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In the name of Christ Jesus, in whom we find unlimited forgiveness,

Have you heard of Corrie Ten Boom? 
She was an amazing Christian woman who literally helped hundreds of people in her home town in Holland escape from the Nazis during WWII. Until, that is, she and her whole family were caught, arrested and hauled off to a prison camp. In that prison camp Corrie lost her father and her sister, the two people who meant the most in the world to her. 

As Corrie relates the horrors she experienced in that camp, she tells of how, over and over again, when there were periodic medical checks or when they were actually allowed to shower, the woman were forced to undress and walk by their SS guards. She talked about how the guards would mock the women, and how it broke her heart to see the humiliation on her sister’ face. 

After the war ended and Corrie was finally free (though her life would never be the same) she traveled to Germany (Germany, mind you!) where she ministered to those who had lost everything in the war. There, one day after she had spoken in a church, she met up with one of the German SS officers who had been in the prison camp guarding the showers.

This is how she relates the encounter:  “He came up to me as the church was emptying…‘How grateful I am for your message, Fraulein,’ he said. ‘To think as you say, he has washed my sins away!’” His hand was thrust out to shake mine. And I, who had preached so often to the people in my hometown the need to forgive, kept my hand at my side. Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me, I saw the sin of them. Jesus Christ had died for this man; was I going to ask for more?  Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me and help me to forgive him. Give me your forgiveness. I tried to smile, I struggled to raise my hand. I could not.”

As I pondered this woman’s struggle, I couldn’t help but think of all the times I have struggled to forgive. This woman had a ginormous faith. As she related how her faith had helped her overcome her immense trials—well, it made me feel like a faith midget. And then, when she confessed her inability to forgive, I wondered to myself, what hope is there for me? Especially as I consider Jesus’ words: 35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”

How do I forgive? I mean, how do I learn to really forgive?  We’re going to take a closer look today at the parable Jesus shared with us a few moments ago in Matthew, chapter 18 (
page 975). And let’s see what Jesus has to say. 

Jesus’ words are a response to a question. We don’t know for sure, but it’s like one of those copout questions we like to ask. “Lord, how many times should I forgive someone?”  It’s like we’re saying: We know, Lord, that you want us to forgive. But there’s got to be some limit to this, right?  If we just keep on forgiving, people are going to start to think we’re weak.  They’ll take advantage of us, walk all over us. And what about justice, Lord?  People can’t just keep getting away with their sin. Somewhere along the line they ought to pay. When we focus on the other person’s sin and not our own heart, it’s amazing the excuses we can come up with NOT to forgive. 

“Up to seven times?” Peter asks. Generous, isn’t it? Think of a time someone has really hurt you, I mean REALLY hurt you. Do you remember the struggle you had to forgive that person for just that one incident? Now imagine that person causing you that same awful pain a second time, a third time, a fifth, sixth and even seventh time!

Jesus' answer? “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” Some hear that and may wonder who that is even humanly possible? Let me tell you a story, Jesus says, that may help you change your perspective.

The story is about a king who decides that it’s time to settle accounts with his debtors. So he calls in a man who owes him an unfathomable sum of money. Today it could be anywhere between 12 and 20 million dollars. There is, of course, no way this guy could pay off his debt. We think we have financial stress!

It gets worse. The king orders that this guy along with his wife and children and everything he owned be sold. That wouldn’t pay back the debt, of course, but at least the king would get something.

 The guy is desperate, right? So he throws himself at the king’s feet and begs for a little more time. He promises that he’s going to pay it back in full. Really! You think the king is going to fall for that? How long is it going to take him to come up with 12 million dollars?

But the king doesn’t say, “You’re crazy! Take him away.” He doesn’t say, “I’m probably being a fool, but I’ll give you a little more time.” No! He says, “I will CANCEL your debt.” All 12 million—I’m just going to forgive it and let you go on your merry way.

You can just hear the jaws of everyone in that room hit the floor. The guy gets up, slowly no doubt, not quite sure that this is really happening. And he leaves. One minute his life is pretty much over, the next he’s a totally free man.

Here’s Jesus’ point. We owe an immeasurable debt of sin to God. Even though, as Christian people, we’d like to think that our debt isn't all that large, the truth is, the debt is so immense we could never pay it back, not in a million years, not to mention a lifetime.

So Jesus took care of the debt for us. He said to his Father, let me go and take their place. Charge their debt (yours and mine) to me, Jesus said, and I’ll pay it off. Why he’d choose to do that, knowing what it would take to pay our debt is beyond our human comprehension. But he did it. He went to the cross and he laid down his life for us.

Just like the man in the parable, despite the never-ending list of wrongs that we think, do and say every day, we walk out of here today totally free. Do you want to know how many times you ought to forgive, Jesus says. My answer to you is that God’s forgiveness of you is limitless.

