The Problem of Forgiveness

SLIDE: Scripture Reading

Matthew 6: 12, 14-15
Forgive us our sins, as we also have forgiven those who sin against us.
If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you.
But if you refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.


SLIDE: Sermon title: The Problem of Forgiveness

Today we’re going to explore the topic of forgiveness, and as we begin, I want you to take a moment to reflect on this question: 

SLIDE: Are there some hurts that feel too big to forgive?
SLIDE: In his book The Sunflower, Simon Wiesenthal, a survivor of the Holocaust, tells of being taken from the concentration camp to a military hospital. A young German soldier was dying, badly injured, and desperate to speak to a Jewish person before he died. When Wiesenthal arrived, the soldier began to talk – about the violence he had participated in, the lives that had been destroyed, and the guilt that now weighed on him. 
The soldier wanted to experience forgiveness before he died. He wanted to know that someone, anyone, could hear what he had done and say the words that might allow him to die in peace.
Wiesenthal sat and listened. He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t argue. When the soldier finished speaking and waited for an answer, Wiesenthal couldn’t bring himself to say, “I forgive you.” Not because the young soldier hadn’t suffered enough, but because he was not convinced forgiveness was his to give. The people who’d been murdered weren’t there to speak. Their voices were gone. Wiesenthal quietly stood and left the room.
This incident stayed with Wiesenthal long after the war as a troubling story of deep, unresolved tension – about guilt, responsibility, and whether forgiveness can be given when the harm done can never be repaired. Wiesenthal does not resolve this tension with simple answers. Instead, he ends the book by asking readers, “What would you have done?”
Most of us will never face such a moral dilemma. But none of us get through this life without being sinned against – sometimes in ways that feel unforgivable. 

And most of us will grapple with the question: 

SLIDE: “What do we do when Jesus’ command to forgive those who sin against us feels impossible?”

Forgiveness lies at the heart of who God is. From Genesis to Revelation, Scripture tells us that God moves toward us with mercy and grace rather than condemnation.

In His life on earth, Jesus taught that God was like the father of the prodigal son, who ran out to meet the son who’d squandered his wealth, embracing him, restoring him, and celebrating his return.

But Jesus did not just teach that God was a forgiving God. Jesus revealed a forgiving God – by eating with sinners, touching the unclean and freely forgiving all who came to Him.

To know God means to know that forgiveness reflects His heart. And that’s a beautiful, comforting message.

But Scripture also teaches that God’s desire is that we learn to forgive.

Jesus spoke often about forgiveness – and some of what He said was less than comforting.

SLIDE: Consider the words of our Scripture reading this morning:

“Forgive us our sins, as we also have forgiven those who sin against us.
If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you.
But if you refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.” (Matthew 6: 12, 14-15)

I don’t know about you, but I find these words very confronting. 

While it’s important to acknowledge that some offenses seem unforgivable, Scripture seems to indicate that our learning to forgive is important to God.

So, today, we’re going to examine what forgiveness is, why we are exhorted to forgive, and how we can learn to forgive.

SLIDE: So, first, what is forgiveness?

As you think about how we might define forgiveness, I want you to consider this statement.

SLIDE: The natural human response to hurt or injustice is a desire for revenge and retaliation.

Would you agree that this is true? 

Most of us are familiar with the ancient rules of settling scores outlined in Exodus 21:

An eye for an eye; a tooth for a tooth; burning for burning; and a wound for a wound 

But forgiveness is something else entirely.

SLIDE: Forgiveness is the unnatural human response of giving up our reasonable right to treat the offender the way we were treated.

Because forgiveness is not a natural human response to hurt or harm, we often feel resistance to forgiving those who have wronged us.

Which brings us to the second question we need to consider:

SLIDE: Why does God want us to forgive?

I believe there are several reasons, and the first is because

SLIDE: Forgiveness reflects the heart of God. 

The Gospel is the Good News that, even though we don’t deserve it, God forgives.

SLIDE: Romans 5:8 tells us, “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”

Forgiveness is foundational to who God is. 

So, without learning to forgive, we cannot truly understand the goodness and beauty of who God is.

Without learning to forgive, we cannot understand the enormity of what God offers us – the unnatural gift of undeserved grace.

A second reason why God wants us to forgive is because

SLIDE: Without learning to forgive, we cannot truly live as Jesus’ disciples.

Being a disciple of Jesus means learning to follow Jesus and become more like Him.

