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	 When	it	comes	to	being	a	follower	of	Jesus,	do	you	know	what	the	
number	one	thing	we’re	supposed	to	be	known	for	is…?	The	quality	we	
Christians	are	supposed	to	exhibit	that	makes	it	100%	clear	whom	we	
follow…?	It’s	forgiveness.	Forgiveness	of	those	who	wrong	us	is	
supposed	to	be	what	everyone	else	notices	first	about	us.	
	 How	do	I	know	this?	Well,	if	you	study	the	gospels,	the	first	thing	
you’ll	see	is	how	many	of	Jesus’	parables	and	sermons	are	about	
forgiving	people	–	even	and	especially	people	who	don’t	deserve	to	be	
forgiven:	the	prodigal	son,	the	woman	caught	in	adultery,	the	
unmerciful	servant.	Heck,	when	Peter	asked	Jesus,	straight	up,	how	
many	times	he	had	to	forgive	someone	who	kept	sinning	against	him,	
Jesus	invoked	the	biblical	symbol	for	infinity	–	the	number	7	–	and	then	
told	Peter	to	multiply	it	times	70!	
	 The	uniform	we	Christians	are	supposed	to	wear	is	not	a	giant	
“What	Would	Jesus	Do?”	tee	shirt	or	bracelet.	It’s	not	a	tee	shirt	that	
says	“God	is	Still	Speaking”	–	though	those	are	nice,	and	I’d	really	like	to	
get	one	myself.	The	uniform	we	Christians	are	supposed	to	wear	each	
and	every	day	of	our	lives	is	an	attitude	that	says	“I	forgive	you.”	And	
make	no	mistake,	that	attitude	is	a	whole	lot	harder	to	wear	than	a	
bracelet	or	a	tee	shirt.	
	 Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	put	it	this	way:	“Forgiveness	is	not	an	
occasional	act,	it	is	a	constant	attitude.”	King	was	right,	and	it’s	not	a	
“natural”	attitude	either;	it’s	one	we’ve	got	to	nurture	and	develop	and	
practice.	It’s	not	in	our	nature	to	forgive.	It’s	in	our	nature	to	want	
revenge	and	to	hold	grudges	and	to	feel	justified	in	our	bitterness.	That’s	
why	Alexander	Pope	so	famously	wrote:	“To	err	is	human,	to	forgive,	
divine.”	Pope	might	have	added,	‘To	become	embittered	is	human…To	
hold	grudges	is	human…but	to	forgive	is	divine.’	
	 So	along	comes	Jesus	into	this	unforgiving	world,	and	he	says,	“If	
you	want	to	be	on	God’s	team,	when	somebody	does	you	wrong,	you’re	
going	to	have	to	fight	against	every	single	instinct	in	your	being.	Instead	
of	getting	angry…instead	of	getting	bitter…instead	of	getting	even…I	
want	you	to	let	it	go.”	
	 That’s	a	tough	one	for	me	to	swallow,	folks.	I	am	not	good	at	
letting	those	kinds	of	things	go.	When	somebody	wrongs	me,	I	want	



them	to	know	they’ve	wronged	me.	I	want	them	to	suffer	for	having	
wronged	me.	I	want	them	to	apologize	for	having	wronged	me.	I	want	
them	to	learn	their	lesson	and	never	wrong	me	again.	I’m	not	joking.	
This	is	really	how	I	feel,	and	it	is	also	how	I’ve	lived	a	significant	portion	
of	my	life.	I’m	a	master	at	getting	bitter	and	holding	onto	my	grudges.	
And	would	you	care	to	know	what	I’ve	learned	from	it…?	I	have	always	
ended	up	worse	off	than	the	person	I’m	holding	the	grudge	against.	It’s	
true.	Actor	Will	Smith	put	it	this	way:	“Throughout	life,	people	will	make	
you	mad,	disrespect	you,	and	treat	you	badly.	You’d	better	let	God	deal	
with	the	things	they	do,	‘cause	the	hate	in	your	heart	will	consume	you	–	
not	them.”	A	woman	calling	herself	C.	Joy	Bell	said	the	same	thing	a	little	
differently:	“If	we	don't	forgive	others,	we	are	tying	rocks	to	our	feet	
that	are	much	too	much	for	our	wings	to	carry!”		
	 But	I	think	Nelson	Mandela	wins	the	prize	for	putting	into	words	
what	people	like	me	are	doing	to	ourselves	by	not	forgiving	others.	
Mandela	wrote:	“Resentment	is	like	drinking	poison	yourself	and	then	
hoping	it	will	kill	your	enemies.”	Mandela	is	right,	and	my	hunch	is	that	
Jesus	was	well	aware	of	this	same	truth.	That’s	why	he	emphasized	
forgiveness	more	than	any	other	theme	in	his	entire	three-year	
ministry.	
	 There’s	a	family	I’ve	known	for	more	than	50	years.	My	family	has	
literally	been	connected	with	this	family	for	6	generations.	That	means	
that	Eloise’s	great,	great,	great	grandparents	were	friends	of	the	great,	
great,	great	grandparents	of	her	friend,	and	so	were	all	the	generations	
in	between.	Now	something	happened	in	this	family	about	30	years	ago,	
when	the	husband	of	one	of	the	sisters	in	this	family	did	something	
shady	with	the	grandmother’s	will.	It	resulted	in	him	and	his	wife	
getting	more	of	the	inheritance	than	they	should	have,	and	the	larger,	
extended	family’s	response	to	this	was	to	shun	the	one	sister	and	her	
husband	who	benefited	from	this	impropriety.	
	 I	have	actually	remained	close	to	all	of	the	members	of	this	family	
–	including	the	ones	who	were	shunned	-	and	you	would	not	believe	the	
damage	that	this	bitterness	has	done	to	everyone	involved.	Yes,	the	
family	members	who	were	shunned	were	certainly	damaged	by	their	
shunning.	But	I’ve	got	to	tell	you,	the	ones	doing	the	shunning	have	
suffered	greatly	for	their	refusal	to	forgive.	The	poison	they	have	drunk	
in	attempt	to	inflict	damage	on	the	guilty	in	this	situation	has	left	them	
embittered	and	damaged	to	the	point	that	many	of	them	have	become	
almost	impossible	to	be	with.	Recently,	just	last	week,	in	fact,	the	sister	



