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Sermon for Trinity 22
Philippians 1:3-11    Psalm 133   Matthew 18:21-35
 Can you imagine owing a billion dollars?

 There was a saying that went around when there was a recession some years ago: if I owe the bank $500.00 and I can’t pay, I’m in trouble. But if I owe the bank a BILLION dollars and I can’t pay, the bank is in trouble.
 The servant in Jesus’ story had an unpayable debt. At today’s gold prices, the 10,000 talents, or 12 million ounces of gold, would amount to a debt of 18 billion dollars,
 eighteen billion dollars. That’s big money. Yet his master forgave the debt.  That’s very generous.
  I’d love to see the day when the bank calls me up and says, “Down here at the bank we’ve been looking at your account, and we’re feeling pretty generous down here today, so we’ve decided to forgive it all. You’re debt free.” As if that would ever happen!
 In Jesus’ parable, the guy who was forgiven a debt of 18 billion dollars refused to forgive someone the 50 bucks owed to him. When the king heard that, it made him so mad he threw him in jail.
 Have you ever had a debt you couldn’t pay? What do we do when we have a debt we can’t pay?
 File for bankruptcy? Throw ourselves on the mercy of the one we owe it to? Bargain for terms?
 To be in deep debt can be a hopeless situation. The person or bank we owe money to can have a lot of power over us. 

 Now let’s make the jump to thinking about forgiveness. The reason Jesus tells this story about a man with an unpayable debt is because Peter asked him how much we should forgive someone who sins against us. 
 Here’s how forgiveness works: if I have wronged someone, I owe them a debt. If someone has wronged me, that person owes me a debt. Not a money debt that has to be paid in cash, but a moral debt. 
 What do I mean by that?  Just that something needs to happen between two people, in order for things to be right again. Peace between us will come at a cost. A moral debt is owed. Until that debt is paid, it stands between us.
 Just like unpaid money, an unforgiven sin creates an obligation that is owed. And it just sits there.
 When we forgive others, and bless our enemies, God’s love and grace is released into the bad situation.

 It was a mess before, but with forgiveness, healing starts to get a foothold. The debt is forgiven.
 What about the opposite? What happens when we won’t forgive? The debt remains unpaid. Here’s what we think about the person who did us wrong: “You still owe me.” And that can go on for years and years inside us.
 Ann Landers once said that “Hanging on to resentment is letting someone you despise live rent-free in your head.”
  Withholding forgiveness means that God’s love is blocked in that situation, and healing can’t go on as God intends.
 And of course there is the heavy consequence that when we won’t forgive others, God won’t forgive us. God will hold the debt we owe against our account, until it is paid.

 Here it is, right in the middle of the Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us OUR trespasses, as WE forgive those who trespass against US.”

 Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, how often should I forgive?” And Jesus’ answer was not seven times, but 70 times seven. That’s 490 times. So Jesus basically says “Every time.” 

 Here is where grace and salvation come in. All the wrongs we have done are on our account. We have an unpayable debt. The unpayable debt of those sins is paid by Christ on the cross. The Bible says, “Christ died for our sins.”
  Christ gave his life as a ransom, freeing us from the unpayable debt we owe to God. Our debt is forgiven.
 So what do we do with unforgiven sin? Bring it to the foot of Christ’s cross, my sins, your sins, everyone’s sins. And Christ will gladly cover them with his self-sacrifice.
 “If any one sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, and he is the propitiation for our sins, and not for our sins only, but the sins of the whole world.” That’s from First John 2.
 We need to know something else about forgiveness. It is a mistake to wait until we “feel” like forgiving. It is a choice we make. It is a commandment we obey. Forgiveness is not a feeling, but a decision. 

 What’s more, forgiveness is not pretending a situation is OK, when it’s not. Hurt happens, and often forgiveness cannot begin until the hurt or pain is acknowledged and faced. There is a process to forgiving, and we short circuit the process by saying things like, “It’s not that bad,” or, “It’s just the cross I have to bear, I guess.”

 To be at real peace with one another is much more costly than shrugging it off. Real peace between people requires blunt honesty and a letting-go of very real hurts. It requires real grace. It requires cancelling real debts.
 And what about forgiving and forgetting?  Professor Wanda Malcolm from Wycliffe College says that forgiving does not in fact lead to forgetting. Forgiving does not rewrite the past. Facts are facts.
 Forgiveness means we no longer hold the person who hurt us to account.  Forgiveness does lead to letting go. Over time, we remember less of the hurt. The wounds fade.
 But denial is not the way forward, for either side. The good news is that through the power of Christ, we can bear the scars, and they will fade one day. The truth will set us free. 
 We all know how the words “I love you” can make a difference in our lives. The words “I forgive you” are just as important. They are a password to freedom. When we forgive, we clear the debt off the books. It is often a slow and painful process. But it leads to freedom.
 God stands so ready to forgive us. The Father is always ready to embrace the prodigal son or daughter that we so often are. God’s love is without limits. God will cancel our unpayable debt, just for the asking. Then, with God’s grace, we can forgive others.
 Then we will be free, forgiven and free.
