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Genesis 50:15-21 Luke 6:27-38 

 

 

 One day a pastor had an appointment in the city, and true to form for many 

pastors, he was running late, because he was trying to cram too many things into 

his schedule.  Anyway, he hopped in his car, drove like mad into the city, headed 

for his destination, praying all the way that there would be a parking space right 

near the building to which he’d be going.  No such luck.  Around the block he 

went, again and again, hoping someone would pull out of a spot, but no luck.  

Finally, in desperation, he pulled his car into a no-parking zone, and quickly 

grabbed a piece of paper, wrote a note, and stuck it under the windshield wiper, 

before he rushed off to his meeting.  The note said this: “I have circled the block 10 

times.  If I don’t park here, I’ll miss my appointment.”  And then, in all capital 

letters, he wrote: ‘FORGIVE US OUR TRESPASSES.” 

 

 When he returned to his car after his appointment ended, he found a ticket 

on his windshield along with a hand-written note from the police officer who had 

ticketed him.  This is what it said: “I’ve circled this block for 10 years.  If I don’t 

give you a ticket, I’ll lose my job.”  And then, in all capital letters, he had written: 

“LEAD US NOT INTO TEMPTATION.” 

 

 While that is funny, the whole subject of sin and forgiveness isn’t.  In fact, 

it’s something with which all of us struggle.  Today, as we conclude this January 

sermon series on fresh starts for a new year, we’re going to look together at the 

issue of forgiveness.  I think I’ve told you before that I am always amazed that, no 

matter what subject I happen to be teaching about in any given Bible study, the 

issue of forgiveness always comes up.  Everyone struggles with it at one time or 

another in their life, we just do.  It’s part of living with other people - humans just 

like us, sinners just like us. 

 

 The need for forgiveness has existed almost since time began.  Look in the 

Old Testament, and you don’t get two pages in before sin rears its ugly head in the 

form of Adam and Eve’s transgression in the Garden of Eden.  Go a little further, 

and you find Cain and Abel.  Go a little further and you find Isaac and Ishmael.  

And just keep turning the pages - page after page after page - and you’ll find the 

need over and over again for forgiveness. 

 

 The lesson from the Hebrew scriptures this morning is a magnificent portrait 
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of forgiveness.  Let me remind you of the story of Joseph and his brothers.  You 

might remember that Joseph was one of many sons of Jacob, actually his youngest, 

and the scripture says that Jacob loved Joseph best of all his sons.  And sadly, he 

made that abundantly clear to all of them - so much so, that Joseph’s older brothers 

hated him.  When Jacob gave Joseph that famous coat of many colors that was the 

last straw. 

 

 So one day when Joseph went out into the field to see his brothers, they 

worked together to get rid of him.  They made it look like he had been killed by 

dipping his many-colored coat in animal blood, but actually they put him down in a 

pit, until some Midianite traders came by, and they sold their little brother to them.  

Then they went home and broke the news to Jacob that his beloved Joseph was 

dead - and Jacob’s heart was broken. 

 

 Fast forward a little bit - when the Midianite traders got to Egypt they sold 

Joseph into the Pharoah’s household, and then, over the course of the ensuing 

years, incredible things happened for him.  His gifts were many, and he rose in the 

ranks to be quite a powerful man.  He had the gift of dreams, and in one of his 

dreams he foresaw a terrible famine coming, so he helped the country prepare 

ahead of time.  And indeed, when the famine came, the country had food to get 

them through. 

 

 But the other countries didn’t, so people came from far and wide to get help.  

And guess who some of those were who came looking for help?  The sons of Jacob - 

Joseph’s brothers who had as good as killed him. 

 

 Now, what would you do?  Here, standing in front of you, badly in need of 

help, are men who stripped you, and threw you down in a pit, and sold you into 

slavery.  They took away everything familiar, they took away a father who adored 

you.  They hated you, and did you great harm.  What would you do? 

