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Easter 8
Becoming better lovers:

love is forgiving
Introduction
Two men were sitting in a bar, drinking beer
and talking about their “significant others”.
One said, “When my wife and I get into an argument, she gets historical.”

The other guy asked, “You mean hysterical, don’t you?”

“No,” said the first, “I mean historical.  She reminds me of everything I’ve ever done wrong.”

This morning, God reminds us,


Love doesn’t keep a record of wrongs that others do. [1 Corinthians 13:5 CEV]
You and I, though, may be related to that man’s wife.
We too may be good at remembering the bad…the bad others do to us.

This morning, then, we face a challenge…


perhaps the stiffest challenge so far in our quest to become better lovers.

When someone hurts us, how do we respond?

Do we remember the pain…and resent the person?

Do we hold a grudge…and hope to get even?

God says,


Love doesn’t keep a record of wrongs that others do. [1 Corinthians 13:5 CEV]
Better lovers are forgivers;


but forgiveness is one of the difficult acts of love.

Do you remember Dana Curry and Heather Mercer?
When those two young women were freed from a Taliban prison,


they were asked, “What was the most difficult experience of your captivity?”

They said, 

“It wasn’t the Taliban.  It was living with six women in a small room. 

We had to learn to forgive each other a lot.”

I suspect that we too need to learn that – “to forgive each other a lot”.

But what does forgiveness involve?

Unfortunately, there are a lot of myths – a lot of misconceptions – about forgiveness.

We begin our lesson on forgiveness, then, with a quiz on forgiveness.

I’ve printed that quiz on the insert.

As I read the five statements, circle your answers.

Are you ready?

True or false:


We should not forgive others until they forgive us.


When we forgive, we minmize the pain caused.


When we forgive, the relationship can quickly be restored.


When we forgive, we forget.


When we see someone hurt, we need to forgive the offender.

This morning, we’ll discover that all five statements are false.
It might be helpful for us to know why.

Before we explore what forgiveness is then,


we’ll examine what it is not.

Love is forgiving

1) Forgiveness is not…

First of all, forgiveness is not conditional
Forgiveness is not earned or deserved.

We sometimes say, “I’ll forgive you if…if you promise never to do it again.”

But that’s not forgiveness; that’s bargaining.

When Jesus was being mistreated on the cross,


did he say,  “Father, forgive them when they ask for it”?

No, he said, “Father forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.” [Luke 23:24 NIV]
Forgiveness is not conditional.
Second, forgiveness does not minimize the pain caused. 

So often, when someone who has hurt us says, “I’m sorry”,

we respond by saying, “That’s OK.  It was no big deal.”
But it’s not OK; it was a big deal; we got hurt.
Forgiveness never minimizes the hurt; 

it acknowledges the pain…and then absolves the person who caused the pain.

When you and I offend the God who made us…


when we hurt this Father who loves us,



does he simply say, “It’s OK…no big deal”?

Folks, your sins and mine were such a big deal to God


that he had to kill his own Son


just to forgive the likes of you and me.

That bachelor named Paul tells us:

God sacrificed Jesus…to clear the world of sin. … Through the sacrifice of Jesus, he finally took care of the sins he had endured.  [Romans 3:25-26 MSG]
Forgiveness does not minimize the offense.
Third, forgiveness does not mean restoring the relationship instantly.
Some people – some of us? – may be reluctant to forgive

because we’re afraid of what follows forgiveness.

We assume that we have to immediately restore the relationship 

with the person who has hurt us.

We have to immediately return to the man who beats us…

to the woman who cheats on us.

I need to be careful in what I say here…

but forgiveness and restoring the relationship are two different issues.

It takes more than forgiveness to build a relationship;


it also takes trust…and trust is formed over time.

That bachelor named Paul tells us:
If someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.  [Galatians 6:1 NIV]
Both the grammar and vocabulary of the statement in the original Greek suggest a process.
If we happen to be in an abusive relationship,

we need to forgive the man who beats us…the woman who cheats on us;


that’s our responsibility.

But the abuser…the adulterer also has a responsibility.
They – as bachelor Paul says – have to prove their repentance by their deeds.  [Acts 26:20 NIV] 
In other words, they have to show that they’ve changed.

And that takes time.

Fourth, forgiveness is not forgetting what happened.
We’ve all heard the cliché: “Forgive and forget”.
It sounds so spiritual, doesn’t it?

