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Sunday 11 September 2011
Forgive
Year A - Pentecost 13 - 56A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Exodus 14.9-31 The Israelites escape from Egypt and the Lord opens up a path though the Red Sea for them to pass through. The water then closes in again on the army that is chasing them.
Psalm 114 This is a song in praise of the Lord who worked wonders in bringing his people out of Egypt. “Earth, you will tremble, when the Lord God of Jacob comes near.”
Romans 14.1-12 Don’t criticise other followers of the Lord whose beliefs are a bit different from yours.
Matthew 18.21-35 Jesus tells his disciples that they should keep on forgiving. He then tells them a story of an official who was forgiven a debt by the king, but then he unmercifully demanded repayment from someone who owed him money.
Season of Creation 2011     Theme: The Spirit in creation

Alternative readings for 2nd Sunday in Creation
Land Sunday
     Genesis 3:14-19; 4:8-16

     Psalm 139:7-12

     Romans 5:12-17

     Matthew 12:38-40

Excellent resources for this are to be found on the Season of creation website and on textweek. (Note that both our NZ lectionary and the season of creation website have the dates of the Sundays muddled.) If you are following the Season of Creation, Mission Resourcing has a few copies of a Faraday Institute DVD and study book called “Test of Faith” that are appropriate for this season and are available to borrow for use with a group in your church. Request a DVD and one study book for the group leader from nehu@missionresourcing.org.nz.


	Introduction / Background

	Today’s parable is found only in Matthew’s gospel. Like many of the sayings and parables of Jesus, this passage is hard. Not hard to understand, but hard to accept and do. On the other hand, it contains a truth that is tremendously liberating. 
From next week, “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” will begin a series from the Philippians stream of the lectionary. An outline is printed below. 

    Philippians 1 – Joy in Suffering – 18 September
    Philippians 2 – Joy in Serving – 25 September
    Philippians 3 – Joy in Believing – 2 October 
    Philippians 4 – Joy in Praying – 9 October


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Resentment and forgiveness – how do you handle topic like that from the pulpit without people feeling that you are getting at them? 
I guess that we have to start with ourselves. As preachers we are only too aware that we can so easily become hypocritical, giving advice to others that we haven’t fully heeded ourselves. 

I recently heard a speaker suggest that ‘sin’ was an invention of the church to make people dependant on the forgiveness that she offers. Well, it would be nice if sin was just a concept that we could choose to agree with or not. But somehow that doesn’t take into account the tremendous evil that people inflict on one another and on our planet. 
If we are honest, we can see the potential for this evil inside of us as well as ‘out there’. So we need to pray the prayer of confession ourselves before we can lead others through it. Confession and forgiveness are not at all about getting down on people. It’s a case of releasing us from the things that bind us. What we are on about is freedom and goodness – making things better. That’s why we believe in the gospel. That’s why we believe in the church.
Accusing or forgiving

Paramore have got a song all about our tendency to point an accusing finger at others while ignoring our own faults. It’s called “Playing God” and you’ll find it on their 2009 Brand New Eyes album. 
9/11

Today is the 10th anniversary of the terrorist attacks on New York City and Washington D.C. This is an appropriate time to remember the tragedy and pray for peace. Approximately 3,000 people were killed in the initial strikes on 9/11. Military action in Iraq and Afghanistan as a result of 9/11has been responsible for 250,000, mainly civilian, deaths according a conservative estimate as reported by The Guardian. 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	Breathe In and Breathe Out
Talk to your congregation about the breadth and all-encompassing presence of God’s grace and forgiveness. We don’t always see it, but it is all around us and we can experience its goodness. It is like the air we breathe. 
Get everyone to think of the God’s grace and forgiveness being like the air all around them. Then get everyone take a deep breath. Ask them to breathe in as you count 1-2-3-4-5… hold on to that breath… hold on to that breath…. No… hold on to it…

Eventually, of course you can no longer hold on to it. You just have to breathe out otherwise the deep breath is no good to you at all.

