
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Twenty-second Sunday after Trinity

psalter:
Psalms 32 & 43
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 27:30-28:7
2nd lesson:
Matthew 18:21-35
The Unlimited Nature of Forgiveness
How many times should we forgive someone who has sinned against us? The forgiven heart, conscious of what it has received, always answers, 'As often as necessary." This is the lesson it has learned from its Lord.

It was His answer to Saint Peter, who on a certain occasion asked, "Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?" As we will see, he probably thought has answer was a generous one, because it set a higher standard than some of the rabbis did. He must have been taken aback when his Master replied, "I say not unto thee. Until seven times: but. Until seventy times seven."

He also admonished His disciples in these words, "If (your brother) sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, and says, 'I repent,' you must forgive him." (Luke 17:4) He wasn't, of course, agreeing with Saint Peter's limit of seven times, but was teaching here also that forgiveness must be offered to a person as often as it's needed. Unlimited forgiveness of others must be the rule among His followers.

It hadn't always been that way in the ages covered by the Scriptures. When we look at this long record, we see that the Bible goes from unlimited revenge to unlimited forgiveness. Lamech was a descendant of Cain, and he stated this fierce opposite of the forgiveness commanded by the Lord Jesus: "I have slain a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me. If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold." (Genesis 4:23b-24)
The penalty for a person's sin could also extend to his entire household, because of the strong sense of the corporate nature of the family. The seventh chapter of Joshua tells the story of a man named Achan, who took some of the silver, gold, and a beautiful Babylonian garment when Jericho was destroyed. All of the spoils had been claimed beforehand for God, so Achan had taken that which belonged to the Deity. He confessed his sin when he was confronted with it; but at this stage in the history of Israel, confession of sin and the return of the stolen articles did not bring forgiveness. Instead, he, his family, his cattle, and all his goods were destroyed.

This doctrine of corporate guilt has not been unknown in the political history of western nations; in recognition of this, its application in America is specifically forbidden by the Constitution. However, this punishment of the whole group for the sin of one person is a reminder that the sin of one member can bring sorrow to all the members. In the parable of the unforgiving servant who would not extend the same kindness to his co-worker, "When his fellow-servants saw what was done, they were very sorry."

The Second Commandment tells us, "Thou shalt not make to thyself any graven image." Then it goes on to what seems like a restatement of the doctrine of corporate guilt and punishment: "I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, and visit the sins of the fathers upon the children, unto the third and fourth generation of the that hate me." Yet the visiting of the consequences of sin unto the third and fourth generations seems to depend on their persisting in hatred of God, for the commandment ends with the assurance that God will "show mercy unto thousands of them that love me and keep my commandments." The Second Commandment marks the often lingering effects of the sin of one generation on subsequent ones. It's not difficult to find examples, just as we can see how the goodness and kindness of one generation have their good effects on following ones.

Critics of the Old Testament like to point to the lex talionis, the law of retaliation, as an example of the alleged cruelty of the Old Covenant. In actuality, it is a restriction of vengeance, for the prescribed punishment is limited in kind, and to the person who inflicted the harm on the victim: "Thou shalt give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth . . ." (Exodus 21:23-24)
The prophet Ezekiel made an even clearer statement of each individual's responsibility to God, and anticipated our Lord's teaching of the divine forgiveness of repentant sinners. Ezekiel worked among the Judean exiles in Babylon, in the sixth century B.C. They complained bitterly that they were being punished for their ancestors' sins, and confronted the prophet with this proverb, "The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge."

Ezekiel responded with this stark assertion, "The soul that sinneth, it shall die." They were not condemned spiritually because of the sins of previous generations. A righteous man, the prophet taught them, will surely live; but if his son is wicked, "His blood shall be upon himself." The father's goodness would not avail for his wicked son; nor would the wickedness of the son be transferred to his son. If he, in contrast to his father, is a good man, "He shall not die for his father's iniquity." His own faithfulness will not be made ineffective by his father's sinfulness.

Thus Ezekiel taught the people in exile that they were individuality responsible for themselves before God, and that there was always the possibility of repentance: "If the wicked man turns away from all his sins...he shall surely live." None of his transgressions would be remembered; and Ezekiel assured the people that God had no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but instead wanted them to turn to Him and live. We can read this message of warning and of salvation in the eighteenth chapter of the book of Ezekiel.

The Lord revealed even more of the love and mercy of God. In the Sermon on the Mount, he quoted the lex talionis, and then went on to say, "But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also." (Matthew 5:38-39) We don't believe that Christ was enunciating social policy in this saying, but that His words are especially applicable to personal relationships, and are in the spirit of His answer to Saint Peter's question. Not revenge, but forgiveness, is to be the keynote of the lives of Christ's followers.

Saint Peter suggested that seven times was enough to forgive the same person's trespasses against himself. He probably based his suggestion on the interpretation of a verse like this one from the book of Amos, "For three transgressions of Judah, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment." So it was said that a person must forgive another three times, and that was enough. Peter's idea of seven times was generous. He must have felt pleased with himself, and then shocked when his Lord told him that there must be no limit to the forgiveness that he extended to others. Lamech's unlimited vengeance is replaced by the Lord's unlimited forgiveness. It's the way God forgives us. As we pray every time we say the Lord's Prayer, "Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us."
Page 4

