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Forgiveness Flows When We Remember Relationships

1. Our relationship to God

2. Our relationship to our fellow Christians

My fellow beggars in the court of the King,
There is a very practical problem to forgiveness.  You see the problem with forgiving someone when they sin against you is that you’re wiping the slate clean.  Forgive and forget!  And if you forgive and forget you are leaving yourself open to being taken advantage of by someone who can hurt you and then flee behind an obligatory “I’m sorry.”  We understand in theory that when someone sins against us and then admits their sin, we forgive.  But in practice, isn’t it really too simple.  Shouldn’t there be something more—a limit to forgiveness?
Peter wasn’t slow on the uptake.  After Jesus had described the lengths that Christians go to to forgive a brother who has sinned, Peter asks the practical 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?" 
The Jewish rabbis had already thought through the number of times to forgive someone.  It was a simple three-strike rule.  Of course you forgive.  But don’t leave yourself open for being walked over.  Three and out.  No more no less.  It’s nice to see Peter more than double that.  Seven is a nice Jewish number.  Seven times, that’s a lot of forgiveness.

    22Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.[f] 
There is a footnote in the NIV Bible here that says that it could be seventy-seven times or seventy times seven, which would be 490 times.  The Greek is as ambiguous as the English here.  No one knows which one he meant—77 or 490.  That’s perfect because Jesus never meant to give an answer about quantity when it came to forgiveness.  To drive his point home he tells one of my favorite parables.  There was no need to come up with a creative illustration to bring the point home this morning.  This story says it all:
    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[g] 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.
Is there a more beautiful picture of what God has done for us?  He was in the position of King and Ruler.  We were in the position of servants under him.  And what a debt we had accumulated!  Every sin was incurred a debt of perfection that we owed God.  We were born in debt up to our eyeballs and spent our lives racking up more debt.  If sin were money, we’d owe at least ten thousand talent—millions of dollars in today’s money.  And like the servant we had no way to pay it back.  We deserved to be thrown into eternal prison in hell.   
And yet God, like the King, has mercy for no reason.  He cancels the debt.  He doesn’t work out a payment plan with or without interest.  He simply eliminates the debt.  Most adults here this morning know the weight of actual debt.  And most know the joy of paying off a debt.  But to have a debt cancelled—here one minute, gone the next—that creates such a sensation of elation and freedom.  

We all have the same relationship with God by nature.  By nature we are all servants who owe too much and have no way out.  By grace, God has eliminated the debt of each and everyone one of us so that we are now free.  But that’s only half of the story.  Jesus continues…
    28"But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii.[h] 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."

What makes that servant so despicable?  His position makes him despicable.  He was not the lord over this man he searched out.  He was his fellow servant.  The amount owed makes him despicable.  A hundred denarii is literally a few dollars.  The similarity of his own situation and experience makes him despicable.  He had just been forgiven millions.  He had himself had uttered the same words “Be patient with me” that this man uttered in the same position as this man—from his knees as a beggar.  

It is so easy to see how absolutely wrong this man is.  It is so hard to see how shockingly similar we are to him.  “How many times should I forgive my brother when he sins against me?”  It is our brothers that sin most often against us, isn’t it?  It is our family and those closest to us who have the most opportunity to do something wrong that affects our lives.  And how many times does it take?  I think most of us would understand three.  Some of us may even agree with Peter at seven—though I think practically many of us would hesitate to go that far.  How many of us would forgive the same sin by the same person seventy-seven times?  490 times?  
Why is it so hard to forgive them?  Because it is us that they are sinning against.  And their sins are causing us pain and inconvenience!  And we have to protect ourselves, right?  We can’t just let people have repeated opportunities to hurt us!  Our forgiveness has to be limited.  

And we don’t even realize that no matter what the sin was, it was only a few dollars.  What if God treated us as we treat our brothers and sisters.  What if he had a three-strike rule?  Have you ever committed the same sin against God three times?  How about seven?  How about more?  And yet God does not feel the need to protect himself against future violations.  He is more concerned for the harm that we are doing to ourselves than the pain and heartache that we cause him when we so foolishly sin against him.

We have so often been that wicked servant.  And yet even after hearing this story, you will have a problem this week putting what you have learned into actual practice.  So how can we overcome the limit we put on forgiving the person who has done us wrong?  Forgiveness flows when we remember relationships.  We remember our relationship to God and our relationship to one another  

When someone sins against you this week and you find it hard to forgive them, just stop and switch places.  In your place, put God.  And then place yourself in the position of the person who has sinned against you.  There is nothing that someone can do to you that you have not already done to God.  

We have disobeyed our heavenly Father more than any child could ever disobey us.  We have murdered when our sins put his own Son to death.  We have committed adultery by cheating on the God who has always been faithful to us by looking for satisfaction in the gods that we have made for ourselves—material possessions and the search for selfish happiness.  We have stolen from him by taking the things that he had so graciously loaned us and claiming them as our own—refusing to give back to him even the smallest of tokens of thanks, refusing to give him the credit and glory he deserves for any blessings we receive.  We have given false testimony against him by taking the name of Christian that he went through hell so that we could have and dragging through the mud by our words and actions in this world—so that our friends and neighbors equate the name “Christian” with hypocrite.  We have not been content with God alone and have let our eyes wander to covet the empty trifles that the sinful world around us has.
And now that you have switched positions, now how has God treated you?  Has he held any of those sins against you?  Has he ever set a limit on the number of times that his forgiveness flowed out to you, a repentant sinner?  Has he ever sought to take revenge on you or make you suffer?  Has he given you the silent treatment?  Or has he, with great joy, announced time after time that as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed his sin from you?  He has remembered your sins no more.  He has had mercy on you, though you didn’t deserve it.

Now, with a clear view of what God, the King, has done for you, a servant who owed him millions and could never pay, now forgiveness can flow from you to a fellow servant who has sinned against you.  You do not need to protect yourself from the brother who sins against you.  The almighty God has given you all the eternal protection you need.  And through his love for you and his forgiveness of you, he has given you the ability to share that love and forgiveness with those who sin against us.
May God give you the strength to forgive as you have been forgiven.  May this story of the unmerciful servant give you the perspective to see your relationship with your fellow human beings even better.  May it give you a wonderful insight into how wide and long and high and deep is the love of God in Christ.  

AMEN.

20Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.
