Hi,
Today’s updates:
· This Sunday in my 11am class we will be starting a new series, Living Hope, for I know we could all use some more hope in these very difficult times. We’ll be talking about the nature of the Christian hope and how we can live that hope every day, how such hope can change how we see ourselves and how we understand the world around us. I hope you will join us on my Facebook page for ministry.
· The links to my on-line classes, the video recordings of the classes, the class audio podcasts, and the archive of these daily emails can all be found at www.scottengle.org. All the postings are up-to-date.
So much to learn and then to live in this parable. There are few challenges as difficult for us as the practice of forgiveness.
Matthew 18:21-35 (NRSV)
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.” 
Take a breath. A deep one . . . deeper. Now hold it. Keep holding it . . . longer. How long can you hold it? One minute? Two perhaps? Breathing, indeed living, requires us to breathe out as well as breathe in. I remember from my brief flirtation with circuit weight training that it was important to learn the proper way to breathe while struggling to lift the weight. Inhaling was easy, but remembering to exhale was very difficult. I’d just keep holding and holding my breath as I strained to move the weight smoothly and in rhythm.
Forgiveness is like breathing. It must be breathed out as we breathe it in. Forgiveness received is forgiveness that must be passed on. When we are forgiven but refuse to forgive, it is like trying to take in a breath and hold it rather than breathing it out. Sadly, this is a truth that one servant never learned.
The unforgiving servant
Today’s parable comes from Matthew 18, part of the fourth long block of Jesus’ teaching in the gospel. Beginning in verse 15, Jesus tells his disciples how to handle situations where one has been sinned against by another. The offender is to be taken before two or three witnesses and, if needed, the large community of believers. If the offender refuses “to listen even to the church,” Jesus says, they are to be treated like a “Gentile or tax collector.” Neither is good, so far as Jesus’ disciples are concerned.
Then, Peter asks Jesus how often he should forgive a member of the church who has sinned against him. Perhaps seven times, Peter suggests. But instead of affirming Peter’s notions of forgiveness, Jesus tells him that he is to forgive “seventy times seven.” In other words, Peter is to forgive without limit. He is to forgive and forgive and forgive and forgive . . . . Jesus then tells Peter a parable to help him grasp the full truth about forgiveness.
A king was settling up accounts with his slaves. There is one slave who owes the king a lot of money. So much money that it certainly would have conjured up visions of astounding wealth, for it would take the average laborer 15-20 years to earn a single talent and the slave owes the king 10,000 talents! To settle up as best he can, the king orders that the slave and his family be sold as well as all the man’s possessions. But when the slave falls on his knees and begs for mercy, the king forgives all the debt – all 10,000 talents. All of it. One could hardly imagine a more gracious act.
One would think that being the recipient of such forgiveness would forever change a person. Yet, this same slave refuses even to be patient with a fellow slave who owes him a small sum, no more than a few weeks’ wages. Seemingly forgetting, though probably just not caring, about the grace shown himself, the forgiven but unforgiving slave has the debtor thrown into prison. When the king learns what has happened, the slave’s original debts are reinstated and he is tossed into prison where he will stay until he can repay the 10,000 talents – which he will never be able to do.
Reciprocity
Reciprocity was highly valued in the ancient near-eastern cultures. If someone does something for me, I then am obligated to do something similar for them. The forgiven servant naturally then assumes that the reciprocity he owes his master is to be extended only to his master.
But the parable makes clear that the generosity the slave received should have been passed on to others. As John Carroll writes, “The kindness from which I have benefitted should reach to touch others who had no part in that original act of kindness. Since, in the parable, the king in some way embodies the graciousness of God, the point is that I should be so transformed by the experience of divine grace that I am able to bring that same grace and mercy into all my relationships with others. ”
As with all the parables, we have to be careful about pushing them too far, e.g., seeing the character of the king as telling us more about God than the parable intends. This is a parable about forgiveness told in response to a question about forgiveness not about the nature of God.
Craig Blomberg suggests that we focus on the three episodes of this parable if we are to grasp Jesus’ point about forgiveness:
· The first episode illustrates the boundless grace of God.
· The second episode shows the absurdity of refusing to extend grace to others when we have been given so much.
· The third episode (the punishment of the first servant) starkly shows the consequences of spurning God and God’s grace.
Eduard Schweizer put it this way: ‘God’s forgiveness is not for decoration but for use.’ Living, truly God-shaped living, requires that forgiveness be breathed out, not just breathed in. A truly grateful heart is also a forgiving heart.
‘til tomorrow, grace and peace,
Scott
