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The Servant As a Forgiver

Intro. Forgiveness is not an elective in the curriculum of servant-hood. It is a required course, and the exams are always tough to pass. Listen to the testimonies of some of God’s servants.

· In his book. Lee: The Last Years, Charles Bracelen Flood reports that after the Civil War, Robert E. Lee visited a Kentucky lady who took him to the remains of a grand old tree in front of her house. There she bitterly cried that its limbs and trunk had been destroyed by Federal artillery fire. She looked to Lee for a word condemning the North or at least sympathizing with her loss. After a brief silence, Lee said, "Cut it down, my dear Madam, and forget it." It is better to forgive the injustices of the past than to allow them to remain, let bitterness take root and poison the rest of our life. 

· A friend of Clara Barton, founder of the American Red Cross, once reminded her of an especially cruel thing that had been done to her years before.  But Miss Barton seemed not to recall it. 

         "Don't you remember it?" her friend asked. 

         "No," came the reply, "I distinctly remember forgetting it." 

         You can't be free and happy if you harbor grudges, so put them away.  Get rid of them.  Collect postage        

         stamps, or collect coins, if you wish but don't collect grudges.

1. GOD'S FORGIVENESS OF Us

A. God’s Forgiveness 

1. As we undertake a subject this broad, it's necessary that we limit our thoughts to horizontal forgiveness rather than vertical forgiveness. 

2. But instead of ignoring the vertical altogether, perhaps I should briefly explain its significance. Actually, it's God's forgiveness of us that makes possible our forgiving others.

3. When the penalty of our sin was paid in full by Jesus Christ on the cross, God's wrath was expressed against Him-the One who took our place. God was therefore satisfied in the epochal sacrifice. . . allowing all who would turn, in faith, to the Son of God to be totally, once-for-all, forgiven. 

4. Christ's blood washed away our sin. And from the moment we believe on Him, we stand forgiven, relieved of guilt, before a satisfied God, freeing Him to shower upon us His grace and love.

5. Remember the verse from that grand old song the church has sung for years?

My sin oh, the bliss of this glorious tho't

My sin-not in part, but the whole,

Is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more,

Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, 0 my soul!

   6.   That says it well, but not as beautifully as the song from the oldest of all hymnals-The Psalms:

Psalms 103 : 1-5 “.Bless the LORD, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless his holy name. Bless the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits: Who forgiveth all thine iniquities; who healeth all thy diseases; Who redeemeth thy life from destruction; who crowneth thee with lovingkindness and tender mercies; Who satisfieth thy mouth with good things; so that thy youth is renewed like the eagle's.He has not dealt with us according to our sins, Nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.

Psalms 103:11-12 “For high as the heavens are above the earth, So great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him. As far as the east is from the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

2. OUR FORGIVENESS OF ONE ANOTHER

A. OUR FORGIVENESS OF OTHERS

1. It isn't long before anyone who gets serious about serving others must come to terms with forgiving others as well. Yes, must. As I said earlier, it's a required course in the servanthood curriculum. Since this is such a common occurrence, I find it helpful to break the subject down into manageable parts, with handles I can get hold of.

      B. Only Two Possibilities

1. When wrong has been done against another person, there are only two possibilities: But whether we are responsible for the offense or are the recipients of it, the first move is always ours.

2. The true servant doesn't keep score. The general principle is set forth in Ephesians 4:31-32, which says:

“Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you, with all malice:  And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you.”

3. That's a beautiful summation of the whole subject of forgive​ness. It describes how to live with a clear conscience and thus be free to serve. And observe the reminder-you forgive others as God in Christ also has forgiven you" (vertical). But we need to get more specific. Let's analyze both sides of the forgiveness coin.

   C. When You Are the Offender

1. Matthew 5:23-24 describes, in a nutshell, the correct re​sponse and procedure to follow when we have been in the wrong and offended someone. 
2. “Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that thy brother hath ought against thee; Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.”

