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Forgiveness in God
Matthew 1:18-25 New American Standard Bible (NASB, 1995)

"® Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows: when His mother Mary had been betrothed to
Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. ® And
Joseph her husband, being a righteous man and not wanting to disgrace her, planned to send
her away secretly. >° But when he had considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to
him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for
the Child who has been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. ' She will bear a Son; and you
shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.” > Now all this took place
to fulfill what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet: *> “BEHOLD, THE VIRGIN SHALL BE WITH
CHILD AND SHALL BEAR A SON, AND THEY SHALL CALL HIS NAME IMMANUEL,” which translated means, “Gob
WITH Us.” ** And Joseph awoke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him,
and took Mary as his wife, ® but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His
name Jesus.

Introduction
We are in Advent season. Everyone seems to like this time of the year.

Let’s think about Christmas this morning. Christmas is a season of Christ. We
celebrate Christ’s birth. Without Christ, there is no Christmas. Without forgiveness of sins,
there will be no Christmas, either. Christmas is about God sending His Son Jesus to set us
free from our sins. Let’s not forget. And the same God wants us to forgive each other’s
transgressions. | pray that all of us finish this year with clear conviction that not only our sins
are forgiven by God in Christ, but we also have forgiven those who trespassed against us.

Content

We love Christ’s birth story, don’t we? And, deep down in His birth story, we see the
love of God who loved us so much that He sent His Son Jesus to save us from our sins.
That’s what we see in today’s text.

Look at what the angel tells Joseph (v. 21): 'You shall call His name Jesus, for He will
save His people from their sins.' This is the core of Christmas! His name, Jesus (Yeshua),
means 'God saves.' He came to deal with the wages of our sin—death—by dying on the
cross. But the angel also gives us another name of Christ (v. 23): Immanuel, which means
'God with us.' God didn't just forgive us from a distance; He came into our mess to pay our
debt and live among us. This radical, costly act of forgiveness in God is the foundation for
everything we do.
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So, this morning, let’s look at the incredible forgiveness we’ve received, and what
God now requires of us. We'll explore three aspects of this divine act of forgiveness.

First, forgiveness is reciprocal. God forgives us. Inturn, we are to forgive each
other. When God forgives our sins, He expects us to reciprocate the same forgiveness
among us. “Freely you have received,” Jesus says, “therefore, freely give” (Matthew 10:8).
Aforgiven heart is a forgiving heart. If we refuse to forgive our trespassers, it can mean two
things: either we are unwilling to obey God’s command or we remain selfish that can cost us
our eternal life. To refuse to forgive is an act of disobedience, because God commands us to
forgive others. Furthermore, Jesus Himself warned us about the consequence of
unforgiveness. If we do not forgive one another, our heavenly Father will not forgive us,
either.

Look at the Parable of the King and Two Servants (Matthew 18:23-35). A king settles
accounts with his servants. One servant owes an impossible debt and pleads for mercy; the
king forgives him completely. But that same servant refuses to forgive a fellow servant who
owes him a small amount and has him thrown into prison. When the king hears this, he
rescinds his mercy and hands the unforgiving servant over to judgment. Jesus concludes:
“So My heavenly Father will do to you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart” (v.

35).

Consider the reason why the King revoked the unforgiving servant's pardon.
Because he refused to forgive a small debt of his fellow servant. His action failed to
reciprocate the mercy he received from the king. He demonstrated that he never truly
appreciated or received the King's infinite mercy in the first place. A heart that has truly
been forgiven by God simply cannot be an unforgiving heart. If we are unforgiving and hold
onto bitterness, it shows that we do not fully grasp the grace we received, and that is a
danger to our eternal standing. Forgiveness is mutual, not as a condition to earn grace, but
as the fruit that proves grace has truly taken root. Forgiveness is reciprocal.

Next, forgiveness is divine. “To err is human,; to forgive, divine,” Alexander Pope
once said (the 18" century English poet). Mr. Pope must’ve understood well the nature of
forgiveness: we need God’s empowerment to forgive others. Without God, forgiveness is
impossible. Without faith in God and without God’s help, no one can truly forgive others’
sins.

You may think that to forgive someone in your life is impossible. You just affirmed
what | said. It is impossible to forgive when you rely on your own power. But when God
overflows your heart with His mercy and compassion, you can do it. When God empowers
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you, you can do it. When God gives you strength, you can forgive your worst enemy.
Forgiveness is only possible when we obey God and rely on His strength.

