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GIVING IN GRACE: The Gracious Master
St. James’ - 20/4/07
Matthew 18:21-35
21Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” 22Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.23“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants.  24As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talentswas brought to him.  25Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’  27The servant’s master took pity on him, cancelled the debt and let him go. 28“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow-servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 29“His fellow-servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 30“But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.  31When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I cancelled all that debt of yours because you begged me to.  33Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow-servant just as I had on you?’  34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”   Matthew 18:21 - 35 (NIV)
A) Introduction.

How much do the following things cost?
· A pint of whole milk?
35p at tesco.com

· An ipod nano 2Gb in silver?
£98.97 at John Lewis

· A Volkswagen Golf 1.9ltr S TDI 5 door?
£15,415 on the road

· A 4 bedroomed house in Waldermar Avenue, W13?
£795,000 at Foxtons

· Running St. James’ for one month?
£5,026 according to Ray Thomas
· Grace….?

B) How Much Does Grace Cost?
So how much does grace cost?
· This is the real question that Peter is asking when he asks Jesus “how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?”

For Peter, this is a very relevant question:

· For only a few verses earlier, Jesus has been teaching that forgiving each other is a fundamental aspect of the Christian life and a central value for the local church
· Jesus is dealing with a very real issue.  What happens in church when someone sins against you

· And Jesus outlines a progressive approach to achieve reconciliation

But now Peter wants to get practical.
· “Ok”, he says, “I get the forgiveness thing but can we have some numbers on it?”

· “How many times must I forgive?”
Now the religious handbook of Jesus day had an answer to this.
· The Pharisees and Sadducees had a policy - it was a “three strikes and you are out” policy.  
· In other words, you could forgive a person three times and that was it.

So when Peter says 7 times, he’s being clever.  
· He’s showing that he is beginning to grasp what Jesus is teaching here.  
· Three times may be good enough for the Pharisees, but its not enough in the kingdom of God
· Living in the kingdom demands a different approach…

· So Peter takes the conventional wisdom - doubles it - and adds one for good measure!

But even that’s not enough for Jesus.

· Jesus’ answer blows Peter away.
· It’s not three – it’s not seven … it’s seventy seven. – a symbolic number to mean there’s no end to how often we should forgive.
C) The Parable

And to make his point crystal clear, Jesus tells us a story -  a story about a bloke.
· He’s an ordinary bloke – there’s nothing special about him.
· He spends his days as a servant to the king.
· But this bloke is in a spot of financial bother.
· For some reason he’s managed to get into a bit of debt.  
· Somehow he owes his boss ten thousand talents.

Now let’s just think about that for a moment...

· Ten Thousand Talents – it sounds like a big number doesn’t it?
· But just so we get the point, the footnote in my bible give the exchange rate.

· Ten Thousand Talents equates to Millions of Pounds

· And that’s the point - this is not a small debt.
· This is a huge debt - an impossible debt.- a debt that’s going to leap out at you, if you are the king and you’re studying your balance sheet.

And unfortunately for this bloke, the king is doing his accounts, - he’s noticed the debt and he wants his money back.
·  We can just imagine how the conversation might have gone. 
· “I just need a little more time”.  “I’ve got a scheme that’s about to come good”.  “A geezer down the pub owes me and when I get it I’ll pay you back”.  
· It’s all just words – there’s no way this bloke can repay this debt – the bloke knows it and the king knows it too.  
· The only future for this bloke was a visit from bailiffs – and in those days, they didn’t just take your sofa and telly, they took your wife and kids as well.
But the story doesn’t end there:

· For there was something about the way this bloke spoke that made the king change his mind.  
· And so without further ado, the king lets him off - just like that.
· He cancelled the debt completely and send him on his way - a free man.

You see, our bloke had asked for more time - but time was not what he needed.  
· Even with all the time in the world he would never have repaid the millions of pounds he owed the king - It was an impossible debt.  
· No, what he needed - and what he found  - was Grace.

We talk a lot about Grace in the church, don’t we?

· Often using phrases like “a free gift”

· And while it’s true that grace is free – we need to recognise that grace is not cheap

· It cost that King a lot of money to cancel that debt
· And while our bloke could walk away without the debt round his neck, he now has something else to carry

· For an encounter with grace carries a corresponding obligation -  
· An obligation to extend grace to others.
You see, he isn’t being asked to compensate for the grace he has received.
· Instead, he is invited to share that grace with those he meets.