Jesus says, in our parable today, that you can’t experience the goodness of God’s forgiveness unless you also forgive others. It’s impossible. We receive from God the generosity of his forgiveness – like breathing in. We are to pass that forgiveness on to others – like breathing out. In that process there is life and relationships are restored.
Mat Kearney has a track “Breathe In, Breathe Out” on his 2007 Nothing left to Lose album which picks up this metaphor and would make a good backdrop to play or screen to this exercise. Read the lyrics.  Watch on myplay.com


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	The person at the next desk in your office is competing with you for the same promotion opportunities. Somehow she passes word on to the boss that you are lazy. You know that you are a diligent worker. Do you forgive her?
If you do… then a few days later the chap from accounts comes down to your floor. While you are answering his account query you enquire after his family. Her, at the next desk, points you out to the boss implying that you are involved in personal gossip when there’s work to be done. Do you forgive her again?

If there was a third such occasion, would you? What’s the limit? When do you stop forgiving?

Peter, very generously, suggests that perhaps seven times should be the limit (Matthew 18.21). The law of Moses taught retribution, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” (Leviticus 24.20). The rabbis taught forgiveness up to three times. Jesus, however, replies to Peter, “No, not seven times, but seventy times seven!” (Matthew 18.22). In other words, forgiveness should know no limits.
But… our human nature tells us, and those around about us tell us, that if we are wronged we have a right to hold a grudge, and maybe even get even. Jesus says, “Not so!” Then he goes on to tell the disciples a parable about a king’s official who refused to forgive.
The official was in debt to the king. Don’t miss the amounts in the story here, because they are significant. The official owed 50 million silver coins. (CEV renders it well.) Think of one silver coin being an average day’s wages. The amount owed was over 30 times the revenue of the whole of the wealthy province of Galilee! He had no money left to pay the debt. But bankruptcy was a serious business in the Middle East in the first century. Not only were your home and possessions seized but your wife and children and you were all sold off as slaves as well. 
The official begged for mercy, “Have pity on me, and I will pay you.” But to repay such a large debt would be impossible. The king felt sorry for him, forgave the debt and let him go free.
Then an extraordinary thing happened. As the forgiven man was leaving the king’s court he ran into another official who owed him 100 silver coins. Grabbing him around the neck he started choking him and demanding to be paid. Although this second official begged for mercy, none was offered and because of his bad debt he was thrown into jail. 

When the king heard what had happened he was furious. He called the first official back and said, “Don't you think you should show pity to someone else, as I did to you?"  Then he ordered that the unforgiving official be sent to jail and punished.
So how does this story apply to our situation?
Accept God’s forgiveness
In the story the official readily accepted the forgiveness offered by the king. He had so much to gain, why wouldn’t he? Which also leads us to ask, why wouldn’t people accept God’s forgiveness today?

The trouble is that most people struggle to see the advantage. We minimise our debt. We know about the extra-ordinarily sinful things that some people do from the court reports in the papers, and we know that we are not bad like that. We think our ordinary, occasional mis-judgements (we wouldn’t really call it sin) are of little consequence. We can kid ourselves that God and us are getting along fine. We don’t realize that living for ourselves is the very opposite of what God intends and we are actually, in terms of the parable, out of sorts with God to the tune of millions of silver coins.
In accepting God’s forgiveness we recognize his offer to restore our relationship with him. And this comes as a result of his generous grace – God treats us better than we deserve. It’s the invitation that was extended by Jesus a few pages earlier in the gospel:
If you are tired from carrying heavy burdens,

come to me and I will give you rest. Matthew 11.28
[Suggestion – Break the message here for a prayer of general confession – see below]
Forgive others
As the parable reaches its half-way mark it takes a horrifying turn. The official who had been forgiven millions now started to throttle a fellow official over a relatively small debt. How ungrateful, unmerciful, arrogant and self-important! The message is clear. We have been forgiven. We must forgive. Not just seven times – but without limit.

But that’s hard. It runs against our nature. We like to say:

   She’s had her chance

   I’ve had it up to here with him

   No more Mr Nice Guy

   Enough is enough

That’s the voice of the unforgiving official. Jesus says “No limit! Because God forgives you, grudges are forbidden. Keep on forgiving.”

