Wednesday @ E 91 / Dr. George Bebawi / January 19, 2011 / Page 1 of 8

Jesus: the Parable of Divine Love

A Study of the Parables – Part 2
The King and His Two Slaves (Matt 18:23-35)

What is Forgiveness? – Looking into the Mind of Jesus

Forgiveness

Matthew 18:23 Jesus said “Therefore the kingdom of heaven has become like a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves.  24 When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; 25 and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made.  26 So the slave fell down, did obeisance, and said, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’  27 And being moved by compassion, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt.

28 “But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29 So his fellow slave fell down and implored him, ‘Have patience with me and I will pay you.’  30 He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the debt.
31 When his fellow slaves saw what had taken place, they were extremely upset, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place.

32 “Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave I 

forgave you all that debt because you besought me; 33 and should not you have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’  34 And his lord was angry and delivered him to be tortured, till he should pay all his debt.  35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”

Notes on the Actions
1. The introduction begins with “therefore” to elaborate a point that is about to be said (Matthew 6:25; 12:31; 13:52; 21:43; 23:34; 24:44).  The parable has one point and that is forgiveness as the mark of the Kingdom: “The kingdom of heaven has become like … ” Here, we are looking at the Mind of Jesus.
a. 
Forgiveness [must be] received in order to be shared. All who claim to be in the kingdom are expected to take this story [as being] about the new relationship.

b. 
That the slave was “brought” before the king does not mean that he was brought out of prison.  He was “brought” because the king wanted to settle accounts with (all) his servants (18:23), and he begins with this one.  The man owes the king 10,000 talents, this is a very high figure.  The term “talent” originally specified a weight that varied in differing parts of the Middle East (ca. 42.5 kilograms in Greco-Roman times about 93.7 pounds). 
c. 
A talent had its value by its weight; a talent of gold or silver, for example, could be weighed out.  By the first century A.D., however, the term commonly referred to monetary unit equivalent to 6,000 denarii.  At that time a denarius was a day’s wages for a common laborer who had to work some 300 days per year, a talent would be worth nearly twenty years’ wages.  Multiplied by 10,000, the amount owed by the slave would be equivalent to nearly 200,000 years’ wages for one man, or a year’s wages for 200,000 persons. (Marvin A. Powell, Weights and Measures,” The Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol 6:907-8;  Han, Kenneth W., Coinage in the Roman Economy, 300 B.C. to A.D. 700. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996.p 482)

d. 
The amount owed is extremely high.  Jesus had a reason to magnify the size of the debt owed.  It is precisely its fantastic size that makes the parable speak loudly of what is to come.
Dramatic Actions
2. The following actions are very dramatic: 
a. 
The King in this parable is God who is invoked in Jewish prayers as the “King of the Universe.”  This King is an indirect way for bringing God into the picture.  We can be sure of that because there was no king in Israel at that time.  Here, Jesus speaks of a king who has absolute power.  But his power does not rule him. When the slave could not pay, this king would sell the slave, his wife and the children.
b. 
According to the Torah, a man can be sold as a slave if he cannot make restitution for theft (Exod 22:1), and there are OT passages referring to the sale of children as slaves for the debt of their deceased father (2 Kings 4:1) or to pay off debts during a time of famine (Neh 5:5).  But there are no legal grounds in Jewish Law for the sale of a man in debt.  Nevertheless, under Roman rule those who governed were not Jews who observe the Law. 
c. 
The contrast becomes clear in next action. The slave could not pay and he “fell down” (Matt 18:26).  This is an act of devotion to a high-ranking person, especially when making a petition.  The slave asks his king to be patient with him.  He says that he will pay “everything” that he owes.  This promise is impossible to say the least.  It would be impossible for anyone to pay such a debt, even more time was allowed. There would not be enough years in the lifetime of the slave to pay his debt.

d. 
Then the heart of the Parable becomes obvious: compassion. The Greek word splagxnizomai was used only in the Gospels.  We see the word in Matthew 9:36 and 15:14; Mark 1:41, and occurs a dozen times In Luke’s Gospel for the Good Samaritan (10:33) and the Prodigal Son (15:20).  The term is not about feeling  but it is about “generosity” and about God, expressing the divine compassion that is revealed in Jesus.  In this parable (as well as in the other two) the term is used in reference to persons who reflect divine compassion.  The contrasting term is that the king later on “was angry” (18:34).  Anger here as well as in the NT has one sense, “rejection,” and end of friendly relationship.
e. 
The king cancels the debt. The term used here for “debt” is dãveiov, and appears only here in the NT.  The word normally means a “loan.”  Then comes the action word afiemi, meaning “to release” or to “let go” of the debt.  This used to take place in Jubilee year in Ancient Israel.  
The Little Debt

