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Freedom in Christ 5 – Forgiveness
Aim – To help us to consider why we should forgive others in response to the grace that God has shown us. To discuss those times when being forgiven and asking for forgiveness is hard and think about how we should react in those situations.

Introduction – As Christians to be wilfully unforgiving is unthinkable. We, who have been forgiven by God, have no right to withhold forgiveness from our fellow sinners. Ephesians 4:32 commands us to forgive each other, just as we have been forgiven. Refusing to forgive shows disobedience towards God, a serious sin. Forgiveness however does not come easily and we often do not forgive as speedily or as graciously as we should. Forgiveness is costly, it requires us to set aside our selfishness, accept with grace the wrongs others have committed against us, and not to demand what we think is our due. It runs counter to our natural inclinations. Indeed the world around us often finds forgiveness impossible and bitterness destroys so many relationships around us. In Colossians 3:9-13 and in Ephesians 4:22-32 Paul highlights forgiveness as an essential garment for the new self. 

Why do we find it so hard to forgive each other? On what occasions have we struggled to forgive someone? What point was Jesus trying to make to Peter? What does it mean in practice to keep no record of wrongs?

· Naturally we all have instinctive feelings about how we should be treated. It matters to us when someone does something against us whether it was spiteful and intended to hurt us or whether it was just an accident. I am sure that we could all recall people and situations where we should have forgiven someone but did not or could not. Conversely there are times when we needed to ask for forgiveness but were to proud to do so. When we have forgiven or asked forgiveness I am sure that we have often found it tremendously difficult and struggled to do so. 

· The disciples had heard much about forgiveness from Jesus but not surprisingly they had questions about how far he expected them to go in forgiving one another. The Jewish Rabbi’s limited the number of times a person could be forgiven for the same offence to 3. In Matthew 18:15-22, Peter asked Jesus how many times we should forgive each other when we sin against each other. When Jesus asked him what he though he suggested 7 times but Jesus in response told him to forgive seventy times seven. Clearly 490 times is far too many to keep count, but that is the whole point as keeping count has nothing to do with forgiveness. 1 Corinthians 13:5 says that “Love keeps no record of wrongs.” Jesus was in effect eliminating any limit on forgiveness whatsoever. Forgiveness is not about setting limits but about the freeness and frequency with which we are to forgive (Luke 17:3-4). When we sin against God, we can express sorrow and seek God’s forgiveness, but then we turn around and commit precisely the same sin again. God still forgives us again and again. It is God’s forgiveness that sets the criterion by which we are to forgive. Our forgiveness should be as boundless as the mercy of God we desire for ourselves. 

Why does Jesus tell the parable in Matthew 18? What likenesses are there between the unmerciful servant and us? What should be our response to the forgiveness that God has given us? What does it mean to truly forgive someone?
· The King’s forgiveness – The parable describes an incredible act of forgiveness by the King. The man was deeply in debt and he had no means to repay that which he owed. 10,000 talents were equal to 17 years wages for 10,000 men (millions). The servant’s position was hopeless – his only hope was to plead for mercy. Astonishingly the King freely forgave the undeserving man’s debt! It is a picture of what God does on behalf of every sinner who repents. 
· The servant’s unforgiveness – Subsequently the servant demands a fellow servant to pay back a mere 100 denarii – about 100 days wages – nothing compared to what he had been forgiven. The King’s mercy should have made him profoundly grateful and merciful. His actions were an insult to the King, it was as if he had forgotten the great mercy shown to him. Jesus was making the point that his behaviour was completely unreasonable. This is exactly what happens every time we refuse to forgive. The servant who owed the lesser debt made the same plea – if anyone should have understood man’s situation it was he who had been forgiven of so much. His plea fell on deaf ears and he was thrown into prison until he could pay - an incredibly harsh and irrational action (reducing the man’s ability to repay the debt). 
· The other servant’s outrage – The people most offended by this servant’s harsh treatment were his fellow servants, who knew of the King’s act of forgiveness. One unforgiving person in a church can cause offense to the whole flock, and it is right that Christians should get involved with dealing with such an offense. The broader context of Matthew 18 is about how discipline is to be handled in the church. 
· The King’s anger – The King’s response is harsh, but it does not mean that God will withdraw his forgiveness from us. When God forgives us he removes our sins as far as the east is from the west (Psalm 103:12) and he blots out our sins and promises to remember them no more (Jeremiah 31:34). This parable was for the disciples - the first servant represents an unforgiving believer. The severity of the King’s punishment illustrates how God will discipline unforgiving believers – it is not a question of losing our salvation. John MacArthur suggests that Christians who refuse to forgive others will be subject to the severest kind of discipline until they learn to forgive as they have been forgiven. He explains that as a means of discipline God may magnify the temporal consequences of sin in order to motivate a sinner to obey. Further he says that it may be the case that we suffer from stress, discouragement, depression and other hardships because of a refusal to forgive. 