3. The scene is clear. A person in Jesus' day has come to worship. At that time, in keeping with the Jewish law and custom, worshipers brought sacrificial animals or birds with them. The sacrifice would be slain before God, providing cleansing of sin and a way of open access to prayer. Today it would simply be a Christian's coming to his Father in prayer. Either way, the worshiper is suddenly seized with the inescapa​ble thought, the painful realization that he or she has offended another person. In the words of Jesus, you". . . remember your brother has something against you." 
4. What do you do? Stop! Don't ignore that realization. Don't just plunge on into prayer, even though that may be your first reaction. God wants us, rather, to be sensitive to His quiet prompting.


  In verse 24, we are instructed to do four things:


                a. Stop
"leave your offering there”


                b. Go “go your way. .”


                c. Reconcile
" . . . first be reconciled. . .”


                d. Return
" . . . then come and present your offering.

5. The key term is reconciled. It's from a Greek root verb that means "to alter, to change" . . . with a prefix attached to the verb that means "through." In other words, we are commanded to go through a process that will result in a change. 

6. Clearly, the offender is to initiate the action.

7. One reliable authority defines this word rather vividly: "To change enmity for friendship . . . bringing about mutual concession for mutual hostility. " And another, "Seeing to it that the angry brother renounce his enmity. .

8. That needs little clarification. We are to go (ideally, person​ally-if not possible, at least by phone or letter) and confess both the wrong and our grief over the offense, seeking the forgiveness of the one we wounded. Then, we are free to retum to God in worship and prayer.

9. "But what if he or she won't forgive?" Good question! The important thing for each of us to remember is that you are responsible for you and I am responsible for rne. With the right motive, in the right spirit, at the right time, out of obedience to God, we are to humble ourselves (remember, it is servanthood we're developing) and attempt to make things right. God will honor our efforts. 

10. The one offended may need time first to get over the shock and next, to have God bring about a change in his or her heart. Healing sometimes takes time. 

11. One final question before moving on to the other side of the coin: "What if it is impossible for me to reconcile because the offended person has died?" 
a. Obviously, you cannot contact the dead. It's impossible to get a hearing, but your conscience still badgers you. 

b. In such unique cases, I recommend that you share your burden of guilt with someone whom you can trust. A close friend, your mate, a counselor, or your pastor. 

c. Be specific and completely candid. Pray with that individual and confess openly the wrong and the guilt of your soul. In such case and only in such case prayer and the presence of an understanding, affirming individual will provide the relief you need so desper​ately.

d. After David had indirectly murdered Uriah, Bathsheba's husband, his guilt was enormous. Adultery and hypocrisy on top of murder just about did him in. If you want to know the depth of his misery, 

e. Psalm 32:3-4 “When I kept silence, my bones waxed old through my roaring all the day long For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me: my moisture is turned into the drought of summer.”
f. Finally, when it all caved in on top of him, when he broke the hypocritical silence and sought God's forgiveness, Uriah was not there to hear his confession. He had been dead the better part of a year. 
g. But David was not alone. A prophet named Nathan was there, you may recall. And when the broken king poured out his soul, "I have sinned. . . ," Nathan followed quickly with these affirming words: "The Lord also has taken away your sin; you shall not die" (2 Sam. 12:13).
h. When you have been the cause of an offense, that is, when you are the offender, have the heart of a servant. Stop, go, reconcile, and then return.

1. D. When You Are the Offended

2. Turn now to Matthew 18:21-35... same book, same teacher, similar subject, but a different style and setting entirely from the Matthew 5 passage where Jesus delivered a monologue communicating a large number of things to His disciples. 

3. He touched on each rather generally, all great truths . . . but many subjects. Here in chapter 18 He is engaged in more of a dialogue, dealing in depth with the right response toward someone who offends us. Rather than dump the whole truckload on you, let me present these verses in sections.

a. First, the disciple's question: Then Peter came and said to Him, "Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?" (Matt. 18:21).

