Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness #7

“Balancing the Books”

Matthew 18:21-35
Math has never been my strong suit. In school, I tended to fare better in English and history than I did math and science. I can do it, but I have never really enjoyed it. Consequently, those tasks requiring math skills I too often put off until I have a real mess, like balancing a checkbook.

Over the past few weeks, we have been considering the subject of sharpening the skill of forgiveness. In the opening message we discovered that forgiveness is defined in financial terms, “to release someone from a debt they owe us.” We have looked at God’s forgiveness of us as well as the faulty concept some have that we must forgive God. This morning we move to the issue of forgiving one another.

The Bible has much to say on the concept of forgiving one another, much more than we can cover in one message. So I invite you to turn to Matthew 18, about which one commentator has written, “This parable may almost be said to sum up the whole New Testament teaching on the matter.”
 It begins with a question from the disciples, which Jesus answers by way of a parable:

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven.

“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 ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since 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. 

“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’ The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.

“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded.

“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’

“But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened.

“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘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 jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”
Jesus has very powerful—even disturbing—words about the importance of forgiving each other, and the consequences of not doing so.

The Mandate of Forgiveness

Let’s begin by considering the opening and the ending of the text, then come back to the heart of what Jesus is teaching. Peter approached Jesus and asks Him how often a brother should be forgiven. Peter’s suggestion of “seven times” needs to be understood in light of the common teaching of the day. The Jewish rabbis taught that an offending brother should be forgiven three times.
 Peter must have thought he was being quite generous by suggesting a number more than twice that of the current religious teaching.

How shocked he must have been when Jesus replied, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven.” Does Jesus really mean 490 times we must forgive, but on offense 491 we don’t? No. He emphasizes the truth Paul would write in 1 Corinthians 13:5, “Love keeps no record of wrongs.” Forgiveness—which is a response of true love—doesn’t keep score.
 As Martin Luther King, Jr., was quoted to say, “Forgiveness is not an occasional act. It is a permanent attitude.”

Notice the mandate of forgiveness. Jesus states that we must forgive, not that we might want to forgive or that we can if we want to. Consider these commands from the teaching of Christ:

· For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. (Matthew 6:14-15)
· And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins. (Mark 11:25)
· Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. (Luke 6:37)
These are commands, not suggestions! As Swindoll writes, “Forgiveness is not an elective in the curriculum of servanthood. It is a required course, and the exams are always tough to pass.”
 We do not always “pass” the tests along the way, but we cannot escape the mandate of forgiveness.

In fact, the verses mentioned above and the parable in Matthew 18 seems to indicate that our forgiveness from God somehow hinges on our forgiveness of others. Does this mean that we somehow earn God’s forgiveness by forgiving others? Not at all. We can do nothing to earn God’s forgiveness. Rather, as J. I. Packer writes, “Readiness to forgive, Jesus taught his disciples, is the acid test of our moral and spiritual stature, and indeed of whether we are real Christians or not.”
 Leon Morris adds, “A readiness to forgive others is part of the indication that we have truly repented.”
 Our forgiveness of others is not the earning of salvation but the evidence of salvation that has already happened.

What if we do not forgive? At the end of the parable Jesus said that the unforgiving servant was “turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed” (Matthew 18:34). This imagery bothers some who read this passage: Does Jesus teach that God will withdraw His forgiveness and cast the soul into Hell? It is important to note that this parable is not about salvation. The conclusion of the parable does not deal with the person’s eternal destiny.

But the graphic image of “torture” is no less daunting. Jesus says that the consequences of unforgiveness are terrible. Warren Wiersbe writes, “The world’s worst prison is the prison of an unforgiving heart. If we refuse to forgive others, then we are only imprisoning ourselves and causing our own ‘torment.’”
 What does this “torment” look like? Here are some symptoms:

· You can’t stand to be around certain people;

· You want to strike out at people when certain subjects are discussed;

· You lose your temper over little things;

· You struggle with guilt over things that happened in the past; 

· You find yourself hating the ones you should love the most.

Anger—another word for non-forgiveness—will destroy our souls, and it can destroy our bodies as well if allowed to go unchecked.
 A seven-year study of 2,110 middle-aged men, conducted at the University of Michigan, found that men who were better at diffusing anger had half as many strokes as angrier men. A University of Pittsburgh study of 680 women with chest pain found those who harbored feelings of anger four times more likely to have unhealthy cholesterol levels. Bruce Parmenter concludes, “Anger is a malignant spiritual virus in the soul. The virus does not ask who caused the anger or for what reason; it eats away at our vitals whether its presence seems justified or not.”

Moreover, our relationship with God suffers when we refuse to forgive others. As Charles Stanley concludes, “A person who has an unforgiving spirit is always the real loser, much more so than the one against whom the grudge is held.”
 It’s just not worth it!
The Meaning of Forgiveness

So, what does forgiveness mean in relation to one another? We saw in the first message that “Forgiveness is ‘the act of setting someone free from an obligation to you that is a result of a wrong done against you.’”
 Just as the huge debt of the servant (which would be about ten million dollars today) was cancelled by the king, so we are to cancel the “debt” others owe us when they wrong us. The heart of forgiveness is a generous release of a genuine debt.
 Leon Morris puts it this way:

He [the king] did more than the man asked. The debtor had requested no more than time to pay, but the king gave him complete freedom. He released the man; prison no longer hung over his head. And he forgave him the debt.﻿ ﻿ The king set no conditions. The man had asked for forbearance and volunteered to repay the debt (even though it was so large that there was no possibility of his ever doing so). But the king ignored all this. He freely forgave. That was all. There were no conditions and no hesitation. It was an act of pure grace.

