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Text: Matthew 18:21-35

Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.

“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him; and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 

Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”
—Matthew 18:21-35, nrsv
He has waded through sewers, peeled road kill off America’s highways and by-ways, moved houses, gotten seasick in eel boats, served slop to pigs, been attacked by monkeys, and cleaned up monumental septic tank explosions. He tries his hand at the jobs that most of us couldn’t bear to do, although we know how important they are. You might not think that many people would want this guy in their living room, but in fact they love to see him—700 times a year. His name is Mike Rowe, and he’s the star of the cable TV show Dirty Jobs.
He has tried his hand at over 165 of the dirtiest and most disgusting jobs being done today. People love Mike Rowe—this star who’s willing to roll up his sleeves and really get his hands dirty. Walking down a street in New York one day, Rowe got a shout-out from both a cop and the criminal handcuffed in his cruiser. Together, they said, “Man, you’re awesome!”

But there’s something going on here that goes deeper than his craggy good looks and dirty hands. Mike Rowe has real curiosity about challenging jobs, and respect for the men and women who do them. The show sends a powerful message, says journalist Ellen McGirt: “There’s dignity in hard work, expertise in unexpected places and deep satisfaction in tackling and finishing a tough job.”

That’s a message we probably need to hear today.

So, in the gospel of Matthew, Peter walks up to Jesus and says, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus answers, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times” (Matthew 18:21-22).
Notice what Peter said. “How often should I forgive someone who has hurt me?” Peter decided to be generous. “Seven times, Lord?” The rabbis always said to forgive someone three times. That’s going more than the second mile. But if someone offends me, trips me up, makes me lose my job, or just cheats and lies and just makes life miserable for me—how often should I forgive them? “Seven times?” asks Peter. “That’s a perfect number! Wouldn’t that be great, Lord? Wouldn’t that be enough?”

It was quiet for a moment. And then Jesus answered his old, impetuous friend. “Peter, not seven times but seventy-seven times.” But just to make matters a little more challenging, the word used by Jesus to describe this extravagant forgiveness can also be translated “seventy times seven.” And the Bible says that, when he heard those words, Simon Peter got out his calculator and began to multiply with it and looked up with his mouth wide open. “Lord, that’s 490 times!” (Some math majors will tell you it’s forgiveness to infinity.
) And Matthew put this story in his Gospel to help a very troubled church in its earliest years of persecution by saying this is the only way you are going to survive. Seventy times seven!
“Four hundred and ninety times,” Peter says—490?! And Jesus nods his head. And probably reminds Peter that 490 times does not mean to keep a record. It does mean that you need to put away your calculator, Peter. It does mean that forgiveness is a way of life and never some isolated, occasional act of heroism. Forgiveness, then, is the constant homework of Christians. Unfinished business, always.

It’s a tough job, but someone’s gotta do it. It’s not necessarily a “dirty job,” but it is a tough job. And, according to Jesus, they’ve got to do it again and again and again and again—which means 490 stinking times. The point is, your forgiveness should be beyond calculation. By comparison, sloshing around in a sewer may not seem so bad, after all.

The parable of the unforgiving servant offers us a glimpse into why forgiveness is at the heart of the life of individual Christians, as well as at the center of our life together as a faith community, by revealing the reason we must offer forgiveness to one another. It has nothing to do with the pursuit of justice, and everything to do with the character of God. Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven “may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves” (Matthew 18:23). So Jesus is saying that we can learn a little something about life in God’s kingdom by paying attention to a story about how this king deals with his debtors. 

Because restitution would be impossible for the servant, the king takes pity on him and cancels the debt and lets him go. He was fully freed. The forgiven servant, however, goes out to someone who owed him a small debt and does not show pity. The parallel nature of the stories grabs our attention. Word on the street travels fast and the king hears of the servant’s ruthlessness and lack of compassion.

Our parable is really about the kind of lifestyle we will choose for ourselves. Do we know how to live the life that sets us free? Or are we bound to a world of resentment, anger, and bitterness? It appears as if this servant who had been forgiven much learned nothing about mercy, compassion, and forgiveness. So often, our selfish hearts are unaware of God’s grace that surrounds us.

In his book Forgive and Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve, Lewis Smedes says that the parable of the unforgiving servant is about God and us. It promises that if we act like the unforgiving servant, then God will act like the king. “Jesus grabs the hardest trick in the bag—forgiving—and says we have to perform it or we are out in the cold, way out, in the boondocks of the unforgiven… He is tough because the incongruity of sinners refusing to forgive sinners boggles God’s mind. He cannot cope with it; there is no honest way to put up with it.”

