5

“Catechism Review:  Lord’ Prayer—Forgive Us Our Trespasses As We Forgive Those Who Trespass Against Us”


The Fifteen Sunday after Pentecost					               September 13, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						         Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								       Genesis 50:15-21
Epistle Lesson									      Ephesians 4:25-32
Gospel Lesson 								      Matthew 18:15-35


Today we continue with the review of the Catechism—“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  We turn once again to Luther.  “What does this mean?  We pray in this petition that our Father in heaven would not look at our sins or deny our prayer because of them.  We are neither worthy of the things for which we pray nor have we deserved them.  But we ask that he would give them all to us by his grace.  For we daily sin much and surely deserve nothing but punishment.  And so we too will sincerely forgive, and gladly do good to those who sin against us.”

This morning’s sermon is in four parts.  The first part I begin by saying that any understanding of forgiveness must begin with God.  If we try to understand forgiveness from our perspective, if we try to understand forgiveness as something God wants us to do, we will never get it.  Because when we are asked to pray, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,” it’s not so much about things we are to do; it is about who God is trying to make us.  If we take God out of the equation, forgiveness would not occur to us as natural human beings.  When harmed by another person, only four options would occur to us if you take God out of the equation.  Number one, if you’re quick enough and clever enough you could run away to safety.  But that is not forgiveness; that’s running away.  Out of weakness and fear you could submit to bad treatment.  But that is not forgiveness either, nor is it God’s will.  If you were strong enough to make the other pay for the harm, you could get even.  But of course, that is not forgiveness.  And if you were strong enough and were a member of the Mafia, you could remove the other person as a threat permanently.  But of course, that’s not forgiveness either.  Those are the four options that would come to us on our own—running away, enduring bad behavior out of weakness, developing a harsh personality so people know that there will be a price for crossing us, or figuring how to remove threats permanently—and maybe not with the help of the Mafia, but just by driving people away or driving them out of our family or whatever.

Now please realize that I am not talking about international relations here.  I’m talking about how we get along day to day with one another.  We do this with habits that we picked up on the playgrounds—with our brothers and sisters and our cousins.  These are habits that we have relied on the rest of our lives unless God comes into our lives and changes us, because God brings a whole new dimension to inter-personal relations when he extends divine forgiveness to us, and he changes us through it.  When God was confronted with the bad behavior, the meanness, the greed, the dishonesty, the selfishness, abuse, and outright violence, which was let loose in his creation to cause pain to those he had created and deeply cares about; he did not run away.  He did not throw up his hands and decide to endure it rather than cause a fuss.  He did not go around getting even, and he didn’t eliminate the problem by scrapping the whole thing.  From his position of power, and be sure you get this as a foundation here, from his position of power as God Almighty, as the powerful God, he decided to stay rather than run.  He decided to create a fuss rather than impotently stand by.  He decided that being present as an avenging vigilante would not change another’s heart ever.  And he decided that scrapping the whole experiment was so contrary to his nature that he wouldn’t even consider it.   Out of his strength, and I repeat that—get this right, out of his strength God chose a different approach.  He did not condone evil.  He has never excused evil.  He has never stood by and endured evil out of weakness.  He has never ignored evil.  But God decided that he would absorb into himself a certain level of the pain caused by evil.  And he would do this for the cause of love in the hope of redemption, in the direction of reconciliation, with the purpose of growth and maturing in goodness.  

It is somewhat like a firefighter.  The firefighter does not condone fire, and the firefighter does not enjoy fire.  The firefighter does not excuse the irresponsibility that leads to fires.  The firefighter does not weekly stand by and watch things burn.  And the firefighter does not run from fires.  But out of concern and care for those in a fire, a firefighter will absorb danger, smoke, heat, and other pain and risk for the hope of saving others from a fire.  Firefighters will not foolishly throw their lives away, but they will out of strength absorb as much of the fire as they can to save lives.  And this is what forgiveness is for God.  It is the absorbing of a certain level of the pain of evil in the hope of saving many.  Forgiveness comes from God’s strength; it does not exhibit his weakness.  Forgiveness comes from deep care; it does not come from unconcern.  Forgiveness is not God saying, “Oh, it was nothing.”  Forgiveness is not the weak accepting of the way things are; it is the absorption of part of the pain of the way that things are; for the hope of changing the way that things are.  