“But that’s not fair!” someone might object. That’s right! “Forgiveness has nothing to do with fairness.”
 Fairness demands payment or punishment; in forgiveness “we surrender our right to get even.”
 Just like the servant in the parable who met up with a man who owed him a much smaller debt than the one he himself had been released from, “perhaps he had the legal right to throw the man in prison, but he did not have the moral right.”
 As James writes, “Mercy triumphs over judgment!” (James 2:13)

Forgiveness is a financial term, and Jesus taught about forgiveness with a financial parable. Think about unforgiveness in the same sphere: Can you imagine keeping a ledger of wrongs been done to you? Every time someone offends you, insults you, or hurts you, a record of that offense is kept. In the next column, some form of repayment is calculated until the hurt has been “paid for.” What a tedious exercise! Yet how many people do we know that practice the same thing, in their mind if not on paper. Their motto is, “I don’t get mad; I get even.” They never forget a wrong they have suffered, and they will not let the person who wronged them forget it either! It’s like the couple seeing a marriage counselor and the husband says, “Every time we get into an argument she gets historical.”

“Don’t you mean hysterical?” the counselor asked.

“No, I meant historical,” he replied. “She brings up every wrong thing I’ve ever done!”

How would you describe such a person? Bitter? Sour? Mean? Tortured? How much better is the path of forgiveness, which frees us “from the exhausting attempt to construct and maintain a ‘balance of payments’ kind of relationship between culprit and victim.”
 Not only are we free from sin in our relationship to God, but we can enjoy a freedom on our relationships with others, as well.

The Manifestations of Forgiveness

But how do we do that? We understand what forgiveness is (and what it isn’t), but how is that manifested in our lives? It is important to realize that forgiveness is never easy; in fact, “nothing more difficult will ever be asked of any human than to forgive someone who hurt them.”
 Parmenter notes, “Forgiveness is the impossible possibility.”
 We will rarely, if ever, feel like forgiving in our human nature.

For this reason, we cannot allow our feelings to dictate our actions. We must choose by an act of the will to forgive that person once and for all time. A decision to forgive is the crux of forgiveness.
 We may not feel like being forgiving. That’s all right. Just do it and the feelings will follow. God will take care of that. Do not doubt what you have done is real and valid.
 To forgive means, first, not to press charges against the wrongdoer. That’s what God has done for sinful humanity. That’s also what we do when we forgive: We forgo the demand for retribution.

This is where the love and power of God with us comes into play. “It’s God’s forgiveness of us that makes possible our forgiving others.”
 In fact, God’s forgiveness of our sins is not only a model for us to copy, but His forgiveness is the source of our power to forgive.
 Without the strength of the Holy Spirit, we will not be able to forgive others when they wrong us.

How do we do it? The key is in the word “release.” We must learn to let go when it comes to forgiving others. The core of forgiveness is letting go of my malice, my right to retaliate, and my right to hang on to the emotional consequences of my hurt.
 The last one is often the toughest. Sometimes we enjoy playing the role of the victim, having others feel sorry for us. We may not hate, and we may not want to get even, but we like being viewed as the offended one. We can even find ourselves justifying all kinds of wrong things because we have been hurt. But forgiveness lets go of all of that. We ask the Spirit of God to replace the feelings of anger and hurt with His love and mercy toward the ones who offend us.

Forgiveness cuts the tie of equivalence between the offense and the way we treat the offender. In forgiving, I absorb the injury—the way I may absorb, say, the financial impact of a bad business transaction. As the great nineteenth-century Russian novelist, Leo Tolstoy, put it in relation to non-resistance in general, by forgiving a person one “swallows” evil up into oneself and thereby prevents it from going further.

Another key in manifesting forgiveness I would call “looking in the mirror.” Before we focus our attention on others who have done wrong, we need to look at our own state. “When we see how badly we need forgiveness ourselves, we will be filled with love and compassion for others.”
 The main character of Jesus’ parable stands as the epitome of hypocrisy, having been forgiven of such a huge debt only to demand that a much smaller debt be paid in full. Are we any better if we refuse to forgive those who hurt us? 

Michael Green concludes, 

It will not do to claim to be forgiven and then to prove by our actions that our lives have not been changed. The pardon of God is dynamic, life-changing. We cannot go through heaven’s narrow door if our lives are bulging with resentments. Heaven is for penitent sinners only, those who know themselves freed from a debt they could never pay, and who prove their gratitude by their lives. God puts his precious gift of forgiveness in our hands—but only if we open them up to him, not clench them in anger against our brethren.

Finally, we ought to look to the cross. As mentioned two weeks ago, our forgiveness was not cheap; it cost Jesus His life. As we recall the humiliation, the suffering, and the ultimate death of our Savior, how can we even think about withholding forgiveness to others? The key to forgiving others is to quit focusing on what they did to you and start focusing on what God did for you. “But that’s not fair!” you say. “Somebody has to pay for what he did.” I agree. Someone must pay, and Someone already has.

As we read over this text we cannot fail to miss the most important clue to forgiveness: we forgive because we are forgiven. This is the fundamental teaching in the parable of the unforgiving servant. Those who cannot or will not forgive are those who have forgotten that they were forgiven (many times). Only the person who has never needed forgiveness can withhold it from another (one person only never needed forgiveness but He freely gave it). Forgiveness is our surprised recognition of another’s resemblance to ourselves.

Balancing my checkbook still isn’t much fun, and sometimes I fail to keep up on it until I run into trouble. Then I have to get out all the records and make sure the columns all add up. In relationships with others, though, the process is much simpler, if not easy to do. I can take the forgiveness God has given to me in abundance and apply it to the “accounts” of everyone I know, and conclude that no one owes me anything!

We don’t forgive in order to be forgiven; we forgive because we have been forgiven!
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