Yet God never asks us to do that.

I suspect he knows it’s impossible for us – as humans – to forget.
God designed our brain to remember.

Research shows that our brain records every experience.

Some memories may be suppressed by disease or repressed by trauma,


but all are burned onto that hard-drive between our ears.

In fact, if we try to forget a painful memory, 

on what do we focus?
The painful memory, right?

And, as result, it can become even more vivid.

Instead of trying to forget the pain,


perhaps we need to focus on the promise –



this promise of God:

that in all things God works for the good of those who love him. 

[Romans 8:28 NIV]
We may not be able to forget the pain,

but we can look at it differently, can’t we?
We can look at our pain through the lens of God’s plan for our lives.

We can focus on finding out how God will turn the “bad” of our lives into good.
Finally, forgiveness is not the right of a person who wasn’t hurt.

Do you remember the 14-year-old boy 

who killed three high school girls in Kentucky several years ago?
Even before the girls he killed were buried, 

some students put up a sign that said,



“We forgive you, Mike.”

I suspect those students meant well,


but they weren’t the victims;


they didn’t have the right to forgive.

I wonder what the parents of those girls felt when they read the sign.

For that matter, how would you feel?

If someone abducted, abused, then murdered a member of your family…

and I went to the criminal when he was captured, and said “I forgive you”,

how would you feel?

How many of you would think,


“Well, that’s easy for you to do…”?

But forgiveness is never easy…for the victim.

If we’re the victim, we have to pay twice: first for the pain, then for the pardon…


just like God, who agonized 

when his Son suffered the pain to provide the pardon for our sins against him.

It’s time we change our focus.
Instead of looking at what forgiveness isn’t,


let’s see what it is.

2) Forgiveness is…
Forgiveness is relinquishing my right to get even.
That bachelor named Paul tells us:

Never avenge yourselves.  Leave that to God, for he has said that he will repay those who deserve it. [Romans 12:19 LB]

Relinquish my right for revenge?
Why on earth would I ever want to do that?

Several reasons…

First of all, 

if you continue to hold a grudge…


if you continue to hope for revenge,



aren’t the people who hurt you in the past still hurting you today?

Why would you allow that to happen?

Why would you allow others to continually inflict pain in your life today

when you can relieve all that pain by releasing your right to get even?
Next, if you need to be avenged, 
who is in a better position to do it: you…or God?

Who has more resources…

more resources to make all things work for bad in someone else’s life?

And…and who is more likely to get revenge without breaking any laws?
Finally, hasn’t God relinquished his right to get even with you…and me?

Didn’t he punish someone else for all those times when we didn’t get it right?
But what if he hadn’t done that?

What if God chose to play a game of “tit for tat” with us?

What if he demanded that we pay the price for every mistake we make?


every time we played instead of prayed?



every time we lusted instead of loved?




every time we hoarded instead of helped?

Where would that leave us?
Forgiveness – the kind of forgiveness you and I have experienced –


involves relinquishing the right to get even.

This forgiveness also involves responding to evil with good
Another bachelor – this one named Jesus – says:
Do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who mistreat you.  [Luke 6:27-28 NIV]
How do you know if you’ve genuinely forgiven someone?
You find yourself doing what Jesus said…


you find yourself praying for those who have mistreated you…


asking God to do good to those who have done bad to you.

I can almost hear you thinking...

“Pray for that S – O …?
You don’t know how much he hurt me…

You don’t know how much pain she caused.”

No, I don’t….and I’m sorry.

But I do know this:

You aren’t going to get over it…


you won’t be able to get on with your life…



until you let your abuser go…and lift her or him up to the Lord in prayer.

Isn’t that what Jesus did?

Didn’t this Jesus – who told us to pray for those who mistreat us – 

didn’t he do that on the cross?

And isn’t he still praying for those who mistreat him?

Isn’t he still praying for us?

Even though we continue to misuse his gifts…

even though we continue to abuse his love,



doesn’t he continue to pray for us?

Did you know that – at this very minute – 

he is, as bachelor Paul says, at the right hand of God…interceding for us?

[Romans 8:34 NIV]
Forgiveness – the kind of forgiveness you and I have experienced –


involves responding to evil with good.