So, if forgiveness is foundational to who Jesus is, then learning to forgive is foundational to being formed in His likeness.

SLIDE: Ephesians 4:32 tells us, “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.”

In verses 22 and 23 of this chapter, Paul talks about “putting off the old self”, of “being made new”, and of “putting on the new self.”

This is what it means to be a disciple of Jesus – to have the life of Christ take shape in us.

And then, here in verse 32, Paul tells us that forgiving one another – as God in Christ has forgiven us – is one way we “put on” or “imitate” Christ.

When Jesus says, “If you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins,” He’s not talking about earning salvation. He’s talking about alignment.

A heart that is learning to forgive has opened itself to the journey of discipleship – of learning to follow Jesus and become more like Him.

But there’s one more reason why God wants us to forgive.

SLIDE: Learning to forgive allows us to experience the freedom Jesus came to give.

Forgiveness is not a natural human response to being wronged, so it can feel like an unfair gift that we give to the person who wronged us.

But it’s important to recognise that forgiveness is not a gift we give the other person. Forgiveness is a gift we give ourselves – because forgiveness is a way for us to heal.

When we hold on to unforgiveness against the person who has wronged us, we expect that person will feel the pain of this. But often, they don’t. Instead, it’s we who are harmed. 

That’s because when we hold on to unforgiveness, we attach our well-being to the person who hurt us – it’s like letting that person live rent-free in our heads.

That’s why unforgiveness has been compared to drinking poison and expecting the other person to die.

Various medical studies have shown that forgiveness improves cardiovascular and mental health.

That’s because forgiveness allows us to detach from the person who hurt us and to move forward.

SLIDE: In John 10:10, Jesus tells us that He came to bring us abundant life. 

When we let go of unforgiveness against those who have wronged us, we can more fully experience the abundant life that Jesus spoke of.

Now that we’ve explored what forgiveness is, and why God wants us to forgive, we need to address the question of how to forgive.

But before we do this, it’s important that we consider what forgiveness is NOT.

SLIDE: First, forgiveness does not pronounce the guilty person innocent and the victim un-wronged.

It does not minimize the wrong-doing; nor does it minimize the hurt that resulted.

Before we can forgive, we must acknowledge what happened, and that the hurt or harm we experienced was real. 

We cannot forgive until we acknowledge that there is harm or hurt that needs to be forgiven.

SLIDE: Second, forgiveness does not release wrong-doers from the consequences of their actions.

Remember: forgiveness means giving up our reasonable right to retaliate. But this does not mean that the person who has wronged us does not live with the consequences of their wrongdoing.

All actions have consequences. God’s justice is real.

SLIDE: Galatians 6:7 tells us, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.”

Sometimes, there are natural consequences, like broken relationships.

Sometimes, there are moral obligations or even legal penalties.

Forgiveness does not erase the consequences of the offender’s actions.

SLIDE: Third, forgiveness does not always result in reconciliation.

Why is this?

SLIDE: Romans 12:18 tells us, “If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”

The words, “if possible” tell us that reconciliation is conditional.

And the words, “as far as it depends on you” tell us that our ability to bring about reconciliation has limits.

What are these limits?

First, the forgiver may be willing to reconcile but may also recognise that it is not safe to do so.

It is not safe to reconcile if there is potential for the offender to harm us – or someone in our care – again.

Forgiveness does not mean enabling the other person to continue hurting us. 

Sometimes, forgiveness requires creating distance – so that if the other person never changes, you can continue to forgive in your heart

And second, the forgiver may be willing to reconcile, but the offender may be unwilling or unable to do so.

The goal of forgiveness is peace. Inner peace. But reconciliation – which is peace with the other person – is not always possible.

Forgiveness is no less genuine in the absence of reconciliation.

SLIDE: And fourth, forgiveness does not mean forgetting the wrongdoing.

Forgetting can be dangerous. Why?

Because remembering helps us avoid being hurt in the same way again.

And remembering helps us protect those in our care from being hurt in the same way.

If reconciliation is to happen, much remembering of the hurt is part of the process of rebuilding trust.

This brings us to the final question we need to address, which is:

SLIDE: How do we forgive someone who has deeply hurt or harmed us?

As we consider this question, I want to return to our definition of forgiveness.

If you remember, the natural human response is to want to retaliate; to cause hurt and harm to the person who hurt and harmed us.

In contrast, forgiveness is the unnatural human response of giving up our reasonable right to retaliate.

Because forgiveness is unnatural for the human heart, it can feel impossible.
We don’t want to forgive.
And we feel unable to forgive. 

