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The Command to Forgive

Romans 14:1-12

Matthew 18:21-35

Jesus and his disciples have been talking about community. What happens if someone does you wrong? How do you deal with sin when it infects the Body of Christ? Jesus counsels wisely – go to the person who offends you, talk to them directly about what has come between you. Do everything you can to be reconciled. 

But what then? How do we forgive someone who has hurt us badly? How much is expected of us? Peter asked the question this way: “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?”

The number 7 may seem random to us, but in scripture it meant ‘completeness’ – like how God rested on the 7th day of creation. In effect Peter is asking, “Would seven acts of forgiveness fulfill my obligation to God?”

And Jesus answers, “not just seven, but seventy-seven times,” or, because the Greek isn’t clear, some translations render it, “seven times seven.” The actual number doesn’t matter, because, either way, we’re beyond keeping score. Jesus tells Peter, “Keep forgiving until the world is a perfect place and God’s kingdom is complete.”
Then, just to make sure we understand why, Jesus tells a story. 

We usually call the stories of Jesus ‘parables,’ but this one could be a tall tale, the numbers are so preposterous. 

A slave owed his master a large debt, and the day of reckoning came. But “large debt” doesn’t begin to describe it. The numbers are staggering. He owed the king 10,000 talents; and a talent was the equivalent to 15 years worth of a typical daily wage. As one commentator writes, 
An Egyptian pharaoh couldn’t come up with ten thousand talents, much less a slave. The situation is something like our saying that a lowly mail-room clerk owed the CEO of IBM a ‘bazillion dollars. It was hard to know who was more foolish – the slave, for getting into that size debt, or the king, for extending that sort of credit line to a slave.

It amazes me how timeless these stories are…
In any case, the king, realizing that repayment was out of the question, attempts to at least cut his losses by ordering the slave to be sold, along with the slave’s family and all his worldly goods. Sometimes it’s prudent to bail someone out no matter who’s to blame. The king is practicing damage control. 
But then the story gets even more absurd. The slave asks the king for more time, and promises to pay everything back! ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ As if that’s even possible! It would take him ten lifetimes to pay everything back that he owes, and only if he paid the king every penny that he earned – which he could only do by going in to debt to somebody else. It’s like the guy doesn’t even realize how dire his situation really is. He still thinks he’s in control of the situation – like he can manage it.
Then the third ridiculous thing happens. The king lets him go – scot free. “He forgave the debt – every last penny of it – and set the slave free. No threats, no recriminations, nothing – just extravagant forgiveness, pure and free.” The entire debt is forgiven, and the man is free to live his life as if this never happened. 
The story could end there, of course, and we would probably like it better if it did. It’s much simpler when they all live happily ever after. But that’s not how the story goes. After he leaves the king, having just received this absolute forgiveness, having just accepted this unimaginable grace, the man runs into someone he knows. 
The man owes him money. Not a lot – a hundred denarii – a half a million times less than what the slave owed the king. The man, just recently forgiven, is merciless. He demands payment immediately. When the other man can’t pay, he throws him into debtors’ prison. The king, of course, finds out about it, and is absolutely furious. 

The point of the parable hits home. In a commentary on Matthew’s Gospel, Tom Long puts it this way:

[E]ven good disciples who ask reasonable questions like ‘How often should I forgive?’ are simply counting small change and tallying tiny debts, forgetting in a massive act of thoughtlessness that their own national debt load of sin has been graciously, astonishingly forgiven by a merciful God.
 

Forgiveness is not an option for followers of Jesus. That’s the price of being forgiven ourselves.
Jesus is giving us a choice. Either we live in the world as we know it, where everyone keeps a tally on everyone else, and the goal is always to come out ahead; or we live in the world as God wants it, as citizens of heaven, where debts are not counted. “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors,” we pray every Sunday. You can’t have one without the other. Either you live in the land of grace, or you live in the land of retribution. 
What’s more amazing is that it’s possible. It is possible to forgive, and to move on. 
Two years ago there was a shooting in the small town of Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania. A gunman went into a small Amish school and opened fire. Five little girls were killed. The tragedy made the news, of course, but what the media latched onto most was the response of the Amish community. 
Fresh from the funerals where they buried their own children, grieving Amish families attended the… burial of the non-Amish killer, Charles Carl Roberts IV. Of the 75 in attendance at his funeral, at least half were Amish. The Amish families greeted Mrs. Roberts and her three children… Plans were set to continue the conversation between the families of killer and killed… Forgiveness was more than a graveside presence: the Amish helped to establish a fund for the assassin’s family.

I read a follow-up article not too long ago that talked about the ongoing grief of these Amish families. They are experiencing everything you would imagine they would from this trauma. The magnitude of this loss is not any less painful than for anyone else. Their ability to forgive has not made life easier. But the forgiveness they practiced was not about making life easier for themselves. 

It is rooted in the wonder of God’s forgiving love in Christ Jesus. They forgive because it is how people loved by Jesus behave. It is convicting to realize the Amish are puzzled by Christians who use faith to justify rage and revenge rather than allowing faith to inspire goodness, forgiveness, and grace.

Forgiveness does not require us to pretend that nothing bad happened; that would be a lie. Forgiveness does not require us to forget, though over time, the memories may take less and less control of our lives. If the trauma is terrible enough, the opposite may occur. Survivors of the Holocaust are still having flashbacks, and even in their old age, the searing memories are terrible. We may not be able to forget, even if we wish we could. 
But forgiveness is still possible, even if the pain lingers. And, who knows? Forgiveness might set us free. 

Elizabeth Smart was a young teenage girl when she was kidnapped from her room one night. She was held by her captors for nine months; terrible things happened to her during that time, things I would rather not go into. Now twenty years old, she is speaking about what happened, and how she has coped in the intervening years. 

“It’s just not worth holding on to that kind of hate,” she said. “It can ruin your life. Nine months of my life had been taken from me, and I wasn’t going to give them any more of my time.”
 

I’m not going to give them any more of my time. 
No one is pretending that forgiveness is easy. It’s one of the hardest things we have to do as Christians. But if we want to live in the kingdom of God, that’s what’s expected of us. Again and again and again. Because otherwise, we are trapped in the economy of grudges, retribution, and keeping score. We cannot live in grace, without grace. 

I remember hearing about a pastor who counseled a woman in his church who was going through a bitter divorce. After hearing a sermon about forgiveness, she went to her pastor and asked him, “Are you telling me I have to forgive my husband?” The pastor said, “Yes.” She sighed, then said, “I was hoping you would say that. It’s what I know I need to do.”

Sometimes, we can’t be reconciled. Sometimes relationships can’t be healed. But God’s forgiveness is still possible. For us, not just to receive, but to give. 

It’s the way of the kingdom of heaven. 
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