The Greatest of These #9

“Love Keeps No Record of Wrongs”

1 Corinthians 13:5

As winter comes to a close, the season of spring comes around again. Spring means many things to many people. For farmers and gardeners, it means planting season. For sports fans, it means the start of baseball season. For many homeowners, it means cleaning season and perhaps a rummage sale. Or two.

But for just about everybody, it also means the onset of another season, one we don’t look forward to so much:

Tax season.

The time of year for W2’s and 1099’s, receipts and write-offs, trying to get the maximum refund, or at least trying not to owe the government too much money, and, most of all, trying to keep the IRS from coming after us with an audit.

Any accountant will tell you that the key to surviving tax season is good record keeping. Proof of expenses paid or contributions to charities will go a long way to insure against tax-related headaches. Poor record keeping when it comes to taxes just asks for trouble down the road.

As we continue our study of 1 Corinthians 13, however, we note that true love is not a good record keeper, particularly when it comes to the wrongs others do to it. In fact, Paul writes at the end of verse five, “Love…keeps no record of wrongs.” There simply is no ledger, no file cabinet, no computer program that tallies up offenses by others.

How can that be?

The Human Reaction to Wrongs Done


It is impossible to live life for very long without being wronged by someone. Whether intentional or unintentional, somebody is going to let us down, disappoint us, or downright do us harm. What is the human reaction to wrongs done? In a word, retaliate. As the saying goes, “I don’t get mad; I get even.”  


William Barclay notes that, “﻿in Polynesia, where the natives spend much of their time in fighting and feasting, it is customary for each man to keep some reminders of his hatred. Articles are suspended from the roofs of their huts to keep alive the memory of their wrongs—real or imaginary.﻿”


It is not only savages in far-off lands who practice this, though. Warren Wiersbe writes, “One of the most miserable men I ever met was a professed Christian who actually kept in a notebook a list of the wrongs he felt others had committed against him.”
  Another pastor observes, 
One of the most destructive things couples do to each other is to keep track of the injuries or supposed injuries. I met a couple who had been married almost forty years who destroyed their relationship by writing down every wrong with the pencil of memory but never taking any off with the eraser of forgiveness and love.


When Paul writes, “love keeps no record of wrongs,” he uses an accounting term to caution us against keeping a mental ledger of bad deeds. When we do that, we’re the losers. The truth is, we can keep a list without writing anything down or even realizing it. If you find that friends and loved ones irritate you for reasons that you must admit are minor, the chances are good they have something on the wrong side of your ledger sheet. Either address your anger appropriately and promptly, or simply let it go.

“Yes, but what about the verse in the Bible that says, ‘An eye for an eye’? Doesn’t that give me the right to retaliate when someone wrongs me?”

Actually, no, it doesn’t. This principle, sometimes called the lex talionis, or “the law of retaliation,” made sure the guilty offender was not punished more severely than the crime demanded. This law was given to the nation of Israel to maintain justice in society; it was given to prevent private revenge, not permit it! This law was actually an expression of God’s justice and compassion, because it helped restrain personal revenge in a society that had no police force or elaborate judicial system. Apart from this law, the strong could have crushed the weak at the least offense.

This does not mean that it is wrong for today’s society to mete out justice; in fact, the punishment should fit the crime. What Paul refers to here (and elsewhere) is in our personal relationships. Jesus cited this law in Matthew 5:38-39, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”  The familiar phrase, “an eye for an eye” is replaced with another familiar phrase, “turn the other cheek.” 
The Holy Reckoning for Wrongs Done

If the human reaction to wrongs done is retaliation, then the holy reckoning for wrongs done is release. Paul uses a Greek verb here, logizomai, that is a bookkeeping term meaning, “to calculate or reckon,” as when figuring an entry in a ledger. The purpose of the entry is to make a permanent record that can be consulted whenever needed. In business that practice is necessary, but in personal matters it is not only unnecessary but harmful. Keeping track of things done against us is a sure way to unhappiness—our own and that of those on whom we keep records.


True love does not do that. Agapē love does not take notice of every evil thing that people do and hold it against them. It takes no account of evil. It does not harbour a sense of injury.
 True love doesn’t keep score.


Of course, all of this is summed up in another word: forgiveness. Forgiveness means that we wipe the record clean and never hold things against people.
 Forgiveness means that we forbid recurring thoughts of the wrongs done to enter our mind. We stop them as soon as they occur. We boldly say to ourselves, “I refuse to keep a record of this.… I refuse to keep a ledger.”


