Pre:
In our series about forgiveness, we have spent quite a lot of time talking about our own need to be forgiven. Now, finally, we get to turn the tables and deal with the people who have wronged us. And what will we do?
Well, for starters, as we come into this time you might want to think about someone who has done you wrong, someone that you have not yet forgiven. You know you need to, and maybe you want to, but somehow you can’t or won’t. 

Let’s see if we can’t change that situation around, and make some progress in forgiving. 

Our Bible passage comes from Matthew 18, and Jesus is talking to his disciples about forgiving. He has given them a specific process to follow when they have a problem with someone—first go directly to that person, and if that doesn’t work, take a couple of witnesses with you; and if the issue is still not resolved, take it to the church. 

Peter, always the one with a question, says, if someone sins against me, how many times do I have to forgive? As many as seven? (Rabbis of the day only recommended forgiving a person 3 times, so Peter was being generous, so he thought) Jesus said, No, not seven times, but seventy times seven! 

And then, Jesus tells this story. 

Why Forgive?

Matthew 18:23-35


How would you like to have lunch with a grizzly bear? 


I recently read that the only animal that a grizzly will allow to eat with him is a skunk. In Yellowstone Park grizzlies often come to eat where garbage gets dumped. This huge bear can fight and beat almost any other animal, yet he lets the skunk share his meal. Dale Carnegie made this comment about the grizzly’s somewhat unusual relationship with the skunk: Surely the grizzly resented the skunk and could have easily killed the little creature in any fight. No doubt the bear would have liked to have gotten even with him for his intrusion. But he didn’t. Why? Because he knew the high cost of getting even! 

Think about it. Many times the reason why people refuse to forgive each other is because they believe that they deserve a little revenge. But revenge does have a high cost. And the thing is, there is really no such thing as getting even. Each person raises the bar a little  higher, each one seeks to have the last word, and the ladder of revenge just grows higher and more precarious as it goes. 


Why forgive? Well, forgiveness stops the cycle of retribution. As someone once said, there is no revenge so complete as forgiveness (Josh Billings). 


There are some other good reasons to forgive as well. Forgiving is healthy for you. Grudges are heavy and they create a great deal of stress and strain, which is tough on your cardiovascular system and on your emotional well being. Forgiveness allows you to let go of that weight and breathe easier.


I would submit that forgiveness is even fairer than holding back forgiveness. That may sound strange, but think about that heavy feeling, the bitterness, the dark cloud always hanging over you when you don’t forgive.  Is it fair that you should be miserable, when you are the one who was wronged? No, you should be free to enjoy life. Let the other person walk around under a dark cloud if he or she wants to!


Forgiveness stops the cycle of retribution; it’s healthy; and it’s fair to you. Besides that, God has commanded us to forgive. You’ll find that commandment in many passages in the New Testament. But it’s not just God our heavenly parent saying “Because I said so.” It goes much deeper than that, and causes us once again to reflect on our own experience with God and with forgiveness. 


It’s not hard to get the point of Jesus’ parable about the two debtors. We need to forgive others, because God has forgiven us. 


But it goes even deeper than that. This is one of Jesus’ hilarious jokes, but we miss the humor (and therefore the power of it) if the story isn’t translated. Do you know the value of a denarius? It’s the average daily wage for a worker. Do you know what a talent is worth? It’s  worth fifteen years’ of a person’s income.

OK, so now let’s take another look at this story, which you will see is really a caricature. And to translate the monetary values in the story into our own monetary system, I am going to use an arbitrary annual salary of $50,000 as a basis.


So we have a king, who is obviously very wealthy, very generous, and perhaps a little soft in the head when it comes to financial matters. He has decided to settle accounts with his slaves, to whom he has obviously loaned large sums of money. 


And we have a slave who owes his master ten thousand talents. In US dollars this man owes his master about $7.5 billion. And you thought AIG gave big bonuses!  


How did he run up such a big bill? It’s incredible to think about. It’s kind of like the typical American consumer, who is deep in debt. Someone once said that the only reason a great many families don’t own an elephant is that they  have never been offered an elephant for a dollar down and easy weekly payments! But this man is much farther underwater than the average American homeowner. He’s so far underwater, there aren’t even any fish swimming around down there. No light either. Just muck and a few monsters of the deep. What was he thinking? What was the king thinking to advance him so much money?


