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Forgiving does not mean being treated like a door mat, disrespected, and
a blind willingness to trust when trust is not earned through faithful
words and actions. When someone understands forgiveness, it should
show up with humble behavior, gratitude, service, prayer, helpfulness,
and grace. I heard a story about forgiveness recently that I want to
share. Erik Fitzgerald was preparing to be a new dad when his world
changed in an instant. Erik, a Georgia youth pastor, was awakened one
morning in October 2006 with the news that his wife's car was struck
head-on by a firefighter named Matt, who fell asleep at the wheel driving
home at the end of a 24-hour shift. His wife, June, died instantly, along
with her unborn child. Faith, his then-19-month-old daughter, survived
the crash.
Amid the grief, Erik, recognized a God-given opportunity to practice the
forgiveness at the heart of the message of Jesus he preached. Erik pleaded for lenient sentencing so Matt could avoid prison time, and he ended
up with only community service and a fine. Not long afterwards, Matt
and Erik met by chance in a grocery store parking lot and began to talk a circumstance both saw as God-ordained. That led to a friendship that
continues to this day. They credit their conversations as the key to letting
them heal fromthe loss and pain. (Source: https://newspring.cc/stories/
erik-and-matthew)
What do you hear this story say to you today? Where is God calling you
to forgive, yourself or someone in your life? How many times should we
forgive? As many times as needed to bring every lost sheep back to the
flock to enjoy the grace of God.
To God be the glory. Amen.

I also asked him to work with me directly, to come to me if he had a
concern, and no longer to attack in public before we spoke in private.
He apologized for the sabotage. The anxiety I had before the conversation was so minimal compared to how great I felt after Jeff and I reconciled and forgave each other. We have been good buddies ever
since. What happens if the one-on-one idea doesn’t work? Jesus is
wise enough to know that we need alternative ideas. Next he gives us
a process that sounds very Presbyterian. Create a small committee to
speak with the offender. Listen and see what happens. If that process
is not successful, Jesus says to treat them as a “Gentile or tax collector.” For a second I thought this might mean that Jesus wants us to
treat them with contempt. This is not right because Jesus shows great
love and care for both Gentiles and tax collectors. Furthermore, Jesus
teaches us that we have a significant responsibility to be agents of forgiveness. In part because how we treat one who has wronged us
will be how we are treated.
Also, when two or three agree, Jesus tells us God’s will is in that process, and wherever a few gather in Jesus’ name, God’s presence is real.
Jesus gifts us with the responsibility to work for forgiveness, and all
along the way God is right there with us. One scholar says, Forgiveness, not expulsion, or punishment, is the way of the followers of
Christ” (James C. Howell, Feasting on Gospel of Matthew, Exegetical, p.
97).
Don’t you love Peter when he asks Jesus the very question I think
about many times: “How many times should we forgive?” We tend to
think of baseball, “Three strikes and you’re out!” Jesus pretty much
says when you forgive start counting, and you can stop when you get
to 77 or70 times 7: 490!Then, you can stop forgiving! I think Jesus says
it this way to elicit a laugh from the crowd as he makes a very serious
point. All of us want God to be endlessly forgiving when it comes to
our own sin, but when it comes to how we treat others we want a
small number. For Jesus there is no end to forgiveness. Jesus invites
us to live with gratitude, joy, humility, and with love. There is no limit
to the forgiveness of God. Let me be crystal clear on one aspect of
forgiveness, especially where the infraction someone may be guilty of
involves repeated abuse of any kind, sinful behavior in relationshipsyou name it.
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Matthew 18:12-22
If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray,
does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search
of the one that went astray? 13And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray.
14So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little
ones should be lost. 15“If another member of the church sins against
you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the
member listens to you, you have regained that one. 16But if you are not
listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word
may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.
17If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the
offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as
a Gentile and a tax collector. 18Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be
loosed in heaven. 19Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth
about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.
20For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among
them.” 21Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if another member of
the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven
times?” 22Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventyseven times.”
The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God!
--------------------I have a confession to make. I obviously would make a terrible shepherd
because if I had to look after 100 sheep, and one of them gets away from
me, I would think, "Not bad work! 99 are here, and if that stray sheep
won’t stay with us, too bad so sad!" Not Jesus. As our Good Shepherd,
Jesus won’t rest if one of his sheep gets lost. In this brief parable today,
we see him throwing a party when just one lost member of the flock
makes its way back home. Jesus wants no one to be lost, and he deeply
desires that all of us know how very loved and precious and treasured

