Romans 12:9-21

9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honour. 11Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ 20No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ 21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Matthew 18:21-35
21 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?’ 22Jesus said to him, ‘Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.
23 ‘For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 24When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents* was brought to him; 25and, 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. 26So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” 27And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 28But 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.” 29Then his fellow-slave fell down and pleaded with him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” 30But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he should pay the debt. 31When his fellow-slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 32Then his lord summoned him and said to him, “You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow-slave, as I had mercy on you?” 34And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he should pay his entire debt. 35So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.’
Murion (too much to count)

When somebody hurts you, you want to get them back, get even, get revenge, get “justice.”  But there are some pains we suffer that are petty and we just need to grow up and get over it.  But some wounds are big and serious.  It isn’t always easy to forgive these people, and after a while we end up carrying around the things people have done to us for days, weeks, months, and sometimes years.  Our wounds can become a part of us and shape who we are today, if we let them.
But God doesn’t intend for us to carry around that betrayal, pain and woundedness.  God created us to be free.  Our sinful nature is what slavishly holds onto that pain, and keeps us from the fullness of life God intends.  But sometimes it seems like the only way to feel better would be to somehow get back at the people who hurt us, to get revenge.  I’ll give you an example.  One summer long ago, I worked in a restaurant with a guy that I thought was a complete jerk.  He’d hurt me and most of the other people we worked with, and I was going to get him.  I went to the gym and worked out all summer because I planned on beating him up.  To make a long story short, he quit the job one night in the middle of a shift and I never saw him again.  And while I was in great shape from working out, my life wasn’t my own that summer.  I was a slave to revenge and not free like God intended.  Please learn from my bad example and don’t make the same mistake, no matter how big and serious your wounds may be.
Consider the words of Luke 6:37.
Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned.  Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you.

And remember the first reading today from Romans.
Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’

If we take revenge when we get hurt, it’s like saying to God, “I think I can handle this better than you.  I’m going to do your job, because you just don’t get it God – you don’t understand how much they’ve hurt me.”
And we dare say that to the creator of the whole world and everything in it including us; to a savior who was betrayed one of his closest friends, arrested in front of the rest of his friends, had a sham of a trial, was beaten mercilessly, hung on a cross, was jabbed with a spear, and died.  And we want to tell this God that he doesn’t get our pain?!
So how much do we have to forgive?  That’s Peter’s question– when is it enough?  When have we done our duty, Lord?  Peter thinks he’s being rather generous, offering to forgive as many as seven times.  Could you forgive somebody who had wronged you seven times?
Whatever pain you may be carrying around, God knows it and feels it with you – that’s the literal definition of “compassion” – to suffer alongside of.  No matter what you’ve been through, God’s heart is full of compassion for you and with you.  No matter how deep or dark the pit you are in, Jesus is there alongside you, underneath you, trying to push you up out of that pit and into the light.
Jesus says to forgive 77 times.  Some translations say 70 times 7.  Either way, 77 or 490 times (you can do the math), this is not to be taken literally.  It’s not actually an arithmetic problem at all, but an illustration of unlimited forgiveness that we show others.  We are always to forgive.  It’s not a question of how (how often, how many, how much?), but why (why forgive at all?).  We forgive because we have been forgiven.
Jesus’ next word is “therefore,” indicating we still have some work to do.  And in typical Jesus fashion, he tells a story that we don’t quite understand, and the parts we do understand don’t sit too well with us.
The first servant owed an incredible sum:  10,000 talents.  One talent was about 15 years’ wages for the average working guy.  Let’s put that into perspective.  We know that the total annual taxes of all Galilee and Peraea in 4 B.C. were 200 talents; and the king of the whole region, Herod the Great had an annual income of 900 talents.[footnoteRef:1]  This servant owed 10,000 talents. [1:  Linnemann, Eta, Jesus of the Parables, (John Sturdy, trans.) NY: Harper & Row, 1966, p. 108.] 

Actually, the number 10,000 is probably low.  The Greek word here is murion, which is translated as 10,000, not because that’s the actual number, but because that was the biggest number they could conceive of back then.[footnoteRef:2]  So a gazillion times a gazillion was murion.  How much did this guy owe?  Murion – too much to measure (perhaps it was 70 times 7?). [2:  Fisher, Neal F., The Parables of Jesus: Glimpses of the New Age, Women’s Division, Board of Global Ministries, The United Methodist Church, 1979, p. 88.] 

