EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#3 The Unmerciful Servant: Must I Forgive?

September 26th, 2010 – Matthew 18:21-35
I heard about a man who really loved dogs. He devoted his life to them. ​Even gave talks to other dog lovers. One day he decided to pour a new sidewalk in front of his house. His neighbor watched from his window as he smoothed out the last square foot of cement.  Just then, a large dog appeared and walked through the fresh cement, leaving paw prints behind. The man muttered something under his breath and smoothed out the damage. This went on for several hours. He was really mad. As he got back to his porch, the dog reappeared and sat right in the middle of the sidewalk. He went inside, grabbed his gun and shot the dog dead. The neighbor rushed over: Why did you do that?   I thought you loved dogs. The man: I love dogs in the abstract not in the concrete. Folks are like that when it comes to forgiving. They love to hear about forgiveness in the abstract, but not so much in the concrete.
Relational viruses attack every person. Tensions arise. Wrongs are done. Lies are told. Trust is broken. Since we’re imperfect people, we’re bound to have trouble with forgiveness. I’m convinced that relationships are built not on a standard of perfection, but on our ability to ask for forgiveness, and upon our willingness to extend forgiveness.      In other words, grace must impact both our friendships and our forgiveness. If you and I want to have relationships that last for the long haul, then we must be willing to extend forgiveness to others. In every relationship you have, you will constantly be called on to forgive and to ask for forgiveness. Jesus tells us this in the Unmerciful Servant.

Forgiveness is costly -- it’s not easy to ask for forgiveness and it’s certainly not easy to extend forgiveness to those who’ve wronged us. Proverbs 18:19: An offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city, and disputes are like the barred gates of a citadel. Forgiveness is the virtue we most enjoy and least employ. There are at least two reasons why we struggle with forgiveness: Forgiveness is not natural. That’s why it’s so hard to do. Forgiveness is not fair. Our sense of justice wants to be vindicated. Jesus parable challenges us to be people of forgiveness.
THE CHALLENGE: FORGIVENESS IS NOT OPTIONAL
Peter asks a question in verse 21: Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?         Up to seven times?  I find his question a bit amusing. Here’s Peter, the one who needed personal forgiveness on at least 7 different occasions himself, being concerned with how many times he had to forgive someone else. He was trying to discover a mathematical formula for grace. We all have some barriers that keep us from giving the gift of forgiveness to others. We have a threshold that we don’t want to cross, a limit we won’t go beyond. I can think of at least three barriers of an unforgiving heart:  Revenge: I’m going to get even! Resentment: I’m going to stay angry! Remembering: ​I’ll never forget!  We have all asked: How many times do I have to forgive this guy? I’m getting tired of it. Why does he keep hurting me like he does?

Peter may have been thinking of a time when somebody wronged him and he had extended forgiveness. But, this same person did something to hurt him the next day. Again, Peter forgave him. A couple days later, his friend lied to him. This time, Peter reluctantly forgave him but now he’s ticked off. Peter wanted Jesus to help him set some forgiveness limits. Peter wanted to know when it’s OK to say: That’s it. You’ve messed up one too many times!         I wonder if Peter here is thinking of something his literal brother Andrew did. Maybe Andy didn’t put the fishing nets away, or maybe he was always borrowing Peter’s Old Navy jacket. Whatever the case, before Jesus could answer, Peter responded to his own question by suggesting that seven times would be a good limit. That’s not a bad answer. The rabbis back then taught that you had to forgive someone three times and then you could retaliate. The fourth time you could do whatever you liked. In fact, they mistakenly taught that God only forgives three times. Peter doubled that and added one for good measure. I think he thought his answer would impress Jesus. 

Jesus challenge to Peter was unexpected in Verse 22: I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven times.  Peter couldn’t believe his ears! Seventy times seven? He got out his pocket calculator and punched in the numbers.   That’s 490 times! Jesus means there is no limit to the number of times we are to forgive someone. Actually, if you were to count, by the time you reach 490, you would be in the habit of continual and unlimited forgiveness. That’s precisely the point Jesus is making -- you don’t keep score when it comes to forgiveness. Forgiveness is not optional in the life of the believer. The way of love says: I won’t reject you, no matter what.
1 Corinthians 13:5: Love keeps no record of wrongs. At a bowling alley, two men were talking about marriage.  One man said: Every time my wife and I argue she gets historical. His friend interrupted him: You meant to say that she gets hysterical, didn't you? The first man: No, historical. She told me everything I ever did wrong. I wonder if some of us are excessively historical in our relationships. With pinpoint accuracy, some folks can recall every bad thing that has ever happened to them and the smallest details surrounding each event. They seem to live in their memories more than in the present? It is as if they are still chained to something years ago.  For a Christian, that day never comes. And to explain why, Jesus gives us this parable. Two things stand out that we need to remember:
REMEMBER THE DEBT WE HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN
Verses 23-24: Therefore the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants.   As he began the settlement, a man who owed him 10,000 talents was brought to him. The king decided to call in all his debts. He sent out his collection agents and they came back with a man who owed the king a considerable chunk of change. ​One talent equaled six hundred denarius, and a denarius was one day’s wage. A footnote at the bottom of your pew Bible equates this with "millions of dollars." We’re not sure exactly how he ran up this kind of debt but it’s clear that he would never be able to repay the king. It’s an insurmountable debt - impossible to pay.

