SERMON                                         HIGHLAND                                               10-16-11
                           ‘THE POSITIVE POWER OF FORGIVENESS’   
                                                                                                       Matt.5:23-24; 18:23-35.

My friends, lets be honest here, there are some people who have an obvious need for forgiveness, but the point that Jesus makes again and again in the Gospels is that forgiveness is not only something needed by people who have committed very obvious sins but rather it is something needed by everyone all of the time.
It is not the special preserve of those who have dramatically erred with their lives, but the daily requirement of average people, people like ourselves, who may not have any strong sense of wrong-doing.

I will never forget the young lady, who was a member of the church that I served in Ohio, she is still a friend today and it was good see her again this summer. What still sticks in my mind is the day she came to me to talk with me about the concern she had developed about the corporate prayer of confession. She related to me that her problem with the prayer was that she felt each Sunday that she was asking God to forgive her for sins that she had not committed. I explained to her that the corporate prayer of confession then as was the case of the one today was to help us to focus on our own personal need for forgiveness.

We remember the story of the paraplegic who was brought to Jesus by four of his friends and let down into his presence through a hole they had dug in the roof. The very first thing that Jesus did, after this surprising entry, was to forgive the man! 
Now if we reflect on it that is rather amazing.

What great sins could this poor man have committed, being bedfast as he was?

There are not many commandments that he could have broken, for many require a fair amount of mobility to break. But Jesus immediately forgave him, suggesting that there are always sins of the heart that do not demand any social interaction for fulfillment.

And then there is Jesus famous parable of the Pharisee and the publican. The story about the two very different men who went to the Temple to pray.

The Pharisee who worked so hard at living righteously every day.

The Scots poet Robert Burns might have called him one of the unco guid, or uncommonly good people.
There he stood before the holy altar and thanked God that his life was unsullied, which was much more than he was willing to say for the tax collector he saw kneeling and beating his breast nearby.
The tax collector, a virtual outcast in the Jewish community, was there in the same Temple, before the same altar, publicly bewailing his degraded status and begging God to have mercy on his soul.

My friends, Jesus gave a twist to the story that ought to go straight to the heart of each one of us. This poor man he said, the tax collector, went home with God’s approval, while the Pharisee did not! Because the ‘unco guid’ Pharisee was blind to his own need to be forgiven. This Pharisee was such a good man, in his own eyes and he believed in the eyes of the community, that it simply didn’t enter into his mind that he needed to ask God to be forgiven.
That story should make us all take time to ponder, especially those of us who haven’t recently felt any guilt and so have not bothered to beseech God to be forgiven.

Maybe we even have said the Lord’s Prayer: 
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors; without a ripple of consciousness thinking: ‘Of course I don’t have any debts at this time!’
You see what this is really all about is being dynamically rejoined to God and in the community of holiness through his active forgiveness at every moment.
It is not that God is angry at us and is sulking because we are sinners. It is simply that there is what the philosopher Kierkegaard once called: ‘an infinite qualitative distance between us and God.’ And we should bear this in mind at all times and on a daily basis, seek God’s forgiveness for this distance and so be spiritually rejoined to the Holy Spirit.
But, it is not only with God that we should desire forgiveness, for Jesus tells us in no uncertain terms that we must seek forgiveness with others.
Just as we are not whole when there is distance between us and God, we are also not whole when there is distance between us and others. Therefore Jesus said: 
‘If you are offering your gift at the altar and while there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.’ (Matt.5:23-24).

If someone needs our forgiveness, by the same token, we should not make it difficult for that person to receive it. ‘For if you forgive men their trespasses,’ said Jesus, ‘you’re heavenly Father also will forgive you, but if you do not forgive men your trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.’ (Matt.6:14-15).
In fact Jesus said on another occasion that the Kingdom of Heaven is itself likened to a king who went to settle his accounts with his servants and found that one owed him a staggering debt, and when the man could not pay it the King forgave him. But when this same man went out and tried to exact payment from a debtor of a much smaller amount and when the payment was not made had the debtor imprisoned, the king upon hearing of this called back that servant and had him imprisoned because he had not been forgiving as the king had been. (Matt.18:23-35).
My friends it is interesting that Jesus would say that this is what the Kingdom of Heaven is like, it is in essence a society of mutual forgiveness; of renewed fellowship and intimacy based on God’s forgiving us and our forgiving one another.
It has all got to do with wholeness!

With our being part of the entire community of God in such a gentle and loving way that no enmity exists among us. This wholeness is so importance that we should actively seek it at all times. And we can do this firstly by praying regularly and sincerely for our own forgiveness and then secondly by seeking it and giving it freely to others.

God’s wrath erupts against those who withhold their forgiveness; but his fellowship is also denied to those who do not seek it for themselves.

The big question is: Who can afford to daily live without this forgiveness?

Today, thankfully, I know that I need this every day, not just occasionally or on special occasions, and not because I am a particularly bad person, but simply because I am human!

This is why I believe that Jesus placed “Forgive us our debts,’ just after ‘give us this day our daily bread.’ in the Lord’s Prayer. There is a daily ness about the act of forgiveness, just as there is about receiving physical nourishment.
My friends I believe that one of the finest pictures of the working of forgiveness was presented in a sermon given by W. E. Sangster, the great pastor of Westminster Central Hall in London. Sangster was talking to his congregation about experiencing forgiveness. He asked the gathered people to imagine all the ‘undesirable things’ in their lives being loaded onto an old sludge vessel and dumped into the deep sea.

The conclusion is obvious. God’s love is the Black Deep where all of our sins are dropped and buried for all eternity.

What else could we do with our evil, our failure, our rebellion, our insincerity and our unfaith?

There is only one thing that will get rid of it. God must bear it away.
God who is holiness; God who is righteousness. 

God must bear away our sins and sink them into the depths of his love, where they will be purified and made sweet again.

Do we see the power in forgiveness?

It is the power to be renewed, to feel cleansed and to know that we are restored to God’s favor and to wholeness within the community which God is building.

It is not a negative power at all but a positive power.

In fact it may well be the most positive power in the world.

Nothing else can rebuild a life, the way that it can.

Nothing else can change the life of an individual or a nation, the way it can.

Forgiveness is the dynamo waiting to regenerate our lives.

But we have to see this, we need to see it and realize that the garbage need not pile up in our lives. 
Our psyches do not have to be filled up with that refuse.

God’s sludge vessels are waiting to take away the irreducible filth and decay of our existence. All that we need do is realize this and say: 
‘Here Lord I yield myself to you. Take away my sin through the mystery of your love and receive me into oneness with you and your divine community.’

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                          AMEN.
