
 

 

 

 

 

Week 2 

Peter and the Uncertainty of Forgiveness 

Hosting/Group Tips: 

• Remember to include an opening icebreaker or “check-in” for 5-10min before starting material to 

get members settled. 

• Send material to members beforehand so everybody can read and write questions/responses 

Prereading and writing is very helpful as it helps shorten the amount read, giving more discussion 

time. 

• Summarize or highlight specific parts of the texts that you can use to support conversation as 

appose to reading the full thing. 

• Prepare a few additional questions to go along with the ones provided. 

• If members are watching services online or attending, you can use some sermon points to flesh 

out discussion points as well. 

• To make the series more interactive – try allocating each member something to do/read from the 

material e.g., a paragraph here or the opening prayer etc. 

 

Question 1. Introductory Discussion  

What do you think Jesus meant by “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against 

us”? 

 

Opening Prayer  

God of mercy and grace, your anger against us is tempered with your abundant and steadfast love. Even 

when your anger is stirred against us, you will not let your anger last forever, nor will you deal with us 

according to our sins. Just as we cannot measure the heights of heaven, so can we never measure the 

height, the depth, the width, and the breadth of your love. Just as we can never arrive at the ends of the 

earth, for east and west are so far apart, so far do you cast our sins away from us. Compassion is your 

name, forgiveness is your essence, your character, and your being. Gracious and merciful God help us to 

forgive others just as you have forgiven and continue to forgive us. Amen.i 

 

 

Scripture Reading 

Matthew 18:21-22 

SMALL GROUP MATERIAL 

EMBRACING THE UNCERTAIN 

LENT 2021 



Unpacking the Scripture Passage  

FORGIVENESS: Matthew 18:21-22.  

This week we consider the theme of forgiveness. Forgiveness is difficult to practice, whether we offer 

forgiveness or even to receive it. However, it is also a practice or value because receiving and giving 

forgiveness is central to our faith. We would do well to remember that we are recipients of God’s 

forgiveness, so we are called to pass on that which we have received, not by any merit, but through God’s 

grace. So, having experienced forgiveness from God, and even from God’s people, we are then called to 

make it possible for others to experience the same.  

 

Just a note to remember that this is not cheap grace at all. Jesus is not suggesting that we regard offenses 

against us as unimportant, nor is he suggesting that we tolerate sin. He is calling us to take sin seriously, 

and then to take forgiveness equally seriously. A difficult call to hold these two opposites in tension, but 

remember, Jesus will never call us or give us tasks we cannot handle in his strength. 

 

 

HOW OFTEN SHALL I FORGIVE?  

Verse 21: “Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister 

who sins against me? Up to seven times?” Elsewhere in Matthew’s Gospel (Matthew 5:44 “But I tell you, 

love your enemies”), Jesus deals with relationships beyond the church, but in this text, it is generally 

assumed that Jesus is talking about forgiving those who are within the circle of the faith of Jesus and of 

the disciples, which is the faith of the Hebrews. We may extend this question to us and assume that the 

question is about forgiving our Christian brothers and sisters. 

 

Peter’s question also takes us back to verses Matthew 18:15-20, where Jesus gives detailed procedures 

on how to work towards and reach reconciliation with a sister or brother who has fallen into sin. How far, 

Peter asks, should they go to effect true forgiveness. It is interesting to note that rather than listening for 

Jesus’ answer, Peter proposes his own…seven times. Peter here presents a generous gift of forgiveness 

for someone who sins against him, forgiving seven times. The rabbinical standard, based on Amos 

Chapters 1 and 2 was that God forgives three sins and punishes the fourth “For three transgressions… for 

four, I will not turn away its punishment”.ii This phrase is repeated several times in the two chapters of 

Amos.  

 

Through these words, we may understand Peter to have truly grasped the requirement Jesus had of them, 

that they should do much more than the set standards of the day. We must commend Peter for this, he 

doubles the standard and then adds one for good measure. Also, the number seven is a holy number to 

Jewish people, symbolizing perfection, or completion. Peter’s idea of forgiveness then is that it should be 

perfect and complete forgiveness. He must have expected Jesus to really commend him for his generous 

spirit, or as Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu would often say, for his “magnanimous spirit”. 

 

Verse 22: “Jesus answered, ‘I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.’” Jesus’ answer 

demolishes Peter’s suggestion. The original Greek (hebdomekontakis hepta) can mean either seventy-



seven (77) or seventy times seven (490) times. Either way, it will take a lot to forgive in this way; it is nigh 

impossible by human standards to do so; but remember, Jesus will never call us or give us tasks we cannot 

handle in his strength and with his help. Perhaps think of it this way; you cannot forgive seventy-seven 

times, or four hundred and ninety times without forgiveness becoming a habit, part of your character. So, 

Jesus here is saying make forgiveness part of your character, part of your identity.  

 

*Optional Pause – Recall a moment when you had “forgiven” somebody to only later realise that your 

forgiveness was not full and complete, in other words, you still held onto pain, animosity, a grudge 

towards the person(s) in question. What stopped your forgiveness being wholehearted? 

 

Exploring the Theme: Forgiveness 

Forgiveness is a value we are taught from our Sunday School (or Children’s Church) days. It is among the 

most difficult values to practice because we can only forgive when we have been hurt, forgive those who 

have hurt us. We do not forgive those who are about to hurt us, but those who have done the deed. It is 

true that our first response when someone has hurt us is to retaliate, to find our pay-back time, to exact 

revenge. One may even venture to say that to forgive is not our natural response to circumstances – we 

are not that way wired. 

