  Forgive One Another
For the month of August our theme will be one another; in the fall we will get back to our series in the book of Acts. Did you know that there are 54 one another’s in the New Testament; yeah; 54; encourage; love; confess; accept; carry; forgive. You might be thinking; why so many; because how we treat one another matters deeply to God.  In John 17; just moments before the cross; Jesus took the time to pray for Himself; he then prayed for his disciples; and then he prayed for you and me.  And what I find so significant; is that when he prays for us; what is uppermost on his mind is that we would be united as a testimony to a watching world.  Again; how we treat one another matters; it matters to God; it matters for our witness; let me say it this way; if were going to be the church that God envisions we must be committed to living out these one another’s! 
Today we begin with forgive one another; here’s the big idea; in this life we will be wounded and we will wound others; it’s called living in a broken world.  Tell the story of my mum’s first time in church; and maybe as I tell this story; it strikes a deep chord in your heart because some of your greatest wounds did not happen outside the church; but inside the church; from those who called themselves Christians.  Lets just be honest; most of us here love Jesus; yet we haven’t arrived; and because of this sometimes in the church a confidence is betrayed; gossip happens; relationships are at times broken; power can be abused.  And that’s why; over the years I have heard so many times; I love Jesus; it’s the church that I can’t stand!  
Again; we will be wounded and we will wound others; yeah; even in the church.  And it’s for this reason that we must forgive one another just as in Christ God has forgiven us.  Yet having said this; I fully understand that it’s so easy and almost second nature to be filled with hate and bitterness and un-forgiveness.  Which really is nothing new; for in Genesis 4 were introduced to a guy named Lamech; were told that he kills a guy for wounding him; he then says that if anyone injures him he will seek revenge seventy seven times.  You see; this is the law of Lamech; hurt me and I will hurt you back; wound me and I will wound you; it’s all about payback; revenge; and getting even.  Come to think of it; this is often the plot of so many of our movies; you know the deal; the bad guy does something really detestable and evil; and then the good guy eventually gets even; and if it’s a really good movie; the good guy kills the bad guy; and inside we often scream; yes; awesome!  Why do I tell you this; because the law of Lamech is alive and well in our culture today.

And yet; the way of Jesus is not about getting even; the way of Jesus is about forgiveness; it’s about following the one who taught us to pray; Father; forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  Yet; as we hear these words; I can’t help but wonder if we struggle with this; maybe you’re thinking-you don’t know my story; I could never forgive that person; or; it’s just too hard; I’ve tried but I can’t.  On top of this; there is a lot of confusion about forgiveness; the greatest myth being that to truly forgive you must forget.  

In fact; an often misquoted passage of Scripture is Isaiah 43:25; here God says; I will remember your sins no more.  Well intentioned people often quote this verse as proof that forgiveness involves forgetting; they might even say; God remembers your sin no more; and because of this; for you to truly forgive you must also not remember the sins of others!  Question; what happens if you can’t forget; than what; I mean; does one have to suffer holy amnesia in order to forgive?  Is this really what this verse is teaching; no; to remember no more does not mean that God forgets; God can never forget; he is an omniscient God who knows all things; past; present; and future.  To remember no more means that God no longer holds our sin against us; does he remember; yes; are we still guilty before him; no.  Now; in a perfect world forgetting would be nice; yet; as you know; pain often creates a deep/lasting memory; just know; that forgiveness is not about forgetting.

So; what is forgiveness; what does God say about it; and; why should we forgive anyway; to make some sense of this; turn with me to Matthew 18.  Let me set the scene for you; in Biblical times there was a lot of tension and debate around the topic of forgiveness.  In fact; some of the rabbi’s taught that if a brother sins against you once, forgive him; a second time, forgive him; a third time, forgive him; but a fourth time, do not forgive him.  Peter would have heard these comments; and so when he comes to Jesus with the question, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?  Up to seven times?” (Verse 21); he’s probably expecting Jesus to be very impressed with the suggestion of seven times.  After all; that was more than twice allowed by most rabbi’s; and because of this; I’m sure that he anticipated something like this from Jesus; Peter; that is very generous of you; but I don’t think its necessary for you to go quite that far; four or five times should be more than enough.