The consistent teaching of Jesus in the gospels is that we cannot receive God’s forgiveness if we do not forgive. It is the message of today’s parable. Jesus says it directly in Matthew 6.14-15, “If you forgive others for the wrongs they do to you, your Father in heaven will forgive you. But if you don't forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.” And again, “Forgive others, and God will forgive you.” (Luke 6.37). And he teaches us to pray, “Forgive us for doing wrong, as we forgive others.” (Matthew 6.12)
Regardless of the situation, when someone has hurt us by what they’ve done, or what they’ve said, by leaving us out, or by putting us in a bad situation, we must forgive. Maybe there’s a family break up or a grievance or that’s left us feeling hurt or angry. We must forgive. 
Forgiveness is no easy task, especially if someone has really caused us offence. But we need to come to God in prayer and say, “Lord God, I forgive...” naming the person and situation. 
If this brings to mind a situation that makes us feel like it is too big a step, then at least we can start by praying, “I can’t let this go right now, but Lord help me, I’m willing to be changed.” 

Forgiveness brings release and freedom and opens the door for us to experience God’s wonderful grace. And when we have forgiven, we can tell because we will never raise the issue again. Forgiveness is a promise never to raise an issue again.

[Suggestion –Pray now the prayer to forgive below or similar]


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Vogel’s Bread Ad

This is a classic Kiwi television advert in which the Kiwi boy in the USA on his OE retains a grudge against his American girlfriend for burning his home-supplied Vogel’s bread in the toaster:

“It was a year ago. Let it go, Michael”
Holding a Grudge

Often, in my pastoral work, people have spoken to me with some feeling about the way that they have been hurt by a previous pastor or a church member, sometimes decades earlier. 

On occasion I have reflected, “You still hold a grudge about that then?”

This usually evokes the response, “Oh, it’s all forgiven now.”

If it really was forgiven, would it need to keep on being raised decades later?
Bright Girl

A schoolteacher noticed that one girl in her class often failed to answer questions although she seemed to know the answers. One day she asked the girl about this, and the girl said, “If I were too successful I should be high in the class list, and I am afraid that I might not be able to stay there.” Often we are too afraid, afraid to be forgiven. We cannot believe that God will go on forgiving each time we fail.
John Hargreaves, A Guide to the Parables (Forge Valley PA: Judson Press, 1977) p89

Quote

“If you hug to yourself a resentment against anyone, you destroy the bridge by which God will come to you.” 
Dr. Peter Marshall (1902 – 1949) Scottish-American Presbyterian Minister who served as Chaplain of the United States Senate.


	Music
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AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
All praise to our redeeming Lord MHB 745; WOV 367; H&P 753; CMP 19
Amazing grace WOV 56; H&P 215; CMP 312; S1 18
And can it be MHB 371; WOV 138; H&P 216; CMP 33; S1 21
Beneath the cross of Jesus MHB 197; H&P 165; CMP 55; S1 45
Be still for the presence of the Lord CMP 50; S1 47
Christ of the sad face  FFS 9
Dear Lord and Father of mankind MHB 669; WOV 519: H&P 673; CMP 111; 

        S1 79

Forgive, forgive us, holy God FFS 20

Forgive our sins as we forgive WOV 564; H&P 134
Forgive us, O God FFS 21

God of solemnity, God of festivity HIOS 47
God forgave my sin SIS 41; CMP 181; S1 123
Great is your faithfulness H&P 66; CMP 200; S1 138

How deep the Father’s love CMP 988; S1 185

I am trusting you Lord Jesus MHB 521; CMP 258
I heard the voice of Jesus say MHB 154; WOV 500; H&P 136; CMP 275; S1 206
In Christ alone S3 1311
Just as I am without one plea MHB 353; WOV 497; H&P 697; CMP 396; S1 306
Love is your way HIOS 95
O love that will not let me go MHB 448; WOV 525; H&P 685; CMP 515

O the deep deep love of Jesus CMP 522; S1 414
Rock of ages cleft for me MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 582; S1 950
Rock of ages cleft for me (adapted Kendrick) S1 951

Wonderful grace CMP 966; S2 1070
Hymns for September 11


	Prayers

	Collect

God, our Redeemer, 

who called your Church to witness 

that you were in Christ 

reconciling the world to yourself: 

help us to so proclaim the good news of your love 

that all who hear it may be reconciled to you; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
General Confession

Almighty and merciful God,

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,

we confess that we have sinned against you

and against our neighbour.
We have sinned in thought, word and deed,

through negligence, through weakness,

through our own deliberate fault.