· Genuine forgiveness is not feigned or grudging, but is given as freely as we ourselves desire forgiveness. It means ending the bitterness, laying aside the anger, letting go of any thought of retaliation and refusing to dwell on the offense that has been forgiven. Forgiveness is not easy, especially when it is about something more than an unkind word, but it is possible with the help of the Holy Spirit. In Acts 7 Stephen forgave those who were stoning him and of course so did Jesus from the cross in Luke 23. I have also included recent examples of forgiveness that often the world finds impossible to understand. 

Should we always forgive unconditionally? In what circumstances should our forgiveness be conditional upon repentance? On what occasions should we confront an offender? When would it be right to involve the church in confronting someone? What are the consequences of unforgiveness in our lives? 

· There are occasions when the sinner is to be confronted and ultimately excommunicated from the church if they refuse to repent (Luke 17:3-4, Matthew 18:15-17). Yet there are clearly times when though we are wronged we are called to just forgive and remember those wrongs no more. In Mark 11:25 Jesus describes an immediate forgiveness without a command to confront and seek the offender’s repentance. The forgiveness described here is a choice not a feeling. On most occasions we are called to bear the wrong and set it aside, lovingly covered for Christ’s sake (1 Peter 4:8). Whenever possible, especially if the offense is petty or unintentional, it is best to forgive unilaterally. 

· If you are the only injured party, even if the offense was public and flagrant, you may choose to forgive unilaterally. But if we observed someone committing wrong against another person we may be justified in confronting the offender. When a sin is potentially damaging to the body of Christ, confrontation is essential for the sake of the body. Anytime an offense results in a broken relationship, forgiveness is an essential step towards reconciliation. When confrontation is necessary we have to decide whether it is a private matter for us to deal with or whether it is for our church leaders to deal with. Unforgiveness divides churches, it destroys relationships and it can eat us up inside. 

In what situations and circumstances is the issue of forgiveness more difficult? – So far we have looked at some important reasons why we should forgive and how we should go about that in various different situations. However we all know that forgiveness is not so easy in practice, we need to consider some hard questions about forgiveness. 

· What is the difference between true repentance and a mere apology? Genuine repentance always involves a confession of wrongdoing and a willingness to put things right, while an apology is often in the form of an excuse. (The word apology comes from the Greek word apologia, which literally means ‘a speech in defense of’). It is often the case that we use apologetic language instead of true repentance. 

· To whom should we confess our sins? Confession of guilt must primarily be made to God (Psalm 51) but we also owe a confession to the person (s) we have sinned against. 
· What if I sin with my thoughts against another person? It would clearly be inappropriate to confess the sin of lust against the person who we lusted for. However there may well be cases where we should confess sin to the person even when they are unaware of the offense. For example, if the wrongdoing was slander, it might be appropriate to make a confession of guilt to the person that you have slandered and also the person who was the recipient of the slander. Eventually they will hear the slander for themselves. 
· What if there is reason to believe that the offender’s ’repentance’ is a sham? There will be times when it is right to demand ‘fruits of repentance’ before assuming that someone’s profession of repentance is genuine (in Matthew 3:8, John the Baptist tells the Pharisees and the Saducees that they must ‘produce fruit in keeping with repentance’). For example suppose Stuart hits me in the nose and asks for and receives forgiveness. However a few moments later Stuart hits me again on the nose. Suppose the cycle is repeated several times. Should I continue to forgive him? While Jesus does suggest that we should forgive over and over (Luke 17:3-4), nowhere in the context does Jesus ever suggest that the offense is either deliberate or that repentance was feigned. There can be times when we would be stupid to accept a mere profession of repentance, especially after several repeat offenses. Nevertheless we must be prepared to forgive unless there remains good reason to doubt the authenticity of their repentance.