Fortunately, as disciples of Jesus, we have a unique resource – the power of God working in us.

SLIDE: Philippians 2:13 tells us, “It is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill His good purpose.”

This verse tells us that, when we don’t want to forgive and when we feel unable to forgive, God works at the level of both – our will and our ability to act.

When we choose to follow Jesus, God works within us, changing us to be more like Him.

And when we ask Him, God can supply what we lack – the will to forgive, and the ability to forgive.

So, as we think about the ‘how’ of forgiveness, I want you to consider this:

Should we forgive the wrongdoer if they’ve not said they’re sorry?

In other words:
SLIDE: Does forgiveness depend on the offender’s request for forgiveness?

I want you to take a few moments to consider this question, and then to turn to the person next to you and share your thoughts.

Now that you’ve considered this question, I want you to think about these words of Jesus, recorded in Luke 23:34.

SLIDE: Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.

As He is dying, Jesus utters these unfathomable words of radical forgiveness.

So, does forgiveness depend on the offender’s request for forgiveness? 

Jesus’ plea that God would forgive those who were sinning against Him was not dependent on their request for forgiveness. In fact, it was not even dependent on their awareness of what they were doing.

If we wait for the offender to own what they did, and to ask for our forgiveness, we may be waiting for the rest of our lives.

Forgiveness is much more about us and God than it is about the offender. It is our choice to heal and to move forward in freedom, toward the abundant life that Jesus offers.

So how do we forgive?

SLIDE: Forgiveness is both a choice and a process

Once we acknowledge that the hurt and pain we carry is real, we can choose to forgive.

If we don’t want to forgive, we can ask God to create in us the desire to forgive. And if we feel unable to forgive, we can ask God to help us forgive.

As disciples of Jesus, we make this choice out of obedience to God; however, as we make this choice, it’s important we recognise that God understands our inability to fully forgive. 

God understands our weaknesses, and He knows that forgiveness is unnatural for the human heart.

And what’s more, God forgives our inability to fully forgive – because He knows that forgiveness is a process.

SLIDE: Consider these words, recorded in Matthew 18:21-22.

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how often should I forgive someone who sins against me? Seven times?”
“No, not seven times,” Jesus replied, “but seventy times seven!
What is Jesus saying here? 

Is He saying that we should allow people to deliberately hurt us so that we can practice forgiving? Of course not!

I think Jesus understood that, when we’ve been deeply hurt, various events or memories can re-trigger our pain. 

I think Jesus understood that forgiveness is a process – a process of healing that can sometimes take a very long time.

And I think Jesus understood that, when we’ve been deeply hurt, we will have to ask God to make us willing and able to forgive that hurt over and over again.

SLIDE: Eph 4: 26 says, “Do not let the sun go down on your anger.”

We’ve often interpreted this verse to mean that we should resolve our arguments or conflicts before each day is over.

But what if, instead, this verse is a reminder that, as each day comes to an end, we have the opportunity to, again, ask God to help us let go of anger and to forgive those who’ve sinned against us?

I want to conclude today with the story of Kim Phuc – better known as Napalm Girl.

SLIDE: You may have seen this haunting photograph of Kim as a 9yo girl, running in terror after a napalm attack in Vietnam. The napalm caused third-degree burns to ~35% of her body and changed her life forever.

For many years, her physical pain and scars were matched by deep inner wounds of anger, bitterness and despair.

At age 19, she found a New Testament at a public library in Saigon. A Christian friend explained the story of Jesus to Kim, and she felt a profound connection to the God revealed in Christ.

Jesus’ words about loving one’s enemies and forgiving those who harm us confronted her deeply. She realized that hatred continued to wound her long after her napalm burns had healed.

Through her faith in Jesus, she came to understand that forgiveness was an act of obedience and a way of entrusting her pain and hurt to God.

SLIDE: Today, Kim is a witness to the healing power of forgiveness.

She writes and speaks about forgiveness as a daily spiritual discipline that is sustained by prayer and reliance on God rather than human strength.

I know that, for me, Kim’s story is both a challenge and an encouragement. If forgiveness is possible after such devastating harm, then perhaps it’s also possible in the places of our deepest hurts.

Forgiveness cannot change the past, but it can transform our future. Is there a small step toward forgiveness that you can take today? 

SLIDE: Remember that, today and every day, God is with you and He’s ahead of you, working in you “to will and to act in order to fulfill His good purpose.”
