Power to Forgive
John 20:19-23

       On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them "Peace be with you." 
When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 
Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 
Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. 
As the Father has sent me, even so I send you." 
And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 
If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained."

       When Leonardo da Vinci was painting his masterpiece, "The Last Supper," we are told that he had a quarrel with one of his companions. In revenge for the wrong he had received, he painted his companion's portrait as Judas in his great picture. 
After he had done this, his work was complete except for the face of our blessed Lord. 
It was da Vinci's ambition to paint the noblest and most perfect portrait of Christ that had ever been put on canvas; but try as he did, he could not succeed. 
In the meantime, his conscience was working, and at last he took his brush and painted out his companion's portrait and forgave him his wrong. 
That night in his dreams da Vinci saw a splendorous vision of 
Christ which thousands have gazed at in wonder ever since.

A lady wrote in the Upper Room:  “I had been wronged by a colleague at work.  Because of the lies she had told my boss about me, I was overlooked for a promotion I had been looking forward to and had worked very hard to gain.

“I became resentful at being passed over.  I took out my anger on other colleagues and eventually gained a reputation for being difficult. My attitude was destroying me. Then one day a Christian colleague took me aside. He pointed out to me how much God had forgiven me and suggested that I forgive her. Why should I forgive? I asked myself. I am the one who was hurt.  As I considered his advice, the words of the Lord’s Prayer rang true for me in a new way. ‘Forgive us …as we forgive our debtors.’

“Slowly and painfully I started trying to forgive.  It took many months.  I never did get a promotion and I worked in a job below my capabilities, but I was finally able to have compassion on the wrongdoer.  And I was a better example to my co-workers.’”  

It is no exaggeration to say that something like what happened to da Vinci and Carol Purves in the Upper Room happens each time we, as Christians forgive someone who has especially wronged us. 
For, whenever you blot out the sin and evil others have committed against you, you are making it possible for them to see a living portrait of Christ - namely yourself, in whom he lives. 
The Christ that other people ultimately want to see is the living Christ. The one place where he has chosen to be seen before The Last Day, the day of visible reappearing, is through his actions which take place within us as we exercise forgiveness, one toward another, through the power of his Spirit.

       What this world desperately needs to see of Christ is not finally some sublime photograph of what his physical features really looked like, but what his actions are like as he literally goes about living his very life in and through the lives of others.

       One of the places where Christ's actions are most clearly evident is (not necessarily only in Sunday worship or in prayer at midnight, but) in the awesome privilege which Christians have to forgive others; not merely tolerate, not merely put up with, not merely overlook, but actually forgive!

       The story is told of an inhuman slave master in the South before the Civil War, who, while in the act of applying the lacerating whip, said to his already half-murdered slave: "What can Jesus do for you now?" The slave in turn replied; "He can teach me to forgive you, massa."

       Something very similar was stated by the first Christian martyr, Stephen, in Acts 7:59-60 where we read:

And as they were stoning Stephen ... he knelt down and cried with a loud voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." And when he had said this, he fell asleep. 

       All of this, of course, is reminiscent of the dying Jesus who, with full authority, said, "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do." And he really meant what he said. 
In fact, his death did pay the price of atonement for all people's sins (even the sins of those standing around the cross), and the only reason why people can yet die in their iniquity and be lost is that they willfully reject this and pretend they can do without it. 
In this case, God lets them have their way and they are lost eternally. But if God would have his way, he would have all persons be forgiven, the men who crucified him as well as these who would crucify him today by their continual sinning. (Hebrews 6:6)

         Christ died for all. 
He wants to pardon us regardless of how unspeakable our past.

... God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them ... (2 Corinthians 5:19) 

        Christ has utterly wiped out the damning evidence of broken laws and commandments which always hung over our heads, and has completely annulled it by nailing it over His own head on the cross. (Colossians 2:14)

        It is this very truth which should not only motivate us to be forgiving but should actually move and impel us to do so. 
If we don't forgive, the Bible bluntly states that we ourselves are not Christian.