I looked up what 10,000 talents would be in today’s terms.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the median (yes, I know “median” is not the same thing as “average,” but it work with me here) income in the state of NC is $46,549[footnoteRef:3].  Multiply that times 15 years and you get $698,235 for 1 talent; then times 10,000 and you get $6,982,350,000! [3:  U.S. Census Bureau, Median Household Income for States: 2007 and 2008 American Community Surveys, found online at http://www.census.gov/prod/2009pubs/acsbr08-2.pdf] 

The servant is called to account for this enormous debt, and when he can’t pay (duh!), he’s told that he and his whole family and everything they own will be sold – obviously just a token payment.  Under the Jewish law, only a debtor could be sold to pay his debt, not his whole family; and he wasn’t allowed to be tortured for the debt[footnoteRef:4], which suggests that this king is not a good Jew, but a heartless, cruel and oppressive gentile ruler.  If we were hearing this story as 1st century Jews, our hearts would go out to this servant; we’d sympathize with somebody who had an unpayable debt to a cruel master. [4:  Linnemann, p. 108.] 

Overwhelmed, the servant pleads, “Have patience with me and I will pay you everything.”  Almost 7 billion dollars!?  But what does the king do?  The king responds with so much more than the servant asks for or could have even imagined.  The servant asks for what he thinks is freedom and this heartless king takes pity.  He not only releases the servant, but also forgives the entire debt!  That’s true freedom.  What a great story.  Good illustration about forgiveness, Jesus.  Now we can all go home, right?
No, there’s more.  The first servant goes out and comes upon a second servant who owes him 100 denarii.  A single denarius is a day’s wage, so 100 denarii is 100 days wages (for us, that’s 20 weeks worth of work), still a sizeable sum.  The second servant falls on his knees and begs for mercy, using almost the same exact words as the first, “Have patience with me and I will pay you” (v. 29).  The difference is that his debt could be repaid.  It’s not murion.
And again, the story could end here, with the first servant forgiving the second, just as he had been forgiven – a fine example of the golden rule:  do to others as you would have them do to you (Matt. 7:12).  But the opposite happens and the first servant is even harsher than the master, as he grabs the second servant by the throat and demands payment.  As listeners to the story, our sympathies change abruptly, and the one with whom we celebrated now becomes abhorrent to our sense of justice.  We cry, “Foul!” with his fellow servants and go right along with them to complain to the king – it’s not fair!
But why did the first servant act that way?  It’s because he’s a slave to the old way of thinking:  his head is not right because his heart is not right, like when Peter asks, “How many times do I have to forgive?”  There’s got to be a number.  Set me free and I’ll pay the debt.
But it’s not about money or debt or obligations or rights or even justice.  If you’re keeping score, you’ve missed the point.  It’s about compassion and forgiveness and mercy, even when, and perhaps especially when it is not deserved.  We call that grace; and it brings real freedom.
The first servant just doesn’t get that.  When he hears the plea of the second servant, he goes back into a slave’s mindset.  The grace he received was just something that happened to him, but didn’t change him.  He still received the gift of grace, but his heart was hard.  The servant is what we call “unrepentant,” and so is handed over to be tortured for the rest of his miserable life.
Hear again the warning of last verse (35), “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”  From your heart…there has to be forgiveness in your heart.  The king was right in handing the first servant over to be tortured.  Even though the servant had been forgiven murion, he was unwilling to forgive.
Consider the words of the Lord’s Prayer that we pray here every Sunday:  “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us” (Matt. 6:12); or Luke’s gospel “…forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us” (Luke 11:4).  In explaining this prayer, Jesus says, “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matt. 6:14-15).  God’s love isn’t conditional.  It isn’t based on our forgiveness, as though God would owe us something for each time we forgive somebody.  That’s still keeping score, falling back on a slave’s mentality, still using our old notions of justice.  Friends, God’s mercy isn’t an exception to the rule of justice.  Mercy is God’s rule.
Jesus mercifully died for us on the cross so we could be free.  We owe him everything.  We should be living our lives exactly as God wants.  But we don’t.  We have free will, but we’re still slaves to the old way of thinking.  We’re sinners, down to the core, who could never face a God of perfect justice.  Fortunately, this is not a financial transaction, not some set of laws, not a requirement to forgive somebody exactly 77 times or even 490 times, but it is an attitude of the heart which understands that we have been given incredible mercy:  though our debts are murion (too much to measure), we are forgiven and set free.
That shapes our lives in how we forgive others because our hearts have been transformed.  The Greek word for transformation is metanoia, the same word we get “metamorphosis” from – as in the change from a caterpillar to a butterfly is a metamorphosis.  The change from a sinner to a Christian is a metamorphosis.  There is a totally new way of viewing the world that completely shatters our slavish misunderstandings of justice and even of God.  It’s not about rights or obligations or duties or justice or who owes what to whom.  It’s about grace.  We Christians are a community which realizes that we owe murion, but have experienced God’s grace beyond our wildest dreams, and allowed it to transform our hearts.
May you forgive as you have been forgiven; may you give others what’s been given to you; and may you set someone free and discover that it was you.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Bell, Rob, Luggage, in the “Nooma” video Bible study series (No. 7); final blessing.] 

Amen.
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