· When is restitution appropriate? Whenever an actual loss has been caused by a wrong we should make restitution. Forgiveness does not take away the need to make restitution, especially when their loss is quantifiable. We could look at many laws in Leviticus or the example of Zaccheus (Luke 19:8) for examples of this kind of restitution. True confession should be accompanied by a willingness to make restitution. Sometimes of course restitution is impossible because the wrong is not quantifiable. However even with something like slander things can be made to rectify the lies that have been passed on.

· Is the forgiver ever obliged to forget the offense? Is there justification in the cliché ‘forgive and forget’? There is obviously no way to purge the memory of an offense, especially for a severe offense. Hebrews 8:12 does not say that God will forget our sins, but that he will remember them no more. To forget something is to have no memory of it, but surely cannot lose memory of our sins. Rather it is true to say that He refuses to call them to mind, He promises not to bring them up. 
· What if the offense was a grave one and I am still hurting? Shouldn’t I wait to forgive until I can be honest about it? Wouldn’t it be hypocritical otherwise? It is true that sometimes forgiveness is really hard, but the longer we put off forgiveness the more time negative feelings have to grow, and we can become hard-hearted. Jesus teaches that we shouldn’t be driven by passion, we shouldn’t allow our emotions to take over and control us. Forgiveness is an act of the will and it is certainly not hypocrisy to forgive when our emotions are screaming for vengeance. We are called to be obedient regardless of how we feel. We need to refuse to dwell on offenses against us, and thus starve negative emotions. Right emotions will eventually come if we submit to Christ. “Ultimately a conscious, deliberate, willful choice to forgive is the only thing that can free a heart from the bondage of such emotions” (John MacArthur).
Conclusion – Our freedom is compromised when we do not forgive each other as we ourselves have been forgiven. Therefore we must be prepared to ask for forgiveness (Mt 5:23-26). Is there anyone I need to say sorry to? We must be prepared to forgive (Mt 18:21-22). Is there someone I need to forgive from the heart? We must be prepared to overlook an offense (1 Pet 4:8, Prov 19:11). We must be prepared to confront (Mt 18:15-17). Is there anyone I need to approach over wrongs that have separated us? 
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Freedom in Christ 5 – Forgiveness
Ephesians 4:32 “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”
Colossians 3:12-13 “…clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”

Matthew 18:15-22 “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that `every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.' If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. "I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. "Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them." Then 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-seven times.”

Matthew 18:23-35 “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. "The servant fell on his knees before him. `Be patient with me,' he begged, `and I will pay back everything.' The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. `Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. "His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, `Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' "But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. "Then the master called the servant in. `You wicked servant,' he said, `I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”

Luke 17:3-4 “So watch yourselves. If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.”

Acts 7:59:60 “While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then he fell on his knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ When he had said this, he fell asleep.”
Luke 23:34 “Jesus said, Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”
Mark 11:25-26 “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins. But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father who is in heaven forgive your sins.”
1 Peter 4:8 “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.”
Proverbs 19:11 “A man's wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense.”
2 Corinthians 2:10-11 “And what I have forgiven--if there was anything to forgive--I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake, in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.”
Matthew 5:23-26 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”

Philemon 10-21 “I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. I am sending him--who is my very heart--back to you. I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced. Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good-- no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back--not to mention that you owe me your very self. I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.”

Genesis 50:15-21 “When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, ‘What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?’ So they sent word to Joseph, saying, ‘Your father left these instructions before he died: `This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’ Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.’ When their message came to him, Joseph wept. His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. ‘We are your slaves, ‘they said. But Joseph said to them, ‘Don't be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. So then, don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.’ And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them.”

On 1st December 1997 a dozen students in a school in Kentucky were praying when a 14-year-old boy walked up to the group with an automatic pistol and calmly shot the students one at a time. Despite the utter senselessness of the crime, no one spoke with bitterness of a desire for vengeance. One of the injured girls was Melissa Jenkins. As she lay in hospital, less than a week later, fully aware that the damage to her spinal cord was so sever that she would be a paralytic for the rest of her life, she sent a message though a friend to the boy who had deliberately shot her: “Tell him I forgive him.”

In Enniskillen the IRA murdered Marie Wilson at a remembrance service. Her Father (Gordon), when asked if he had a message for the people who had killed his daughter, said “I lost a daughter but I bear no grudge, bitterness and anger will not bring back Marie. I will pray tonight and every night that God will forgive these people.” He forgave because he knew that if he didn’t, it would destroy him. People were angry about his reaction because they didn’t know how to handle that kind of love. 
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