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January 18, 2009
“Forgive Each other to Heal Relationships”
Matthew 18:21-35
“The Road to Reconciliation”

Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
People everywhere hunger for reconciliation.  A Spanish story tells of an estranged father and son.  The son ran away, and the father set off to find him.  He searched for months to no avail.  Finally, in a desperate effort to find him, the father put an ad in a Madrid newspaper.  The ad read: “Dear Paco, meet me in front of this newspaper office at Noon on Saturday.  All is forgiven.  I love you.  Your Father.”  On Saturday 800 Pacos showed up, looking for forgiveness and love from their fathers. (Homemade, Vol. 17, No.1, January 1993.)  One of the key points on our road to reconciliation is to forgive others to heal our relationships.
Conmen used to roam the towns of western America selling elixirs, supposed medicinal concoctions that they promised could heal many illnesses.  Disease ran rampant among the populace with few doctors available.  Hope for cures of any kind attracted those who suffered and their loved ones.  These elixirs held no magic cure, as they were mostly alcohol mixed with other worthless ingredients to fight disease.  There is a time proven formula that works effectively to help cure relationships and keep them healthy.  This medicine brings efficient healing when used frequently.  It brings soothing healing to broken hearts, broken trust, broken promises, broken dreams and broken relationships.  This remedy works because it comes from a proven source.  The Great Healer of all relationships prescribes it.  The Lord Jesus promises its potency.  Though it seems too good to be true, we have already experienced its healing power many times over in our lives and know of its success.  This powerful potion is forgiveness.
Forgiveness works healing on relationships the way that the body naturally works healing when it has been cut.  As an accident-prone person, I have suffered many cuts and scrapes along with some broken bones.  Deep gashes in my fingers made me wonder if they would ever stop hurting and heal over.  Today as I gaze at my fingers, I have to look very carefully to find the slight scars that remain from these injuries.  Some I cannot locate.  When others hurt us, we wonder if the relationship will ever stop being a source of pain.  An old saying declares that time heals all wounds.  When it comes to relationships, this is not true without forgiving love as the agent of active healing.  Time alone without forgiveness often results in infection of the relationship with worse consequences.  Forgiveness is the salve that brings the healing with time.

In Ecclesiastes 4, the author describes why two persons working in harmony are better than one person alone.  Verse 10 says “For if they fall, one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to help.”  Nightmare tales are told of those who fall, break a bone and lie trapped in a bedroom or bathroom crying out for help by themselves.  No one hears their cries and they wait in pain.  Other nightmares describe individuals who fail miserably and everyone around them shuns, detests and rejects them.  We all fall at times.  We all fail.  We are grateful when others do not forget us, but assist us back up.  We rejoice when others choose to help us overcome our failures instead of reject us.  Particularly we are thankful for those who forgive us when we hurt them.

We are most thankful for the forgiveness we receive from God through Jesus.  Forgiveness is an attribute of Heaven.  God forgives because He is merciful.  Women and men, who deserve nothing from God because they have failed him so much, through the grace of God given through Jesus can dare to enter into the throne room of God and ask His favor.  Jesus sets the standard for forgiveness.  I Corinthians 13 lists key behaviors to use in relationships to keep them healthy and to repair the hurts that will inevitably arise.  Verse 5 grabs our attention, “(love) keeps no record of wrongs.”  God made it very clear that He removes our sins from us when He forgives us.  Psalm 103:12 records, “as far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”  How far is the east removed from the west?  At least as far as the opposite side of the world.  Yet the intent of this illustration conveys that an infinite gulf separates our sin from ourselves in God’s healing forgiveness available to us in Jesus Christ.  With that forgiveness we have an assurance that God won’t keep reminding us of our failings.  He won’t use them to judge us.  He has removed them completely from our record.

