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FORGIVE US OUR DEBTS
                Matthew 18.21-35
March 17, 2010
              Augustana, West St. Paul
Grace to you and peace, from God our Father through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

*****

When we consider the 5th petition of the Lord’s Prayer, first we have to deal with the question of what it is that is being forgiven here.  Even the gospels don’t agree on that subject.  Two of the gospels contain the Lord’s Prayer.  The word Luke uses is best translated “sins,” even though the 17th century dudes who came up with the traditional translation of the Lord’s Prayer gave us the word “trespasses.” While “trespasses” has lived in tradition, it’s not a very good translation in 21st century English.  “Sins” is much better.  Matthew’s word, on the other hand, is “debts.”  “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  The Matthean version has never really caught on, though, except among soloists, who find it much easier to sing “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” than it is to sing “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us,” which requires a person to pack a lot of syllables into not much music and even less breath.
Today I cast a vote for Matthew and his word “debts,” because that is a concept we can easily get our minds around.  Debt is something we deal with all the time.  Last Sunday was pledge Sunday for our capital funds campaign, the main purpose of which is to deal with the debt we have for the expanded building.  TV advertisements pound on you with solutions to your debt problems and reassure you that you can still file for bankruptcy.  Then there’s the national debt.  Your share right now: approximately $41 thousand.  “Debtors Anonymous” groups report record attendance.
Sometimes debt becomes a staggering burden.  24% of American homeowners are upside down in their mortgages, meaning that they owe more on their houses than their houses are worth. Right there we have a concept that illumines this petition of the Lord’s Prayer, making it easier for us to understand what it is that we are praying about.  In relationship to God, you and I are upside down.  Sin creates a bigger debt than we can pay.
King David was upside down.  David was neither the first nor the last bigwig to take advantage of the power of his position to impose himself on a woman, in this case Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah, a national guardsman serving in Jordan.  David got Bathsheba pregnant and then when he wasn’t able to arrange a cover-up, in desperation he arranged for Uriah to be moved to the front lines and killed.  David thought he had gotten away with something and invited Bathsheba to move into the royal palace and become one of his wives; the concept of monogamy hadn’t yet caught on, especially among kings.  But the prophet Nathan, no boot licker of a royal chaplain, pointed out to David that, to put it mildly, David’s behavior was not what God had in mind for a king or anybody else as far as that goes, and that David’s behavior had offended God.
David knew that Nathan was right and cried out to God in the 51st Psalm, our first lesson today:
Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 

The words of a man upside down toward God…but also the words of a man who then heard the good news from the same Nathan who had previously given him the bad news: “The Lord has put away your sin, and you shall not die for it.”
Then there’s the gent in the parable Jesus tells in Matthew 18.  Here’s a king who wants to settle accounts with his slaves, and so deals with one who owes him ten thousand talents.  This debt makes Denny Hecker look like chump change.  A laborer in this man’s position would typically have a salary that would produce one talent every 15 years.  He owes ten thousand talents.  Do the math. He owes the master the equivalent of 150,000 years of labor.  Talk about being upside down!  And what happens?  This is what Matthew says: “…out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt.”  Wow!  Talk about generous.  But then the same guy who just had that humungous debt written off goes out and meets one of his buddies who owes him the equivalent of about 100 days work, and insists on cash on the barrelhead, right here, right now; and when the second guy can’t pay, the first guy has him tossed into debtor’s prison, which then leads the master to rethink this whole debt forgiveness business.
This is what we are praying about in the 5th petition of the Lord’s Prayer.  We’re recognizing that we really owe God more than we are worth.  Sinners to the core, as we confess ourselves to be in worship every week, we’re upside down toward God.  In that upside down position, we throw ourselves on the God’s mercy, asking God to forgive us.  And here’s the truly amazing, wonderful, outlandish thing: That is exactly what God does.  Grace abounding, God forgives our sin.
Lots of folks have an image of God as the Great Bookkeeper In The Sky, looking down at you all the time, just waiting, waiting, to catch you doing something wrong and when you do, it gets written down in Your Book, the one with Your Name on the front of it.  Then when you die and you show up at the Pearly Gates, St. Peter is going to pull out Your Book, which decides whether or not you’re getting into heaven.  Well friends, I don’t know what religion that is, but it sure doesn’t look anything like Biblical Christianity.  Our God is no bookkeeper; our God is a lover who willingly, extravagantly, forgives all our sins.  If there’s a book, there’s nothing written in it.
I’ll go one step further.  Like some of you I am a grandparent.  That’s about the best gig there is, if you ask me.  Luke and Eliza are the joys of our lives.  Now I will whisper to you that they are not quite perfect.  But I will shout to you that Pat and I have no trouble at all overlooking whatever tiny little faults they might have; they are instantly forgiven.  If God has any book at all on us, I think it’s more like a Grandma’s Brag Book; your picture is on every page. I think that’s how God is with us; like a proud grandma, a happy grandpa, whipping out your picture and saying: “That’s my little one; ain’t she a beauty?  Ain’t he a dandy?”

Of course, the follow-through on God’s generosity to us is that we are invited, given the opportunity, to be forgiving ourselves, to give up being bookkeepers on other people, keeping track of every little offense somebody has given us, and generously reaching out to forget whatever it was that so-and-so did to us.  We have choices to make here.  It drives me nuts to hear somebody say “I just can’t forgive so-and-so for this or that thing they did to me.”
Well, yes you can.  But you have decided that you are not going to.  You have decided that it is perfectly fine for God to be generous in forgiving you, and for you to be stingy about forgiving others.  Better think about that on for a bit, and think about the slave in that parable.

Friends, God graces us with forgiveness all the time.  In the 5th petition of the Lord’s Prayer we are praying for that forgiveness and also pledging that we will be just as gracious in forgiving others.  It’s a beautiful thing.

It’s a beautiful thing, because, you see, by God’s grace revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as we remember during Lent we are no longer upside down, but turned right side up.  Our debt has been forgiven.  In the Lord’s Prayer, we are praying for God’s forgiveness with the full knowledge that we already have it. Amen

