Unforgiveness 7-17-05

Matthew 18:21-35 (NIV)

21Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?" 22Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 23"Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 25Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26"The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' 27The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 28"But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 29"His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.'30"But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 31When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32"Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' 34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35"This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." 

Let us begin by reviewing what took place before this passage, as it might give us some insight into what Peter was thinking when he brought up this important topic of forgiveness. Jesus had just explained what to do when someone sins against you. The first step was to go to them one on one and tell them their fault. If they listen to you then that is the end of the matter. Relations are restored. The person is forgiven. All is well. Jesus went on to explain what to do if they refuse to listen to you, but I think Peter got stuck on step one.

Did Jesus really mean to say if my brother or sister in the Lord causes me great loss or emotional pain and they listen to my explanation of how it hurt me and they apologize I’m just supposed to let it go? I think that is what was behind Peter’s question. 21Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?"  Peter is asking, “So if the same person keeps hurting me and I keep going to him like you asked, and he keeps apologizing, can I figure he or she is not sincere after seven repeated events.” (Colossians 3:13
)

Peter was asking for some boundaries. After all, people are often very insincere in their apologies. Jesus’ statement seemed too broad and to not take into account human tendencies to abuse generosity. Peter may have thought that he was quite generous and finally getting the Spirit of Christ for he doubled the limit that the rabbis taught. They said a person should forgive up to three times but never a forth time. Peter’s seven times sounded very magnanimous. (Matthew 6:12
)

22Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 
Some translations say seventy times seven. Either could be correct. The idea is that we are to forgive so many times that we lose count. There is no boundary on forgiveness. We are not to worry about them abusing our generous spirit. In Luke, Jesus said we are to forgive a person even if he sins against us seven times in one day! (Luke 17:3-4
) Seventy seven appears in the book of Genesis in the second recorded murder. Lamech feared that if Cain was avenged seven times, he would be seventy-seven times. (Genesis 4:24
) The wrath of man knows no boundaries. To the same extent on the other side, the forgiveness of Christians should show no boundaries. Just as unrestrained revenge demonstrates the depravity of man, so abundant grace and forgiveness demonstrates the Christian life. We are taught to forgive as we desire to be forgiven in the Lord’s Prayer. (Matthew 6:14-15
) We are warned that if we will not forgive others, God will not forgive us. I think it is a matter of the new birth opening our eyes to all that we are forgiven. In the light of that, how can we withhold forgiveness from those who ask it? (Luke 7:47
)

To help Peter and all of us understand, Jesus told a parable. 
23"Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 25Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26"The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' 27The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 
The world may act one way, but this is what the kingdom of heaven is like. It is in keeping with Peter’s question about how many times he had to forgive a brother or sister.

Ten thousand (murias) was the largest numerical term in Greek. It doesn’t say in silver or gold. The point is not the exact amount but that it is an impossible amount to pay. It is sometimes translated as “countless”. (1 Corinthians 4:15
) If we had to place a dollar value on that amount of gold, it would have been somewhere around $150,000,000. How do you waste that much? Jesus used this countless number because we perceive some debts toward us to be incalculable.

The king demanded justice. He was going to have the man and his family and all his possessions sold as a payment on that huge debt. The servant pleaded for mercy and begged for a chance to try to repay it. The king, knowing the man could never repay it in ten lifetimes, had mercy and forgave him outright. (Psalm 78:38
)

What a picture of the forgiveness we have received! You do realize that your debt to God was unpayable don’t you? (Romans 5:8
) Our deliberate willful rebellion against the goodness of God, our insistence on ignoring His commands, and our ingratitude for being given everything we have is simply not something we could have repaid. If we realized the destructive consequences of all our sins, we would forever live in a state of depression. (Job 42:5-6
)

Some people think you just outweigh your bad deeds with good deeds. That would be funny if it wasn’t so sad. Most of our good deeds are attempts at making others respect us which emanates from our own pride. (2 Chronicles 26:16
) If it is a truly good deed, Jesus orchestrated it and empowered us to do it, so what do we deserve? (Ephesians 2:10) 
He said in Luke that was merely our duty, not merit earning behavior. (Luke 17:10
) We are supposed to be doing good and bringing glory to God. That isn’t a credit to our account, but God’s. The wages of sin is death, but the death of a sinful soul can’t pay for another’s debt. (Hebrews 7:27
) They die for their own sins. We had one hope. That a sinless One would die in our place. (1 Peter 3:18
) That is the mercy of God. The pity of the King is the only way we could ever be forgiven for our countless debt.

