
24th Sunday in Ordinary Time –Year A 
 
 

Today’s Gospel provides us with an interesting example of 
how Jesus cannot always be taken literally.  The details of 
the parable of the unforgiving servant are so outlandish that 
Jesus’ hearers knew immediately that the very 
outlandishness and hyperbole was part of the point.  
 
Unfortunately for us, the details of the story do not translate 
well into our day and age.  Let’s start with the servant’s 
debt:  The literal translation for “a huge amount” 
mentioned in the parable would be 10,000 “talents,” a 
“talent being a unit of measure equal to 75 to 100 pounds, 
usually of a precious metal like gold or silver, so we’re 
talking about 75,000 to 100,000 pounds of gold or silver.   
 
Who has that kind of money?!  And who would allow 
someone to borrow that kind of money from them?!  So, 
what the original hearers knew immediately was that, 
regardless of what the servant might promise, paying back 
the sum was never going to happen.  It was impossible. The 
amount owed was beyond astronomical.  It was out of this 
world.  Jesus uses a hyperbole to help get his point across:  
the servant’s indebtedness was irremovable. 
 
So, what was the servant trying to accomplish by asking for 
more time?  It could be that he was simply in denial.  
People with gambling problems can get into that 
predicament.  In spite of how much they have lost, they tell 
themselves that their luck is about to turn and they will win 
it all back. 
 



 
 

It could also be that he was begging for a little more time in 
the hopes that the king would forget (!), or maybe 
something would happen to him, like dying in battle, and 
the debt would be forgotten about that way.  As long as the 
servant could avoid the day of reckoning in one way or 
another, that was already an improvement. 
 
The king sees through all that.  The key turning point in the 
first half of the story is that the king, recognizing the 
impossibility of the situation, is moved with pity and 
forgives the loan as opposed to entering into the servant’s 
fantasy about ever being able to pay it back.  The vast sum 
involved precludes that possibility.  The loan is impossible 
to pay back, and so the king simply forgives it. 
 
The second half of the story is touchier.  Here, Jesus 
actually addresses Peter’s question, but he does so by 
putting Peter in the position of the servant from the first 
half.  Jesus is basically asking Peter, “How would you 
respond to the request for mercy if you had just been shown 
such unfathomable mercy by God?” 
 
Counting the number of times I have forgiven someone for 
a wrong they have done (and continue to do, apparently) 
just doesn’t seem appropriate.  True, Jesus say, “Not seven 
times, but seventy-seven times.”  But could we really count 
up to seventy-seven times when it came to forgiving 
someone?  I think we would get tired of trying to keep 
count pretty quickly.  In fact, the very acting of trying to 
keep count overlooks the fact of our own indebtedness. 
 



 
 

The real issue that Jesus wants to uncover for Peter is 
“How often have we been forgiven?  How often have we 
received mercy from God way beyond what we could hope 
to repay?  The answer Jesus provides is not about numbers.  
It is about remembering how much in debt we are to a 
merciful God and to keep that in mind when responding to 
the sins committed against us. 
 
That’s easier said than done.  Some sins injure us so 
profoundly that it seems impossible to recover from them 
in this life.  My guess is that it’s only by the grace of God 
that we could ever offer forgiveness for such a sin.  In such 
cases all we can do is to be sure that we ask for that grace, 
and accept it when it is given. 
 
The sins Peter refers to could be more garden variety, 
though.  Things like forgetting to clean the fishing nets or 
park the boat.  For us it might have to do with someone 
forgetting to say thank you for some kindness we’ve done; 
or when the other person does something that they should 
know gets on our nerves; or when they take us for granted.  
Those kinds of sins are the ones that seem to get repeated 
time and time again. 
 
And our response can be something like Sirach points out 
in the today’s first reading.  When we hug tight to wrath 
and anger and a sense of being the victim, we put ourselves 
at odds with how God is.  We run the risk of forgetting how 
compassionate and merciful he treats us.  We end up being 
the sinner in the sense that we have alienated ourselves 
from God and how God operates. 



 
 

 
It seems to me that, ultimately, that is the question Jesus is 
posing to Peter and to us: “Is that the way you want to work 
your life?  Always keeping track of who has done you 
wrong and how many times?” 
 
You know, if you go that route, you will most likely miss 
the point.  God, in his great mercy, is consistently offering 
forgiveness to us for all the times we have not been 
grateful, or annoyingly clamorous for attention, or 
inattentive.  He does so because he wants us to live!  To be 
in a position of not having to simply survive under the 
weight of our shortcomings and transgressions.  He 
forgives so that we have a chance again to be the people he 
has created us to be. 
 
What a gift that is!  One worth sharing with others, not 
counting how often, but always! 


