28th November 2010

Matthew 18:21-35

Forgiving from the heart
Introduction

A woman bought a parrot for a pet. The parrot treated her badly.  It insulted her and every time she tried to pick it up, it would peck at her arm. 
One day she got fed up with the parrot and as it was insulting her she picked it up, it continued with the insults, "You're ugly!  I can't stand you!" and it pecked at her arm as she carried it. She opened the freezer door and threw him in and closed the door. From inside, the parrot was still going on for about five seconds and then it was suddenly quiet.
She thought, "Oh no, I killed it!" She opened the door and the parrot just looked at her. She picked it up. Then the parrot said:
"I'm very sorry. I apologize for my bad behavior and promise you there will be no more of that. From now on, I will be a respectful, obedient parrot."
"Well OK" she said, "apology accepted". 
The parrot said "Thank you". Then he said, "Can I ask you something?" 
She said, "Yes, What?"
And the parrot looked at the freezer and asked, "What did the Chicken do?
I wonder how good we are at forgiving others?  Can we forgive some things like the parrot or like the chicken are there things that are simply unforgiveable?

I am reminded of Enniskillen when a bomb exploded during a Remembrance Day service killing 11 people way back in 1987.
“In the aftermath of the bombing a tone of forgiveness was set by Gordon Wilson whose daughter, Marie, was killed and who was himself injured in the attack. 
"I bear no ill will. Dirty sort of talk is not going to bring her back to life. She was a great wee lassie," Mr. Wilson said.”
 
We may well think this sort of forgiveness is beyond us but is it?
Who do we forgive?

Forgiveness may require that we:

Forgive God: We may genuinely feel God let us down at a crucial time.

                     This is not the time to enter a theological debate as to whether God can or 

                     can’t let us down, just tell him exactly how you feel and forgive him, he’s 

                     forgiven you far more!

Forgive ourselves:  For some of us this will be the hardest thing to do but remember God

                               has already forgiven you ABOLUTELY, no strings attached. 

                               It is how we move on and what we do after failure that is more

                               important than the failure itself in God’s eyes re Peter’s denial.

Forgive others: Not always easy but none-the-less essential if we are to be the 

                         community of God in Kempshott.

                         In a time where forgiveness is rarely given what a powerful witness it 

                         would be to demonstrate a forgiving community.

Forgiving someone doesn’t mean they have to know you have forgiven them.  The important thing is to act out that forgiveness in the way we relate to them.

What does forgiveness look like?

1.  A warm fuzzy feeling?  
2. Suddenly you’re best mates?

3. It simply doesn’t matter anymore?

We are all different so there is no right or wrong answer to this question!!  Go with what God gives you!!

How do we forgive?
The reading today is talking specifically about relationships within the church and the need for forgiveness.

The key is that we need to forgive from the heart.

In both the Old and New Testament the heart is seen as being the very centre of our being.

It is seen as the place from which our emotions, intellect, will and moral life emanate.

It is also the point of contact with God and is directly open to God and subject to his influence.
When we started out on this spiritual journey with Christ we gave our hearts to Jesus, that is we surrendered ourselves to God.  We didn’t suddenly arrive at our destination and hit perfectness; at this point we started the journey towards it.

This is important because as God works in our hearts so we change and begin to understand more of God’s love, grace, mercy, joy, forgiveness etc towards us.

This doesn’t happen overnight!  In a world of instant gratification we seem to have transferred these expectations to our spiritual experience and it just doesn’t work.  We don’t suddenly love everyone, the arguments and disagreements don’t suddenly stop, we aren’t all calmness and light and we certainly don’t always manage to forgive immediately!

These sorts of things come as our relationship with Christ and our fellow Christians grows and matures. 
In Luke 7:36a prostitute anoints Jesus and the Pharisee objects to which, Jesus tells a story about forgiveness and says, “I tell you, her sins – and there are many – have been forgiven, so she has shown me much love.  But a person who is forgiven little shows only little love.”

This is not you have either been forgiven a lot or a little because we know that we have all been forgiven everything.  The issue is how much we understand that, how much we have grasped it.

So much of our ability to be forgiving, loving, merciful etc is based on our understanding of God’s forgiveness, love, mercy etc.  That’s the whole point of our reading; we forgive because we have been forgiven.

The more we know God’s forgiveness the more we will be able to forgive.

So primarily our ability to forgive grows out of our relationship with God and our growing understanding of all he has done for us.

If we are to forgive we need to show: 

Love: 1 John 4:7a, “Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes 

                              from God.” 

Compassion: Luke 6:36, “You must be compassionate, just as your Father is 

                    compassionate.” 

                    Give people what they don’t deserve!

It is from these virtues that true forgiveness from a heart which is touched by God flows.

In order to build this relationship with God we need to:

Pray
Read God’s Word and engage with it.

As we do this so the Holy Spirit will draw us closer to God and change us, at times imperceptibly, giving us a greater understanding and knowledge of God.

Out of this will come the ability to forgive.

Conclusion

To be the community of God means that we progressively demonstrate the virtues of God both individually and communally.
Forgiveness is an essential virtue if we are to grow in unity and love.

The only way we are able to demonstrate forgiveness is by growing closer to God through prayer, worship and reading God’s word.
It is not easy at times but that doesn’t mean we can’t forgive.

Some of us will need to pray with others – prayer is available after the service

Some of us will need to simply be alone to think, meditate and pray before coming to a point of being able to forgive.

Some of us will simply be able to say, “I forgive.”

We may demonstrate all of these at different times depending on whom and what we need to forgive.

We are all different and there is no one size fits all, we are all different individuals and God accepts and loves each one of us precisely because we are who we are.

However, no matter who we are forgiveness is non-negotiable in God’s community!
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