This is not something done easily or infrequently. As Martin Luther King, Jr., was quoted to say, “Forgiveness is not an occasional act. It is a permanent attitude.”


This is brought home in Matthew 18:21-22. Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven.”
I’m sure Peter must have reacted the same way we do when we hear these words: “Are you kidding, Lord? Am I really supposed to count 490 offenses against me to forgive? No one can possibly even keep count of such a high number of offenses!”

But that is precisely the point! Keeping count has nothing to do with true forgiveness. If an offense is sincerely forgiven, it cannot be held against the offender. The rabbinical system in effect required the offended party to remember and record supposedly forgiven offenses and stop forgiving after the third time. Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness permits no such score-keeping. “Seventy times seven” set the standard so high that it would be pointless to keep an account of the injuries we have borne. 

The person who keeps track of wrongs, thinking he can stop forgiving when the tally reaches 490, has utterly missed the point of Jesus’ words. Our Lord was not setting a numerical limit on forgiveness, but quite the opposite. He simply took Peter’s number and multiplied it by seventy! For all practical purposes, He made it impossible to tabulate offenses the way Peter was thinking. In effect, He eliminated any limit on forgiveness whatsoever.

Jesus’ words may contain an allusion to an Old Testament reference. Early in the book of Genesis, we encounter a man in Cain’s lineage named Lamech. (This is a different Lamech from the man who was Noah’s father.) Scripture says very little about Lamech, but what is recorded indicates that he was an angry man who loved vengeance. He killed someone, apparently in self-defense. Knowing that God had sworn to avenge Cain sevenfold, Lamech arrogantly believed he deserved seventy times as much vengeance. Scripture records that he devised a saying that, in Hebrew, reads like a song or a poem: “I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for injuring me. If Cain is avenged seven times, then Lamech seventy-seven times” (Gen. 4:23–24).
Lamech’s boast typifies the tendency of sinful humanity. The sinful mind loves vengeance and thinks seventy times seven is a fitting ratio by which to measure revenge. Instead, Christ taught that seventy times seven is the measure by which we ought to forgive. In other words, we should always return good for evil in precisely the same abundant measure that we might otherwise be sinfully inclined to return evil for evil.

On another occasion Jesus said, “Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ forgive him” (Luke 17:3–4, emphasis added). ﻿ Again, the point is not to set a numerical limit, such as seven times in one day, but to underscore the freeness and frequency with which we are to forgive.

Someone might ask, “Who in the world would commit the same offense seven times in one day and then profess repentance after each time?” Here’s the point: this sort of behavior is precisely how we sin against God. We sin; then we express sorrow for our sin and seek God’s forgiveness; then we turn around and commit precisely the same sin again. Anyone who has ever been in bondage to a sinful habit knows precisely what the routine is like.

Does God forgive under such circumstances? Yes, He does. And since His forgiveness sets the criterion by which we are to forgive, the standard is set blessedly high. What may seem at first like an impossibly unfair and unattainable standard is in fact wonderful news for anyone who has ever needed to seek the forgiveness of God for repeat offenses. Jesus is teaching here that the forgiveness we extend to others should be as boundless as the mercy of God we desire for ourselves. That shatters all the limits anyone would try to place on human forgiveness.
 


In fact, the same Greek word Paul used in 1 Corinthians 13:5 for keeping a record is used often in the New Testament to represent the pardoning act of God for those who trust in Jesus. “﻿Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will not take into account﻿” (﻿Rom. 4:8﻿). “﻿God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them﻿” (﻿2 Cor. 5:19﻿). Once sin is placed under the blood of Christ there is no more record of it. It is blotted out, “﻿wiped away﻿” (﻿Acts 3:19﻿). In God’s heavenly record the only entry after the names of His redeemed is “﻿righteous﻿” because we are counted righteous in Christ. His righteousness is placed to our credit. No other record exists.

That is the sort of record love keeps of wrongs done against it. No wrong is ever recorded for later reference. Love forgives. Someone once suggested that love does not forgive and forget, but rather remembers and still forgives. Resentment is careful to keep books, which it reads and rereads, hoping for a chance to get even. Love keeps no books, because it has no place for resentment or grudges.


If we still struggle with this concept, we ought to simply look to the cross. Our forgiveness was not cheap; it cost Jesus His life. As we recall the humiliation, the suffering, and the ultimate death of our Savior, how can we even think about withholding forgiveness to others? The key to forgiving others is to quit focusing on what they did to us and start focusing on what God did for us. “But that’s not fair!” you say. “Somebody has to pay for what he did.” 

I agree. Someone must pay. 

The good news is that Someone already has.
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