We have not loved you with our whole heart.
We have not loved our neighbours as ourselves.

We are truly sorry

and repent of all our sins.

For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ,

who died for us,

in your mercy forgive us all that is past

and grant that we may serve you in newness of life

to the glory of your name.

Help us to amend what we are,

and direct what we shall be;

that we may do justly,

love mercy,

and walk humbly with you, our God.

Amen

Prayer to Forgive
Search me, O God, and know my heart;
  test me and know my anxious thoughts.
Point out anything in me that offends you,
   and lead me along the path of everlasting life.

Lord, you know the issue
  and how what that person did hurts.
I think they deserve to be hurt back
  but your Word says that they deserve to be forgiven.
I confess the unforgiveness that I have held on to
  as I have followed my own heart.
Restore me and wash me clean.
It is hard, but I say to you “I forgive … (name the person in silent prayer)”

I promise never to raise the issue again.

And I ask for the empowering of the Holy Spirit

  to love and restore relationship

  for the glory of Jesus

Amen

© Andrew Gamman

Generous God,

the earth and everything in it is yours

The world and all its people belong to you

You laid the earth’s foundation 

and we acknowledge you as the great Creator

We come this morning from our self-centredness

and seek God-awareness

We come from a week of selfish ambition

to be reminded again of your will

and the needs of our brothers and sisters who share our planet

We acknowledge you as the wonderful Saviour

We come giving you our wayward thoughts:

Our anxieties and our apathy

Our doubts and our certainties

We come to hear your call

To praise you as the glorious king

and to taste your abundant life

Amen

© Andrew Gamman

The Gardener

Our Lord and God we come before you

asking for your Spirit’s examination of our lives

We look back over this year

and recall the things we have done, 

the things we have neglected to do

God, the gardener, we invite your inspection

Come and cut away all that is unfruitful and unhelpful

We confess that we have not been the people that you want us to be

Where there has been unforgiveness, selfishness, 
impurity or covetousness in our lives
We turn to you and ask for your cleansing.

Cut away the dead wood and bring us new life

We confess that we haven’t been as close to your life as we could have been

When you called us to watch and pray, 

we were distracted

When you called us to know your word, 

we watched the television
Forgive us Lord

and draw us again to yourself

Make us into the fruitful people that you desire us to be

For the glory of your Son, Jesus the Christ

Amen

© Andrew Gamman

Loving God,
you are gracious and merciful and forgiving

You came seeking us when we had no thought for you

We confess that we get carried along by the spirit of our age

We think so much of what we may possess

So little of what we have to give

So much of the immediate

So little of the eternal

So much of ourselves

So little of you

Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy.

We crave that others would think well of us, 

We want so much to make a good impression

We have so much concern for our reputation

So little for yours

We think so often of how others could serve our needs

So little of how we can serve others

Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy.

Strengthen us through the tests that we face

Deliver us from conformity to the standards of those outside your kingdom 

Send your Spirit 

so that we may be uncompromising in our worship and service of you

Make our lip-service into reality

that here and now we would live as your people

owned by you, and joyfully celebrating your life.

In Christ’s name. Amen

© Andrew Gamman



	Children
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	A water container
Get some disposable cups and a large water container, water dispenser… or, if that’s too hard, just a bucket of water. Offer a cup of cold water to any child that would like one. Point out how much water you have and that there is no danger of you running out. 
Then tell the story of the official who refused to forgive, or read it from a children’s Bible. (Matthew 18.23-35)

Point out how much the official was forgiven and how misguided he was when he didn’t forgive in turn. The point of the story is that God has forgiven us and we should forgive other people when they do mean things to us. That means not holding a grudge by staying mad at them, and not trying to get them back for what they’ve done. God has an endless supply of forgiveness for us. So we should forgive others too. When we continue to hold a grudge it is like refusing to give someone else a drop of water when God has given us a whole container full.



	PowerPoint
Ctrl+Click to 

follow link
	Google images for ‘standing under waterfall’. This is a great symbol of forgiveness. It may be appropriate to avoid the images of young lasses in bikinis but I thought this image on flickr was quite outstanding and Doug, who is pictured, obviously sees the symbolic implications.
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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