Now, the rest of the story. The man who’d just been freed from this unbelievable debt runs into another guy who owes him a couple months‟ wages, perhaps a few thousand dollars in today’s money. The same scenario plays itself out. The guy doesn’t have the money, so he pleads for a little more time. It’s only a couple thousand dollars, so his promise is a little more realistic. But the first guy won’t do it! He can’t forgive! He won’t even give the other guy a little more time to pay up. Instead he has him thrown into jail.  Not a very nice guy.

It’s here that Jesus hopes his parable will find its mark in our hearts. For me, it’s frustrating when Jesus does this. I think he’s telling his little story about someone else, and then I realize, he’s talking about me. I’m that guy. I’m the guy who for years has been the recipient of God’s unlimited forgiveness. 
It’s my unbelievably immense debt of sin, a debt I could never pay back, that God has canceled completely. And now, over and over again, I, who have been forgiven so greatly, refuse to forgive “the debts” that other people owe me. Suddenly, I don’t like the man I see in the mirror.

So what do I do? How do I forgive as God has forgiven me? 

First of all, it’s important that we realize this. My desire to forgive shouldn’t flow from my thinking that my forgiveness of others will move God to forgive me. The point of the parable is just the opposite, that my ability to forgive flows from and is empowered by God’s limitless forgiveness of me. You see, on top of all my other sins, is this ugly sin called the unwillingness to forgive.  The amazing thing about God’s grace is that there is even forgiveness for failing to forgive. Jesus’ sacrifice paid for this ugly sin as well.

Some may wonder why, then, does Jesus teach us to pray, “Forgive us our sins AS we forgive those who sin against”? Why does Jesus say at the end of this parable: “This is how my heavenly Father will treat you UNLESS you forgive your brother from the heart‟?

Jesus is warning us against the tragic consequences of not forgiving. When I refuse to show mercy, what I’m saying is that I don’t believe in mercy. I’m saying that, in my belief system, every sinner is required to pay his own debt in full. If someone has hurt me, he ought to pay. If that’s true, then I also need to pay my debt back in full. What I’m doing is closing my heart to God’s grace. And God doesn’t force his grace on anyone.

So here’s a crucial truth about forgiveness. Forgiveness is not something that can be earned or deserved. That’s the point of Jesus’ parable: I don’t deserve God’s mercy. He forgives me freely for Christ’s sake. If God forgives me through his grace alone, why, then, do I expect other people to earn my forgiveness? What right do I have to withhold forgiveness because a person “doesn’t deserve it”?

Forgiveness is a choice. Forgiveness is choosing to let go of the hurt and the pain that someone else has caused me. Forgiveness is choosing to forgo the need for revenge or payback when someone else’s sin has devastated me. And I choose to let go, not because this person deserves my forgiveness or has done something to earn my forgiveness. I choose to let go (and this is key!) solely because in Christ God always choses to be merciful to me. I choose to let go because this is how I show my gratitude for and that I accept my complete and utter dependence on the mercy of God.

Again, someone may ask: but what if the person isn’t sorry? Should I still forgive? Jesus gives us clear teaching earlier in this chapter about the importance of lovingly reaching out and calling someone who has sinned against us to repentance. He is so concerned about the one sheep that wanders away, that he’ll leave the other ninety-nine behind so he can go and find this one lost sheep.

But here’s the thing. How am I going to reach out to call this person to repentance with the right kind of heart, if I’m holding all kinds of anger and bitterness inside? Out of reverence for Christ, I need to let go of the anger and bitterness. I need to forgive the person. Then I will be able to show him or her my heavenly Father’s heart.

And finally, no matter how that person responds, I’m free! I’m BLESSED because I have chosen to show mercy. When we don’t forgive, the anger turns to resentment, the resentment to bitterness. The bitterness becomes a poison that makes us sick in our souls. It’s a poison that can also eventually drive us away from our gracious and merciful God. Your heavenly Father loves you too much to have this happen. That’s why he encourages you: Forgive! 

After the Civil War, Robert E. Lee visited a Kentucky lady. She took him to the remains of a grand old tree in front of her house where she angrily pointed out that its limbs and trunk had been destroyed by Federal artillery fire. After a brief silence, Lee said, “Cut it down, my dear Madam, and forget it.” It’s better to forgive the injustices of the past than to allow them to remain, let bitterness take root and poison the rest of our life.

If getting rid of our anger was only as easy as chopping down a tree. It’s not. That’s why I tell people that forgiveness is a process. You may choose to let go today, but tomorrow something happens and all those feelings and anger and bitterness are there again. That’s when you pray: God, I need you!

Remember Corrie Ten Boom? How she couldn’t take that SS soldier’s hand? This is how her recounting continues: “I felt nothing, not the slightest spark of warmth or charity. And so again I breathed a silent prayer. Jesus, I cannot forgive him. Give me your forgiveness. As I took his hand, the most incredible thing happened. From my shoulder along my arm and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to him, while into my heart sprang a love for a stranger that almost overwhelmed me. And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that this world’s healing hinges, but on God’s. When he tells us to love our enemies, he gives, along with the command, the love itself.”