3. Next we learn of the little debt, which was 1000 denarii.  This would equal about four months’ wages (figuring 24 workdays per month). 
a. 
Then the slave who was just forgiven seizes the other slave (18:29).  The petition of the other slave in 18:29 is virtually identical to that of 18:26, and he confidently says that he can and will pay “everything” that he owes (18:29).

b. 
The petition is rejected and is followed by a quick, and retaliation is decisive.  Putting his fellow slave in prison for a debt was actually forbidden by Jewish Law in the OT,  biblically and even in the Talmud.  But customs of that time and the Roman Law indicate that it was allowed in the first century and was known according to Matthew 5:25-26 and Luke 12:57-59. (A Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, 1972, p 270) 
c. 
Here the name changed from King to Lord.  This is very much expected as the Lord was “extremely upset” (RSV, NRSV, and NIV have “greatly distressed”).  This expression is used twice more in this Gospel (17:23; 26:22) to express feelings of dread or horror.

d. 
Jesus changed the name of the slave to the “wicked slave” (18:32-33).  The attribute appears also as a form of address (Matthew 25:26; Luke 19:22). The first act of forgiveness was a response to the slave’s petition (18:32) but the second petition is denied.
e. 
The Greek text says “And [the] lord was angry.”  A compassionate lord can’t accept lack of compassion.

The End
4.  The wicked slave was given “to the torturers, or jailers.”  The noun [for “torturers, or jailers”] is found only here in the NT.  Various NT English translations use “to the tormenters” (KJV), “to the jailers” (RSV), “to torture” (NEB), “to be tortured” (NRSV), and “to the jailers to be tortured” (NIV).  The best translation should be related to what we know of that time.  Jewish Law defined punishment, such as fines, imprisonment, flogging, and capital punishment (death) (compare Deut 25:1-3).   Flogging was allowed by Jewish Law only as a corrective discipline, not for retribution.  On the other hand, stories of torture were plentiful in Jewish literature concerning non-Jewish Rulers, as in tales of the torture of Jews by Antiochus IV Epiphanies, Herod the Great, and the Romans.( See,  2.Macc 7:13, 9:6-4 and Josephus, Jewish Wars 1:548;5:435) 
a. 
In 18:34 the king hands the wicked slave over to be dealt with severely “until he should pay all the debt” is almost identical to that of 18:30, except that the word “all” appears here.

b. 
The slave has lost not only the forgiveness that he had received but he has to pay the debt plus torture, which could be leading to death.  In any case, since there is no possibility of paying his debt of 10,000 talents, he will be among the torturers as long as he lives.

The Mind of Jesus

1. God has forgiven the disciples so lavishly, they ought to forgive each other in the same way.  The Parable recalls Matthew 6:15, the petition for forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer (see also Mark 11:25).
2. WE are told to forgive the other “from the heart.”  This means to forgive genuinely, not hypocritically.  “From the heart” is in contrast to deceit; (Matt 15:19).

3. This is the mind of Jesus: Divine forgiveness or letting go is a mutual act on both sides; God and humanity.
Philemon

We have to forgive like God and here I recall my friend Philemon:

“How can we forgive if we are hurt? I tell you the bitter medicine of that is that our hurt has many sources:

1. The magnifications of what the others did.  We make their sins greater than ours. This haunts us as long as we are alive. Hurts that were caused by others must be seen as acts of ignorance, selfishness, and weakness.

2. Those who believe that their communion with God is the foundation of their being, they know that no one can come to this foundation and touch it at all.

3. The Golden Rule is that the more you value your life without God the longer your hurts will linger in your mind and disturb you. 
4. Hurts that come back to you to haunt you have one good side in that they tell you that your life has no cross and this is very serious because this means you are not a disciple of Jesus.”
Forgiveness
Why did Jesus teach us that unless we forgive, our Father will not forgive?
This simple question must be answered:

1. The kingdom of God does not have people who are at odds with each other and who are aliens fighting each other.

2. The kingdom of God has those who have tasted God’s compassion and if they can’t share it with others, they lose what they have received.