Since he couldn’t pay the debt, verse 25 says that, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. The king knew he could never recoup all his losses -- he just wanted to get back whatever he could. The servant is in a hopeless situation. The servant did what most of us would have done.  He fell on his knees and in verse 26: Be patient with me, and I will pay back everything. Even though he could never pay it back, he’s now desperate. He can’t stand the thought of his family being sold because of the debt he ran up.

In verse 27: The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. The king was moved. He was filled with compassion. And, he does something the man doesn’t even ask for. The king not only releases him, he also forgives the debt. This is at great personal cost to the king. By assuming the debt, he allowed it to go unpaid and thus impoverished his treasury. He erases the books, and cancels the debt. The man owes nothing. Our debt before God comes through sin - being born into the sinful and fallen race of mankind.  Our debt comes through the offenses we commit against God.  Our willful choices to disobey Him.  Our thoughts.  Our actions.  Each of us has an insurmountable debt before God.  A debt that we cannot pay.  Each of us faces a hopeless future.  But the good news of the Gospel is that because of His great mercy while we were still sinners Jesus died on the cross, shedding His blood for our forgiveness.  Jesus is able to completely forgive the debt of anyone who places their faith in him.   Their guilt will be utterly wiped out, and they will be reconciled to God. No punishment. No need for “good works” undertaken in a vain attempt to pay for our sin. Just forgiveness, utter and complete.  

A Christian was caught off guard when asked by a co-worker what it was like to be a Christian. At first they did not know how to answer, but when they looked up she saw a jack-o’-lantern on the desk and said: It’s like being a pumpkin. God picks you from the patch and brings you in and washes off all the dirt on the outside that you got from being around all the other pumpkins. Then he cuts off the top and takes all the yucky stuff out from inside. He removes all those seeds of doubt, hate, greed, etc. Then he carves you a new smiling face and puts his light inside of you to shine for all to see.  That’s what Jesus did for us. 
Remember Terry Anderson who was held hostage in Lebanon for nearly seven years. He was chained to a wall in a filthy, spider-infested cell. He suffered through sickness. He endured mental torture. He longed for his family. He was grounded down by a dull ache of boredom. Through it all he was given only one book, the Bible, and one phrase kept coming to mind: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. Finally Anderson was released on December 4, 1991. People quickly clustered about him and one question quickly came up - can you forgive your captors? Anderson paused. Before he could come to a response, the Lord’s Prayer ran through his mind: Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. This is the victim talking and no matter how hard it was he knew he had to forgive not necessarily forget, but forgive his captors. To forgive is to cancel the debt. When we’ve wronged someone, and they choose to forgive us, they are in essence saying, I cancel the debt. The slate has been wiped clean. You don’t owe me anything -- I release you from ever having to pay me back.        His captors did not deserve this forgiveness; it was purely an act of grace and mercy on the part of Terry.  We must never forget how much debt we have been forgiven by our Heavenly Father.

UNFORGIVENESS CARRIES CONSEQUENCES

This man walked away with this wonderful gift of forgiveness, and runs into a friend who owed him some money.  It wasn’t a lot of money. Verse 28 says it was a hundred denarius. About 100 days of labor. Just a few dollars says the pew Bible footnote. This guy had borrowed the money to take his family out to IHOP and hadn’t paid it back. He grabbed him and began to choke him saying, Pay back what you owe me!  He’s violent - angry - callous to the condition of his fellow servant.  There’s a serious heart attitude issue here. The man fell to his knees and begged him in verse 29:  Be patient with me, and I will pay you back. The word patience means: Please take a long time until you get hot and passionate towards me with your wrath.   Hang in there with me till I can pay you. Long fuse not a short fuse. It’s the same word in 2 Peter 3:9: He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.
Instead of forgiving the wrong out of gratitude for the forgiveness he had received, verse 30 says, he went off and had the man thrown in prison until he could pay the debt. We’re a lot like this man when we don’t forgive others. We enjoy putting people in prison if they’ve wronged us. We want them to suffer, to hurt as bad as they hurt us. 
We put people in prison in various ways: We might use the silent treatment.  We may simply avoid them 
or, we may launch a volley of verbal assaults Are you holding someone hostage right now? Are you trying to make them feel miserable? Are you determined to punish a friend or family member for something they said to you? 

This man made a critical mistake. He threw this servant in prison in broad daylight. Someone saw it happen and reported it to the king. Word got around and soon everyone was talking about it. It wasn’t the fact that the man would not forgive that shocked them. It was that he was so unforgiving after having found such mercy and grace. The king is really ticked off now. He sends his soldiers to bring the man before him. Notice verses 32-35:            You wicked servant. I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you? In anger his master turned him over to the torturers until he paid back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.      