And forgiveness is not free.  There is always a price.  And forgiveness is not fun or easy.  It is always painful.  If you think you have forgiven, and there was no pain involved, take my word for it, it was not forgiveness.  This is the message of the cross of Jesus Christ.  As Christ hangs on the cross he exhibits great strength in apparent weakness.  Great love in the face of hatred and unconcern, great absorption of pain in the hope of changing hearts--the willingness to pay a horrendous price, the willingness to endure pain for the hope of redemption.  

Now we come to part two of the sermon.  The beauty of God’s forgiveness is that it changes and it empowers those who receive it.  Too many people in this world think of forgiveness as a license to keep doing what they are doing.  When some people ask for forgiveness, what they really want is for you to condone what they are doing, or excuse what they are doing, or endure what they plan to keep on doing, or simply just notice that they are not out of bounds.  Forgiveness is never license, and those who truly receive God’s forgiveness know that.  

But then what does it mean to truly receive God’s forgiveness?  It’s kind of like this.  God’s forgiveness is offered to all people on account of Christ.  But not all people receive God’s forgiveness.  How can that be?  I thought about this a long time, and I hope you appreciate this because this is the best I could come up with.  God’s forgiveness is like a check that many people chose not to cash.  God’s forgiveness is like a check that many people chose not to cash.  But why would a person not cash the check?  Many people never cash the check because they do not like the wording on the check.  They don’t like the way it reads.  This is what’s written on the check:  “This check, drawn on the sacrifice of Jesus of Nazareth, pays the price for your sin because God is willing to bear the pain of what you have done.  But it no way condones your actions, it in no way makes excuses for your actions, it in no way gives you license to continue these actions or ignore that what you have done is what you have done.  By endorsing this check, you receive this gift of forgiveness and agree to the conditions under which it has been given to you.”  And many people won’t cash that check, because they can’t stomach what’s written on it.  

Cashing the check is a life-changing event.  Cashing the check means:  that we give up our pet illusions about ourselves, about our thoughts, about our words, and about our behavior.  Before we cash the check, we can think of ourselves as better than other people.  And what a comfort that is.  But once we cash the check, we can no longer think that way, and some people find that very uncomfortable.  

Cashing the check means:  that we realize the price that had to be paid for our sins.  Before we cash the check we can look at our lives and we can say, “Ah, no big deal.”  But once we cash the check, we must think, “If my thoughts, my words, and my behavior sent Jesus to the cross, then I guess it is a big deal.”  

Cashing the check means:  that we accept that God’s grace is more important than a person’s ability to perform--our ability to perform or anybody’s ability to perform.  Before we cash the check we can talk about who we are as something greater than God’s grace.  We can say, “Ah, Lord, I’m doing what you want.  But if I ever make a mistake, well, maybe I’ll call on you.”  Once we cash the check we must realize that God’s grace is the energy of life—always—not our moral performance.

Cashing the check means we realize that there are things in this world more important than our hurt feelings.  Before we cash the check, nothing, nothing in this world is more important than the fact that we are sometimes not treated fairly.  Nothing’s more important than that!  But once we cash the check, we realize that as important as our feelings are to us, there will be times to set them aside for the hope of redemption, reconciliation, and growth in maturity.  Once we cash the check we realize that there are things in this world more important than our hurt feelings.

The third part of the sermon.  The presence of gracious people—that’s you and I—the presence of gracious people transformed by God’s forgiveness into forgiving, gracious people themselves is a powerful force for God’s purposes in this world—in your family, where you work, where you worship, where you live, in your neighborhood.  Your presence as a gracious, forgiving person that God is changing into an ever more gracious, forgiving person—your presence is a great power for the purposes of God.  “Forgive my trespasses as I forgive those who trespass against me” is a statement of surrender to God’s forgiving grace, as a life-transforming power in our lives.  This is less about what we do than about who we are becoming by God’s grace.  God is not asking us to be regular people who once in a while forgive.  He is using his grace to turn us into gracious people.  