 

The issue here is not so much how many times we must forgive, but that we develop a habit of forgiving. 

We should not be stuck on numbers, counting the number of times we have forgiven. In baseball and 

softball there is the idea of “three strikes and you’re out”, that if the ball is pitched to you three times and 

three times you miss or do not hit the ball, then you are considered out of the game. Well, we could say 

that using the same principle, Peter was quite generous “three strikes times two, plus one, it is only then 

that you may be considered out of the game. There is of course a deeper meaning to Peter’s reference to 

the number seven. The number seven in the Bible represents perfection and completeness.  

 

So, when Peter suggested that we forgive seven times, he believed that doing so would then bring into 

effect complete forgiveness. Indeed, Peter was right, forgive completely and wholly. But Jesus says, 

“Peter, you can do better than that, you may forgive seven times, but what if the person sins against you 

again? Will you start counting another round of seven times?” Some translations tell us that Jesus said we 

must forgive seventy-seven times; others say that we must forgive seventy times seven. Let us consider 

the latter, that is forgiving seventy times seven, and for a moment indulge in playing with numbers. 

Seventy times seven equals four hundred and ninety. Tell me now, can you do something four hundred 

and ninety times without that becoming a habit? It will be the most unforgiving person who will not end 

up with the habit of forgiving.  

 

What is a habit? It is something you do without even thinking about it, whether good or bad. It is 

something in your DNA, it is your essential identity, it is something that describes you, it might even be 

your second name. The African languages are good at giving people second names. Joan Scholtz, the wife 

of one of our senior colleagues in the ministry possessed the gift of kindness to the extent that the people 



in the Free State, where her husband Jack Scholtz was Chairman of the District (now referred to as Synod 

Bishops)iii gave her a second name, and that name was Mamosa, meaning the mother of kindness or 

Mother Kindness. She embodied kindness to the extent that kindness became her name, her identity. So 

Jesus here is really saying “You cannot forgive four hundred and ninety times without it becoming a habit, 

your identity; that is how people will describe you, that is how people will know and experience you. Dare 

I say that some people who have the habit of fighting and disagreeing with others may also be called 

Mantwa, Nompi, Nomfazwe (Mother Conflict) if you are a woman, and Radintwa or Somfazwe if you are 

a man. How do you want people to describe you? 

 

Question 2 – Digging Deeper 

What are some habits of forgiveness that we can implement or try to practice day to day? 

 

A book that has been life-changing for me is one by Stephen R. Covey.iv In summary, he basically asks us 

to imagine ourselves at our own funeral, and on the programme there are to be four speakers: the first is 

from your family, the second is one of your friends, the third is your colleague, and the fourth is from your 

church or community organization. He asks the question: “What would you like each of the speakers to 

say about you and your life?” What kind of husband, wife, father, or mother? What kind of friend? What 

kind of colleague? In essence he asks; “What kind of character would you like them to have seen in you?” 

Stephen Covey the ends this by basically saying that if you wish for people to say good things about you 

at your funeral, then you need to begin living the way you want them to speak about you. To go back to 

the idea of identity then, if you want people to call you Noxolo (Mother of Peace), then you must make 

peace part of your character, your identity. You must be the embodiment of peace. By the way peace and 

forgiveness have the same root in IsiXhosa and IsiZulu; peace = uxolo, forgive = ukuxolela.   

 

*Optional – A Short Story 

Once in High School, a teacher said, for every person we had refused to forgive in our life, we were told 

to choose a potato, write that person’s name on it, and put it in a plastic sack. Some of our sacks, as you 

can imagine, were quite heavy. 

We were then told to carry this sack with us everywhere for one week, putting it beside our bed at night, 

on the car seat when driving, next to our desk while we studied. The hassle of lugging this around with us 

made it clear what a weight we were carrying spiritually. Naturally, the condition of the potatoes 

deteriorated to a nasty slime. This was a great metaphor for the price we pay for not being forgiving, for 

keeping our pain and heavy negativity. Too often, we think of forgiveness as a gift to the other person. 

While that is true, it clearly is also a gift to us. 

 

So, the next time you decide you cannot forgive someone or cannot seek another’s forgiveness, ask 

yourself—isn’t my bag heavy enough? 

 

 

 



Question 3 – Reflection 

What do you struggle with more, forgiving somebody else or being forgiven by someone else? 

 

The Challenge/Exercise 

Is there someone you need to forgive today? Why don’t you send them a message letting them know that 

you have forgiven them? Space to write below. 

 

______________________ 

______________________ 

______________________ 

______________________ 

 

Is there someone you have wronged, and from whom you need forgiveness? Why don’t you contact them 

and ask them to forgive you? Space to write below. 

 

______________________ 

______________________ 

______________________ 

______________________ 

 

 

Praying Together/for One Another/for the World 

Show me your ways, LORD, teach me your paths. Guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God 

my Saviour, and my hope is in you all day long. Remember, LORD, your great mercy and love,v 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
i Adapted from Psalm 103:8 – 13. 
ii Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; Amos 2:1, 4, 6,  
iii The Rev Jack Scholtz was Chairman of the Kimberley and Bloemfontein District and President of Conference of 
the MCSA. 
iv Covey, Stephen R. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, pp. 97 - 98 
 


