TEXT: Mark 11:25-26PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Forgiveness


This is one of the Bible's most troubling verses.  It seems to make grace dependent on our good works; that God can only forgive us if we first forgive others.  Yet what unforgiven sinner has ever truly forgiven another?  At one time, we were all "hateful and hating others" wrote the Apostle.  And even now, we're hard-hearted at times, aren't we?  


Yet the verse remains.  Now, if it stood alone, we might wiggle our way out of it by doubting its authenticity or interpreting it in light of "the analogy of faith".  But it doesn't.  Many more verses can be cited that teach (in different words) the very same doctrine.  A small sampling is enough to make us mighty uncomfortable:  


1.
Matthew 7:12: "And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors".


2.
Luke 11:4: "And forgive us our sins as we also forgive everyone who is indebted to us".


3.
Matthew 5:23 teaches the same thing, albeit in different words: "Therefore, if you bring your gift to the altar, and there remember your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way.  First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift".  


4.
And the Old Testament can't be left out.  Proverbs 21:13 is representative: "Whoever shuts his ear to the cry of the poor, shall also cry himself and not be heard".  


And thus the Bible makes some connection between God forgiving us and our forgiving others.  But what is it?


1.
It cannot be that by forgiving others we earn God's favor.  For the remission of sin is of grace, and so not merited by anything we do.  Moreover, the pay would be far out of proportion to the services rendered.  How can my forgiving you for your handful of wrongs possibly earn the forgiveness of my sins, which are more in number than the hairs of my head?


2.
But rather, it's something like this: God responds to believing prayer.  But the man who won't forgive others does not really believe in forgiveness.  Thus, his prayer is offered in unbelief and cannot be granted, unless God violates His own character!


Let me briefly prove each statement:


1.
God only answers the prayer offered in faith.  "Because of your unbelief, for assuredly I say to you if you had faith as a mustard seed, you shall say to this mountain, `Move from here to there' and it will move".


2.
The man who won't forgive others does not really believe in forgiveness.  If he did, he would practice it himself.  He's against the principle.  In fact, he doesn't want to be forgiven at all; but only to be comfortable in his sin. 


3.
Thus, his prayer is offered in unbelief and cannot be granted unless God violates His own character.   "But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering...let not that man think he shall receive anything of the Lord".


To sum it up: Our prayers must be believing.  But to ask for forgiveness assumes that you believe in it.  And if you believe in it, you will surely forgive others. 


And so, in this way, if you want God to forgive you, you must forgive others.  


But how does God forgive?  


1.
God forgives without being asked.  It is true that we confess our sins.  But who would dare say he has confessed his every sin?  No one!  The most conscientious man who ever lived, has confessed only a tiny fraction of his sins.  Yet they are all forgiven.  Thus, God must forgive our sins without being asked.  



This is a stumbling block to many Christians.  They honestly believe in forgiving others, but only if they confess their sins and sincerely ask for mercy.  Otherwise, they won't!  But if you think about this for a minute, you'll see its true character: this justifies a grudge.  You're allowed to foster bad feelings toward others until they make things right.  But the Bible says otherwise: "Grudge not against one another, brethren".  



a.
Esau forgave his brother long before he received Jacob's gift.



b.
Joseph forgave wept for his brethren before they admitted their guilt.



c.
Jesus prayed, "Father forgive them for they know not what they do" while they were murdering Him.  



Were these men wrong?  It was the only good thing Esau ever did in his vulgar life.  If Joseph had nursed a grudge against his brothers, he would still be in Pharaoh's dungeon.  Our Lord's grace cannot be questioned.  



If God says, "Before they call, I will answer", how dare we do any less?  How dare any of us wait to be asked before we forgive those who have done us wrong?  


2.
God forgives freely.  "Ye that have no money come ye buy and eat".  We enjoy the pardon of sin without paying for it.  It is not as though God offers a probationary pardon, i.e., He will forgive us, but only after we prove our sincerity by many years of avoiding that sin.  He forgives our pride, for example, a thousand times a day.  Our evil words, just as often; our "thoughts of foolishness" more often still.  



But, alas!  Christians rarely follow their God at this point.  Yes, we will forgive sins, but only if the sinner promises to never do it again--and backs it up.  Yet this is not what the Lord requires of us:



a.
"If he trespasses against you seven times a day and seven times a day says, `I repent', you shall forgive him".  Now, honestly, how sincere could a man be who hit you once, apologized, and then did it six more times that day?!  I think, not very.  Yet forgive we must.  



b.
"Lord--asked Peter--how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?  Up to seven times?"  "I do not say to you, `up to seven times', but up to seventy times seven". 



If the Bible is to be taken seriously, we must submit to it: "Having therefore, freely received, freely give".  


3.
God forgives fully.  "Hide your face from my sin and blot out all my iniquities" was a prayer that was heard.  "If you, LORD should mark iniquity, O LORD, who would stand, but there is forgiveness with you that you may be feared".  "Let Israel hope in the LORD for with the LORD there is mercy and with the LORD there is plenteous redemption, and He shall redeem Israel from all his iniquities".  Finally, you might recall this: "Where sin did abound, grace did much more abound".  



a.
This "full" forgiveness respects two things: the full number of our sins and the full forgiveness thereof.  In other words:




1.
He pardons all of our sins, without exception--including the worst and most often repeated.




2.
He truly forgives them.  "As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us".



Here too, we have much to learn.  It is comparatively easy to forgive a trifle--yet some can't even do this much: a hasty word, an ugly look, an accidental oversight, can plant a root of bitterness in some Christians.  




1.
I've told you this story before, but it bears repeating.  I once may an off-the-cuff remark (a bad joke, I guess), and a woman carried it around with her for years!  I didn't mean it in the first place.  And when told, I sincerely apologized for it.  Yet instead of "overlooking a transgression" or "covering a multitude of sins" she preferred to nurse a grudge for five years!   




But the Lord calls us to be different.  He wants us to forgive all sins from the heart, to "endeavor to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace" and to "love one another with a fervent love".  


4.
God forgives joyfully.  You cannot read the Parable of the Prodigal Son without being struck by this fact: the father is happier to see his no good son that the son is to see his longsuffering dad.  "There is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents".  



But how different this man's attitude is from our own!  Oh yes, when an offender comes to make things right, we forgive him.  What else can you do if you're to keep a good reputation?  "Go to hell you no good scoundrel!  You can't say that.  It would make you look bad.  So what you often do is offer a reluctant pardon.  "Okay, if I have to, I forgive you".  But this is no forgiveness at all!  It leaves your relationship formally repaired, but--really--in shambles.



When someone apologizes to you, you ought to forgive him from the heart--and let him know it!  "He fell on his neck and kissed him...put new shoes on his feet, a ring on his finger...and commanded the servants, call the musicians, kill the fatted calf...for my son, who once was lost is now found, and he who once was dead is now alive!" 


5.
God forgives for Christ's sake.  Why did God pardon your sin, dear Christian?  Was it because He saw something good in you, that your sins weren't that bad or that you'd try harder from then on?  No.  He forgave (and forgives) you only for Christ's sake.  



Thus we sorely err if we extend our good will only to those who might deserve it, people who have offended us but little, people to whom we owe a lot, and so on.  No.  We must forgive all offenders for another reason:  Ephesians 4:32. 


When we forgive in this way, we prove that we believe in forgiveness; and so can expect God to answer our believing prayers.  


But if not, then hear the frightful words: "But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses".    