Perhaps the first aspect of being a gracious person is the ability to make allowances for the next person and to simply let it go.  As we go through life, we will see something that displeases us at a rate of about once a minute.  You can check that with yourselves.  That’s the rate I came up with in my own life.  About once a minute I see something that displeases me.  There is a point in our lives when we announce every time this happens.  We make comments about it.  We proclaim judgments about it.  And we act put out that we are expected to experience such things.  Life is too short to fuss every minute.  Life is too short to fuss about everything we see that irritates us.  If God’s mercy endures forever, why should our mercy last for about a minute?  Do we actually think that we see more that’s wrong in this world than God does?  Gracious people just let it go.  They just let it go.  In Proverbs 19:11, God writes this, (this isn’t me this is God) “Good sense makes a person slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook an offense.”  God wrote that; I didn’t.  When we accept God’s forgiving grace in our lives it will change us into evermore gracious people in the day to day give and take of life. 

But then there are times when we are deeply hurt by another, and it isn’t something you just let go.  Once this happens, once someone causes great harm in our lives, the question is:  Where do we go from here?  The person growing in forgiving grace will say two things in answer to that question.  First, “I will move from here to freedom for myself.”  The person in whom God is working says, “Because my confidence is in God to take care of my issues and my hurts and to heal them, I will absorb the pain for now, and I will forgive.  I have no need for vengeance, so I’m not going to waste my time getting even with someone who has been mean to me.  Because my life is control by God’s graciousness rather than other people’s meanness or unthinking, I will set myself free from bitterness by forgiving.  And that’s how I will set myself free, because that’s where God wants me to be.  Because my life is ruled by God’s grace rather than man’s meanness or uncaring, I will not be defeated because I was sinned against.  I forgive to set myself free—to continue living.  Because my life is ruled by God’s grace rather than the foolishness of mankind or the unthinking of the people around us, I forgive them to set myself free, to remain a positive person, and hopefully become a more positive person yet.”

Where do we go from here when we’ve been hurt?  First of all, we move to our own freedom, and we do that by forgiving.  And the second thing we say is, to the person who has sinned against us (We do not necessarily have to say this to them—we say this in our own mind.), “I set you free.  I set you free to grow.  Not because I am weak, but because God has made me strong enough to live graciously.  I will absorb the ill-effects of your sin against me because God has changed me and strengthened me to do so.  And I do this because of God who is making me a gracious person.  Not because of your apology, not because of your tears, not because you are going to make it all better.  I do not deny my hurt; I absorb it for Christ’s sake.  I do not condone what you have done.  I do not excuse what you have done.  I do not intend to endure what you have done as a permanent condition of my life.  And though I will not hold this over your head, I will be wise enough to remember what I must remember to protect myself in the future.  But in my forgiveness I set me free, and I set you free.”

The conclusion of the sermon.  One may ask, “When does forgiveness end?”  I refer you to the Gospel Lesson where Jesus says, “You forgive endlessly.”  This is what Jesus tells you, not what I tell you.  For your own sake, and because of what God is making of you, forgiveness should never end.  There is never a point when you say, “I no longer forgive.”  But while forgiveness should never end, there are times when separation is necessary.  And that is after all what Judgment Day is about.  That is what Jesus meant when he said, “If they do not receive you, shake the dust from your sandals and move to another town.”  I would be so bold as to put it this way:  “Everyone in Hell is forgiven in the blood of Christ.  But they would rather be in Hell then cash the check, because the wording on the check gets stuck in their pride.”  If God’s forgiveness can be turned away, it makes sense that our forgiveness can be turned away as well.  But as God does not stop forgiving, neither do we stop forgiving.  So finally there is a separation where forgiveness is not working because it is not understood, and license is what is actually being asked of us.  

And so one realizes, finally, that the family member does not want a relationship where they cannot abuse you.  So you forgive, but a separation takes place.  One realizes that the employee is never going to do the job.  So you forgive the employee but there is a separation.  You fire them.  

One realizes that this so-called friend is just trying to use you.  So you forgive them, and you let them go.  And there is a separation.  

One realizes that one’s spouse is not capable of honoring the vows made at the wedding, or is not willing to honor the vows taken at the wedding.  So one forgives, and files for divorce.

One forgives the liar, the thief, the abuser, the addict, but realizes that the lies, the thefts, the abuse, and the addiction are going to continue.  So there is forgiveness, and then there is separation.

God’s forgiving grace working in our lives will make us fountains of life.  But it is not intended to make us targets for the abuse of the abusers of the world.  Forgiveness never ends though sometimes separation takes place.  Remember that this is to be a last resort.  This is not a first response in life.  It is sometimes a tragic last resort.  But even when there is separation, be very sure there is forgiveness as well.  Because forgiveness is a window through which God gives you life, and that window should never be closed.  Amen
