A PHILOSPHY OF LIVING:  A Forgiving Life
Matthew 6:14-15
+++

There is nothing like forgiveness to give one a new lease on life.  I do pre-marital counseling with all of our upcoming weddings and I share with each couple that the two most important phrases they will use over the course of their wedded lives are:  “I’m sorry, forgive me” and “It’s ok, I forgive you.”  In Jesus’ preaching and teaching he stressed that a life experiencing forgiveness and offering forgiveness is a life well lived.  We all experience this word ‘trespass.’  It means literally ‘to fall to one side.’  That happens to every life.  We don’t live in a perfect word.  The only remedy to fallenness is forgiveness.   The word ‘forgive’ that is used in our text is picturesque.  It is the Greek word aphiemi and it literally means ‘to send away.’  It is the same word used in Luke 4:39 when Jesus rebukes the fever in Peter’s mother-in-law.  The ability to forgive is the ability to let go. A forgiving life, a life that lets go, understands these three things: 

1. We forgive (to let go) because we are forgiven.

To be forgiving always for the Christian stems from the realization that we are a forgiven people.  Did you listen to the words of the liturgy that we shared in the celebration earlier in the service?  “In the name of Jesus Christ you are forgiven.”  Did you hear that?  Are you experiencing that?  
There was a little boy visiting his grandparents on their farm. And he was given a slingshot to play with out in the woods. He practiced in the woods but he could never hit the target. And getting a little discouraged; he headed back to dinner. As he was walking back he saw Grandma's pet duck. Just out of impulse, he let fly, hit the duck square in the head, and killed it. He was shocked and grieved. In a panic, he hid the dead duck in the wood pile, only to see his sister watching. Sally had seen it all, but she said nothing.

After lunch that day grandma said, "Sally, let's wash the dishes." But Sally said, "Grandma, Johnny told me he wanted to help in the kitchen today, didn't you Johnny?" And then she whispered to him, "Remember, the duck?" So Johnny did the dishes.

Later Grandpa asked if the children wanted to go fishing, and Grandma said, "I'm sorry but I need Sally to help make supper." But Sally smiled and said, "Well, that's all right because Johnny told me he wanted to help." and she whispered again, "Remember, the duck?" So Sally went fishing and Johnny stayed.

After several days of Johnny doing both his chores and Sally's, he finally couldn't stand it any longer. He came to Grandma and confessed that he killed the duck. She knelt down, gave him a hug, and said, "Sweetheart, I know. You see, I was standing at the window and I saw the whole thing. But because I love you, I forgave you. But I was just wondering how long you would let Sally make a slave of you."

I don't know what's in your past. I don't know what one sin the enemy keeps throwing up in your face. But whatever it is, I want you to know something. Jesus Christ was standing at the window. And He saw the whole thing. But because He loves you, He has forgiven you. Perhaps He's wondering how long you'll let the enemy make a slave out of you.

The great thing about God is that He not only forgives, but He forgets.  

2. We forgive to be forgiven.
Jesus firmly relates our ability to move on in life in our ability to forgive others.  If we cannot do that we cannot find forgiveness and find new life.  It holds us back.  

William Barclay a story of Robert Louis Stevenson, that grand writer of such works as Treasure Island and Kidnapped, who suffered from tuberculosis as a young man and was in his room a lot.  Such time molded his character from the start of his life.  Later in his life when he was married and had a family and was living in the South Sea Islands he used to always conduct family worship in the morning for everyone in the household.  Something just wasn’t right one morning.  Something had gone wrong the day before in his life.  That morning, as he led everyone in the Lord’s Prayer, right in the middle of the prayer he rose from his knees and left the room.  His health was always precarious, and his wife followed him thinking that he was ill.  “Is there anything wrong?” she asked him.  “Only this,” said Stevenson, “I am not fit to pray the Lord’s Prayer today.”  What did he mean by that?  I believe it was a realization that until he forgave he could not be forgiven.  It put a pause in his prayer, a pause in his life.  Many of us cannot move forward because the past haunts and holds us.  When we forgive as we are forgiven we can break the chains and step up and out of the prison of unforgiveness and move forward with our lives.

3. We forgive (let it go) to be forgiving (able to move on).
A life that is forgiven and forgives is free to be forgiving with others.  It releases us to move on with our lives.  In his book Lee:  The Last Years, Charles Bracelen Flood reports that after the Civil War, Robert E. Lee visited a Kentucky lady who took him to the remains of a grand old tree in front of her house.  There she cried bitterly that is limbs and trunk had been destroyed by Federal Artillery fire.  She looked to Lee for a word condemning the North or at lease sympathizing with her loss.  After a brief silence, Lee said these instructive words:  “Cut it down, Madam, and forget it.”  That is what Jesus is about in our text today.  When we forgive we can be forgiving.  When we let go we can move on.  
Richard Foster, in his classic work on prayer, says, “…we remember, but in forgiving we no longer use the memory against others.”  That is essentially the wisdom of a 77 year old man who once said, “I’ve learned that if you can’t forgive and forget, you can at least forgive and move on.”

That’s pure gold for living well and fully.  The sooner we practice it the sooner we will arrive at that desired place.

Conclusion
Barclay tells a story I want to conclude our message with today.  It is a story about a once famous Scottish man of letters, Andrew Lang, who wrote and published a very kind review of a book by a young author.  The young man repaid him with a bitter, insolent and insulting attack.  About three years after this, Lang was staying with Robert Bridges, the Poet Laureate at the time.  Bridges saw Lang reading a certain book.  “Why,” he said, “that’s another book by that ungrateful young cub who behaved so shamefully to you.”  To Bridges astonishment Andrew Lang’s mind was a blank on the whole affair.  He had completely forgiven and completely forgotten that bitter and insulting attack.  He was able then to move on with his life, even enjoying another book by an author who once insulted him.  Bridges wrote of that episode and said, “To forgive was the sign of a great man, but to forget was sublime.”  Let it go and move on with your life!
May we enjoy that greatness!  May we enjoy that sublimeness!  