 

 Joseph forgave them.  In the midst of it all, the pain, the betrayal, the 

sadness, Joseph forgave them, because he knew that God had been at work even in 

the midst of it.  God had made a way for him - a mighty way - and there was no use 

holding on to hatred for his brothers.  It would only imprison him and them.  

Instead, he forgave them - and when he did, he set them free, and indeed, he set 

himself free. 

 

 It is a beautiful story of forgiveness.  Not unlike the stories of forgiveness 

that Jesus consistently told throughout the Gospels - like the story of the Prodigal 

Son whose father forgave him despite all he had done, and the king who forgave a 

servant of his debts, and Jesus himself forgiving the disciples for falling asleep 

when he needed them, and then, of course, the greatest portrait of forgiveness ever - 

Jesus’ words from the cross, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 
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 Part of the human condition is sin, and part of the human challenge is 

forgiveness.  And it is a challenge, of that there is no doubt.   

 

 Why is it so hard to forgive?  Well, one of the reasons is that we live in an 

“eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth world.”  You get me, I’ll get you.  You hurt me, I’ll 

hold it against you.  I won’t let you do that to me ever again. 

 

 Yet, in the midst of the reality of the world in which we live, Christ calls us to 

live differently - to be people who forgive.  He calls us not to keep score, not to hold 

grudges, not to embrace anger. 

 

 What He asks of us is hard - it just is - especially when we’ve been hurt by 

someone.  It is hard to forgive and move on.  And if we think of it just like that, it 

will be nigh unto impossible.  No, instead we need to consider forgiveness in the 

context of grace.  In other words, God didn’t forgive us because we earned it, God 

forgave us simply because He loved us so much. 

 

 One pastor, I think, said it best, when he wrote, “It is a mistake if you and I 

try to understand forgiveness in a clinical way.”  (On-line, Rev. Dr. Ronald W. 

Scates, “Forgiveness”) He’s right.  For Christians, forgiveness is not some clinical 

thing - forgiveness is rooted in grace.  It’s offering a gift that has already been 

given to you by God Himself. 

 

 And it is truly a gift.  The interesting thing about the gift of forgiveness 

though, is that, when you give it away, you get it yourself as well.  Let me explain. 

 

 If you are holding a grudge against someone who has hurt you, you end up 

hurting yourself.  The energy it takes to hate someone, the time you spend 

churning up feelings of resentment, the anger that takes up residence inside of you, 

the way it comes out in your actions and words - not forgiving someone makes you a 

prisoner.  It eats away at you.  It doesn’t let go.  It hurts you probably far more 

than it hurts the other person. 

 

 So when you choose to forgive, you’re not only freeing the other person, you’re 

freeing yourself as well.  You’re getting rid of the anger, the resentment, the 

grudge holding - you’re letting go, and moving on. 

 

 I have seen, over the course of my 26 year ministry, the terrible price people 

have paid for holding onto unforgiveness, particularly when it comes to broken 

marriages.  I have seen people, years after their divorce, still bitter and angry 

toward their former spouse - they will never let it go.   

 

 At the same time, I have witnessed others who have chosen to forgive and 
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move on - freeing themselves and freeing their former spouses to get on with new 

lives.  It is terribly sad to see the ones who won’t let God help them forgive and 

move on.  Terribly sad. 

 

 I called this sermon, “New Life Through Forgiveness” because that’s exactly 

what can happen when we choose to live as Jesus calls us to live - as people who 

choose to forgive.  I remember reading a very sweet story a long time ago about 

famous New York Mayor Fiorella LaGuardia.  One day he decided to give the night 

court judge in one of the poorest sections of the city the night off, and took the bench 

himself.  A case came up where a grandmother had been arrested for stealing 

bread to feed her grandchildren.  The Mayor said to her, “You are guilty, and I 

have got to punish you.  Ten dollars or ten days in jail.”  And then LaGuardia 

himself pulled a $10 bill out of his pocket and threw it in his hat.  Then he fined 

everybody in the courtroom for living in a city where grandmothers have to steal 

bread to feed their grandchildren.  They passed the hat and that woman left the 

courthouse that night with, not only her fine paid, but $47.50 in her pocket to feed 

her family. 