Belief in God is like being a pumpkin. God lifts you up, takes you in, and washes all the dirt off of you. He opens you up, touches you deep inside and scoops out all the yucky stuff—including the seeds of doubt, hate, greed, etc. Then he carves you a new smiling face and puts his light inside you to shine for all the world to see.

Who is it you cannot forgive? Who is it that hurt you so bad? They may even have died years ago, but the power of that hurt still lingers. They could easily sit in church week after week on the seat in front of you. When Simon said: Should I forgive seven times, Jesus shook his head. Seventy times seven. But Jesus, you don’t understand. She broke my heart. She just dragged every feeling I have through the gravel pile. She betrayed me. Seventy times seven. But he tore up my life. He lied through his teeth and I lost this job and life has never been quite right since. Seventy times seven. But you don’t understand how it is. He abused me for years on end. I still carry the scars. I can’t let it go. Seventy times seven. They just flew those planes into the World Trade Center and Pentagon, and into the hard ground of western Pennsylvania, Lord…and all those lives were snuffed out, and our nation and world has been forever changed. Seventy times seven. (And as I recalled the deep feelings of bitterness and anger that spilled out of the dark center of my being 7 years ago this week, I knew that would be the hardest one of all…that, indeed, “Forgiveness is the constant homework of Christians. Unfinished business, always.”)

Every once in a while, we hear stories of people who do forgiveness right. Such was the story of the Amish community of Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania, who had to deal with the horror of the school shootings of October 2006. The slaughter of five schoolgirls and the wounding of five others—by a gunman who then shot himself—was an unimaginable trauma, for any community, but especially for a deeply religious, nonviolent people like the Amish. The world watched to see how the elders of this radically pacifist community would respond.

What the world saw was a remarkable Christian witness. One of the first things the Amish did was reach out to the gunman’s widow, and her children. They brought them food. They raised money to help them pay their bills (for, on top of everything else, that family had lost its principal wage-earner).

Ten days after the shootings, a bulldozer crashed through the walls of the Amish schoolhouse at Nickel Mines. Anyone familiar with the Amish knows bulldozers aren’t their style. They don’t use that kind of machinery—and, besides, they’re a thrifty bunch. When demolishing a building, they typically descend upon it with nail-pullers and crowbars, laboriously salvaging as much lumber as they can. It’s the opposite of one of their famous barn-raisings.

Yet, on this occasion, the Amish hired an outside, non-Amish contractor to drive his bulldozer through the building, reducing it to splinters. They wanted the world to see that they were absolutely determined to forgive and forget: and quickly. To them, that public witness was well worth the cost of hiring the bulldozer and giving up the salvage value of the scrap lumber.

There’s an unbreakable bond between the forgiveness of God and the forgiveness we are to offer one another, making it illogical and impossible for us to accept the mercy of the Lord and then refuse to extend mercy to others. Jesus summarizes this quite succinctly in his teaching of the Lord’s Prayer, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
Forgive us our trespasses—that’s what we ask of God.

As we have forgiven those who trespass against us—that’s what we offer our neighbors.

In the divine economy of the Kin-dom of heaven, you can’t have one without the other.

Our God is a merciful God who is willing to do the dirty work of blotting out our transgressions, washing us from our iniquity, and cleansing us from our sin (See Psalm 51:1-2). That’s a job that would overwhelm a tough guy like Mike Rowe, even if he were walking around in a hazmat suit. But God is betting that we have been transformed by divine forgiveness into the kind of people who can do the hard work of forgiving others. God knows that God’s mercy can have a surprising and wonderful effect—it can create a community of merciful people.
God is willing to do the most disgusting of dirty jobs—the removal of our sin through the gift of forgiveness. All he asks is that we turn and do the same for others. Seven times. Seventy-seven times. Maybe even 490 times!

Put away your calculator! Remember that forgiveness is a way of life and never some isolated, occasional act of heroism. Forgiveness remains the constant homework of us Christians. Unfinished business, always…

+ + + + + + + + + +

PRAYER

Lord Jesus Christ, you taught us in the disciples’ prayer to ask God to forgive our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. We confess that we often forget our own indebtedness to you and to so many others. We confess that sometimes it feels good just to look down our noses in judgment on one another. Teach us to deal with our own unfinished forgiveness. Help the “church” to dispense this healing treasure to one and all. And help us to do our part to make your generous and divine forgiveness a reality. Amen.

+ + + + + + + + + +
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