The offer of the servant to repay that huge debt is much like some of the things we say when we first come face to face with our debt toward God. We say things like, “If You will have mercy, I’ll live only for You”, or “All I have is Yours and Yours alone.” You probably remember some of those statements that you weren’t able to live up to. Realize that the King forgave you, knowing you could never repay Him. (Luke 15:19
)

28"But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 29"His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' 30"But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 
What is wrong with this picture? The forgiven man went looking for someone who owed him a small fraction of what he was forgiven. You would think he was going with joyous news of forgiveness. After all, he had just been the recipient of incredible grace. Wouldn’t you want to pass that on? 

Instead of forgiving like he had been forgiven, he had no pity at all. He grabbed the man by the neck, choking him, demanding payment. The indebted servant asked with the same wording that the forgiven servant had just used. That should have jarred him back to his senses, but instead, he did an even crazier thing, he threw him in jail. How can you repay a debt from jail? That is irrational, and so is the refusing to forgive our fellow believers when they ask for mercy.

By now, Peter was probably starting to get the point. The little offenses that men commit toward one another are nothing like all that we have been forgiven by God. Maybe he recalled Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount, “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.” (Matthew 6:14 (NIV)) Surely he will remember this parable when a few months later he heard Jesus ask the Father to forgive the ignorant men that crucified Him. (Luke 23:34
) What an example of living this message!

31When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32"Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?'  

Notice that it was the other servants that reported him. When a fellow believer acts in a way that doesn’t represent our Lord, we should all be troubled. When a fellow believer is suffering because of carnal actions of another brother, we must act. Do you see how this ties in with the previous instruction to take an unrepentant believer to the church? They took him to the king. The king stated the obvious. “If I was so gracious to you, shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant?” That is what the Lord will say to us if we do not forgive. (Luke 12:48
)

Ephesians 4:32 (NIV) tells us to, Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.  James warns us that judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. 
James 2:13a (NIV) This is such a repeated message in Scripture because it is so important for us to learn. I’m sure everyone listening to or reading this sermon has struggled with it at one time or another. Unforgiveness hurts the person who hangs onto it. It causes all kinds of physical problems as well as emotional problems. It even affects how you treat others that are not involved. (Hebrews 12:15
) We focus on the offense, but Jesus wants us to focus on grace and forgiveness because He loves us and wants what is best for us.

Then Jesus closed the parable with this chilling conclusion. 
34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35"This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart."  
I’m sure you’ve experienced those torturers. They replay the offense over and over in your mind. They keep you up at night plotting what to say or how to get even. 

There is only one way to escape the torturers, forgive from your heart the brother who offended you. I’m glad Jesus added “from your heart”. You know what we would do if He didn’t say that. It also keeps us from fooling ourselves. 

Now I want to share from personal experience some ideas as to how to deal with the bitterness than can so easily take root in our hearts. Jesus gave us the best steps in the previous passage. Even after we confront the person and they ask for forgiveness, we can find bitterness rooted in our heart. It will dominate our thought life. You may have said you forgive the person, you may intend to forgive them, realizing it is what you should do, but the critical and mean spirited thoughts keep returning. What now?

First, make sure you’ve followed Jesus’ instructions in this chapter. Then realize that you could have done or perhaps have done the same thing. (1 Kings 8:46
) None of us is so close to the Lord that we could not fall and do something we would regret. (Galatians 6:1
) When I put myself in their shoes, I find it much easier to sympathize with their weakness.

I have found it very helpful to realize that sin is subtle. (Genesis 3:1
) Regardless of how obvious the error is to you, sin has a way of distorting the truth. The person who offended you may actually see the situation from a completely different perspective. That is not to say that they may be right, although you should always consider that, but that even when they are wrong, they may not be able to see it. That means they truly believe they are in the right. Think about the times you discovered you were wrong when you were just sure you were in the right. Then you can sympathize with their condition, and be upset at the real problem, the sin that so easily deceives us. (Hebrews 12:1
) If you look at them as a victim of sin, then you can pray for them in the Spirit. Between prayer for them, and prayer for your own attitude and thought life, the cycle of replaying the incident in your mind can be broken. Your focus has shifted from your wound to the real cause of it, sin that takes people captive. Anger can be replaced with genuine concern.

Once you have been able to let go of anger and bitterness, you can progress to the love that we are to have for one another. Jesus gave us that command. (John 15:12
) Ask for the Lord’s heart for that person. How does He feel about them? What is His heart for them? Will you share that heart? If you are willing, you will be liberated from that bitterness. (Ephesians 4:31
) You’ll find more of the joy of the Lord. You’ll find your thought life is not nearly the battleground it once was. That is when you can be a witness to the world of what Christ in you can do. This is not something that we might attain to if we are exceptional, rather it is the heart you must have if Christ is reigning in you. The Holy Spirit will not leave you with comfortable unforgiveness. An unforgiving Christian is an oxymoron.

It isn’t easy. It isn’t instant, but for the follower of Christ it should be inevitable. The Holy Spirit will remind us until we either yield or harden our heart. Determine in your heart to forgive for their sake and yours.
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