(Ibid) 

 

 That act of forgiveness probably did more good than any of us realize.  That 

act of forgiveness sent a woman home with hope, instead of despair.  It sent her 

home knowing that someone had paid the price for her sin, for her crime.  She had 

been guilty, absolutely, but the power of compassion and forgiveness saved her. 

She left there a different woman - and so, I think, did everyone else present there 

that night. 

 

 Forgiveness has the power to do that.  Isn’t that what should compel us to 

forgive too?  Because we have seen the ultimate forgiveness of us all on the cross at 

Calvary.  Because we deserved anything we would have gotten for our sin, yet we 

have been forgiven by Jesus Himself.   

 

 On the cross, He said to us, “I know who you are.  I know what you have 

done and continue to do.  And yet, I love you and forgive you.  Go and do likewise.” 

 

 So clearly, you and I are called to be people who forgive.  But there’s another 

part of the equation that I want to lift up today - and that is, that we’re also called 

to receive forgiveness.  And that, too, is sometimes not easy. 

 

 Pastor James Moore had a parishioner once who was struggling with just 

that..  It was a young woman who had lived a wild life, and when she reached 

bottom, she came to see him in his study.  He says, “She had been living a sordid 

lifestyle, and she knew it.  She admitted it.  She described it to me in lurid detail.  

She was penitent, but haunted.  ‘I’ve asked God to forgive me (she said), but how 

can I know I’m forgiven?  How could God ever forgive me for what I’ve done?’” 
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 And do you know what Jim Moore said to her?  He said, “Because Jesus told 

us that God is like a loving father.  Imagine (he said to this young woman), 

imagine that I am your father, and you have just told me all the things that you 

have done, with all of the shady details.  I would have two choices.  I could say, 

‘Get out of my sight.  I disown you.  I don’t ever want to see you again.’  Or I could 

say, ‘I’m so sorry this has happened, but I love you with all my heart.  Let me help 

you make a new start with your life.’” 

 

 After a few moments of silence to let that sink in, Moore continued: “Which 

one of those things do you think I would say if you were my daughter?’ She replied, 

‘The second one.’  ‘Why?’ Moore asked her.  ‘Because you are a father, and you love 

your children.’  Then Moore said, ‘Listen, if I’m capable of that kind of forgiveness, 

how much more is our Father God?’” (James W. Moore, If God Has a Refrigerator, 

Your Picture is On It, p. 13) 

 

 Forgiveness, friends, it’s a choice.  It’s a choice for us to give forgiveness, and 

it is also a choice for us to receive it and really accept it.   

 

 God has chosen it for you and me, can we not be those who offer it to others 

and receive it for ourselves?  Indeed, it is a hard choice, but as children of God and 

disciples of Christ, it is a choice we are called to make.  It is a gift that we give to 

others, but also that we can give to ourselves.  And, most of all, it is a pathway to 

new life, a fresh start. 

 

 So today, friends, if you have come here holding a grudge against someone, if 

you’re struggling to forgive someone, lay it down before God.  Ask God to give you 

the courage to love as He loves and forgive as He forgives.  Ask God to help you, in 

the innermost parts of your being, to forgive the one who has hurt you that you, and 

they, might move on to new life. 

 

 And if today, you have come here because you know you’re the one who needs 

to be forgiven, lay that burden down as well, and trust that God loves you so much 

He sent His Son to set you free.  Ask for His grace that you might truly believe that 

you are forgiven. 

 

 “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  My 

friends, we say that every single week as we worship together.  May we go forth 

every single week to be forgiving and forgiven people, because of, and in the name of 

Jesus, our Lord and our Savior.  May it be so. 

       Amen. 