It’s a joke! No king would do that. It’s ridiculous. Jesus has his listeners on the edge of their seats, waiting for the punch line. (Off with his head!) 

But no. The king forgives the debt. (Can you see the audience falling off their chairs? Jesus really has them off balance now.)


No, really, he forgave the debt. Never mind, you’re free to go. Go on, get out of here.

The slave picks himself off the floor, somewhat in a daze, and goes out into the bright sunshine, a free man. Debt free.

Immediately this man comes upon a fellow slave, who coincidentally owes him a few bucks. The value of one hundred denarii comes out to be just under $20,000. Apparently this slave had been busy with his $7.5 billion. Some had been loaned out to fellow slaves. 


So, our friend, the forgiven slave, seizes the other fellow by the throat and says, “pay what you owe!” The other slave begs for mercy, but the forgiven slave refuses, and instead has the poor fellow thrown into prison. 


We’ll stop here for a moment because this is the punch line for the joke. Do you get it? The guy has a $7.5 billion debt forgiven and he won’t write off a note for $20,000. That’s absurd. And of course when the king gets wind of it, he throws the wretch into prison where he will be tortured until he can pay his entire debt. Which is to say, not in his lifetime!  

And without a breath in between here comes the second punch line, the one aimed at Peter and his friends (us, too). So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart. (No laughter at this punch line.)

So the finger of challenge comes back to point at us, AGAIN. Forgiveness is not an option for those who call themselves followers of Jesus Christ. It is obligatory.

And for this story to do its work in you, you must understand that you are the slave who has run up a ridiculously big tab with God. Think about what God has given to you: The sun, the moon, the stars, that heart beating in your chest, the air that you breathe, the daffodils coming up along the sidewalk, along with all of those personal perks God has given.  Which of course includes forgiveness for various infractions and omissions. How much do you owe God? The spiritual equivalent of $7.5 billion. God has let you off scot free, even though you owe God big time. And that person you’re having trouble forgiving? Spiritually speaking, it’s a mere $20 grand. Pocket change, in comparison with what you owe God. 

Does the last line of this passage seem kind of harsh? Torture and imprisonment for those who refuse to forgive? 
Here’s the thing: God can’t afford to let unforgiveness run rampant in the church. As Christians we want to be a strong witness to the love and mercy and grace of God. How can we be that kind of witness if we harbor ill will and bitterness? An unforgiving Christian is an oxymoron. It’s a contradiction. Consider the kind of community we will create if we don’t forgive. It will be a place of darkness, bitterness, a place where the cancer of the soul will grow rampant. This kind of toxic atmosphere spreads faster than the common cold, and is more deadly to the church than the plague.  And the only way to stop it is by spreading something else. The wonderful gift of forgiveness that God has given each of us.


No one said it would be easy or quick. And usually it’s not. But it is possible, by the grace of God. It is possible, and it is essential, if we are to be Christian persons and if we are to be a Christian church. 


For my closing illustration I want to share my all time favorite story about forgiveness. Perhaps you’ve heard this before, but it bears repeating. Here it is.


Years after her concentration camp experience in Nazi Germany, Corrie ten Boom met face to face one of the most cruel and heartless German guards that she had ever contacted. He had humiliated and degraded her and her sister. He had jeered and visually raped them as they stood in the delousing shower. Now he stood before her with hand outstretched and said, “Will you forgive me?” She writes this about the encounter: “I stood there with coldness clutching at my heart, but I know that the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart. I prayed, Jesus, help me! Woodenly, mechanically I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me and I experienced an incredible thing. The current started in my shoulder, raced down into my arms and sprang into our clutched hands. Then this warm reconciliation seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes. ‘I forgive you, brother,’ I cried with my whole heart. For a long moment we grasped each other’s hands, the former guard, the former prisoner. I have never known the love of God so intensely as I did in that moment!” 


What Corrie ten Boom discovered that day is that when you forgive, you set a prisoner free, and that prisoner is you. 
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