Some have an impression of God that He does not like to see us happy.  They think the moment happiness enters our lives God rubs our noses in our past wrongs and makes us feel despicable.  The Lord does not do this.  He forgives and forgets.  Jesus worked so hard to die for our sins.  He does not want to keep recalling them, nor does He want us to recall them.  He crucified them on the cross and buried them in the tomb.  They are dead and gone.  Jesus wants us to live, not in the wrongs of the past, but in the resurrection of new life in His Holy Spirit.  We keep wallowing in our sins when we don’t keep them dead in Jesus’ forgiveness.  Past sins keep replaying in our memory like a bad song that keeps rewinding in our minds over and over again.  We need to allow the Lord to bury these memories too.  God forgives and forgets.  For those who receive forgiveness in Christ, Jesus keeps no record of wrongs in a ledger book to accuse and condemn us when we ‘stand at the pearly gates of heaven.’  That book of debts has been replaced in the blood of Christ with a new book that records our sacrifices for Jesus.  Whatever we do in His name will be rewarded.  Just as Jesus forgives, forgets and keeps no record of wrongs, we learn to do this in our relationships.

Humans find it very difficult to stop keeping accounts of the wrongs of others.  As one who is part Irish, I can repeat this account.  Did you hear about the elderly Irishman whose doctor told him he was showing symptoms of memory loss?  That night, kneeling beside his bed, he prayed, “Dear God, don’t take away my grudges.”  Is this true of you?  Do you hold on to your grudges?  Then consider that we forget most of the grudges others have against us.  We should be grateful we don’t remember most of the bad things we have done to others.  If we did, our guilt would so weigh us down that we could do nothing in our depression.  Active love keeps no record of wrongs whether they are others or ours.

Though we have difficulty in not keeping a record of others wrongs, we appreciate those who do not keep a record of our wrongs.  We cherish those who surprise us by purposely not keeping a record of the hurts we have inflicted upon them.  They know our failings too well, yet by the grace of God they still love us.  When we recognize this gift of graceful love and not just take it for granted, this presents opportunity for healing and reconciliation.  Wounds that break relationships can be healed.

We must recognize there is a healing process to be followed.  The sooner we allow the healing process to work the better the opportunity for healing.  If we keep the wrong alive by not seeking forgiveness, the wrong festers.  If we hold grudges, the relationship decays.  We must take Christ-like action in our relationships to deal with our failings and learn to forgive and be reconciled.  Dr. Hal Lindsay said, “For me to fail to forgive myself or anyone else who has offended me is to imply that I have a higher standard of forgiveness than God, because whatever it is that has so hurt me that I can't forgive it, God already has.”
Are we willing to offer to others the forgiveness we have received from the Lord?  Forgiveness is an attribute of the forgiven.  Jesus told this parable in response to a question from Peter.  Matthew 18:21-35 21Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”  22Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 

23“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants.  24As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him.  25Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt.  26“The servant fell on his knees before him.  ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’  27The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.
28“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii.  29He grabbed him and began to choke him.  ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded.  30“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’  “But he refused.  Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.  31When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened.  32“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to.  33Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’  34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.  35“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”

All of us are like the man in Jesus’ parable.  We owe millions in wrongs to our Lord, but we have no way to repay our debt.  We plead for forgiveness of this debt.  Our great King in amazing compassion grants our request and forgives us of all our wrongs.  Yet, we must not be like this man after his forgiveness from the king.  When we meet another who wronged us, we must forgive as we have been forgiven.  If we do not forgive, it shows we don’t appreciate the great mercy God has shown us.  It should come as no surprise that our Lord would then recall his mercy from us, because of our lack of compassion.  A General Oglethorpe once said to the great evangelist John Wesley, “I never forgive and I never forget.”  To which Wesley responded, “Then Sir, I hope you never sin.”  Jesus said it this way in Matthew 6:14-15, For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.
Are we willing to offer to others the forgiveness we crave for ourselves?  Jim and Sally Conway wrote (Your Marriage Can Survive Mid-Life Crisis, p. 180), “Forgiveness is easier when we believe any temptation that any other person has experienced is possible in our own lives.  Forgiveness is also easier to grant when we realize that we often need to be forgiven ourselves.  Practicing forgiveness is easier when we realize that bitterness, hate, and grudges really have more effect on us than on our mate.  The very act of withholding forgiveness keeps the bitter green juices flowing.  We develop ulcers in our stomachs and lines on our faces."
C.S. Lewis said that there one person we always love and forgive.  He wrote (Mere Christianity, pg. 105-6), “It is said, “hate the sin, but not the sinner.  For a long time I used to think this a silly, straw-splitting distinction: how could you hate what a man did and not hate the man?  But years later it occurred to me that there was one man to whom I had been doing this all my life - namely myself.  However much I might dislike my own cowardice or conceit or greed, I went on loving myself.  There had never been the slightest difficulty about it.  In fact the very reason why I hated the things was that I loved the man.  Just because I loved myself, I was sorry to find that I was the sort of man who did those things.  Consequently, Christianity does not want us to reduce by one atom the hatred we feel for cruelty and treachery.  We ought to hate them.  Not one word of what we have said about them needs to be unsaid.  But it does want us to hate them in the same way in which we hate things in ourselves: being sorry that the man should have done such things, and hoping, if it is anyway possible, that somehow, sometime, somewhere, he can be cured and made human again.”
As a teen, I heard Corrie Ten Boom describe her years in a German concentration camp during World War II.  She described the terrible conditions she faced with her sister.  She also spoke of how her faith in Jesus grew in spite of the sufferings she experienced.  She then spoke of meeting after the war with one of her Nazi persecutors.  She forgave him.  Her dignity and grace in the face of such an obvious temptation to scorn this man deeply impressed me.  I realized that forgiveness represents an act of loving from on high that can bring healing with time to any relationship.