1. Good, relevant question. What's the limit we should place on forgiveness? Peter was feeling magnanimous that day, for the going rate (according to the rabbis) was three times. 

2. The Jews were instructed to forgive once, forgive twice . . . and a third time, but from then on, forget it. Peter doubled the limit then added a bonus for good measure.

b. Now, the Lord's response: “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven” (Matt. 18:22).

1. Obviously, He is not saying literally, "Would you believe 490, Peter?" No, not that. He's suggesting an infinite number of times. Limitless. 
2. I would imagine that thought blew those disciples away! Which, no doubt, prompted Jesus to go into greater detail. Hence, a parable with a punch line. Read the story very carefully, preferably aloud and slowly.

3. Matt 18:23 “Therefore is the kingdom of heaven likened unto a certain king, which would take account of his servants.  And when he had begun to reckon, one was brought unto him, which owed him ten thousand talents. But forasmuch as he had not to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold, and his wife, and children, and all that he had, and payment to be made. The servant therefore fell down, and worshipped him, saying, Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay thee all. Then the lord of that servant was moved with compassion, and loosed him, and forgave him the debt. But the same servant went out, and found one of his fellowservants, which owed him an hundred pence: and he laid hands on him, and took him by the throat, saying, Pay me that thou owest. And his fellowservant fell down at his feet, and besought him, saying, Have patience with me, and I will pay thee all. And he would not: but went and cast him into prison, till he should pay the debt. So when his fellowservants saw what was done, they were very sorry, and came and told unto their lord all that was done. Then his lord, after that he had called him, said unto him, O thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all that debt, because thou desiredst me: Shouldest not thou also have had compassion on thy fellowservant, even as I had pity on thee? And his lord was wroth, and delivered him to the tormentors, till he should pay all that was due unto him. So likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from your hearts forgive not every one his brother their trespasses.

4. By now, you have probably begun to think in terms of vertical forgiveness and horizontal forgiveness. The vertical is clearly seen in verses 23 through 27. 
a. This was an incredible debt (about $10,000,000!) requiring infinite forgiveness, which the king provided (read verse 27 again)-a beautiful reminder of God's forgiving the sinner.

b. The horizontal comes in view in verses 28 through 34. That same slave, having just been forgiven that incredible debt, turned against a fellow who owed him less than twenty bucks and assaulted the poor fellow. 

c. When the king got word of his violent reaction, he was furious. I mean, he was beside himself! And the confrontation that followed was understandably severe.
5. A couple of things emerge from the latter part of this story that provide us with reasons to forgive others.

a. To refuse to forgive is hypocritical. Note again verses 32 through 33.Then summoning him, his lord said to him, "You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt because you entreated me. 

1. Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow-slave, even as I had mercy on you?"

2. Since we have been the recipients of maximum mercy, who are we to suddenly demand justice from others? The compassion God (illustrated in the parable as the king) demonstrates on our behalf calls for us to do the same toward others. Anything less is downright hypocritical.

b. To refuse to forgive inflicts inner torment upon us. Remember how the story ends? It is exceedingly significant. "And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay all that was owed him."

1. "Well," you say, "that was just a parable. We can't press every point and say each little detail applies to us." Granted, but in this case, it's not a little detail. It's the punch line, the climax of the whole story. How can I say that? 

2. Because verse 35 is not part of the parable. It is a statement Jesus makes after the story ends. It is His penetrating application of the whole parable on forgiving others.

