Week 3: Why It Matters what you believe – Forgiving Others
Let me tell you a true story about three teenagers from Toronto, Canada.  15 year-old Melissa, her 17 year-old boyfriend David, and 14 year-old Stefanie.  Melissa built up an intense jealousy for Stefanie, a girl she supposedly had never met, because she thought Stefanie was trying to steal her boyfriend.  Over a period of eight months, Melissa brooded over a plan to edge out her perceived rival, and she talked about it constantly with her boyfriend on the phone, via text messages, and online chat programs.  Melissa and David were involved in an immoral relationship, and she finally threatened to withhold sex unless he did something about Stefanie.  
On January 1, 2008, David took and eight-inch knife, lured Stefanie outside her home, stabbed her six times, and left her dying in the snow literally within steps of her front door.  At 7:07 PM, David sent a text to his girlfriend, "I love u hunny I can't wait to see u."  David and Melissa were both caught and in July 2009, they were found guilty of murder and sentenced to life sentences.    
I shared this story with you because we are going to refer back to it several times in our continuing study, “Why It Matters what you believe.”  Today, we are going to talk about forgiving others.  This was the highest rated topic on the list, and I think it is one that is central to our good standing with God.  This morning, we’ll take a look at:
· The types of offenses that people can commit against you
· What it mean to forgive

· What the Bible says about forgiveness

· Why forgiveness is so important

I. Types of offenses
Very briefly, this morning, I would like to touch on some of the different type of offenses people can commit against each other where forgiveness may be needed.
A. Intentional 
The story I shared with you earlier is an example of an intentional offense.  Melissa and David intentionally devised a plan and murdered Stefanie.  That is obviously an extreme example.  To bring things down a few notches, let’s look at some less extreme examples.  For instance, someone purposely tries to undermine you at work.  Someone spreads rumors about you.  Or how about this, someone cuts you off in traffic.
ILLUSTRATION:  Did you hear the story earlier this week about two women in the Pittsburg area that started arguing at each other as they were leaving the Fayette County Fair?  At one point, 23-year-old Jessica Hollis got so upset that she jumped out of her car and threw a dirty diaper at Melanie Campbell's car.  When it landed harmlessly in the street, Jessica grabbed the diaper and proceeded to smear the contents all over the rear window of Melanie’s car!  

B. Unintentional
Let’s look at the other side of the coin with unintentional offenses.  This can include accidents, negligence, and mistakes.  
ILLUSTRATION:  On July 27, 2010, NFL star Jack Tatum passed away.  He was nicknamed “The Assassin,” and he had a reputation as a fierce competitor and was considered as one of the hardest hitters ever to play the game.  On August 12, 1978 in a preseason game, Jack Tatum delivered a punishing hit on New England Patriot’s receiver Darryl Stingley.  As Stingley and Tatum collided, Stingley lowered his helmet, which collided with Tatum's shoulder pad.  The hit compressed Stingley's spinal cord, breaking his fourth and fifth vertebrae.  He eventually regained limited movement in his right arm, but spent the rest of his life as a quadriplegic.
Tatum tried to visit Stingley in the hospital, but Stingley’s family turned him away.  The two did not speak from that day until Stingley's death on April 5, 2007, although Stingley admitted he had forgiven Tatum saying, "It's hard to articulate," he said.  "It was a test of my faith.  The entire story.  In who, and how much, do you believe…? In my heart and mind, I forgave Jack Tatum a long time ago."
DISCUSSION:  Does the intent behind an offense make a difference in whether we forgive?

I think it is a lot easier to forgive an unintentional act even if it was a matter of negligence.  When people intentionally do things to hurt you or a loved one, then I think that is a whole lot harder for us to forgive.  
QUOTE:  Going back to our earlier story about Stefanie, a reporter for CBC news spoke with Stefanie’s mother Patricia about how she was dealing with the tragedy.  Patricia said, "I want inner peace, which is believed to come from forgiveness, but I am unable to forgive someone who has shown no remorse."
II. What does it mean to forgive?

Let’s move into our second point.  Patricia said she was unable to forgive.  She reserved her right to hold onto some things that stemmed from the tragedy that affected her family.
DISCUSSION:  What are you holding on to when you refuse to forgive?

QUOTE:  Stefanie’s father said, "Nobody knows the anger and hatred I have for the people who took Stefanie away from our family," he said, adding they have "ruined the lives of her family and closest friends."

