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“Forgive—Hand It on” — October 22, 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.”


Jesus used stories to draw people in and get them listening before their defensiveness could kick in. The hard pill of truth can go down easier if it is wrapped up in a story. People might get the lesson before they have time to harden their hearts. 

Or, they hear the lesson before they have time to get bored. If Jesus had started out with the moral lesson, the audience might nod . . . and nod off, and forget the point. But a story keeps your attention. You want to know where it is leading, and you remember it afterward.

What triggers this story, this parable, is Peter’s question about forgiveness and Jesus’ answer that we should forgive over and over again. In the parable, the king shows a forgiving nature right at the start. Of course, the king stands for God, and yet Christians often miss the fact that Jesus is saying that God is forgiving. That is why we should forgive. The psalm, too, says that God has compassion “as a father has compassion for his children” (103:13).
We do not have a cruel God who is unforgiving, but who sternly demands that we be forgiving. Rather, when Jesus was forgiving, he was showing the nature of the father, and he wants us to do the same.
So when the pathetic slave begs for mercy, the king feels pity for him. 

You know that the New Testament is written in Greek, right? I cannot resist sharing the word that’s translated “feeling pity.” You might expect a soft and tender word, but it’s a big explosive one: splankhnizomai, which literally means “have guts.” In our culture, “having guts” means having courage. But the Greek language uses this particular expression to mean having compassion. It is a very emotional word, though. You feel compassion from your guts, that is, from the core of your being. So you can see that the king in this story feels very deeply for the slave, and forgives his debt.

Does the slave learn anything from this experience? Unfortunately not. He still believes in a bossy, bullying world. When a poorer slave comes to him and asks for mercy, the first slave grabs him by the throat, demands his money, and ignores the fellow’s plea, even though it is almost identical, word-for-word, to the plea he had uttered to the king. But he has hardened his heart; he won’t show mercy. 

The other slaves see this, and they report it to the king, as you and I would do, too. We would be offended by the unfairness, and we would talk about it. The king is offended, too. 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). 

And so, that slave loses his position in the household. But even worse is the fact that he loses the mercy that had been granted to him. He falls out of grace! Why? Because he fails to replicate the mercy of his king. When we “forgive from the heart” (Matt 18:35), we are imitating God. Mercy is part of the divine nature, IN the Father, in the Son, and in the Spirit. And Jesus is teaching us to reflect the divine nature. The slave could have shown compassion, could have “paid it forward.” but he squanders his opportunity to learn something spiritually.
So the parable not only illustrates a king’s forgiveness; it focuses on the social circulation of forgiveness, which needs to be practiced in community to be effective. We need to have a Community of Forgiveness! We need to grow in our spiritual understanding, as individuals, and as communities. Jesus links our spiritual standing with our practice of forgiveness. The forgiveness extended to you will be taken away if you don’t forgive others! Of course, it is easier to forgive when you know you are forgiven, when you really know it in your heart.

We are to build 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. It is not the physical assets, but the spiritual ones, that make a church.

In heaven, there will be repair and restoration, there will be truth-telling and calling to account. There will be no dodging of responsibility, no lying or rationalizing. Yet there is also no revenge or cruelty. We will need to learn how to tell the truth, how to hear the truth, and how to forgive. 

When something is forgiven, it is made clear what the infraction was. The innocent are not asked to continue enduring mistreatment.

Sometimes you may be the person who needs to admit the wrong you did; other times you will be the person who needs to hear and forgive someone who is admitting the wrong he or she did to you. All who wish to be part of God’s kingdom need to participate in these reconciliations. 

I think this is what the author of Ephesians means by “speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ . . . each part . . . working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love” (Eph 4:15–16). The Christian community is a body knit together by love. Having faith and having love are action verbs. Our job, as Christians, is to practice the heavenly life here and now.
The movement that Jesus started differs from all other movements in that forgiveness and love are the engines that drive the community. 

And, of course, the request for forgiveness needs to be sincerely directed toward reconciliation; the first slave lacked that motivation. But forgiveness is not a free ride to go on doing wrong.
Unfortunately, some people are so spiritually crippled they will not engage in the repentance and empathy that allows forgiveness to have its effect in their souls. They refuse to have empathy for those they have hurt. We can pity such people, but we should not allow them to keep hurting the innocent.

So, can we replicate some of this in our Christian communities? Can we have reconciling along with truth-telling, and truth-telling without revenge? Further, can we forgive without becoming doormats?

No one said forgiveness would be easy. But Jesus can work that miracle in our lives.
Jesus wants us to forgive, but he also wants us to have healthy self-respect. He helps us balance self-respect and forgiveness. Sometimes we think that we can only have one or the other: either we forgive and lose our self-respect—or else we maintain our self-respect, fend people off, and refrain from forgiving. But when Jesus forgave, he lost nothing of his self-respect. He was able to stand tall without standing aloof. It goes against our defensive habits because it involves neither fight nor flight, but a certainty that one is not really threatened. This takes calm far-sightedness, and an acceptance of God’s help in overcoming fear. It’s when we don’t feel safe that we resort to fight or flight.

Jesus would build up the self-confidence of people who need it, and would critique the self importance of those who have plenty of it. Jesus wants fair and decent treatment for all his children.
Healthy forgiveness requires balance, maturity, and courage. To not feel threatened takes serene certainty about our eternal destiny—knowing that we are really safe in God’s eternal love. 

As our psalm says: “The Lord is merciful and gracious. . . . As far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us” (Ps 103:8, 12). 

And so I ask you now to go forth and practice this mercy. . . with wisdom. But first it is important to become sure about your salvation. Know that you are really safe, and that God is not out to punish you. As Paul says, nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:39). When you are sure of that, then you can surely forgive.