Jesus makes a connection here between God's forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of others. If we are forgiven by God – as the celebration of the Lord's Supper assures us of – then we, in turn, forgive each other. Our ability to forgive is evidence that we have been forgiven by God. We can go so far as to say that if we take our own forgiveness lightly we are despising that grace we have been offered when we withhold forgiveness from others.
Unforgivness carries unpleasant consequences. God honors our choice.  God is a gentleman.  He respects our decisions.  Honors our choices.  God will allow us to experience the natural consequences of our choices.  That’s what Jesus says in verse 34 - the lord “handed him over to the torturers.”  What happened to that man will happen to each one of us unless we learn to forgive. The torturers will come and take us away. What torturers, you ask?   The hidden torturers of anger and bitterness that eat your insides out. The torturers of frustration and malice that give you ulcers, high blood pressure, migraine headaches, and lower back pain. The hidden torturers that make you lie awake at night stewing over every wrong that someone has done to you. The torturers of an unforgiving heart who stalk you day and night, who never leave your side, who suck every bit of joy out of your life. 
Take a loved one and tape their hands with a football. Write the word unforgiveness on the ball. Have them try to do some simple tasks (picking up something or write an apology letter) Have the other person come and try to show affection to them. This is impossible until the bonds of unforgiveness are broken by a forgiving spirit.  While we often try to punish and imprison those who hurt us, the reverse actually happens. When we don’t forgive we end up being tortured. The world’s worst prison is the prison of an unforgiving heart. If we nurture feelings of bitterness we are little better than inmates of an internal concentration camp. Have you ever noticed that some of the most miserable people in the world are those who are unwilling to forgive others? 
Did you hear about the two men who were in a nursing home and had been quarreling for years? One of the guys thought he was on his deathbed so he called his foe over to his bed and said: John, I forgive you for what you have said and done against me over the years, and I want you to do the same for me. The other man, with tears in his eyes, agreed that he too would like to forgive and be forgiven. Then the man in the bed said: But if I get better, this doesn’t count! Hebrews 12:15: See that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many. Don’t miss the grace of God by allowing the root of bitterness to grow into a tree of hatred and resentment. Friends, don’t put off forgiveness the consequences are not worth it. 
A 5-yr.-old boy one day was playing with his 2-yr-old brother when the 2-yr-old reached up and yanked his older brother’s hair. He screamed in pain and his mother came rushing in. He cried and said that his younger brother had pulled his hair. His mom said: He’s only 2 and he doesn’t know what it’s like to have his hair pulled. The mom left and seconds later she heard a scream from the bedroom, but this time it was the 2-yr-old screaming in pain. She rushed in and asked the 5-yr.-old to explain: You said he didn’t know what if felt like, now he does.
Colossians 3:13: Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. We can tolerate those who irritate us, and forgive our friends and family members when they wrong us, precisely because Jesus has forgiven us. Since those of us who have received Christ as our Savior have been forgiven for so much, then, out of gratitude, we should practice unlimited forgiveness in all our relationships.
Though the pain is deep—I forgive. Though you may do this again—I forgive. Though I have cried a million tears—I forgive. Though the world says, you have every right to hate—I forgive. Because my right to hate has not been given to me by my Lord. For he tells me that there is more freedom in forgiveness than there is in hate.
Corrie Ten Boom’s parents died in a WW2 concentration camp. She and her sister endured numerous humiliations at the hands of their captors. When the war was over she found she was still imprisoned by her hatred of those who had hurt her and her family. She learned to forgive. There was one individual who she had great difficulty forgiving.    So she went to speak to her pastor. He pointed to the bell rope. Every Sunday someone pulls on the rope and rings that bell – announcing to the community that it is time for worship .Eventually he lets go of the bell rope but the bell still swings and rings slower and slower until at last it stops ringing. I believe the same thing is true of forgiveness. When we forgive, we take our hand off the rope. But if we've been tugging at our grievances for a long time, we mustn't be surprised if the old angry thoughts keep coming for a while. They're just the ding dongs of the old bell slowing down. The key thing is this: you’ve got to let go of the rope. Have you let go of the rope? Where are you today? How grateful are you that your sin debt has been cancelled? Are you taking God’s forgiveness lightly?       Do you need to ask someone for forgiveness? Do you need to give someone the gift of forgiveness? Are you tired of living in the prison of an unforgiving spirit? If so, cancel that debt today. Restore that relationship by God’s grace.

C.S. Lewis: To be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable, because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you. Ernest Hemingway loved to write about the country of Spain. He tells of a father and son who had stopped talking to one another. Things got so bad that the son left home. After several years, the father wanted to mend the relationship and so he looked everywhere for his son. When he came to the capital city of Madrid, he decided to go to the newspaper office and take out a big ad in the newspaper : Paco, please meet me at 12 noon tomorrow in front of the newspaper office -- all is forgiven. I love you. Your Father. The next day at 12 noon, there were 800 men named Paco standing in front of the building! Fellow Paco’s as we have been forgiven we can be forgivers as well. AMEN!

