
Sermon for Sunday, September 24, 2017
Sermon Texts:
Exodus 14: 19-31
Exodus 15: 1b-11, 20-21

Matthew 18: 21-35

Romans 14: 1-12

Sermon Title:
“Living Forgiven”

Sermon Topic:
Forgiving Seventy Times Seven
Sermon Purpose:  To teach that Christian forgiveness, although difficult, is the reversal of the ancient idea of unlimited vengeance.
......................................

Sermon Prayer: 
God, Whose love reigns supreme in the world; mediate Your message to us this hour, that we may know Your will and be able to love You with our whole heart, mind, and strength; through Christ, Who intercedes on our behalf and Who bestows upon us His marvelous grace. Amen.

The Gospel – the Good news message we believe because of the evidence in the New Testament and in our lives – is about forgiveness.  I realize that making such a statement may produce some stifled yawns, this morning, but does forgiveness mean that God cancels our debts?  Is it a kind of religious bookkeeping exercise?  That may be nice, but it sure as the devil isn’t very exciting!  Whoopee!  God cancels our debts and then we can get on with life – no changes, no repentance, and no problem.

That’s not the way it works.  The gospel is about the radical, incredible forgiveness of God: a forgiveness that can transform you and make you not only a forgiven but also a forgiving person.  

Peter comes to Jesus with a question, “How often do I have to forgive someone who has hurt me?”  It’s a natural question and Peter suggests what seems like a generous answer – seven times.  It’s probably more generous than we may sometimes feel comfortable with.  Our Lord says not 7 times, but 77. (Some translations say “seventy times seven,” or 490, but the Greek can also mean 77 and that’s more likely, as we’ll see.)

Forgiving 77 times instead of seven?  Does that mean Jesus is 11 times more forgiving than Peter?  No, it means more than that.  Jesus’ answer carries us back to a few verses before the flood story in Genesis, at the dawn of history.  There has been some quarreling and some injury, and the Bible gives us a bit from a primitive song of vengeance by a man named Lamech: “If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.”
  Unlimited revenge!  If you step on my toe I’ll burn your house down and massacre your family.  And - primitive or not - we hear about that kind of thing in the news all the time.
The Old Testament law tried to control that and put limits on retribution: “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”  People sometimes think of that as a harsh law, but it sets limits.  If you knock my tooth out I’m not allowed to kill you, your family, and your dog.  The only revenge I can take is to knock out your tooth.

It’s a civilized law that seems natural and fair to many people.  The world would be a better place if people would observe such limits.  But Jesus goes beyond what seems natural.  He doesn’t just put a limit on revenge but gets rid of it.  Jesus turns that old song of vengeance around and inside out, not forgiving just seven times, but 77.  Instead of unlimited payback there is to be unlimited forgiveness!

How’s that possible?  Revenge seems to make common sense.  Why even talk about something that seems so much out of synch with the way the world operates?  Why consider something that doesn’t seem consistent with the way we feel, and with the way the world seems to work, today?

In answer to our questions, Jesus tells a story.  The point of this story is that your forgiveness is to demonstrate the forgiveness you receive from God.  That’s where we’ve got to start.  God’s forgiveness is unlimited.  God is so far removed from taking revenge for human sin that he let the revenge be taken upon himself, takes the consequences for sin upon himself upon the cross.  We are the ones who have sinned against God, but God accepts the penalty.  We are forgiven in an unimaginably generous, undeserved way, and are then called to live as a forgiven people.

Jesus’ story about the king and the two servants illustrates this in a negative way.  It shows what happens if God’s tremendously generous forgiveness is treated just as a matter of bookkeeping and doesn’t change the life of the person who receives it.
The king starts with the servant who owes him “ten thousand talents” – a fantastic amount of money!  It misses the point to try to translate that into so many billions of dollars because it’s beyond any real amount of money that would mean anything to us.  We can’t fathom what that number looks like in cash.  We start to refer to it as “zillions of dollars,” or as “more money than God.”  It’s beyond anything that the servant could actually pay in several lifetimes, and to picture him as being called to pay that much is kind of a joke.  But the real joke is that he imagines that he could pay it.  Just give him a little more time.  “I know I owe the gross national debt, but I can save that out of my lunch money next week!”

That’s where the human problem begins: We don’t realize the significance of sin.  It’s a far more weighty matter than breaking a rule or offending against the dignity of some powerful ruler.  Sin separates us from God, and that means that we’re separated from the source of our life – the source of our very being.

To appreciate the gravity of sin – and therefore the value of forgiveness – look at the cross.  It’s there that the Son of God suffers that separation from the source of life.  Outcast by humanity, the skies darkened, crying out that he is forsaken by God – God himself is brought to the breaking point by the weight of sin, mine and yours.  Sin is so deadly that it wasn’t to be expected that Jesus would ever live again.  And his resurrection from the dead is no more marvelous than the forgiveness of our sins and reconciliation with God that those events brought about.

Well, the first servant in the story has his grotesquely huge debt forgiven – but we’re not told that he even thanked his lord.  He doesn’t internalize forgiveness, doesn’t allow it to change the way he sees the world or the way he acts.  He goes out and finds a fellow servant who owes him a few hundred dollars.  Apparently he grabs him by the throat, demands payment, and refuses to listen to the man’s pleas for a little more time.  
But the king hears about it.  God is unimaginably generous – but don’t mess with God’s blessings.  If you think you can play God for a sucker, if you just want a formal pardon so you can go on living as you always have, refusing to live as a person who’s been forgiven, you’d better think again because – brother, sister – you’re out of luck!  That attitude would mean that you refuse to be reconciled to God, in spite of what God has done for you.  Don’t mess with the one who can read - and knows - your heart and mind.

Look around at a world in where grudges and retribution are standard operating procedure and ask yourself, “How well is this working?  Is this realistic?”

We all live in an atmosphere of hurt feelings, of suspicions and desires to get even.  Whole nations exchange vengeance with one another over things that happened years or generations ago.  Husbands and wives can’t forgive one another, brothers and sisters harbor grudges, and children hold resentment against parents.  Sometimes there are understandable reasons for hard feelings and sometimes not, but any consideration of those reasons gets swallowed up in the desire to keep on resenting and to hurt the person who hurt me.  Think of the slogans we hear: “Don’t get mad, get even.”  “It’s payback time!” “Karma’s a _____.” (Well, you get the idea.)
The air is polluted, but God has begun a cleanup of our spiritual environment, bringing us into a purified atmosphere of forgiveness.  It smells strange at first – just the way the fresh air of the countryside seems strange to a person who has been living in a smoggy city.  We feel as if we have to rush back to get our toxic fix!

But, as we breathe in the clean air we experience the change that takes place in us: the way our lungs open, the way our throats no longer close off, and the way we no longer struggle to breathe.  Hear Jesus tell sinners they are forgiven.  Hear the church proclaim that for Christ’s sake God has forgiven you.  All of our guilty secrets, all of the faults we try to rationalize away, all of the sins we don’t even realize we’ve committed, things done that we shouldn’t have done and things we should have done that we didn’t, are forgiven.  You are free of them.  Begin by accepting that amazing forgiveness of God – which means at the same time being reconciled with God.

Breathe it in and let it cleanse your system.  It’s a life-giving and life-changing message.  
There is no point in pretending that forgiveness is easy or just comes naturally to us.  It may seem impossible sometimes.  But God has brought us into a new spiritual environment in which it can happen because we have first been forgiven.  We can pray, “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors” – and mean it.
Amen.
�  Genesis 4: 24
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