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“Forgive” — September 17, 2017
Ps 103:8–14

8 The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
9 He will not always accuse, nor will he keep his anger for ever. 
10 He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. 
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is his steadfast love towards those who fear him. 
12 As far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us. 
13 As a father has compassion for his children, so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him. 
14 For he knows how we were made; he remembers that we are dust.


Matt 18:21–35

21 Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.

23 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 24When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him; 25 and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made.

26 “So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 28But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow-slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29Then his fellow-slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ 30But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he should pay the debt. 31When his fellow-slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place.

32 “Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow-slave, as I had mercy on you?’. . . .

35“Therefore, forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”


God is forgiving, therefore we should be forgiving. That’s what I get when I combine these two passages. Jesus’ response to Peter indicates that we should be willing to forgive over and over again.

And then he tells a parable to convey a lesson about the passing on forgiveness. The lord in this story is demanding but also merciful. When the pathetic slave begs for a second chance, the lord feels pity for him. 
Now, you know that the New Testament is written in Greek. The verb that underlies “feeling pity” is a big explosive word, splankhnizomai, which literally means “have guts.” In our culture, “having guts” means having courage. The Greek language does have words for courage, a crucially important virtue. In fact, in Plato, you have to have courage to have any virtue. But this particular expression, “having guts,” means to have compassion. So the lord in this story has guts, that is, compassion, for the slave who had fallen into debt. He forgives him his debt.

Does this slave learn anything from this experience? Unfortunately not. He is still wrapped up in the hierarchic, bossy, bullying patronage system. When a poorer slave comes to him and asks for mercy for his debt, the first slave grabs him by the throat, demands his money, and ignores the fellow’s plea for mercy, even though the plea is almost identical, word-for-word, to the plea he had uttered to his lord. But he won’t show any mercy; he won’t forgive. 

The other slaves see this, and they report it to the lord. This is what you and I would do, too. We are offended by unfairness. And the lord is very upset. Calling the bully to him, he says “you wicked slave! . . . . Should you not have had mercy on your fellow-slave, as I had mercy on you?” (Matt 18:32–33). That slave loses his position in the household, and, even worse, loses the mercy that had been granted to him. 

He fails to replicate the mercy of his lord. We are imitating Jesus and imitating God, when we “forgive from the heart” (Matt 18:35). The psalm also says God has compassion “as a father has compassion for his children” (103:13). But this parable does not just focus on the forgiveness between the lord and the underling; it really emphasizes the social practice of forgiveness, which needs to be practiced in the community for it to be effective. We need to have a Community of Forgiveness! The forgiveness extended to you personally will be taken away if you don’t forgive others. Your salvation is dependent upon your practicing forgiveness.
We are to build our community upon love and reconciliation. I know that’s not how society is usually built, but it is how Christian community is to be built. The author of the letter to the Ephesians speaks of Christ as head of the “whole body, joined and knitted together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love” (Eph 4:16). It is a body knit together by love. 
In heaven, there will be repair and restoration, there will be truth-telling and calling to account. There will be no shuffling or avoiding of responsibility, no lying or rationalizing. Yet there is also no revenge or cruelty. The angels must look on us as damaged little children who need tons of therapy, but also who need to learn to tell the truth, and to forgive. Sometimes you may be the person who needs to admit the wrong he did; other times you will be the person who needs to forgive a wrong. All who wish to be part of God’s kingdom need to participate in these reconciliations. 

I think the angels will exemplify for us what Ephesians means by “speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ” (Eph 4:15). Jesus’ kingdom is definitely not one where denial of reality takes place. When something is forgiven, it is also made clear what the infraction was. The innocent are not asked to continue to endure mistreatment or lies. All must tell the truth.

So, can we replicate some of that here in our community? Can we have reconciling along with truth-telling? Can we have forgiveness without becoming doormats or victims? Can we have truth-telling without judgmentalism or revenge? Forgiveness without truth-telling can be harmful. 
Forgiveness does not mean surrendering truth or fairness. It needs to be part of a healthy community where truth and justice are also valued. 

The movement that Jesus started differs from all other movements in that it has forgiveness at its heart. Forgiveness and love are the engines that drive the community. Forgiveness is a difficult assignment, but it is essential. Just remember God’s forgiveness for you, as the psalmist states: “As far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us” (Ps 103:12).
