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6:00am, July 22nd, 2016

We’ve all heard the story of Peter’s question to Jesus about forgiving someone and the response of Jesus, but I’ve recently discovered that there is much more to this…so much more that I believe it’s worth revisiting to explore it.  We start with this passage in Matthew:
“Then Peter came to Him and said, ‘Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?’ Jesus said to him, ‘I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.’” – Matthew 18:21-22 (NKJV)
Jesus then goes on to tell the parable of the unforgiving servant where we learn how large a debt God has forgiven us and anything else we have against someone else is so small in comparison, if we don’t forgive our brother from our heart, God will do similar to us as what the master did to the unforgiving servant.  But I want to examine the “seventy times seven”.  We know this is not that we forgive 490 times but forgive without limit.  However, forgiveness with this number 7 times 7 attached to it is found in the Old Testament with the concept of the year of Jubilee that Jesus is proclaiming in Luke 4:16-21 when He stands up in the synagogue on the Sabbath and reads from the scroll Isaiah 61:1 and follows with saying that today this scripture is fulfilled: 
““The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me,
Because He has anointed Me
To preach the gospel to the poor;
He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted,
To proclaim liberty to the captives
And recovery of sight to the blind,
To set at liberty those who are oppressed;” – Luke 4:18 
The greek word “aphesis” used here means “liberty”, “release”, “deliverance”, “freedom” in this passage (varies by translation) and means forgiveness because that is what the year of Jubilee was about.  The year of Jubilee was the year after the 7th block of 7 years (49 years) where everyone returned to their own land (Leviticus 25:8-13) and slaves and prisoners were freed.  So when Jesus is saying Jubilee is here and now, He is saying we should be a people that live our lives as a celebration of that Jubilee, that is, the forgiveness we receive from Him extended to each other.
Before you say “so what” and that I’m reaching here for something just as a curiosity, look at the unromantic poem of Lamech to his wives after the story of Cain killing Abel and the sevenfold vengeance against anyone attacking Cain in Genesis:

“ Then Lamech said to his wives:

“Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;
Wives of Lamech, listen to my speech!
For I have killed a man for wounding me,
Even a young man for hurting me.
If Cain shall be avenged sevenfold,
Then Lamech seventy-sevenfold.’” – Genesis 4:23-24
Much like Peter’s suggestion of 7 times of forgiveness for being wronged blown up to 70 times 7 by Jesus, Lamech blew up the avenging of being wrong from Cain’s sevenfold to 77.  Here’s where the exploration begins because the parallel here is striking. It’s as if the law of revenge is best countered in our world by a new law of forgiveness. This is counter to everything we feel, turning the logic of what seems natural (revenge) COMPLETELY upside down into something very unnatural (forgiveness).  It’s as if Jesus is saying the answer to the injustice of runaway violence is the injustice of runaway forgiveness.  

We know about runaway revenge from reading up until the days of Noah when God grieved that He ever made man because of it (another theological discussion for another time).  An eye for an eye command in that day was a commandment of mercy because revenge by nature is a chain reaction of escalated retaliation.  But could this upside down approach to injustice that Jesus is proposing rocked the world when His people lived that out.
1. What do we learn about revenge and what it does to our world?
2. Could it be that we have drastically underestimated the power of systemic, escalated revenge and its effect?  How does this help explain the injustices the “innocent” receive?  (Numbers 14:18)
3. For a world enraged with injustices on the “innocent”, what effect can unrestrained forgiveness have?  Have we drastically underestimated the power of this kind of forgiveness?
4. Remember a time when you let a root of bitterness take hold of your heart to play out scenarios of revenge.  How might the end result be different with a decision of unending and limitless forgiveness?  

5. If we were to see masses of people offering extravagant forgiveness in our families and communities, how would our world be different?  How would your world be different?
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