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Peter's question is a question we have often asked ourselves. It's a question born from frustration, disappointment and heartache. It's a question that forms on our lips and in our hearts when someone does something offensive to us so many times that we find ourselves hesitating to forgive or even withholding forgiveness. Not this time, we might think. Not after the umpteenth time. Our patience can only go so far. Just how many times must I forgive?


Maybe it's because the offender hasn't bothered to correct his or her continued errant behavior even after we have forgiven them so many times. Perhaps we're afraid they'll think our forgiveness is implying that we somehow approve of their behavior, though that is not the case. And sometimes, well, sometimes, the truth is people just don't care if what they are doing hurts us. Sometimes, they do it deliberately. That is unforgivable.


When Peter asked that question, you can pretty much surmise he's got someone in mind. Someone who has sinned against him, yet again. He's finally reached fed up to here with their rudeness and inconsiderate actions. They don't seem to don't care what they are doing to him. Seven times, Peter puts forth, a generous limit in his mind. Seven wounds that will take years to heal. 


Did someone come to your mind as the Gospel was read today? Maybe it was just yesterday, or last week, that that person did it again. The same offensive thing they did months ago, and before that, and before that. They aren't learning. They aren't even trying to get it under control. They just keep doing it, and it seems they don't care how much it hurts. I suppose it could be they aren't aware of what they are doing, but we seriously doubt that. They know, and they just don't care. It's like the abusive guy that hits his wife, then apologizes. For the twentieth time this year. Forgive again? Not on your life. 


Seven times, Peter? I'll bet for you, it's a multiple of that. Maybe you quit counting after seven, and that was what, years ago? I mean, let's be honest. We've forgiven some people more times than we can even count. That's it. We're done forgiving. We're done doing all the trying and them doing all the offending. It's time for them to learn a hard lesson in life. There is a limit to our patience. And it's been reached. 


Instead of answering the question, though, Jesus does what Jesus always seems to do. He answers with a parable. He could have given a simple answer, something like, yea, Peter, seven is a lot, so shoot for seventy. That ought to do it. 


It's a simple parable, easy to understand. A slave got his gigantic debt canceled in full, no strings attached. The master stamped a huge, Paid in full on the debt and said, off you go. And that was before the slave thought to ask for that. Rather, he said was he would pay it all back. Both the master and the slave knew that was impossible. So the master acts with that gut-deep compassion and wiped the whole debt away in one momentous deed of kindness. 


Then, the slave went and found, deliberately, it seems, a fellow slave who owed him a pittance compared to the debt he just had canceled and demanded payment. Notice how the second fellow slave said the same exact words that the first slave said. This helps to drive home the point Jesus is going to make.


The injustice is clear and without a doubt wrong. So much so that the third scene in this parable is pretty much unnecessary. Every body who heard the parable knows how unfair the slave acted. Everybody would agree that he should be punished for his rude and inconsiderate behavior.  Even a  child would readily recognize how wrong the slave acted. 


Then, Jesus ends the parable with a statement that serves as the hook, the punch line, if you will, of the whole parable. It's THE reason He has told the story. The last sentence is the answer to Peter's question. 


Here, let me read it again: “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”  It must have left Peter and the other disciples stunned to their very core. It's nearly too much to comprehend. The scope of that one statement takes our breath away and we're left with more questions, questions that need answers. Our initial reaction is: The Father will do what?! To who? No way! That's outrageous! That's unfair! Jesus must be exaggerating.  


Doesn't that sentence stun you to the core as well? Maybe we're not grasping the true meaning of the parable or we're misinterpreting it. Maybe we need to look again at scene three, the scene that we originally thought was unneeded. After all, that is the action of the master that Jesus is saying the Father will do. 


In that scene, the master calls in the “unjust” slave. He scolds, chastises, literally chews him up one side and down the other, for his quite rude and outrageous behavior. Then he condemns the slave to torment in prison “until he should pay all his debt.” Right. All his debt. Which is going to take, oh, about 6 million years or so. Give or take a year. 


Then Jesus utters the words “So also” and that literally turn things upside down and inside out. Is Jesus really saying that if we do not forgive our brother or sister, fellow believers in Christ, for EVERY and ALL sins committed against us, the Father will do likewise to us? What is it He'll do? Put us in prison until we pay back all we owe the Father. Which is going to take, oh, about 6 million years or so, give or take a year. 


What is the prison Jesus refers to? It represents eternal punishment. The servant was doomed to eternity in the prison of hell. Each of us, if we do not forgive seventy times seven, will be doomed to eternity in hell. Really? In spite of being saved by grace through faith in Christ? 


This can't be right, can it? It can't be, because there is this one little problem. “To err is human, to forgive divine.” I can't, you can't, no one can forgive with the scope and consistency and limitlessness that Jesus clearly commands. It seems unfair of Jesus, especially because He well knows human nature and our inabilities, to expect us to always and ever more forgive. Yet Jesus allows no wiggle room here. Plainly stated, if you and I do not forgive every brother or sister, you will also not be forgiven. And if we are not forgiven, we will die in our sins. 