Yet to Peter’s shock; Jesus’ response is; I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times (Verse 22).  Other translations say; seventy times seven; the point is that forgiveness is not about record keeping; it’s not about mathematics.  According to Jesus; forgiveness is to be a way of life that should not have limits; why; because when it comes down to it; there are really two ways to live; the way of revenge and bitterness or the way of forgiveness; one leads to death; the other to life.  
To illustrate even further; Jesus goes on to tell this story; read verses 23-27; first; we have the servant’s unpayable debt; Jesus tells us that he owes ten thousand talents.  Understand that this is an uncountable number; it is beyond comprehension; extreme; incalculable.  And the flow of this passage is that just as seventy times seven represents a limitless amount of times; so does ten thousand talents represent a limitless amount of money.  Again; this is an unpayable debt; it’s because of this that the king demands that the servant; his wife; his children; and all that he had; be sold so that he can at least get a fraction of the debt.  You’ve heard the saying that something is better than nothing; that’s what’s going on here.  

It’s at this point in the story that the servant falls on his knees before the king; and in a desperate last ditch effort he begs for mercy; be patient with me and I will pay back everything.  One of my favorite sayings is; under promise over deliver; well; this is what you would call; over promise under deliver; why; because as sincere as this servant may be; no amount of time is going to help him pay off this debt; and so; nice words to say; just give me more time; but again; this is an unpayable debt!  It would be like me owing 100 million dollars and saying; just give me more time; I deliver pizza and I get good tips; I can pay this off!

Second; we have the king’s compassion; in fact; it doesn’t get any better than this; this is incredible; for were told that the servant’s master takes pity on him; cancels the debt and lets him go.  Wow; what do you call this; grace; just pure undeserved unearned grace; that’s what’s going on here; a beautiful picture of getting what you don’t deserve.  And let me remind you; that this is not what the servant asked for; he asked for more time so that he could pay the debt off; he didn’t ask for the debt to be cancelled; yet this is what the king does for him; he totally wipes out the debt.  
At this point; we need to take a minute to stop; to reflect; for the king in this passage represents God; the servant represents you and me.  And Jesus tells this story to illustrate that we too have an unpayable debt before God that cannot be paid off; it’s called sin; and every time we lie and cheat and steal and gossip and lust and covet; the debt between us and God grows.  Yet; the message of Christianity and the cross is that even though we were the one’s who owed; Jesus came to this earth to pay!  Why would that be; because; just like the servant in this story; we owed a debt that we could never pay so Jesus the King paid a debt he did not owe!  Again; it’s grace; it’s getting what you don’t deserve; it’s God’s riches at Christ’ expense.

And on the cross; the entire unpayable sin debt owed by sinful humanity would fall upon Jesus; he would pay it all with his blood; so that we could be forgiven.  The climax of this would be; Father forgive them for they know not what they do. And when we place our trust in Jesus; we too are released from our unpayable debt to enjoy a forgiven and free life with the king who loves us.  And of course; it goes without saying that forgiveness is free; but it is not cheap; for it cost Jesus his life. 

As good as this all sounds; the story is not over; we know this is true because part 2 of this story begins with the word but.  In other words; a huge contrast is coming; verse 28; 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 (Verses 28-31).  

Question; what goes through your mind when you hear this; shock; outrage; disbelief; are we ever like this guy?  The implication is that as soon as this servant leaves the king forgiven of his debt; he searches out a fellow servant who owes him a few bucks.  The contrast here is incredible; for unlike his unpayable debt; this debt is manageable; this debt can be paid off in a short time.  Yet; unlike the king; his actions and words are harsh for were told that he actually grabs him by the neck.  What follows is a desperate plea for grace and mercy; be patient with me and I will pay you back.  Notice that these words are the exact words that the forgiven servant once used himself!  Now; these words should have triggered the forgiven servants mind into a right response; it should have stopped him dead in his tracks; in should have cause him to think; wow; this was once me; I was once in this exact situation; what other response is there but to forgive as I have been forgiven?

