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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 18 v 21 – 35
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Think of stories, books or films where forgiveness, or the lack of it, provides the plot for the story.

Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Look back at verses 15 – 20 and what has happened immediately preceding Peter’s question.  How do you think verse 21 follows on?  Or does it bear no relation?

· What do you think Peter thought he was saying by suggesting that he should forgive his (presumably Christian) brother 7 times?  Find out how many times the Jewish Rabbis thought that the same person should be forgiven.

· Find out about the number 7 in the Bible.  There is a fascinating and comprehensive analysis of the number and its use at www.biblestudy.org. Do a general search for ‘Meaning of numbers in the Bible’ and then choose the link for the website just mentioned. In summary, what is the significance of the number 7?

· So, how do you react to Jesus’ reply?  It can be translated as 77 times OR 70 x 7.  

In either case, what is Jesus saying?

· v 24  It is not clear how much a talent was worth, but this is obviously a lot of money that the man owes.  Perhaps an impossible amount to pay back?  

· There are various biblical references to the practice of selling people into slavery.  You may like to look up the story in 2 Kings 4 v 1 – 7.

· v 27  What words would you use to describe the actions of the master here?

· v 28  And the actions of the servant subsequently?  One hundred denarii would only have been the equivalent of a few pounds.  

· How do you react to the rest of the story?*

· v 35 Is the application of the story to ourselves: reassuring, scary, or just difficult?!

*Optional Exercise: In pairs, or two groups, write a letter from the distressed servants to their master describing what had happened.  Then share your results.

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
1. Share stories about forgiveness, or lack of it, in your own lives.  How hard is it to forgive people who a. have wronged you personally b. have committed terrible acts on other people c. are members of your own family? 

2. How hard is it for us to forgive ourselves?  And to allow Christ to forgive us?  What helpful things have people experienced in this regard?  
Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel for the twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time. 

This is the second Sunday in Creation Time which runs from 1st September to 4th October. 

Today’s ‘Call to Worship’, and the first Hymn, reflect this season of the year.

Call to Worship

You (God) are strong, and your mighty power put the mountains in place.  Psalm 65 v 6 (CEV)
Hymn StF 107 ‘I sing the almighty power of God’ by Isaac Watts (1674 – 1748)

Opening Prayer

Praise God for God’s power; Thank God for creation; Say sorry for our part in creation spoilt. 

Psalm set for today: Psalm 114 
To think about

Sum up this psalm in a couple of sentences as if you were explaining it to someone else.

Hymn StF 104  ‘God moves in a mysterious way’ by William Cowper (1731 – 1800)

Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 18 v 21 – 35
Reflection  
Chapter 18 in Matthew’s Gospel is the fourth block of teaching that the author builds into his book. This section is all about relationships and, particularly, relationships in the church. Jesus is continuing to prepare his disciples for future living in Christian community. Last week’s passage dealt with what should happen if one member of the church sins against another member. This seems to make Peter wonder how many times he should forgive someone who keeps wronging him?  The Rabbis of the time suggested three times was a generous limit. Peter doubled this and added one – reaching the ideal number of seven built into the creation of the universe. He must have been pleased with himself!  As so often happens for Peter, he gets a shock when Jesus tells him the number should be 77 times (or 70 times 7 depending on how it is translated).  Jesus is really saying that you should forgive an unlimited number of times. Now, it seems to the writer that this is ok if minor annoyances, or personality characteristics that can’t be helped, are under discussion. But, what about huge wrongs committed against either ourselves or other people? And what about serious abuse (of any nature)?  Somehow, we must reconcile the command of Jesus to forgive (remembering also the ninth phrase of the Lord’s Prayer) with the fact that some things seem completely unforgiveable. My own approach to this, is to think that we cannot impose forgiveness on anyone else. Each person must work out for themselves that, apart from the biblical injunction to forgive, it can be very liberating to let someone go from your own anger and hurt. In cases of severe wrong or abuse, perhaps it can only be done by letting God’s forgiveness flow rather than our own. God seems to be able to forgive where we cannot, remembering that, incredibly, Jesus forgave his accusers and abusers on the cross…

Hymn StF 423 ‘Forgive our sins as we forgive’ by Rosamond Eleanor Herklots (1905 – 1987)

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 424 God forgave my sin in Jesus’ name’ by Carol Owens (b 1931) 

Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.
EXTRA RESOURCE for Creationtide
Creationtide (or Creation time) runs from 1st September to the Feast of St Francis of Assisi on 4th October. Here are a hymn and a prayer that may be suitable for using during this time.  In addition, the writer has produced some short daily reflections for the (nearly) 5 weeks of this season: ‘A Reflective Journey for Creationtide’ can be downloaded from https://emmanueleastbourne.org.uk/eco-church/creationtide-2026 OR those interested can sign up for daily emails at https://emmanueleastbourne.org.uk/creationtide. 


Creationtide Hymn  (Tune: Te Laudant Omnia set to no. 331 in ‘Hymns and Psalms’*)

Come together, praise our God

who, creating, thought all good.

Mammals, insects, fish and birds

came to life as flocks and herds,

packs and shoals and schools and swarms – 

all at risk as our earth warms.

Come together, praise our God

who, creating, thought all good.

Beauty’s found in every place:

mountains, oceans, outer space;

flowers and hedgerows, plants and trees,

can we care for such as these?

Come together, praise our God
who, creating, made all good.

Land for planting, plots and fields,
crops and produce giving yields,
food for bodies and for thought – 
can we live well as we ought?

Come together, praise our God
who, creating, made all good.

Wind and sunshine, falling rain,

Clouds with rainbows in their train.

Climate change makes things unfair –

will we work to show we care?

Come together, praise our God

who, creating, thought all good.

Work together, save the world,

bring new hope with plans unfurled;

Shared commitment now is key,

who will do it? Lord may we.   
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*Another suitable tune is Dix, the tune for ‘As with gladness men of old’ (StF 224, H&P 121)

Creationtide Prayer
Powerful, yet loving, God – creative, yet dependable; sustaining, yet flexible; 
above and beyond, yet incarnational – you have given yourself to your world through creation
and you have given yourself to humankind in the person of Jesus Christ.
We cannot thank and praise you enough but, neither can we say sorry enough, 
for spoiling both creation and incarnation – through our indifference and greed, 
through our pollution and wastefulness, through our carelessness and our pride.
We ask for your Holy Spirit to work in us, to work in our communities, 
and to work on the world stage, so that all may not be lost,
and so creation may be saved and redeemed once again.  Amen.  
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Creationtide Prayer  (For two voices)
Powerful, yet loving, God – creative, yet dependable; sustaining, yet flexible; 
above and beyond, yet incarnational – you have given yourself to your world through creation
and you have given yourself to humankind in the person of Jesus Christ.
We cannot thank and praise you enough but, neither can we say sorry enough, 
for spoiling both creation and incarnation – through our indifference and greed, 
through our pollution and wastefulness, through our carelessness and our pride.
We ask for your Holy Spirit to work in us, to work in our communities, 
and to work on the world stage, so that all may not be lost,
and so creation may be saved and redeemed once again.  Amen.  
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