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18th Sunday After Pentecost/ September 14, 2008
“Forgiveness: A Grace-Based Initiative”

Matthew 18:21-35

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave his debt.”

I don’t know about you folks, but today’s gospel illustration sounds like it was ripped from the headlines of this week’s newspapers. “U.S. Treasury to inject between $15 and $20 Billion to bail out Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac after large scale deficits.” However, there is a difference between the two. Jesus is talking about the complete forgiveness of debts rather than bailing someone out at the expense of others. Forgiveness in the Kingdom of God is more radical than anything we can imagine, and an act that is to change the way we live.

Jesus had just provided his disciples with a system for seeking forgiveness and reconciliation with someone who has sinned against another in the church. So it’s Peter who then asks for the limit. 
“Okay, Jesus, we’re supposed to forgive. I got it. But Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times? Jewish law only requires you forgive a person three times who commits the same sin against you. Doubling it and adding one sounds very gracious, don’t you think? But what is the limit?”

Seven Peter. No. Not seven. Seventy plus seven. Or depending on how you translate the words for the math in the Greek, seventy times seven, or 490. The point is, there is no limit to offering forgiveness, because in the Kingdom of God forgiveness is a grace based initiative. In the Kingdom of God, the gift of forgiveness is something that changes who you are from the inside out. Grace-based forgiveness changes your heart. It transforms your life.

And then Jesus tells a story to compare this grace-based initiative of forgiveness he’s trying to convey. A king wishes to settle accounts with his slaves. When he begins, one who owes him 10,000 talents is the first one brought in. Now let me give you some perspective. One talent is equivalent to 15 years wages. This slave owes 10,000 time 15 year’s wages. You do the math by today’s standards. That’s $3.75 Billion if you make $25K a year. $7.5 Billion if you make $50K. 
The point is clear. This slave owes more than he’ll ever be able to pay, which is why his lord orders him to be sold together with his wife, children and possessions, and payment to be made. Did you hear the last part? On his own there is no way the slave will ever be able to pay back the debt. It’s impossible I don’t care how good the market might bounce back! Yet, in the eyes of the lord, the value of the slave and his family and possessions is the same as the debt. In the eyes of the king, this slave, his wife and children are equivalent to 150,000 years of wages! In the eyes of God, are we worth any less?

The slave, however, wants to be free from his debt. So he pleads for mercy. Give him time and he’ll pay it all back. An outrageous claim, but desperate times call for radical measures. If the king will simply have patience the slave will pay back everything. The slave’s radical proposal is met with a radical response. And out of pity the king forgives the debt completely.

One would think such a radical grace-based initiative of forgiveness would change the heart of the slave. Surely you or I would have a change of heart if we were suddenly brought before the U.S. Treasury Department owing $7.5 Billion in back taxes and were forgiven the entire amount, wouldn’t we? Wouldn’t that change the way we look at what other people owe us? 
Maybe, and then again, maybe not. 150,000 talents or $7.5 Billion is a debt so large it is beyond my scope of reality. It might as well not even exist. However, a smaller sum is within my scope of understanding, say, 100 days wages or about $20,000 that is owed to me. This may be why the radically forgiven slave throws a choke-hold on a fellow slave who owes him 100 denarii as he passes him by on the way out. He’s stuck in the world’s limited understanding of forgiveness rather than be changed by the radical forgiveness of his lord and king.
And this is what makes the king so angry. The king expected his grace-based initiative of forgiveness that came from the heart of compassion and pity to change the slave’s heart as well. He expected the slave to model forgiveness in the little debts owed to him having been forgiven the unredeemable debt he owed the king. Instead of living out the law that requires payment for debts the king gave him the opportunity to live out of grace that forgives the debts of others without limit.

“Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you, Peter”, Jesus might have said. “Forgiveness isn’t about keeping track. That’s living your life by the law that keeps score of right and wrong and how many times someone sins against you. That’s the world talking and not the kingdom of God. In God’s kingdom there is no limit to the number of times you forgive; seven, seventy-seven, seventy times seven, or seven times infinity. When I say forgive your brother or sister it is not from your head that is keeping track but from a compassionate heart that has been changed by the grace of God.”
This kind of forgiveness is not easy to practice however. In fact, it may even seem impossible. Corrie ten Boom wrote once of an experience she had in offering radical forgiveness that she will never forget. She had been sharing with a post World War II church gathering that when we confess our sins to God it is as if he casts them in the deepest ocean and then places a sign out there that reads, “NO FISHING ALLOWED”.
Afterward, a heavyset man in an overcoat and brown hat came up to shake her hand. But instead, she saw the blue uniform and visored cap with it skull and crossbones of one of the cruelest guards she knew from her time at Ravensbruck concentration camp. He offered his hand and she fumbled in her pocketbook. 

“You mentioned Ravensbruck in your talk. I was a guard there. But since that time I have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well. Fraulein, will you forgive me?”

Corrie ten Boom describes how difficult it was to do what she knew she needed to do, what her Lord had commanded her to do; to forgive without limit. She writes, “I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But forgiveness is not an emotion… Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart. Jesus, help me! I prayed silently. I can lift my hand. I can do that much. You supply the feeling. 

“And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me. And as I did, an incredible thing took place. The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm and sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes. ‘I forgive you , brother!’ She cried. ‘With all my heart.’”
Forgiveness is a grace-based initiative. It doesn’t keep track of how much is owed or how many times it’s needed to be offered. It is a radical departure from our understanding of forgiveness that the world operates on. The U.S. Treasury may be bailing out Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac for tens of billions of dollars. But they’ll be expecting some kind of payback. 
With God, our unimaginable debt has already been paid with the blood of Christ on Calvary. Now forgiven, we are then able to radically forgive those who sin against us from a heart changed by grace. As God has forgiven our sins and debts, we are now able to forgive those who sin against us. This is our prayer. This is our life as we follow Christ.