But for some reason; this doesn’t happen; for the forgiven servant is so unlike his forgiving king.  For his response is a hardened heart; his heart response is really; I’m not going to get stuck with this; I’m not going to make the same mistake that the king made with me; I’m not interested in excuses; you’re gong to pay and you’re going to pay now!  And because the guy didn’t have the money he had him thrown into prison.  

Now; before you say; how dare that guy; I ask the question again; are we ever like this guy; do we ever think that its okay to receive forgiveness from God our King without having to forgive others?  I wonder if Jesus knew that this would be our tendency and that’s why he instructed us to pray; Father forgive us debts as we forgive our debtors.  The parallel to all of this is Ephesians 4:32; here Paul says; be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.  I want to be sensitive here; for I know that there is deep hurt and real pain in this room; yet; maybe we would all be wise to remember that the debt that people might owe us pales in comparison to the debt that we once owed God.  It’s for this reason that the follower of Jesus is to be marked by forgiveness; as C.S. Lewis said; to be a Christian is to forgive the inexcusable because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.  And maybe the key for many of us is to stop focusing on what others have done to us and to start focusing on what Jesus has done for us.

In many ways; I really wish that this was the end of the story; but it’s not; and let me say right up front that the implications are very serious.  Verse 32; then the master called the servant in.  ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I cancelled 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” (Verses 32-35).  This is quite the turn of events; for after hearing what had happened; the king has a change of heart.  And in a nutshell I hear him saying; you were shown forgiveness but won’t extend it; you were shown grace but won’t give it out; I did all of this for you but you won’t offer this to others; and because of this; off to prison you go until you can pay off your unpayable debt!  Wow; what do we make of this; now what; let me begin by saying that I don’t believe that this passage is teaching that you can lose your salvation if you don’t forgive; I also don’t believe that this passage is teaching a works righteousness-that we are only truly saved if we forgive others.  Why; because that would clearly contradict other passages of Scripture.
So what is going on; I believe it is this-we are to forgive as God has forgiven us and to not forgive has a huge cost to us and to our hearts.  You see; you don’t forgive for the person who has hurt you; you forgive for you; and so often we say; I’m not forgiving; I’m going to make that person pay; but in reality; you are the one who pays; unforgiveness costs you.  Lewis Smedes says; when I genuinely forgive, I set a prisoner free and then discover that the prisoner I set free was me.  And I wonder if that’s why Jesus talks about the unforgiving person being tortured by the jailers; because that’s what unforgiveness does.  It puts you in a prison that is far stronger than any iron bars; because to not forgive is to never trust anyone again; it is to become bitter; it is to have the joy and the life taken from you.  I think Jesus’ point is that there is a great cost to those who choose not to forgive; in the end; we are the one’s who are tortured by our unforgiveness.

I want you to imagine yourself in a prison like setting; as you look around; you see people from your past that have hurt you.  You see people who were once friends; but who turned their back on you; you see your brother; a co-worker; a few relatives; to your surprise; even your spouse is there.  Of course; there are others; yet what’s most important is that this prison is a room in your heart that exists inside you every day.  Not far away; you notice that Jesus is standing nearby; extending to you a key that will release every prisoner.  A first; you don’t want any part of it; these people have hurt you; what they did was wrong; and they should have to pay!  As all of these thoughts flood your mind; you then make a startling discovery; for you too are trapped; there is no way out; for your unforgiveness has made you a prisoner as well.  And now you realize that the only way to get the key from Jesus is to forgive.

Again; forgiveness is for our hearts; for when we forgive we get free.  A few years ago; I was invited to speak at a church; tell the story about a senior named Beverly; expound; some of you here need to begin your journey of freedom by forgiving someone; some of you here need to receive God’s forgiveness from your unpayable sin debt; possible altar call; pray.  