3. We must not lose the main point: Jesus came to preach to us the coming of the kingdom.  Divine Love and Divine Mercy are not conditioned because they express boundless action of God the Father who is not conditioned by a character or attributes.  God’s love and His will to forgive is boundless and unconditional. The demand of those who receive God’s forgiveness is to live this forgiveness and exercise it.

4. What we exercise is what builds our inner life.  Mental concepts and ideas that are not practiced do not establish a relationship.  They remain in the back of our minds unrelated to our life.

Humor and Irony
The humor of the parable should not be lost while we look at forgiveness.  It is hard to accept that the Parable has no personal touch of Jesus.  How could the Wicked Slave ever acquire such a debt? We are not told why.  The actions that follow are astounding. 
1. Both slaves plead for more time to pay the debt.  Both have the courage to say that he will pay everything they owe.  Both have no time.  But the possibility of paying if they can only have more time is clear irony.  The debt could not be paid.  The sum of the Wicked Slave is fantastic. The sum of the other Slave is still hard to pay.
2. The king’s answer is simply “forget it.”  This generosity did not change the heart of the Wicked Slave.  Here Jesus does not go into analysis of the reason (s) for the hardness of heart.  Jesus shocks the hearers by asking for action not for contemplation: can I do it or not.  There is no room for self-analysis in the kingdom. 

Letter from Philemon

“George my beloved in the Lord, may the joy of our Lord be in your heart.

I keep reminding you that the only teacher that I submit my life to is the Lord Jesus.  He told me one night after days of Vigils: Philemon “my little lamb, you seek and search for the reasons of falling into sins.  I am not interested in your reasons, and your reasons are part of your pride.  If you want to repent there is one reason for repentance and that is you gain your own life.”  Since then I have not been seeking a justification of my sins or discovering the cause of any of it, but the Justification by Faith and by the Grace of God.
The Justification given by Jesus is given out of no reason.  He justifies sinners because of his love. If we provide a reason for divine justification we lose divine love itself and never receive this love till we realize the truth stated in the Parable of the Unforgiving Slave that there is no reason for the king to let go of the debt.  God’s mercy is shared mercy.  It is his goodness and never [does] his goodness act for any reason. 
Pray for me

Philemon

6 June 1970
Only Jesus Can Tell this Parable
1. It is a parable that was told by the one who knows the kingdom not as an idea but as a life with God.  Jesus told us what he knew and what he possesses. 

2. Jesus told us that he came to bring the kingdom.  He did not come just to declare the kingdom but to bring it to the life of those who follow him.

3. It is remarkable that no doctrine was told in this parable or any other parable.  But it is obvious that changing the attitude and the practice is demanded.  We have to take v35 seriously: “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”

4. We can see that Jesus is declaring to us the will of the Father not in general and ambiguous words but in a clear-cut warning: no forgiveness for those who receive forgiveness but not extending it to others.  The divinity of Jesus is obvious if we remember that no one in the OT was able to utter such a declaration and to define what God the Father accepts and rejects.  Jesus does not only [obey] the Father but speaks on his behalf.

Note on the History of the Denarius
In the Roman currency system, the denarius (plural: denarii) was a small silver coin first minted in 211 BC.  It was the most common coin produced for circulation but was slowly debased.  The word denarius is derived from the Latin dēnī  meaning “containing ten,” as its value was the price of 10 asses.  Its value to the USA Dollar is disputed, about 3.90 under Nero.  For more details, see the article “Denarius” in A Dictionary of Ancient Roman Coins by John R. Melville-Jones (1990).
Justice

The Parable That Turns Our Understanding of Justice Upside Down
The Workers in the Vineyard, Matthew 20:1-16

Matthew 1:1. “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard.  2 After agreeing with the workers for a denarius (usual daily wage), he sent them into his vineyard.

3 “And going out about the third hour (9:00 a) he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; 4 and to them he said, ‘You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.’ So they went.

5 “Going out again about the sixth hour (12:00 pm) and the ninth hour (3:00 pm), he did the same.

6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing; and he said them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’  7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You go into the vineyard too.’

8  “And when evening came, the lord of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.’

9 And when those hired about the eleventh hour (5:00 pm) came, each of them received the usual daily wage.

10 ”Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. And on receiving it they grumbled at the landowner, l2 saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.’

13 “But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, l am not unjust to you; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage?  l4 Take what belongs to you, and go; I choose to give to this last [worker] as I give to you.  15  Or is not lawful for me to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or is your eye evil because I am good?’ 16 “So the last will be first, and the first last, for many are called, but few chosen.”

