AS WE FORGIVE OTHERS

Text: Matt 6:12,14-15; 
Heidelberg Catechism LD 51
Readings: Matt 18:21-35; Gen 50:15-26
Theme: We must forgive others in the same way God has forgiven us.
Purpose: To show what it means to forgive others and why we must do this.

Introduction to text: In an earlier sermon we considered the first half of this fifth petition, “Forgive us our debts”. We saw that we need forgiveness because we sin against God and his law, and that God assures us of forgiveness because Jesus has paid for our debt.
We looked briefly at the obligation we have to forgive others their sins against us. 
Today we want to consider this obligation in more detail as we look at the second part of this petition - "As we also have forgiven our debtors" - and verses 14 and 15. 

Read: Matthew 6:12,14-15; HC LD 51

In 1974 in the African country of Rawanda there was a terrible massacre of the Tutsi minority by the Hutu elite. Thousands were horribly murdered – men, women and children. A civil war followed. Thousands fled the country to refugee camps. Eventually the Hutu army was defeated. Later the refugee camps in Zaire and Tanzania were closed and the people of Rawanda returned. Relatives of the killers and of those killed had to live close by to each other as neighbours in the same village.  
A catholic priest living and working in one of these villages urged both sides to forgive each other. Many did not want to hear about forgiveness; for them that was unimaginable, unthinkable, impossible.

This true story illustrates the difficulty of forgiveness. Admittedly this is one of the hardest of cases. But there are plenty of other hard cases we could think of: Nazi Germany, Pol Pot in Cambodia, Idi Amin in Uganda, the on going animosity in the Middle East, the atrocities in the Sudan.

Or think of hard cases closer to home; of having to forgive the drunk driver who has killed your son, or your husband who has committed adultery, or your children who rebelled and left home without a word of thanks for all you did for them. How do you forgive a father who was never a father because be was drunk most of the time, or a mother who was never there because she was always out gambling, or friends who let you down just when you needed them most? 

When we pray this prayer we are committing ourselves to forgiving these people; "Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors." In this prayer we are saying we have already forgiven them.

What does this mean? How is this possible? How do we do this?
We will consider forgiveness: its meaning, its means, its motive.

1. THE MEANING OF FORGIVENESS

a. Let’s begin with what it does not mean

Forgiving does not mean that you forget what has happened; that original offense may always come to mind but you can forgive without forgetting.

Forgiving does not mean that you act as though it doesn't matter; forgiving does not minimise the wrong. When you forgive you don't gloss over what has happened; you don't say; "It's no big deal"; you don't scale down the sin.

Forgiving does not mean that you simply avoid that person, that you ignore him, that you don’t speak to her, that you sit on the other side of the church so you don’t ever meet each other. That is not forgiveness. 

b. So what does forgiveness mean?

The Bible describes God's forgiveness of us: he pardons us, cleanses us, blots out our sins, and casts them far away.
God can do this because of what Jesus did on the cross; there Jesus paid for our sins, he took our punishment, he died in our place.

We can't do these things for others; we are not God, we can't wash away sins.
But we can extend to others what God has given to us; we can offer to them the love and mercy that God has shown to us.

To forgive others means that we pardon them, we cover over their sin, we cast it away from us.
I say to myself; "I am not going to let this come between us anymore. I won't hold it against her. This is not going to ruin our relationship. I am going to put this in the past. This thing is done, finished with, over."

I also resolve that I will not bring this up in the future. I will not use what has happened against that person at some later date. I resolve to bury the hatchet and not dig it up again!

Forgiving another person is an act of the will not the emotions. It is not a fuzzy feeling we have towards another or a warm glow in our hearts towards her. It is more likely that you will feel angry, upset and resentful! But forgiveness is not based on how you feel but rather on what you decide to do in your will and how you respond in your actions. You resolve in your mind saying, "I will forgive her", and you exercise your will and say, "I do forgive her."

But how do we do this? How do we put this into practice?

2. ITS MEANS 

We could have called this the method of forgiveness, but we don't want to suggest that this is simple, as in "Three easy steps to forgiveness", or "An ABC to forgiving others". 
It is not like that. Forgiving others is not easy; it is hard work and it goes against the grain. Yet, with help of the Holy Spirit, it is possible.
 
a. Forgiving others means that you don't plan revenge.

Proverbs 24:29, "Do not say, 'I'll do to him as he has done to me; I'll pay that man back for what he did.'" That's often how we feel; we want to take revenge. We want to pay them back - with interest! "You touch me and I'll flatten you!"
Or as one bumper sticker had it: "You dent-a my car and I punch-a your face!" To forgive is to resist this desire for revenge. It is to leave the judgment of that wrong in God's hands.  

