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“THE POWER OF FORGIVENESS”
Matthew 18:21-22; Colossians 3:12-14

                                           Matthew 18:21-22

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.”

Colossians 3:12-14

12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

Forgiving others is, without question, one of the premier virtues of the Christian life.

It is a theme running consistently through the New Testament and in the life and teachings of Jesus himself.
It is an action at the very heart of God.  
None of us disagrees that forgiving others as followers of Christ is important.
Really understanding forgiveness, however, really understanding the complexities of forgiveness is another matter all together.
Let me this morning share four insights around the complexities of forgiveness.
I. NO ONE FORGIVES READILY AND EASILY
Now if by some chance you think you are a person who forgives easily and readily, then my response is that your ability to forgive hasn’t really been tested.  You see, I’m not talking about the little offenses against you, the little slights against you, the little wrongs done you.  Most of us can forgive the little wrongs done us pretty easily; no big deal!  In those cases we just say, “No problem.  Forgive and forget.”

But what about when the wrong done you is so great, you can’t forget it?  What about when the hurt someone has caused you will not easily go away?  What about when in spite of your best efforts the anger and hurt you feel brews and stews within your spirit, within your soul?  In those cases none of us readily and easily forgive.

The best book I’ve ever read on forgiveness is one written by Lewis Smedes.  Lewis Smedes is now deceased, but his book The Art of Forgiving continues to speak profoundly to this critical spiritual issue.  In his book Smedes addresses the difficulty of forgiving others with these words:

“God can forgive in the twinkling of an eye, but we are not God.  Most of us need some time…Nobody but God is a real pro at forgiving.  We are amateurs and bunglers.  We cannot usually finish it the first time.”

Smedes goes on to say that we should be patient with ourselves as we seek to move toward real forgiveness of those who deeply hurt as long as we do indeed make the effort and keep trying.

II.       FORGIVING OTHERS IS NOT OPTIONAL
While we recognize the difficulty in forgiving those who have wronged us or are hurting us, we have no choice but to seek to forgive that other person, with God’s help.

In essence, there are two key reasons forgiveness is not optional.

a) We ourselves are the recipients of forgiveness.  Because God forgives us and perhaps even others have forgiven us, we too must forgive.

b) Christ commands it.  In one of the most compelling and sobering verses in the entire Bible, Jesus states, right after teaching the disciples the Lord’s Prayer, “If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive them their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”  Straight from the mouth of Jesus. We don’t seek to forgive others, God will not forgive us.  Again, that’s a pretty sobering insight, isn’t it?

We must forgive because we ourselves can be forgiven and because Christ clearly and forcefully 

requires it of his followers.

III.
FORGIVING OTHERS DOES NOT EXCUSE WRONGDOING
This, perhaps, is one of the most important insights for us Christians as we seek, again with God’s help, to forgive those who have seriously wronged us.

Forgiveness does not mean capitulating to wrong doing.

Forgiveness does not mean tolerating harm from another person.

Forgiveness does not mean freeing someone else from the consequences of their actions.

Forgiveness does not mean ignoring injustice or mistreatment or abuse.

Forgiveness also does not mean having to restore a relationship with someone who is clearly detrimental to your physical or mental or spiritual well-being.

PEOPLE MUST FACE THE CONSEQUENCES OF THEIR EVIL OR HATEFUL OR SELFISH OR ABUSIVE ACTIONS EVEN AS WE FORGIVE THEM.  

I read recently an article about a man named Bud Welsh visiting a man name Bill McVeigh in Buffalo, New York.  The story involves two fathers who have both suffered painful losses.  Bud Welsh’s daughter died in 1995 in a tragic explosion.  Bill McVeigh’s son is deceased as well.  What makes this story remarkable is who these two men are.  Bud Welsh is the father of a young woman named Julie who died in the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 and Bill McVeigh is the father of Timothy McVeigh, the primary perpetrator of that horrendous deed which killed 168 people.  The purpose of this visit was for Bud Welsh to tell Bill McVeigh that he had forgiven Bill’s son, Tim, and Bill as well.

Now Bud Welsh was not saying to Bill McVeigh that Timothy McVeigh should get a light sentence.  He was not saying that Timothy McVeigh should avoid the extreme punishment of the judicial system.  Bud Welsh was not saying that justice for the victims should be ignored.  He was not saying by his action that Timothy McVeigh should have mercy rather than justice.  He was simply there to share the personal message of forgiveness.  Timothy McVeigh, who died in 2001 of lethal injection, was expected to pay the price for his actions even though he was being forgiven.

Again, forgiving someone DOES NOT MEAN THEY ARE RELEASED FROM THE CONSEQUENCES OF THEIR ACTIONS. 
IV. THE ONE WHO FORGIVES BENEFITS MOST
Guess who, in the final analysis is the primary beneficiary of acts of forgiveness.  Without question it is the one who forgives.

There’s not a one of us here in this sanctuary who if we found ourselves with a debilitating or serious condition who wouldn’t go to a doctor or seek some resolution to our physical problem.  Well, not forgiving others is like a spiritual cancer to brew and stew within us.  Those who don’t forgive are the ones who will pay the greatest price.  It will cost us spiritually, mentally, emotionally, even physically.
Not to forgive is actually to do harm to ourselves.


Ann Lamott, author of Traveling Mercies puts it in rather crude and graphic fashion when she writes:  “Not forgiving is like drinking rat poison and waiting for the rat to die.”  It will always cost us more than it costs the other person I assure you.

CLOSING

Yes, it’s hard.  Yes, it takes prayer and help from God.  Yes, it may take time.  Yes, we may have two steps forward and one step back in our journey of forgiving someone else, but if we do start on this journey and seek to move toward forgiveness we will pay a great emotional, mental, and physical price.  

As you come for Communion this morning, you have the opportunity to give thanks to God for His grace and forgiveness, to bring your own hurts and wounds, and, where necessary, to seek God’s help in forgiving someone who has wronged you.  At this alter with this Sacrament much good can happen.