Forgiveness healing works in these steps in our relationships:
One, recognize that a hurt has been inflicted in your relationship.  Do not just let the matter drop or try to ignore it so it will go away.  It will not go away without reconciliation.

Two, decide to seek reconciliation not judgment, unity not separation.  Healing needs to occur, not further injury.

Three, bathe the process in prayer asking the Lord to lead the reconciliation process.  He has the strength to change hearts and heal hurts, not us.

Four, ask forgiveness directly from the other person for hurts you inflicted upon them.  This may involve the current situation as you were partially at fault or it may involve previous situations that you have not yet resolved.  Your willingness to seek forgiveness in the Lord should convey openness to the other partner to seek forgiveness too.

Five, grant forgiveness to the other person for hurts they have inflicted upon you that they ask, and also for ones they don’t mention or remember.

Six, decide together on any steps that need to be taken by either of you or both of you to help heal the wrong.  Such steps may include counseling, prayer, accountability to a third party, recompense or other healthy behaviors that seek reconciliation.

Seven, forget the wrong and never bring it up again.  Ask the Lord to help bury this wrong removing it from your heart, mind, and relationships.

For reconciliation to work in relationships, both parties to the conflict must be actively involved.  Both need to be ready to say they are sorry often.  Both need to work hard to keep the wrong from occurring, seeking ways to alter their behavior in Christ.  But even if one person does not actively enter into the reconciliation process, the other will still find it beneficial to forgive.
What do we do when forgiveness does not lead to reconciliation?

1) Be a person of forgiveness anyway to honor Jesus.

2) Release the bitterness you feel that can cause greater problems in your life and relationships.

3) Don’t trust the other person with fragile things until they work to reconcile.

4) Keep loving the other person in the Lord!

Forgiveness centers a person upon Christ, the Lord of grace.  Forgiveness keeps wrongs from developing into a bitter cancer within that can lead to death; death of your relationship and of your hope for life.  Forgiveness keeps the door open for reconciliation on some future day when the other person chooses to seek greater health with you.

A study published in Newsweek magazine (April 19, 1999) questioned why certain married couples stayed together while other couples got divorced.  The study showed that the hard work of loving each other and of working out their differences made all the difference in success of a marriage.  At first, I was surprised that it took the author John Gottman 20 years of study to show that such things as criticism, contempt, defensiveness and stonewalling were destructive to marriages, while listening and understanding each other were helpful.  Then I realized how much the misconception of romance as the center of marriage blinds us from the obvious.  Marriage is good work daily for a good return.  Romance and intimacy is the product of that work, not the producer of success for marriage.  The article relates that, “Gottman says he can predict, with more than 90 percent accuracy, which couples are likely to end up in divorce court.”  He also can predict who has a better chance of making it for decades and decades to come to joyful marriage.  Those couples who work at their marriages to keep them healthy through listening and understanding each other more often succeed.  They see each other as friends.  They value “us” more than “me”.

Our study of the Bible shows that this sound advice, discovered recently by a scientist, has been widely proclaimed for centuries in the Bible as common sense for relationship success.  We find strength in the grace of Jesus Christ freely offered to those who will work that love of Christ into their lives.  Keep receiving from the Lord this magic elixir for the health of your relationships.