Bitterness, wrath, anger - Eph 4:31
Vengeance Rom 12:19-21  

When it comes to forgiveness, there are a couple ways not to do it.
A. Forgiveness cannot be In word only

Remember as a kid when you got into fight and a parent grabbed you, and your relative, or your friend by the ear and forced you to say you were sorry?  With furrowed brows and venom dripping from your lips your grudgingly say, “I’m sorry,” but in your heart you are planning for how you are going to get even as soon as Mom isn’t around.

That kind of fake forgiveness doesn’t work when you are kids, and it doesn’t work when you are adults.  You may not have someone forcing you to say sorry, but someone may come to you and ask forgiveness and you “accept their forgiveness,” but in reality, you are still harboring anger and bitterness in your heart.

Mark 7:6 “This people honoureth me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.”

B. Forgetting is not forgiving
You’ve heard the old phrase, “forgive and forget.”  I think this has basis in Hebrews 8:12 where God mentions he will be “merciful to their unrighteousness” (NKJV).  The NIV uses the phrase “forgive their wickedness.”  Once God forgives, then the Bible tells us he will “remember their sins no more.”  

I’m not saying you can forgive someone and then magically forget the pain they caused you, especially in the extreme example we looked at this morning with the murder of a child.  

I would like to put forward this morning, that forgetting is not forgiving.  It doesn’t work the other way around.  We try to deny, bury, or “forget” an offense committed against us or a loved one and think we’ve somehow forgiving that person.  If we go down this route, something will eventually cause us to remember and start the cycle of anger, bitterness, and hatred all over again.

III. What the Bible says about forgiveness
A. Commandments
There are numerous scriptures in the New Testament that command us to forgive others.  For example: 

Mark 11:25 “And when ye stand praying, forgive, if ye have ought against any”

Eph 4:32 – “be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another”
Col 3:12-13 – “longsuffering; Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another”
B. How often we are to forgive an offense
In Matthew 18:21-22, we find the Peter asking Jesus how often we are to forgive.  From what I read, Jewish custom said that forgiving someone three times was sufficient, after that you no longer had to forgive someone.  Perhaps Peter was feeling extra compassionate, or he wanted to appear extra pious before Jesus, so he suggested forgiving someone seven times.  When Jesus said, “seventy time seven,” he wasn’t saying 490 times.  It was a phrase much like we might used today like a “bijillion” or a “gazillion” to represent an innumerable number of times.
IV. Why forgiveness is important
The last thing I’d like to look at this morning is for us to realize why this forgiveness stuff is so important to God. 

DISCUSSION:  Is there anything someone could do to you or a loved one on this Earth that is unforgiveable?  

Stop and think about all the offenses that people committed against Jesus and God.  In the case of Jesus, they beat him, mocked him, and persecuted him.  In the case of God, they murdered His only Son.  God’s people have a long-standing history of turning their backs on Him, of denying Him, of committing terrible crimes in His name.  This could go on and on with all the offenses that man has committed against God.  

Despite all those things, God is still able to forgive our sins and extend his grace to us, and Jesus spoke about this immense forgiveness in Matthew 18:23-35.  

Matthew 6:5-14 – This passage is where Jesus teaches his disciples how to pray, it is often called the “Lord’s Prayer.”  I would like to pay particular attention to verse 12.

How many times have you heard or read this verse and not really grasped what it means.  Can you imagine saying this in a prayer, “Lord please forgive me the way I forgive those that hurt me.”  If you have bitterness in your heart, anger toward someone, resentment for something they’ve done to you, do you really want God to forgive you the way you are “forgiving” that other person?

Matthew 6:14-15 – puts it clearly that if we don’t forgive our brothers God is not going to forgive us.

Conclusion:

QUOTE: Elizabeth O'Connor once wrote, "Despite a hundred sermons on forgiveness, we do not forgive easily, nor find ourselves easily forgiven.  Forgiveness, we discover, is always harder than the sermons make it out to be."
I don’t expect anyone to walk out of here today with some newfound ability to forgive others.  I do hope you will stop and think about verses like Eph 4:31 where God wants us to give anger, wrath, and bitterness that can come from being hurt by others, and I would encourage you to reflect on Matthew 6 the next time someone hurts you intentionally or unintentionally.  Would you want God to forgive you the way you are “forgiving” that other person?  It may take you years to forgive someone, especially someone that hurt you deeply, but forgiveness is the only way to get over the hurt and pain, and it is the only way to be right with God.
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