following a spate 

of shootings that involved police officers and Black Americans on both sides of the killings.  At 

that rally, the speakers included the Mayor of Lynnwood, Nicola Smith, our then-interim police 

chief, Bryan Stanifer, and several leaders from the Black community, including Snohomish 

County’s NAACP President, Dr. Janice Greene.  Dr. Greene, who spoke near the end of the 

event, expressed her gratitude for the event but added that the time was long past for speech to 

become action.  As a result, we convened a City of Lynnwood Taskforce on Police Relations 

with Communities of Color, which I co-chaired with the mayor.  Dr. Greene was at the table for 

many of our meetings as were her vice-president with NAACP, Louis Harris, new Police Chief 

Tom Davis and some of his command staff, and many others.  Talk became action when Chief 

Davis visited Lynnwood’s Dar Al-Aqam mosque to announce a change in department policy 
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allowing religious headwear such as hijabs, turbans, and yarmulkes to be worn on duty, and 

when the LPD initiated a series of meetings at Latino/a community centers to talk about 

immigration issues.  Chief Davis was also a signatory to the City’s Resolution on Being a Safe 

and Welcoming Community along with the Mayor and the Council.  These actions and others 

have resulted in scenes like the one last Monday, when I presented the Proclamation for 

Lynnwood to join in National Hispanic Heritage Month.  Following my reading of the 

Proclamation, long-time Latino activist Juan Perales took the mic to specifically praise Chief 

Davis and the LPD for their efforts.  And this past Thursday, as we convened the new 

Commission on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, for which I’ll be the Council Liaison for the 

next four months, a member who is a Muslim again praised the Chief for his outreach to the 

Muslim community.  When we sit down with each other and talk, amazing things can happen. 

 

Of course, we need to remember that at least as often as we need to forgive, we also need to ask 

forgiveness, and not just from God.  I included the reading from Sirach this morning to remind 

me that we Christians, especially preachers, have much to repent for when it comes to our 

treatment of our elder brothers and sisters among the Children of Abraham.  Too often, we have 

demeaned them with the notion that our version of faith in the One God is superior to their own, 

that because we follow Jesus that we have superseded them in God’s favor and promise.  As Paul 

points out in the Letter to the Romans, that is simply not true.  God’s promises are not negated in 

the Cross but fulfilled.  And when we read the Old Testament or the books we call “Apocrypha” 

with eyes to see and hearts to hear, we find that what Jesus preached was there all along.  

Through the grace of Jesus and the love of God, we Gentiles have been grafted on to the tree of 

life but we must not despise the roots.  I will be watching my own words and thoughts more 

carefully than ever to be sure that I do not sin against my Jewish friends in this way. 

 

And now, hear the Good News!  It is not the will of our Father in heaven that one of his little 

ones should be lost!  When we are faithful in our prayer, “forgive us our debts as we forgive our 

debtors,” God does indeed forgive us, not three times, not seven times, not seventy-seven times, 

but as often as we need to return to our Loving Creator in need of forgiveness. For God knows 

our hearts and God loves us with a love that was willing to endure even death on a cross to 

ensure that we would know God’s love.  For that love, for that forgiveness, for our chance to 

forgive our brothers and sisters and reignite the love between us, thanks be to God! 