I don’t have the power to forgive. That power comes from God’s Spirit within me. And yes, I will always struggle to forgive. That’s why I constantly need to connect myself with the power of God’s forgiveness. I need to hear him assure me of his love and forgiveness as I read his Word. I need the pastor to encourage me that this is true in worship each week. I need to taste that forgiveness over and over again as I partake of his Supper of love. How do I learn to truly forgive? I need God to pour his forgiveness into me, to cleanse me, and flow through me.

Let’s pray for that: Jesus, I want to forgive like you forgive me. Help me to see more and more the depth of mercy your heavenly Father has shown and continually shows me. Help me to forgive as you have forgiven me. Amen.

�This theme identifies the challenge of the text (reflecting the malady of the sermon), but it chooses not to give away the gospel answer, allowing that to be discovered as the sermon moves to its conclusion.


�This sermon begins with an intriguing story that touches the emotion and grabs attention.  It illustrates exactly what Jesus is describing. And better yet, it's REAL, authentic, which is exactly what post-moderns want.


�Again Corrie's response reveals a REAL inner struggle and her response is one we can all identify with (even if it isn't the right one).  Notice how this subtly questions the whole notion of unlimited forgiveness.  The malady of the sermon has been introduced in a narrative form.  





But it is also critical to note that Pastor Bonack delays providing the answer to that malady.  The rest of the sermon is an inductive exploration of that tension that slowly reveals the answer of the text.  





Postmoderns tend to be skeptical if we immediately tell them what the “correct answer” is.  "But Corrie was wrong.  We know that God tells us in Colossians 3:3 to forgive one another."  Instead Pastor Bonack explores the tension with them, placing himself along with them in the position of questioning the assumptions, and then leading them into God’s Word to show how that Word has just the right answers we all need.


�Notice how Pastor Bonack stays with his text and lets it prove itself FIRST and THEN goes elsewhere in Scripture to expound further on the necessity of forgiveness that Jesus brings out here. 





To many postmoderns, it is a big turn off when we don’t let our text speak but immediately support it with other proof passages.  Many listeners will not see other Scripture passages as "winning the argument."   We often proceed that way because we are operating from an assumption that just because Scripture says it, it must be true.  





While we are convinced of Scripture’s authority, many postmoderns, living in a world that questions all authority, are not so convinced that every passage I quote possesses such authority.  .  





Far better is to let our text draw in our hearers as the Spirit convinces them that this particular part of God’s Word speaks with authority.  Then, having experienced the text’s authority, we can make us of other supporting passages where needed.  But even there, it may be wise not to overwhelm our hearers with too much “prooftexting.”  


�Note how Pastor Bonack "keeps it personal" here and elsewhere in the sermon.  The preacher joins the hearer in the struggle, rather than seeming to stand over them.   Such homiletical “honesty” is the authenticity that postmoderns crave.  They’ve become cynical and jaded by too many people selling them something that they themselves would never buy. 


�Since the key moment of the parable has not been reached at this point, it might have been wise to postpone giving us the “meaning” of the parable so far.    It seems the preacher could have allowed the parable to run its course and pick up the “what does this mean” when he later comes back to us again (“It’s here that Jesus hopes this parable….”).  


�Again the preacher identifies himself as the target of Jesus’ warning.  





If we don't identify ourselves as one who has been taught by our text, we may quickly lose the post-modern listener.  Postmoderns are skeptical of the "expert" who stands at a safe distance above the text, telling them what it means for them (but apparently not for himself!).  





Instead of speaking as if the authority resides in us, we let the meaning of the text itself carry the authority as it speaks to them and us.


�Throughout this section of the sermon, notice how Pastor Bonack seeks to answer one by one the objections and misunderstandings in the minds of his hearers that can get in the way of taking the message of Jesus’ parable to heart.  


�The case could be made that the sermon introduces one too many images here by adding the story of Robert E. Lee.  As good as it is, the danger is giving the hearers too many good things to think about.  It may have been better to let this drop and immediately move to the conclusion of the story with which the sermon began.





We cannot say everything about forgiveness in a single sermon.  Jesus’ parable doesn’t even attempt to do that.  


�Pastor Bonack is using the device of “suspending” a narrative at a key moment  only to bring it back now when it is time to hear the conclusion.  The story was “suspended” when the malady of the sermon it revealed would have shifted (too soon) to the solution.  





There would also have been another problem with “finishing” this story right at the start.  To have shared this whole story at the very beginning would have undermined the job of the sermon’s biblical text to establish truth.  But here, with Jesus’ parable having played its central role, we can come back to see the truth of Jesus’ parable lived out in the concrete of someone’s life.  


� As the sermon comes to a close, the conclusion may have been stronger if a clear thematic statement – toward which the whole sermon had been moving – had been identified.  