3. He wrapped up His instruction with this grim warning: "So shall My heavenly Father also do to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart."
4. Frankly, this is one of the most important truths God ever revealed to me on the consequences of an unforgiving spirit. When Jesus says, "So shall My heavenly Father also do to you. . . ," He is referring back to the closing words of the parable, which says: “And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay all that was owed him.”
a. 6.  This is no fictitious tale, like Bluebeard who tortured others behind a secret door. No, Jesus says God personally will allow those who refuse to forgive others to be tortured.

b. What in the world does that mean? The root Greek term from which torturers is translated is a verb meaning "to torment -a frightening thought.

c.  When I first saw the thing begin to take shape in my mind, I resisted it. I thought, "No, that's too harsh!" But the further I probed, the clearer it became.

d. The same term is used to describe a person suffering "great pain" (Matt. 8:6). And it is used to describe the misery of a man being "in agony" in hell as he pleads for relief (Luke 16:23-24). 
e. When we read of a man named Lot, in 2 Peter 2:8, who was surrounded and oppressed by the conduct of unprincipled men, we read "his righteous soul was tormented day after day. . .
f. Again the same term is used. Pain, agony, and torment are all a part of this torturous experience.

g. But here in Matthew 18:34-35, Jesus refers to tormentor a noun, not a verb. He is saying the one who refuses to forgive, the Christian who harbors grudges, bitter feelings toward another, will be turned over to torturous thoughts, feelings of misery, and agonizing unrest within. One fine expositor de​scribes it like this:
h. “This is a marvelously expressive phrase to describe what happens to us when we do not forgive another. It is an accurate description of gnawing resentment and bitterness, the awful gall of hate or envy. It is a terrible feeling. We cannot get away from it. We feel strongly this separation from another and every time we think of them we feel within the acid of resentment and hate eating away at our peace and calmness. This is the torturing that our Lord says will take place.
i. And who hasn't endured such feelings? It is one of the horrible consequences of not forgiving those who offend us. It makes no difference who it is one of your parents or in-laws, your pastor or former pastor, a close friend who turned against you, some teacher who was unfair, or a business partner who ripped you off. . . even your former partner in marriage. 

j. I know many who have been "handed over to the torturers" for this very reason. Believe me, it is not worth the misery. We are to forgive as we have been forgiven! Release the poison of all that bitterness . . . let it gush out before God, and declare the sincere desire to be free. It's one of the major steps each of us must take toward becoming God's model of a servant.
B. 5. How TO MAKE IT HAPPEN
C. There are a couple of specifics that need to be considered before we move ahead.

D. A. First, focus fully on God's forgiveness of you. Don't hurry through this. Think of how vast, how extensive His mercy has been extended toward you. Like David did when he wrote "Hymn 103." He got extremely specific. Remember?

Psalms 103 : 1-5 “.Bless the LORD, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless his holy name. Bless the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits: Who forgiveth all thine iniquities; who healeth all thy diseases; Who redeemeth thy life from destruction; who crowneth thee with lovingkindness and tender mercies; Who satisfieth thy mouth with good things; so that thy youth is renewed like the eagle's.He has not dealt with us according to our sins, Nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.

Psalms 103:11-12 “For high as the heavens are above the earth, So great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him. As far as the east is from the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

E. Meditate on that in your own life. Personalize these words by substituting me and my for us and your.

F. Ponder the depth of God's mercy . . . the debts against you He graciously canceled. The extent to which you can envision God's forgiveness of you, to that same measure you will be given the capacity to forgive others.
G. Next, deal directly and honestly with any resentment you currently hold against anyone.
H. It's a tough exam. But think of the alternative torturing, agonizing feelings, the churning within, and the enormous emo​tional energy you burn up and waste every day.
1. Maybe you are willing to go just so far. You will bargain with God and agree to forgive but not forget. That is one of the most regrettable mistakes a servant-in-the-making can make. 

2. Because limited forgiveness is like conditional love a poor substitute for the genuine item. It's no forgiveness at all.

3. Amy Carmichael said it best when she wrote these words: If I say, "Yes, I forgive, but I cannot forget," as though the God, who twice a day washes all the sands on all the shores of all the world, could not wash such memories from my mind, then I know nothing of Calvary love.
4. So much for forgiving. We now need to think about forgetting. That's next. If forgiveness is the process God takes us through to heal inner wounds . . . then forgetting would be the removal of the ugly scar. And God can even do that.