In addition, forgiveness means that I repeat the act over and over again.
Do you remember our lesson for today?
According to ancient Jewish custom, 

you had to forgive your abuser three times.

Not “three strikes and you’re out”, 

but “three times and you’re off the hook”.

One of Jesus’ followers – that man called Peter – 

thought he was being so gracious 
when he suggested forgiving your abuser seven times.

That’s when Jesus pressed the buzzer.

“Wrong!” said the bachelor,

“Not seven times…but seventy times seven.”

How long do you and I have to forgive those who abuse us?
As long as it takes, say Jesus…


at least until the hurt heals and pain is past.

How do we do that?

It’s not always advisable


-- and it’s often not possible --



to speak directly with our abusers.

Some of us, after all, may still resent people who are no longer alive.

Yet, whenever we feel again the pain they caused,

we can forgive them…again.

We can do what therapists suggest:

we can imagine them sitting in an empty chair as we say “I forgive you”…


we can imagine them receiving a letter we compose but never send…




a letter in which we write “I forgive you”.

If you’ve “been there…done that”,


you know it’s not easy.

But I don’t think it’s any easier for God (after all, it cost him so much)…

I don’t think it’s any easier for him to repeatedly forgive us.

He began to forgive us when he washed away our sin when we were baptized.
He continues to forgive us -- as he said – when we confess our sin.

A thousand times we’ve told God that we’ll do better.

And a thousand times we failed.

Yet a thousand times he’s forgiven us.

Forgiveness – the kind of forgiveness you and I have experienced –


involves repeating that act of forgiveness over and over again. 

Forgiveness also involves remembering how much God has forgiven us.

Bachelor Paul reminds us:

Remember the Lord forgave you. [Colossians 3:13 NLT]
Be kind and compassionate to one another, just as in Christ God forgave you. [Ephesians 4:32 NIV]
This, I submit, is the secret of forgiveness…

the key to becoming a better lover:


remember how much God has forgiven you.

There is a song that includes this line:

“We just can’t trust our feelings.  We have to stand in the Lord.”

If we want to become better forgivers – and better lovers –


we just can’t trust our feelings.

After all, nobody ever feels like forgiving, do they?
We have to – as the song says – stand in the Lord…

or, perhaps, stand before the Lord.
Stand quietly before the Lord…and remember.
Remember how we’ve treated him;

remember how we’ve hurt him with our less than holy living.

Then also recalling how he treated us…

how – on a cross – he relinquished his right to get even with us



how – from an empty tomb – he responded to all of our evil with good…

a good life that never ends.

And remembering that – to this day -- he continues to absolve us…


to assure us that “it’s OK not to be OK”.

We’ve learned that there is a link between God’s love and ours.
We’ve learned that “we love because he first loved us” [1 John 4:19 NIV]
We also need to see the connection between God’s forgiveness and ours.

After all, don’t we pray: Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us”?


Remember, then…remember how much God has forgiven you.
Conclusion
In a few moments, we will stand before the Lord


and eat a meal that he has prepared for us.

In this simple meal, the Lord comes -- comes to forgive us…again.
With a piece of bread, he gives us his body –

the same body he gave on the cross to forgive us.

In a sip of wine, he gives us his blood –


the same blood he shed on the cross to forgive us.
Folks, this is a meal that heals.

But – before we eat and drink – we may have some business to do.

Do you remember what Jesus once said about approaching the altar?

Let me help you refresh your memory:

If you are…at the altar and there remember your brother has something against you, leave…  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come. [Matthew 5:23-24 NIV]
Some of us may have a brother

 – or sister, or parent, or child, or friend, or co-worker, or neighbor –



someone that we need to forgive 

before we are forgiven in the meal served at the altar.

For this reason, I want to close with a prayer…a prayer of release.

As I pray aloud, please pray silently…

and just as silently, insert the name of the person you most need to forgive.

Let’s pray.

Father, you know the memories that haunt me, the people that hurt me, the grudges I hold, the revenge I hope for.  Today, I want to let it all go.  I want to get on with your plan for my life.  So, in spite of how I feel, I – at this moment – forgive _______.  I relinquish my right to get even with _________.   I pray that you would work good in his / her life.  I promise to continue to forgive _________ as long as I feel the pain.  Father, heal the hurts in my life and fill me with your love…a love that enables me to forgive others just as you have forgiven me.  In Jesus’ name I pray.  Amen.
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