Sin and forgiveness Hamstreet Sept 13th 
Matthew 18:21-35
Romans 14:1-12 
May the words of my lips, and the meditations of my heart, be acceptable to you, my Lord and my saviour (based on Psalm 19:14)
As Anne started writing this sermon the page on her wall calendar declared, Dobbie is a free elf. Any of you who like Harry Potter, as Anne and I do, will know that by giving Dobbie an item of clothing, albeit hidden in a book, Harry effectively frees Dobbie from the wizard family who have used and abused him and to which he has been tied. As a free elf Dobbie goes on to be a significant part of the story of Harry Potter. 
The Bible is the ultimate book on sin and forgiveness. Anne has recently been studying Hebrews 11 which is all about faith and recalls many of the Old Testament figures who have been significant in God’s Story. They are there because they were faithful, but they were also people who made mistakes and received God’s forgiveness. Not just forgiveness, but their sin was cancelled out, forgotten, and wiped from the records in Hebrews. Psalm 103:12 reminds us that “as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.”
This morning’s reading comes as part of a bigger section of teaching on sin and forgiveness. Once again, it is Peter who asks the question. Peter who makes mistakes, but Peter is not afraid to ask the hard questions, and so he asks, “if another member of the church sins against me how often should I forgive?” This is about personal relationships. They are the ones that have the power to hurt us and others the most, and can be the most damaging to us as God’s people. How we manage relationships within and between churches also has the power to damage the relationship of the church with the wider world. Paul’s letter to Romans reminds us that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Forgiveness is vital for us as God’s people. 
At the time of Jesus, the Jewish Rabbis discussed the question of forgiveness and recommended that people should not be forgiven more than three times. This makes Peter’s seven times look very generous, but Jesus takes it to a whole other level as he says, “seventy-seven times”. 
Our parable reminds us that just as we have been forgiven, so we too must forgive. We will all have had times in our lives when we have made mistakes. However, sometimes we need to take steps to put things right with other people when what we have said or done, or not said or done, has hurt other people. That can be harder.  
In our parable the master forgives the first slave so much. The talent was the highest unit of currency, and ten thousand was the highest Greek numeral, so in today’s words the amount that the king forgives the slave would be something like a billion pounds. A billion pounds! So, we can understand why he later says to the slave, “I forgave you all that debt”. In contrast the first slave then demands of a fellow slave an amount which is about one six-hundred-thousandth of the amount that he has been forgiven, a hundred denarii, about £1,500. The first slave is thrown into prison, not because he owed the king money, after all he had had his debt wiped out, but because he did not forgive.    
As we revisit Peter’s question, we see that repeated forgiveness is what holds a community together, it is what builds a community, it is a witness to the power of Jesus. I am not for one moment suggesting that someone who is hurting others should not be challenged and confronted. Jesus explains his teaching once again using a parable which demonstrates that, as we are shown forgiveness by a loving and gracious God, so we need to forgive others. Our Romans reading reminds us that it is not our place to judge others, and if we won’t, or don’t forgive, we are passing judgement on a situation. 
Justin Welby, in his book about failure, says this about the Bible: “I would have been tempted to … show the story of God’s people in an altogether more positive light. But the real sorry story of God’s people contained in the Bible and written in the books of all our lives … is one of constant failure. Redemption also, of course, and grace and love and all those other good things, but all those good things are necessary because the people of God fail and always have done”.  
Isaiah talks about sin from God’s point of view, “I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sin no more.” The Message translation puts it like this: “But I, yes I, am the one who takes care of your sins – that’s what I do. I don’t keep a list of your sins.”
God blots out our sin for his own sake. I think many of us know that the feeling of being forgiven is like a load being lifted. We only have to say sorry for God to forgive us, and we have confession as part of our service every week.  As forgiven people we are freed to live life God’s way.
God forgives us for his own sake too. He does not want to hold onto a record of our sins. God loves to put our sin behind him, as we should put our sin behind us, so that God can enjoy his relationship with us. That is amazing! God puts our sin behind him. Sadly, some Christians know that God forgives them, but they doubt God as they cannot believe that God forgets our sin when it has been confessed and forgiven. 
Forgiveness is a gift from God and as Christians there is real power in forgiving others. Sometimes forgiving people, especially if it is not a one-off situation and the hurt continued over a period of time, is really hard. Eleanor Roosevelt, after finding out about her husband’s unfaithfulness, said to him, “I can forgive but I can never forget”. There are things that we shouldn’t forget, events such as the Holocaust, the exploitation of mainly women and children, although men too can be exploited, abuse, and betrayal. Forgetting such things could allow them to happen again. 
Forgiveness is harder when we have a relationship with that person. It can be really difficult to forgive someone who has hurt us deeply. We may think that they do not deserve to be forgiven. 
Neither do we, but by the grace of God we are forgiven, and there is real power in forgiving others. 
Others may not deserve our forgiveness, but forgiveness is not always about the other person, it is about us too. Hanging on to unforgiveness damages us, it can make us bitter and angry. It can hurt us and it can get in the way of our relationship with God and the life that God wants for us.  
All of the world’s major religions teach about the necessity of forgiveness. In more recent times the medical and scientific world has come to recognise the importance of forgiveness for our health and well-being. Professionals now appreciate that unforgiveness, holding on to past hurts, pain, and resentment can deeply affect our emotional and physical health. They are, of course, several thousand years behind the times as we see God forgiving Adam and Eve, and his compassion on Israel throughout the Old Testament. God provided a model for healthy living long before the current understanding of the secular world.
It may be that there is something in our own lives that we struggle to believe God could forgive us for. It may be that we have accepted God’s forgiveness but that we cannot forgive ourselves. If that is you, may this morning be the start as we learn to forgive ourselves. Forgiveness leads to healing. 
Next Sunday at 3.30pm at St. Martin’s we have our healing and wholeness service. This is an opportunity for people to come before God and allow God to heal them from the things that come between them and God’s overflowing love. Those who have attended our healing services know that God forgives; he knows we are not perfect but as the list of the faithful in Hebrews 11 shows, God forgets the things that we have been forgiven for. It may be an opportunity for God to heal you as we let God’s forgiveness be the final word, allowing us to live in relationship with God as forgiven, and forgiving, people. Others have testified to God’s forgiveness and healing being very powerful. All are welcome to join us. 
Just as Dobbie was freed to be able to help Harry Potter, so we too can be freed to live more fulfilled lives when we are forgiven, knowing that our sins have been taken care of through the death and resurrection of Jesus. When we forgive others, we allow God to forgive us and that leads us into a more blessed and fulfilled life with Him. 
Forgiveness is about relationships, our relationship with ourselves, with those that we love and care about, with God, with those that we do not get along with, and with our own faith communities. Forgiveness is about letting go, it does not deny that there has been hurt and pain caused. A prisoner of war asked his fellow captive, “have you forgiven your captors yet?” “The man replied, “I will never do that.” The prisoner of war answered, “then they still have you in prison, don’t they?”
May we allow God to forgive us, may we be freed to forgive others, and may we allow God to heal us, our churches and our communities this week. 
Amen.  
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