Pre: (Sunday) 

As I said in the welcome, today’s topic is forgiveness. And as you have already heard in the nutshell, forgiveness is a part of the clothing or the uniform that we put on when we join up with Jesus. When we become his followers. It’s one of the marks of Grace

So, listen again to the passage from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, and then we will home in on just one powerful statement in that passage that I hope will help us all to grow in our ability to be forgiving people. 

Marks of Grace: Forgiveness

Colossians 3:12-17


I’m going to begin with three little stories about forgiveness. (or lack thereof)


There were two brothers who went to their rabbi to settle a longstanding feud. The rabbi got the two to reconcile their differences and shake hands. As they were about to leave, he asked each one to make a wish for the other in honor of the Jewish New Year. The first brother turned to the other and said, “I wish you what you wish me.” At that, the other brother threw up his hands and said, “See, Rabbi, he’s starting up again!”


Many years ago, a Spanish patriot by the name of Narvaez was on his death bed, and his father-confessor asked him whether he had forgiven all his enemies. Narvaez looked astonished and said, “Father, I have no enemies. I have shot them all.” 

Clara Barton, founder of the American Red Cross, was reminded one day of a vicious deed that someone had done to her years before. But she acted as if she had never even heard of the incident. “Don’t you remember it?” her friend asked. 


“No,” came Clara’s reply, “I distinctly remember forgetting it.”


I suspect that the characters in all three stories sound familiar. Did you find yourself in one of the stories? People deal with their hurts in different ways. But what is it that makes some people able to forgive? While others just perpetuate a cycle of abuse and retribution? 


Forgiveness is the key. And forgiveness, in the language of my sermon series, is a mark of grace. Forgiveness is one of the identifying characteristics of a Christian; a character trait that grows out of our relationship with Jesus. Paul challenges us to “bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” 


I don’t know anyone in the world who has not been hurt in some way by another person. All of us have had the occasion to be wounded, whether it was just a scratch on the surface or a deep gouge to the soul. The question is, how to deal with that hurt, that wound. 


Medical doctors and psychologists have been telling us for years that if we don’t do something with that hurt that we’re holding, our health will be at stake. High blood pressure and heart disease, stress, confusion, depression and hostility can be the result of holding onto the hurts that have been thrust on us by others. Our health will suffer, and so will our relationships. 


In his best-selling book Forgive and Forget, Lewis Smedes says that “Forgiveness is God’s invention for coming to terms with a world in which, despite their best intentions, people are unfair to each other and hurt each other deeply. [God] began by forgiving us. And he invites us to forgive each other.” (Forgive and Forget, xvi)



In our Bible passage for today, the word that we translate as forgiveness is charizomai. Within that word is the root word charis. Have you heard me talk about that word before? Charis means grace. And charizomai means to give graciously.  The point is that forgiveness is a gift, not something that is accomplished or earned. It is a gift given to us by Jesus in his death and resurrection. And it is a gift that we can give to others because we have received it from him. 

There are always these two movements in forgiveness. Forgiveness received, and forgiveness given. 


I think one of the biggest things that keeps people from forgiving others is that they have not truly experienced the forgiveness of God themselves. As Christians, we know that we are supposed to forgive. It’s our calling and it’s a command. But making forgiveness a rule doesn’t help us to actually accomplish it.


So many people start at the wrong place. They try to forgive others and find it impossible to do. And it is! You cannot give to someone else what you have not received.  
Lewis Smedes, who in addition to being an author, was one of my seminary professors and a mentor in forgiveness, says this: “forgiveness fits faulty folks.” “We always feel like innocent lambs when someone hurts us unfairly,” says Smedes. “But we are never as pure as we feel. I may have been betrayed, cheated, maligned, and in several other ways badly abused and feel as if I am as benign as a shorn sheep. But being abused does not make me a good person. As Reinhold Neibuhr kept telling us years ago: ‘There is a labyrinth of motives in every heart; and every action, both good and evil, is the consequence of a complicated debate and tension within the soul.’ We are all too complex to be pure.” (Forgive and Forget, 147)

Simply stated, those who are struggling with how to forgive, are in need of forgiveness themselves. So if you want to learn how to forgive others, start with your own guilt, and your need to be absolved from that guilt. 


Another impossibility! Guilt sticks to the soul like superglue to model airplanes. Which I think is why many people try to pretend they are not guilty, or not guilt-ridden. But the guilt is there, and guilt, like unforgiveness, takes a toll on one’s heart and mind and body and relationships. Psychiatrist Karl Menninger once said that if he could convince the patients in psychiatric hospitals that their sins were forgiven, 75% of them could walk out the next day! Guilt is a hard task-master. 

But pay attention to this little phrase in Paul’s letter to the Colossians: Just as the Lord has forgiven you!  The Lord has forgiven you! Jesus paid a very steep price for your forgiveness. Your charizomai. (gracious gift) It’s not something you can earn or accomplish. You just need to open your heart and receive it. It’s already yours. Put the uniform on. 

If you acknowledge your own need for forgiveness, your own human weakness, and if you receive the forgiveness of Christ, I guarantee you that you will begin to be able to give the gift of forgiveness to those who wrong you. 


That doesn’t mean it will happen quickly or easily. And that’s because you still have to deal with the realities of the situation—the hurt and the anger and the fear.  Sometimes you may also need to deal with some very practical concerns. Because forgiving someone doesn’t mean you have to stick around to be a doormat or a whipping boy. If you’re in a dangerous place, get out! 

Just keep in mind that on this side of the ledger, too, forgiveness is a gift, not something that needs to be earned or accomplished. It’s not your own strength of character that enables you to forgive, it’s the simple but profound act of passing along the gift that was given to you. 


The gift comes from God. The power comes from God. The healing comes from God. The part that you and I do, is to make an intentional decision that activates the gift. Here’s an illustration of how this works. This story comes from Holocaust survivor Corrie ten Boom who became well known not only for her survival in the concentration camp, but also for her writings on forgiveness.  There was a particular incident that she was unable to forget. She felt she had forgiven the person, but kept rehashing the incident, and couldn’t sleep. She cried out to God for help in putting the situation to rest. The help came in the form of a kindly Lutheran pastor who said this: “Up in the church tower is a bell which is rung by pulling on a rope. But you know what? After the sexton lets go of the rope, the bell keeps on swinging. First ding, then dong. Slowerand slower until there’s a final dong and it stops. I believe the same thing is true of forgiveness. When we forgive, we take our hand off the rope. But if we’ve been tugging at our grievances for a long time, we mustn’t be surprised if the old angry thoughts keep coming for a while. They’re just the ding-dongs of the old bell slowing down.” 

“And so it proved to be,” said Corrie ten Boom. “There were a few more midnight reverberations, a couple of dings when the subject came up in my conversations, but the force—which was my willingness in the matter—had gone out of them. They came less and less often and at the last stopped altogether.”

The bell pulling analogy provides a great visual for the act of will that needs to happen on both sides of forgiveness. There comes a time to let go of guilt and to let go of grievances held against another. 

Are you ready to let go of that rope? 
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