This is powerfully illustrated in the life of Joseph. You know the story. He was sold into slavery in Egypt by his brothers. After many years in prison he was suddenly promoted to be Second-in-Command to Pharaoh. Some years later his family joined him in Egypt. But after their father Jacob died his brothers were afraid! "What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him." But Joseph said; "Don't be afraid. Am I in the place of God." "He reassured them and spoke kindly to them." (Gen 50:19ff) 
Joseph did not seek any revenge. He recognised the hand of God in what had happened and he accepted God’s providence. 


Think also of Stephen as he was dying being smashed by stones, saying, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” (Acts 7:60)
And remember our Lord Jesus, being nailed to the cross, praying, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:24)

How are you responding to those who have hurt you? Are you holding a grudge against someone?
Are you with-holding forgiveness from someone who has wronged you by planning revenge?
Romans 12:19 says, "Do not take revenge my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord." Don’t plan revenge.

b. Don't feed resentment.  

If you have a broken tooth or a filling that has fallen out you'll find yourself constantly poking at it with your tongue; you are always going to that place to check it out.
We tend to do this with things people have said or done against us; we dwell on that incident; we go back to those words in our minds; we remember the hurt; we think about what he did to us; we poke around in the wound.

But to forgive another person is to quit all that. Don’t feed your resentment; stop turning it over in your mind; don’t dwell on it. Declare the whole matter off limits; put up a sign - "No trespassing". To forgive is to let go of that painful hurt, that harsh word, that cruel action.

c. Instead, show them Love. 

Jesus said: "Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you." (Luke 6:27). 

To love someone means that you are kind to him; you are not harsh but gentle; not bitter but merciful; not angry but self-controlled. Peter wrote to his fellow believers; “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.” (1 Peter 4:8) 

d. All this is very difficult so we must pray for God's help 

None of us can do this in our own strength; we must pray, pleading that God would help us do this. Ask God to fill you with his Spirit so that you will have the grace to forgive, and so that you can truly pray this prayer, “Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors.”

Pray that God will help you to keep on forgiving, because forgiveness is a process. It doesn't happen suddenly but takes time. Each time you remember what that person said or did you may need to go over these steps again. I will not take revenge; I will not feed my resentment; I will show them love. Each time your feelings threaten to overhwelm you, you need to pray once again; you need to take yourself in hand and say, "I forgive him, I forgive her."

Why?! Why should we do something that is so difficult, so costly, so time consuming?!

3. The MOTIVE for this is described in verses 14 and 15: “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive yours sins.”

There are two motives here.

a. The first is that we must forgive because God has forgiven us in Christ.

God so loved us that he gave his One and Only Son to be the sacrifice for sin, dying in our place. The death of Jesus made it possible for God the Father to forgive us. 

This is our motive and incentive to forgive others. “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” (Eph 4:32) 

If God has forgiven us in Christ then we must be prepared to forgive others; because God has loved us, we must love others. To withhold forgiveness from another person shows that we have not grasped the grace of God in Christ. 

This is the point of the parable of the unmerciful servant. That servant was severely puinished. Jesus, drawing out the lesson of the parable, said; “This is how your heavenly Father will treat you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matt 18:35) We who have been given mercy must show it to others; we who have been forgiven must forgive others. God's forgiveness and our forgiveness must go together, hand in hand. 

If we understand what God has done for us in Jesus we will forgive others; if you have been forgiven you will forgive.

b. The second motive is that “if you do not forgive men their sins, your father will not forgive your sins.” Put bluntly verse 15 says; "Forgive, or be damned." Those who persistently, continuously fail to forgive others will not be forgiven.

Do you harbour a grudge against someone?  
Do you bear any resentment towards another?  
Are there things you are not letting go?
Is there someone you need to forgive: your husband, your wife, your parents, a member of your family, someone in this congregation?

Forgiving others is difficult, but by God’s grace in Christ and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it is possible.

I close with illustration from the Nazi concentration camp in Ravensbruck. The allied troops liberated that camp in 1945 at the end of World War II. They uncovered a terrible horror in which 92,000 women and children had died. But they also came across evidence of faith and forgiveness.
Near the body of a dead child they found a piece of wrapping paper with these words:
“O Lord, remember not only the men and women of goodwill, but also those of ill will. But do not only remember the suffering they have inflicted on us, remember the fruits we brought as thanks to this suffering - our comradeship, our loyalty, our humility; the courage, the generosity, the greatness of heart which has grown out of all this. And when they come to judgment let all the fruits we have borne be their forgiveness.”

So we pray;
“Father, forgive us our sins,
as we forgive those who sin against us. Amen”