who	was	at	the	center	of	this	controversy	passed	away,	and	none	of	the	
others	even	came	to	her	funeral.		
	 The	choice	not	to	forgive	–	and	that	is	what	it	always	is:	a	choice	–	
is	suicidal.	The	choice	to	see	one’s	self	as	a	victim	–	a	justifiably	angry	
victim	–	is	a	choice	you	had	better	be	sure	about	before	making.	I’ve	
come	to	think	that	maybe	even	God	had	to	learn	the	hard	way	how	ill-
advised	it	is	not	to	forgive	others.	The	Old	Testament	or	Hebrew	
scriptures	are	filled	with	tales	of	punishment,	woe,	and	revenge.	There’s	
all	manner	of	smiting	and	vengeful	shedding	of	blood,	and	much	of	it	is	
even	portrayed	as	being	the	actions	of	God	himself.	And	maybe	it	was,	
though	I’m	not	sure.	
	 What	I	am	sure	of,	though,	is	that	with	the	coming	of	Jesus,	God	
called	a	halt	to	the	way	we	cling	to	bitterness	and	desire	wrath	and	
revenge.	Once	Jesus	arrived	on	the	scene,	the	refusal	to	forgive	is	no	
longer	something	a	person	on	God’s	team	is	permitted	to	do.	That’s	why	
I	chose	that	passage	from	Hebrews	12.	It	paints	the	stark	contrast	
between	former	understandings	of	God	and	the	understanding	of	God	
that	Jesus	ushered	in.	After	calling	us	to	make	certain	that	no	bitterness	
be	allowed	to	grow	inside	us,	the	writer	reminds	the	audience	of	the	
former	understanding	of	God,	using	vivid	imagery	from	the	Old	
Testament…	
 You have not come to a mountain that can’t be touched because it is 
burning with fire;  
 You have not come to darkness;  
 You’ve not come to gloom or to a storm; 
 You have not come to a trumpet blast or to a voice so terrifying, that 
those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them…  
 You have not come to a sight so terrifying, that Moses, himself, 
trembled with fear before it…  
										Readers	should	recognize	that	all	of	this	graphic	imagery	comes	
from	Exodus	19,	right?	That	super	famous	moment	when	Moses	went	
up	to	Mt.	Sinai.	It	was	completely	covered	with	fire	and	smoke.	There	
were	trumpet	blasts	and	warnings,	and	the	people	shut	their	eyes	and	
shuddered	in	fear	before	it.		
	 But	the	writer	of	Hebrews	then	goes	onto	tell	us	-	and	all	the	
followers	of	Jesus	–	that	those	days	are	gone!	He	tells	us	that	we	have	
not	come	to	that	mountain,	but	to	a	very	different	mountain,	indeed	–	
not	Sinai	but	Zion.	And	that	mountain,	the	writer	tells	us,	is:	
	



 “The city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem.  
 Where thousands upon thousands of angels assemble joyfully.  
 We’ve come to the church of the firstborn, whose names are all 
written in heaven.  
 We’ve come to God, who makes us all righteous made perfect… 
 We’ve come to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, whose 
sprinkled blood speaks a far better word than the blood of Abel.”  
 Far better than the blood of Abel indeed. We can hear the shift in 
understandings can’t we? We can hear the movement away from fear and 
toward love, the migration away from dreading the retribution of a vengeful 
God and toward a joyous gathering of angels, a shift away from a time when 
sins and shortcomings are counted in a book and toward a time when God 
has made everyone righteous and perfect, with all names written in heaven.  
 Folks, you’ve heard me say many times that every time we utter the 
Lord’s prayer, we’re telling God to forgive us only to the extent that we 
forgive others. That’s the literal meaning of the phrase “and forgive us our 
debts as we forgive our debtors.” We’re pledging to God that we will forgive 
others and that if we don’t, then He doesn’t have to forgive us either. It’s a 
tall order, this forgiveness business, so tall, in fact, that we can’t do it on our 
own. I know I can’t. We have to help each other. We have to form a 
community of forgiveness – which is what the church is – or at least what 
it’s supposed to be. And we have to keep expanding that wave of 
forgiveness and keep welcoming people into this forgiven community no 
matter what they’ve done… “No matter who you are or where you on your 
journey, you are welcome here.” 
 If there’s somebody in your life that you still can’t forgive, I urge you 
to make today the day that you finally stop drinking poison and expecting it 
to somehow hurt that person who wronged you. There’s a reason Jesus 
commanded and demanded that we forgive one another – and it’s not simply 
because of what forgiveness will do to the other person. Jesus knew what not 
forgiving does to us. It poisons us, it cripples us, it clogs up our hearts so 
badly, that even God’s love can no longer flow through us and out into the 
world. 
 God doesn’t expect us to forgive and let go of our bitterness all at 
once or overnight. But make no mistake; She demands that we do it before 
it’s too late. I witnessed, just this past week, how awful and devastating it 
can be when people let their bitterness fester and follow them into their 
graves. Forgiveness must begin with us – the followers of Jesus. For even 
from the cross, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what 
they do. Amen. 