When I was 21, I was married to a student. We had a son after we were married 4 years.  However my husband left me and our son and later let my husband adopt him.  It took me years to forgive him, and according to the Bible, I was not a Christian then.  I had fallen from grace.

       By "not forgiving" others, we are denying what "forgiveness" is all about according to God and the Bible. 
It's our way of rejecting belief in forgiveness. 
The practical test is to see whether or not we deny "forgiveness." 
God doesn't hand us a sheet of paper and ask us to put down whether or not we deny forgiveness.

       He doesn't quiz us on what we "know" about forgiveness. He doesn't even ask, "Are you sorry for your sins?" 
(King Saul was sorry, as was Judas, but to no avail.) 
Rather, he looks in a very practical way directly at our lives to see whether we are "busy" forgiving, 
The forgiving he is looking for is actual and total forgiveness and not that which is pretended or conditional.

       To say "I can forgive, but I can't forget" is only another way of saying "I cannot forgive." 
It is said that when the American Indians made peace, they buried hatchets in the ground, but they always left a part of the handle sticking out - just in case. 
That is not forgiving. 
True forgiving can only be done in God's manner, as he himself says:

       "I, even I, am He that blotteth out thy transgressions for mine own sake, and will not remember thy sins." (Isaiah 43:25)

       This kind of forgiveness (total forgiveness) can truly be done, of course, only when he resides within us.

       A minister once told of a woman who cried: "I can't forgive him even if it costs my soul; I can't and I won't. 
How can God ask me to?"

       Only with Christ living in me am I able to forgive. Paul says: "... Christ liveth in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." (Galatians 2:20) "... Even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye." (Colossians 3:13) 
With this admonition, you and I have a challenging assignment to carry out. 
In order to do it, we will have to exert considerable effort. 
We will have to pray with the disciples who felt how difficult forgiveness was. 
Lord, increase our faith! 
We may have to do as did Whipple, a missionary in Minnesota. 
"For thirty years," he said, "I have tried to see the face of Christ in those with whom I have differed."

       Perhaps we will (in difficult cases) even have to do what Norman V. Peale recommends in his outline of ten suggestions on how to practice forgiving - the latter portion of which I particularly like:

5. Repeat the Lord's Prayer, inserting your offender's name, "Forgive me my trespasses, as I forgive ..."

6. Practice praying for the other person, asking a specific blessing for him.

7. Speak to others in a kindly manner about the person.

8. Write a letter of good will, even if you don't mail it. 
Put it on paper.

9. Study the reasons why the trouble came up and correct your part of the fault. 
Ask, "Is there any reason why people should get mad at me?"

10. Pray God to help you make a permanent change in your attitude.

       Forgiveness is serious business! 
We cannot have heaven without it. 
"But if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses." (Mark 11:26)

       God will not answer our prayers unless we are ready to forgive. "And when you stand praying, forgive if you have aught against any: that your Father also which is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses." (Mark 11:25)

       We cannot even bring a pleasing gift to God without forgiveness.

       "Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and there rememberest that your brother hath aught against you ... first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift."  
(Matthew 5:23-24)

       Beside all this, medical doctors and psychiatrists inform us that we can't even live in optimum health here upon earth if we are not forgiving. 
"According to their case histories," says a New York doctor, "seventy percent of my patients show some resentment in their lives. 
Ill will and grudges help to make these people sick. 
Forgiveness will do more toward getting them well than any medication." 
Leslie D. Weatherhead echoes this same truth when he says, "The forgiveness of God, in my opinion, is the most therapeutic idea in the world."

       And so in Ephesians we read, “with no eternal life, no answered prayers, no life given to God, and no general well-being of body and mind - with all of this in mind, we heed the Spirit-directed words of the Apostle, "... Be ye kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ's sake hath forgiven you." (Ephesians 4:32)

       No man can treat his Savior well,

       Who treats his neighbor ill;

       No man can hate his fellow man

       And be a Christian still.








       "Receive the Holy Spirit. 
If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven." (John 20:22b-23a)
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