Isaac the Syrian on Divine Justice

“Do not hate the sinner. We are, indeed, all laden with guilt.  If for the sake of God you are moved to oppose him [the sinner], weep over him.  Why do you hate him?  Hate his sins and pray for him, that you may imitate Christ Who was not wroth with sinners, but interceded for them.  Do you not see how He wept over Jerusalem?  We are mocked by the devil in many instances, so why should we hate the man who is mocked by him who mocks us also?  Why, O man, do you hate the sinner?  Could it be because he is not so righteous as you?  But where is your righteousness when you have no love?  Why do you not shed tears over him?  But you persecute him.  In ignorance some, who are considered to be discerning men, are moved to anger against the deeds of sinners.
“Be a herald of God’s goodness, for God rules over you, unworthy though you are. Although your debt to Him is so very great, He is not seen exacting payment from you; and from the small works you do, He bestows great rewards upon you.  Do not call God just, for His justice is not manifest in the things concerning you.  And if David calls Him just and upright (Ps 24:8; 144:17), His Son revealed to us that He is good and kind. ‘He is good,’ He says, ‘to the evil and to the impious.’ (Luke 6:35)  How can you call God just when you come across the Scriptural passage on the wage given to the workers?  ‘Friend, I do thee no wrong: I choose to give unto this last even as unto thee.  Or is your eye evil because I am good?’ (Matt 18:13-15)  How can a man call God just when he comes across the passage on the prodigal son who wasted his wealth with riotous living, how for the compunction alone which he showed, the father ran and fell upon his neck and gave him back authority over all his wealth? (Lk 15:11)  None other but His very Son said these things concerning Him, lest we doubt it, and thus bore witness concerning Him. Where, then, is God’s justice, for while we are sinners Christ died for us!  But if here He is merciful, we may believe that He will not change.
Far be it that we should ever think such an iniquity that God could become unmerciful. For the property of Divinity does not change as do mortals. God does not acquire something which He does not have, or lose what He has, or supplement what He has, as do created beings.  But what God has from the beginning, He will have and has forever, as the blessed Cyril wrote in his commentary on Genesis.  Fear God out of love for Him, and not for the reputation of austerity that has been attributed to Him.  Love Him as you ought to love Him; not only for what He will give you in the future, but also for what we have received.  And indeed, for this world alone which He has created for us, who can repay Him?  Where is His repayment to be found in our works?  Who persuaded Him in the beginning to bring us into being?  Who intercedes for us before Him, when we shall possess no (faculty of) memory, as though we never existed?  Who will awake this our body for that life?  Again, whence descends the notion of knowledge into dust?  O the wondrous mercy of God!  O the astonishment at the goodness of our God and Creator!

O might for which all is possible!  O the immeasurable kindness toward our nature that He even will bring sinners back into existence!  Who is sufficient to glorify Him?  He raises up the transgressor and blasphemer, He renews dust un-endowed with reason, making it rational and comprehending, and the scattered and insensible dust and the scattered senses He makes a rational nature capable of thought, even though at his resurrection the sinner will be unable to be reconciled with His grace.  Where is Gehenna [eternal punishment – ed.] that can afflict us?  Where is the torment that terrifies us in many ways and quenches the joy of His love?  And what is Gehenna as compared with the grace of His resurrection, when He will raise us from Sheol (grave) and cause our corruptible nature to be clad in incorruption, and raise up in glory what has fallen into Sheol?
Come, men of discernment, and be filled with wonder!  Whose mind is sufficiently wise to wonder worthily at the bounty of our Creator?  His recompense of sinners is that instead of a just recompense, He rewards them with resurrection, and instead of those bodies with which they trampled upon His law, He enrobes them with the glory of perfection.  That grace whereby we are resurrected after we have sinned is greater than the grace which brought us into being when we were not. Glory be to your immeasurable grace, O Lord!  Behold, Lord, the waves of your grace close my mouth with silence, and there is not a thought left in me, not even for giving thanks unto You.  What mouths can confess Your praise, O good King, You Who loves our life?  Glory be to You for the two worlds which You have created for our growth and delight, leading us by all things which You did fashion to the knowledge of Your glory, from now and unto the ages.”  Amen. 

Homily 41: pages 250-253, “The Ascetical Homilies of St Isaac the Syrian”, 1984, Holy Transfiguration Monastery, Boston, Massachusetts.
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