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December 17, 2006
The Disciples’ Prayer V
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful.
Matt 6:12 “And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.”
Now we continue asking for some specific items to help us in our seeking for the kingdom of heaven in our everyday activities.  We could write a book on forgiveness just as we could write book on many other topics in this wonderful prayer.  As before, I will try to keep this writing rather brief while covering some important aspects of forgiveness.  Jesus teaches us here that our request for forgiveness is conditional.  Jesus is so specific about our forgiving others that He repeats it:
Matt 6:14 “For if you forgive men for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.

Matt 6:15 "But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions.”

However we are not to believe that our forgiving others is some sort of works that we do to gain God’s forgiveness of our sins.  We have to always be careful to distinguish the cause from the effect.  In this case the cause of our being able to forgive others is that God has changed our heart so that we have been born again and our sins have been forgiven.  Since the cause was initiated by God, we are now able to forgive others because we can then show forth our gratitude for the grace shown us by God.  Remembering that God is absolutely holy so that everything that I did before I was born again was a sin against His holiness, there is nothing that anyone can do to me that would compare to the sin that I have committed against Him.  I have to forgive others because I now have a heart that hates sin and knows the wonder of the effect of His forgiveness of my sin.  My forgiving nature should be a natural response to peoples’ transgressions against me as much as my hand will react when approached by a fire.  The forgiving should come immediately.  But I have to admit that I still do not always have that instant forgiving nature because I am still in a state here of transformation.  When I do not forgive someone quickly the incident will weigh on my conscience until I do forgive him/her.  
I must digress to discuss two aspects of the forgiveness process.  These two states involve my interaction with myself and my interaction with others.  When I say that I must work so that I instantly forgive a transgressor, I mean that I cannot bear any grudge against that person.  The other state of forgiveness involves my interaction with the transgressor.  I am not obligated to tell him/her that I forgive him/her until that person repents to me and asks for forgiveness.  However I can immediately rebuke him!
Luke 17:3 “Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him.
Luke 17:4 "And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, 'I repent,' forgive him.”
Also note that this verse refers to what a “brother” does to me.  The designation of “brother” means that the person is a fellow child of God.  This obligation to forgive the transgressor if he repents only refers to relationships within the family of God.  This action demonstrates God’s forgiveness as we repent, and also serves as an example to the offender.  
My motive for working to immediately forgive someone within myself is based upon what God has done for me regarding my sins against Him as noted above and on this wonderful quote:  
Col 2:13 “And when you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions,

Col 2:14 having canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us and which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.”
God has cancelled out the debt certificate that He had against me.  That sin debt that made my relationship with Him impossible has been taken away by Him based upon the work that Jesus did for me.  Since God has forgiven me then I can forgive myself and others.  Sometimes we have a hard time forgiving ourselves but if the Holy God of the universe can forgive me, then I can also accept that forgiveness. 
Our wrong reasons (excuses) for not forgiving include:

· He doesn’t deserve it.

· He might think it was an insignificant offense.

· He might think he got away with it and would do it again.

· You might substitute some more here.

We do need to remember that all forgiveness is based on the penalty for sin paid by Jesus.  Justice for unforgiven sin is also God’s work and we have to rest in knowing that His justice is perfect.  

This portion of the disciples’ prayer should immediately put us in a self-examination mode.  So forgive yourself and immediately forgive others so that there is no hardness in your relationship to the person who sinned against you.  If he is your brother in Christ and he repents to you then also immediately forgive him.  This total forgiveness will cleanse your soul and give you a fresh outlook on the day.

