Morning Prayer
14th September 2008

Matthew chapter 18 verses 21-35

Romans chapter 14 verses 1-12; Genesis chapter 50 verses 15-21


Lord, help us to be people who wrestle with, meditate on and test everything by your word.


On the 17th August, a prophetic message was given to the congregation and we were asked to discern whether it is from God and, if so, to act upon it. If you were away at that time it is worth repeating.        “ ‘Be holy for I am holy’, says the Lord. ‘My children, you rush over confession in your prayers and yet there are people who are harbouring secret sins in their hearts and need to confess it. There are people who are self-righteous who grieve me. I weep over you, my children. I love you so much that I died for you. I want to forgive you and restore you as individuals and as a Church. So come to me in true repentance and then stand together as a forgiven people and I will pour down my blessings upon you.’ ” Any prophetic message is to be tested against God’s revealed word in Scripture, and as today’s reading looks at with how to deal with sin within the Church community, it is perhaps part of the testing and discernment process to consider the prophecy in relation to today’s reading.


My dear departed brother used to poke gentle fun at my physique by accusing me of hiding behind lamp posts, turning sideways and disappearing and having to take great care when walking anywhere near grids. He was, of course, making use of hyperbole, the dictionary definition of which is “the use of an exaggerated statement which is not meant to be taken literally”. My brother, being the person he was, would have disputed that he was exaggerating.


Jesus made use of hyperbole on many occasions. One classic example is when he described a man attempting to take a tiny speck out of someone’s eye, while having a huge plank in his own eye. To take such an illustration literally is clearly nonsense. Our passage today, from Matthew’s gospel uses two examples of hyperbole. More of that as we come to it. 


The whole of chapter 18 of Matthew is aimed at the disciples and their questions and concerns, rather than the provocative questioning of the Pharisees seen in previous chapters which was aimed at trying to trick Jesus and catch him out. Jesus is concerned about the relationships among his followers. The commentary points out that within the community that the disciples had become, there is opportunity both to harm and care for each other, and the health and effectiveness of the group will depend on the attitudes to one another which are fostered. So this teaching is not so much a manual of discipline, as a guide to relationships.


So, in verses 1-5, Jesus turned upside down the accepted understanding of what constitutes importance and how the disciples are to see their role in leading the coming Church. In verses 6-9, spot the use of hyperbole, Jesus addressed realistically the existence and dangers of temptation and sin. In verses 10-14, the disciples are encouraged to think of themselves as shepherds of the flock, caring for the ordinary Christians who are vulnerable and weak. Verses 15-20 outline how, in practical ways, sin in the fellowship and its affect on relationships, can be resolved. It is not by a heavy-handed application of discipline, but by gentle pastoral care, discussion and love. Only when all avenues have been explored and no agreement can be reached, should there be a decision and possible discipline by the Church leaders.


We come now to our passage for today, which continues with the theme of relationships within the Church family. The text uses the word brother, but we may assume that sisters are included. It is really an extended commentary on the section of the Lord’s Prayer where is says “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those that sin against us.” The teachers of the law had discussed the question that Peter raised and recommended that you forgive someone three times. Peter realised that it was necessary to forgive  a fellow disciple, a brother in the Lord’s family, who sinned against him, but how many times? By suggesting seven times, Peter was going way beyond the teaching of the Rabbis, more than double the number. Expecting perhaps to be commended, Peter must have been surprised by the reply of Jesus. Seventy times seven, four hundred and ninety times, for those not too quick on the mental maths.


There is actually a textual difference at this point. Some texts say seventy seven times, and others seventy times seven. Now this is only a tongue-in-cheek suggestion, but this how I think the difference might have come about. Peter was a very literal man. On the day that hyperbole was on the curriculum at school, Peter bunked off and went fishing. It is not a word that was in his vocabulary. So when Jesus countered his suggestion of seven times by using the hyperbole of seventy seven times, meaning “don’t be so calculating, Peter, just keep on forgiving, don’t keep a record,” Peter was still thinking literally. He could count up to seventy seven, so could still keep a record and stop forgiving when the sin tally reached seventy eight. Jesus was perceptive enough to realise that Peter was still not up to speed with the hyperbole, so increased the number to one that started to tax Peter’s mathematical competence. He might have had seventy seven fish in a net and been able to count them, but four hundred and ninety was getting too many even for a canny fisherman. Eventually Peter got the point. Jesus meant that you don’t keep a tally, you keep on forgiving. I have to confess to making the same mistake as Peter. When I first read this passage, I was in my teens, with a very irritating aforementioned younger brother. I can remember trying to keep a record of how many times he “sinned” against me and forgiving him, with the view of reaching the magic number when it no longer became necessary to do so. It didn’t work. I suspect that I didn’t even reach the seven that Peter first suggested to Jesus. Forgiveness does not obey the rules of maths.