we are in the eyes of our Heavenly Father. Do you know God cares for
you that much? God cares so much for us, God is willing to risk life and
limb to bring us back to the fold. God is willing to do whatever it takes
so that we will find redemption, so that we will make it home safe.
I want you to know that I do not hold sheep in very high regard.
I studied in Carmarthen, Wales in college for a semester and remember having to wait for slow, dumb sheep to cross the road. A few
sheep can clog up traffic more than construction work on 200 in Yulee!
Sheep are neither intelligent nor motivated to move quickly. They try
my patience, and I don’t place them in the highest esteem. Some people have different experiences with them, I must admit.
I love the little story about a man in a movie theater who notices what
looks like a sheep sitting next to him. "Are you a sheep?" asked the
man, surprised. "Yes." The sheep says. "What are you doing at the
movies?" The sheep replies, "Well, I liked the book." Does Jesus put
sheep on such a high pedestal, you think? Surely not. Maybe he is
more like the person in the next story, more interested in retrieving
the sheep because of companionship.
A policeman in the big city stops a man in a car with a sheep in the
front seat. "What are you doing with that sheep?" He exclaims, "You
should take it to the zoo." The following week, the same policeman
sees the same man with the sheep again in the front seat, with both of
them wearing sunglasses. The policeman pulls him over. "I thought you
were going to take that sheep to the zoo!" The man replies, "I did. We
had such a good time,we are going to the beach this weekend!"
(Source: http://www.jokes4us.com/animaljokes/sheepjokes.html)
In ancient times, shepherds neither believed sheep to be intellectuals
nor did they think of them as beloved companions, such as dogs.
Caring for sheep is a job, a responsibility, a function of stewardship.
The owner of the sheep hires a shepherd to take care of the animals,
making sure they are fed, groomed, protected from danger, and exercised. Each sheep represents a unique investment. Each creature is
important to the flock or herd. So it is with us, Jesus says. So it is with
us. Have you ever thought of how important you are to the flock of
Christianity or this church?
You are!

You are a treasure to your Heavenly Shepherd, to Jesus Christ, the
Good Shepherd of us all. You are very important to the membership
and mission here. If not you, then who? Imagine what all of us sheep
could do for the kingdom of God, for the work and cause of Jesus
Christ, if more of us acted like that lost sheep that Jesus rescues and
brings home. The focus isn’t on how the sheep gets lost; it is on the
journey back home. It is on the celebration that God has when we
turn to God and rejoice in being found. Please remember this detail
about the story, my friends. The sheep is completely lost.
It cannot and does not find its own way home. Jesus, our faithful
shepherd, finds it and brings it home. Sometimes in our sin and brokenness, we are so lost that we cannot find a way back. We need
someone else to bring us back and show us mercy, love, and grace.
The road back home, the road back to faithfulness as a part of the
flock, the road of healing and forgiveness can be very hard. Forgiveness is a rigorous journey. Jesus gives us how committed he isto
each and every single sheep, and he uses this as a starting point for
how we are to act within his community of faith. Every time someone
does us wrong—little or large. Every time, he gives us a very practical
way to work through it. Study this part of the story over and over.
No one gets crucified. No one gets bullied. No one gets smeared
all over social media. No one is burned at the stake. No one has to
wear any scarlet letters. No one is paid hush money. The first step Jesus says is to make it personal. If you have a problem with someone,
go and find them and talk it through. Do it in private. Make it sincere.
Oftentimes, this approach will settle many problems. There will be
forgiveness and healing. I remember a time when I was the new Associate Pastor at Fourth Presbyterian in Greenville, S.C. It was 2003, and I
was leading some changes that were painful for some of the older
guard of youth leaders. One guy named, Jeff,a sharp guy about 10
years older than me, who also happened to be on session was not on
board with the vision, and he attacked any idea I had in committee
meetings and even in session. A friend referred me to our story for
today, and I was nervous, but I took a friend’s advice, and I took Jeff to
lunch— one on one. I looked him in the eyes, and asked him to help
me understand his disapproval, and I asked his forgiveness for any mistakes I was making.