· And its at this point that our bloke becomes unstuck.
For no sooner has our bloke left the king as a free man, he bumps into the geezer from the pub who owes him a few quid.  
· “I want my money back” he demands.
Now, the man’s reply is really interesting.
· He uses exactly the same words as our bloke had used a few minutes earlier to the king.  
· Just compare the two phrases – they’re there in v26 and v29

· “Be patient with me and I will pay you back”.

· Now this is no coincidence.  Jesus is deliberately making a point.

· We’ve just talked about the obligations of grace 

· And now here is the opportunity for that grace to be extended.

· Now is the moment for our bloke to give as he has received.

But before we move on, let’s notice one crucial difference.

· And that’s the size of the debt

· This is not a huge multi-million pound debt like our bloke had just a few minutes earlier

· This is a hundred denarii – a few pounds according to the NIV footnote.

· In other words, this is an ordinary, average, run of the mill sort of debt.
· Given time and patience, this debt could have been easily paid back.

But our bloke is not in a patient mood.  

· He want’s the debt paid - He want’s it all - And he want’s it now.

· So he’s straight on the phone to the bailiffs and the guy is carted off.
D) The Key Point

Now you don’t need to be an expert in Theology to work out what Jesus is saying here.  
· Jesus is teaching us how to live under grace.

· Or more specifically, pointing out how not to live under grace!
For it wasn’t a happy ending for our bloke

· The king found out.  And shocked that his act of mercy had not been replicated by our bloke, had the debt re-instated and had him thrown into jail until he could repay it all.

You see, the question that Peter asked at the beginning – the one about how many times should I forgive – completely missed the point.  
· The answer is not a formula – be it 3 times, 7 times or even 77 times.  
· The answer is to reflect on all that God has done for us

· And then to examine ourselves
· And to act to others in a way that reflects the enormity of the forgiveness, mercy and grace that God has shown us
E) Who do we identify with?

And that forces us to ask an uncomfortable question?

· Are there aspects of the unforgiving bloke in Jesus’ story that resonate with us?

I guess that none of us would like to be identified with the ungrateful servant, would we?  
· But think about it for a minute.  
· The servant was forgiven an impossible debt.  
· And isn’t that true for us?  
The good news of the Gospel is that God has forgiven all that we have done wrong.  
· And maybe part of our problem is that we have forgotten what an impossibly huge debt that was.
· On a human level, we’re all probably good people – not really evil in a worldly sense.  
· OK so we commit the occasional misdemeanour, but nothing to worry the churchwarden over.
· But from God’s perspective, the difference between being an ordinary sinner (like us) and an extreme sinner (the sort of people we don’t want to be) is like the distance between London and Paris viewed from the sun.  
· Just like the servant, our debt of sin is so huge that we could never repay it.
· And yet, God has wiped our slate clean, so that instead of the visit from the bailiffs we deserve, we have the joy of living under the grace of a generous, loving and forgiving God.
But just like for the servant, living under grace caries with it the obligations of grace.  
· God has blessed us with the riches of both earth and heaven, 
· God has forgiven us more than we can remember, 
· And God gives us all we need and more, much more. 
Just think for a moment about God’s extravagant generosity

· When God created the world, he could have made it a purely functional place

· Instead it’s a place of richness, variety, creativity

· Just take apples as an example.  Pretty ordinary, basic fruit aren’t they?

· But did you know there are 7,500 varieties of apples in the world?
· Or spiders?  Apparently there are 35,000 named species of spiders in the world!

· Why did God do that?  Because it reflects his abundantly generous nature

How can we refuse to respond generously to such abundance?

· How do the obligations of grace impact on us?

· For while we can never repay the debt that God has cancelled, we can extend that same attitude of grace into our own lives and to those around us.  
· Not by making rules, as Peter had tried to do – even if they are generous by the worlds standards.  
· But by placing all we are and all we have at God’s disposal.
F) Which brings us to the subject of Money!

And that includes our money.  
· For if we are to take the bible seriously then we need to talk about money

· And talking about money should be more than just an excuses to raise funds for the local church

· Although that is important – after all, the only church that doesn’t cost anything is a dead one.