“So also.” Those words sting in their severity. They are frightening in their finality. And there's more. Jesus isn't just talking about grudgingly mumbling a few words, but not really meaning any of them. In case we might think that, he adds at the end, “from your heart.” No faking it. No mouthing the words with fingers crossed behind our back. None of this I'll forgive but I'll never forget.  


When Jesus taught the disciples to pray, He says this after giving them the Lord's prayer: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”


It's clear Jesus means what He says here. If we don't forgive each other for every sin committed against us, our debt, our sins, will not be forgiven by God. Christ has forgiven us and expects us to pass it on, pay it forward as the saying goes today. 


This is not an optional thing, something we can pick and choose or turn on and off. It is expected of us, precisely because we are forgiven people. Our massive debt has been canceled, long before we even asked for such great mercy from the Father. Lord, have mercy on us, for we do not have the strength, the courage, the fortitude, to forgive seventy times seven, without limit. 


Look again at how the master handed out a stunning gift of grace and generosity to the slave, canceling his massive debt. See how the master does this purely out of compassion? It was his own idea, the slave didn't even ask for it. The master knew very well that even if he sold the slave and his whole family, the debt would still not get repaid. And obviously, the slave knows this as well. 


This, then, was the perspective the slave should have adopted. Then, the sliver of debt that the fellow slave owed him would be so trivial in comparison as to be inconsequential and thus easily canceled. In essence, because of the master's show of generous grace, the slave should have reached the “so also” conclusion. As he had been shown mercy, compassion and grace, so also he should show mercy, compassion and grace. 


Now, our tendency may be to become focused on how we better forgive if we don't want to spend eternity in hell. But that thinking will make forgiveness something we do because we have to in order to avoid eternal ruin. It turns what is to be a freely given gift into a forced action devoid of all meaning. And it also greatly diminishes the free gift of forgiveness God has given us in Christ.  


The power to truly forgive comes from a proper perspective. This is why each week, the first thing we do in worship is confess our sinfulness. It reminds us, for we do need reminding, that the sins we have committed have amassed a debt so large as to be astronomical. And when we grasp by faith that God in his great grace and mercy has completely and freely canceled that debt, it brings great joy. That joy, then, becomes the impetus to forgive others. 


God stands us in the overflowing river of His grace in Christ, where all our sins are paid in full by Christ. Not a one goes unforgiven. Not a single penny do we owe. All our sins are atoned for by Jesus' shed blood and we are debt-free. The Gospel is so sweet because the Law is so bitter. 


The river of forgiveness begins with God and flows to us, in and through Jesus. It's the river of  his blood running down his body and the cross. It's a river that covers our every transgression, cancels our debts, and leaves us owing nothing, yet everything to God. 


Then, with this gift in our hands, hands emptied of all our debt, we go forth, to empty the hands of those who owe us. The Gospel, the good news that Christ died on Calvary for our sins and raised for our justification, is the power that works in and through us to forgive. In the waters of baptism, and by the power of baptism, the same forgiveness that freed us emboldens us to free others from their debt.


Seems simple enough. Still, it is quite true that some offenses cut so deep that the wound left behind may take years to heal, if even then. We should not be surprised, then, to discover that we may need to forgive someone for the same sin more than once, especially if they feel the need to confess it more than once. 


Here's the key: Forgiveness is a decision of the will, not something we have to feel. It is a choice we do as forgiven people. It is a statement of fact, even if we don't feel like forgiving the other. There may be a great disconnect between the decision to forgive and the subsequent act of forgiveness, and the emotions that are almost always a result of the offense. 


It helps to define forgiveness. “To forgive someone is to release them from the retribution and retaliation that, according to normal human standards and even God's Law standards, they very well may deserve to receive.” 


Forgiveness is the Spirit-led purposeful act of the regenerated will of Christ's forgiven children. Emotions may be slow in following the action, or they may not even follow at all. They may need to be pulled along or may resist any and all efforts to be moved. Still, forgiveness is a choice, though the emotions may take a long time to get in sync with the choice.


And let us never forget that we too need forgiveness, sometimes repeatedly for some of our actions. Perhaps we have done a hurtful thing to another too many times to count. Perhaps we have felt the deep need to apologize over and over a dumb offense we have committed, because we don't feel like we deserve to be forgiven. This does not mean that the forgiveness voiced by another doesn't count. 


“So also.” To forgive is to be merciful and gracious as our Lord is merciful and gracious to us. To forgive is to imitate Christ, who forgives us readily and eagerly. God's Words assures us over and over that in Christ, the Father forgives all our sins, utterly and completely. So also we assure the brother and sister that their sins are forgiven. May we freely forgive as we have been freely forgiven. Amen. 
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