Jesus went on to hammer home the point with the parable of the unmerciful servant, just in case Peter was in any doubt. The servant owed the king such a vast sum that it was impossible that the debt could be paid. The amount is clearly a hyperbole and would be about two billion pounds at today’s values. Jesus wanted to make it very clear that there is no possible way that the servant was going to find that amount of money. Having been forgiven this fantastically huge debt by the king, the servant persecuted one of his fellow servants for a debt that, at today’s values would be about three thousand pounds. Having his fellow servant thrown into jail with his family left destitute is out of all proportion to the size of this lesser debt and takes no account of the way that he had himself been treated when he owed a hugely larger debt. When the king got to hear of what his servant had done, his reaction was utterly predictable and the unmerciful servant was himself thrown into jail, with the two billion pound debt reinstated. The whole parable is a hyperbole. We don’t risk being thrown in a literal jail if we do not forgive others, but the parable confirms just how seriously our heavenly Father takes this whole business of sin and forgiveness. The punch line is in the last verse. “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” Remember the heart, the religious concentration point of our lives, according to Elaine Storkey, where we respond to God, where we make all our key decisions, where we listen to the Holy Spirit, where we commit our lives.


This whole chapter is teaching which was directly relevant to the disciples, but then was been taken by Matthew, written down and applied to the Church of his day and then to the Church throughout the two thousand years since. The Church is a community, a family, of forgiven people. This is clear when we look at the preaching of the early Church. Peter called those in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost to “Repent and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” Repent, turn away from sin, the things that you do that displease God and go against his commands. Turn towards God and seek his forgiveness, a gift of free grace and mercy, a gift that is free but certainly not cheap, because it was at the cost of the death on the cross of his Son, Jesus. Paul continued in the same vein when he addressed the crowd in Athens. “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” The same message of repentance together with the comment that there will be a day of reckoning and judgement. Where do you stand this morning? Do you know the joy of sins forgiven, of standing in a right relationship with the One True God, and of being part of his redeemed community, the Church? That is truly a prize and a gift that has a value that is beyond price; the two billion pound figure of the parable does not even scratch the surface of its worth. It is a prize that is available to all who will bow the knee in repentance before and trust in God the Father who created us, in God the Son who died in our place and in God the Holy Spirit who comes to live with and in us.


Outside the Church family, people harbour resentments and bitterness, they fail to forgive and look for opportunities to get back at those who have wronged them. I speak from current experience of at least two lots of people that I know. Even people who are not Christians can see that it is stupid and wrong and causes a lot of upset and unhappiness. The sad thing is that it happens also in the Church community. It is not just sad, it is a denial of what it means to be part of the Church. We harbour resentments and do not forgive others from our hearts and it grieves our Father God. The words of the prophecy that I introduced the sermon with are correct. There are things that we need to repent of, to be forgiven for and to be restored as individuals and as a Church. In one sense it is not surprising that this is the case. We are forgiven sinners, we are being made holy, being sanctified is the technical term, but we are, each one a work in progress. We are not yet perfect, nor will we be until we reach heaven. But, we have been forgiven here and now, and our call is to be forgiving. Indeed, Jesus makes it clear that this is part of the deal.


So, in practical terms what does this mean? It means first of all that we are serious about our relationship with God; that we confess, from our heart, that there are times when we do not trust God and we try to do things in our own strength. We acknowledge before God that we struggle to live as we should in a world that is out of kilter and not as He intended. Confession of sin is built into the warp and weft of our daily Christian lives. It means, secondly, that we are realistic about relationships with others, both within and outside of the Church family. There will be things that niggle and jar as we try to live together and we say and do things that we regret. When Peter came to Jesus with his question about how many times he should forgive his brother, at least he realised that forgiveness was part of getting along harmoniously with others. Jesus didn’t put on him the unrealistic burden of saying that he should behave in such a way that there be no need for forgiveness. How many times do we have to forgive someone who sins against us? Silly question, just keep on forgiving. If that person is not part of the Church family, then we have no right to expect them to respond to our forgiveness in a like manner. All we can do is to pray for them, and to trust God to either change the situation or their hearts and in both cases to give us the grace we need to act as his followers. If they are part of the Church family, then the same applies, keep forgiving. Only in rare and serious situations does the matter need to go higher. 


To conclude this sermon, it would be good to spend a few minutes  wrestling with, meditating on and testing our own hearts by considering the words of Jesus in the Lord’s prayer. “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.”