· But there’s more to learn about Giving than just that!  
The story we looked at this morning is all about Grace

· And Grace reminds us of everything that God has given to us

· But Grace also calls us to begin to place all that we have at God’s disposal

· We need to grasp afresh the grace that God extends to us and to see that grace transform our attitude to giving.  
So when we ask “how much should I give”, it’s like Peter asking “how many times should I forgive”

· As we’ve seen, even the most generous answer misses the point

· Rather, grace demands that we measure how much we give against the scale of how much God has given to us.
So right at the start, we need to ask ourselves some questions.
· We need to consider if the way we handle our money reflects who we are as God’s forgiven people

· And if what we give truly reflects what we have received from God?

I guess if you’ve been a Christian for a while you’ve probably heard a million sermons on giving.  
· I guess at sometime you’ve probably filled in a standing order form or taken a set of envelopes.  
· But what happens if you take a step back and analyse your giving in the light of the grace of God?  
· Not as a percentage – we’ve already seen the inadequacies of that approach.

· Instead, look at your giving afresh in the light of all that God has given to you

· Are you giving out of obligation? Or giving in grace?  

Remember the words of Paul in his letter to the Corinthians?  That God loves a cheerful giver!

· Why should we be wildly passionate, generous and extravagant in our giving?

· Because that’s exactly the attitude that God has towards us

· And he wants us to be more like him

· To experience just how wonderful it is to love as God loves us

Giving in Grace calls us into a deeper relationship with God.
· And as we do so, we’re bound to ask the question – “can I really trust God with my money?”

· This is an important question.  Especially if you haven’t yet taken the step of regularly giving some of your money to God.

· It’s natural that we should feel nervous – especially as many of us struggle to make ends meet as it is.  
· But perhaps it will help if we recognise an important kingdom principle - that sharing is the key to receiving from God.  
I’m sure we’ve all seen pictures of the Dead Sea in the Holy Land
· It’s the place where you can float on you back and where, due to its high salt content, nothing can live.
· Now you may not realise this, but Dead Sea is fed from the same source as the Sea of Galilee – the sea where the disciples spent much of their time fishing.  
· One is filled with life and the other one is completely dead.  
So what’s the difference?  
· Well it’s simple really?

· Galilee has an outlet – it flows into the River Jordan,

· Whereas the Dead Sea is literally a dead end.  
· The river Jordan flows in, but once in there’s no way out for the water.
· The water simply evaporates away.

Failure to share means that we will ultimately lose what we ourselves have received
· Just as the Dead Sea does, and just as the bloke in Jesus story did. 
· After all – it’s there in the Lord’s Prayer
· That forgiveness of our own sins is in some way related to our willingness to forgive others.  
· Now this is not a theological threat.

· Jesus is simply saying that this is how the obligation of grace works.
· That to be able to receive forgiveness, we must be able to practice it

· And this is also true of our response to God’s generosity.
· As Jesus said in Matthew 10, “Freely you have received … Freely Give” 
G) Learning to give is Learning to let go
A few weeks ago, my 5 year old Matthew and I had our first attempt on a climbing wall. 

· You put a harness on and are attached to a rope.

· You then climb your way to the top of the wall.

· Climbing up was easy.  Getting down again?  Well that’s another matter!

On the ground, the man said that all you had to do to get down was to let go of the wall and hold onto the rope – you would then gently abseil down to the ground.

· So there I am, 40 feet in the air, and suddenly I have this thought!

· Can I do it?  
· Can I let go of this wall that’s supporting my weight?.  
· Will the rope hold me or will I come crashing down?  
· Eventually I did let go and the sensation as I glided gently to the ground was amazing.

The Parable of the Gracious Master is asking us to let go.

· To let go of the idea that we have all the answers
· To let go, so that we might find new freedom and joy

Learning to let go of our money is not easy
· It doesn’t come naturally to any of us

· But the freedom and joy that it brings is worth the cost

· For real giving is not a tip -  it’s not a token – it’s an act of worship

· For in doing so, we put our faith and trust in a generous and gracious God

· A God who loves us, and has given everything so that we might have a relationship with him.

H) Conclusion
So, seven times more?  Seventy times more?  That’s not what God is asking.

· All he wants is a generous and loving response to the grace that he has shown

· Grace which knows no bounds, but which calls us to share in all he has given and to extend that benefit to others as we participate in giving in grace