E.g., Here’s a wonderful story—the story of Joseph. Joseph was the eleventh son of
Jacob and was sold into slavery by his own brothers. He was a righteous man who lived a
blameless life before God. Even to such a righteous man, forgiveness was not easy at all. It
took him 22 years to forgive his older brothers (13 years of slavery and imprisonment, 7 years
of abundance, and 2 years of famine).

You need to know how mean, jealous, and cruel his older brothers were to him. They
plotted against him to put him to death. So, one day, they threw him into a pit. They
blocked their ears to Joseph’s cry for life. They didn’t kill him, but sold him to slavery in
Egypt for money. For the next 22 years, in Joseph’s heart, they were the source of
bitterness and anger. However, eventually, he forgave his brothers.

This is how he did it. One day, when there was a great famine in the land where his
brothers dwelt, they went down to Egypt to buy grains. They were standing in front of the
prime minister, that happened to be Joseph. The brothers had no idea that they were
bowing down to their younger brother. To Joseph, it could’ve been a moment of sweet
revenge. | don’t think it was easy for Joseph to resist that temptation of revenge.

But Joseph chose not to be the avenger. He wouldn’t play God. Instead, this is what
he told his brothers: “Come close to me. | am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into
Egypt. And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here,
because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been
famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping. But God
sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great
deliverance. So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God...”” (Genesis 45:4-8a).

Who helped Joseph change his mind from revenge to forgiveness? It was God,
wasn’tit? God convicted Joseph that He sent him into Egypt not his brothers (three times
he emphasized that; v. 5, 7, 8) to save lives. Joseph had seen in his own life that God turned
the evil meant by his brothers into the good for the same perpetrators! When Joseph
realized that the good in the end was far greater than the bad in the beginning, he was able
to forgive his brothers.

How about you, folks? Do you have some people in your life who have wronged you?
Are you still holding grudges against them? For years? May God open your eyes and hearts
to see that forgiveness is necessary and possible in God. May you see God’s protection and
providence in your life as Joseph did. May you see that the outcome is far better than your
ordeal. Only then, you can forgive those who harmed you. Forgiveness is divine.
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Finally, forgiveness is about initiative. Think of God’s forgiveness. We didn’t ask for
it. Neither did He wait until everyone asked for it. He initiated it. He knew exactly what we
humans needed the most: Not liberty from hunger or thirst, not political liberation, nor even
peace and unity among races and nations. But the forgiveness of sins, and freedom from sin
and death come first. For this, God sent His Son Jesus. And, when we believe in Him, when
we repent our sins and accept His forgiveness, our sins are forgiven. Forgiveness is about
divine initiative.

But it is also about our initiative. | believe there are two ways to forgive our
trespassers. One, we forgive them when they repent. The other way is we forgive them even
if they never ask for forgiveness. This is more challenging. However, we must know what
God wants us to do. It is His will for us to forgive the trespassers whether they repent or not.

Think of Jesus on the cross who forgave the mocking crowd who crucified Him (Luke
23:34) and Stephen the martyr who asked God to forgive those who stoned him to death
(Acts 7:59). Both Christ and Stephen initiated forgiveness when none of the trespassers
repented.

Consider Joseph in Genesis one more time. How did he forgive his brothers? Did he
do so after they were repentant? No. He was ready to forgive them long time before they
said sorry. It reminds us that we take initiative to forgive those who hurt us even though
they never say sorry. Not easy at all, but with God’s help, we can do the same as Joseph did.

A question arises. What is going to happen to those who hurt us yet never repent of
their sins? God’s Word answers in two ways: first, vengeance is God’s, not ours. When his
brothers were so worried about Joseph’s getting even with them after their father died,
Joseph assured them he was not an avenger saying, “Am | in place of God?” (Genesis 50:19).
Romans 12:17-21 says, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Do not take revenge, my friends, but
leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written; “It is mine to avenge; | will repay. On the contrary,
if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this,
you will heap burning coals on his head. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with
good.”

Next, each of us will be repaid for our deeds, whether good or bad: “For we must all
appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds
in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad” (2 Corinthians 5:10). Let go
and let God handle it. God would be the fairest of all.

Conclusion
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Do you want a freedom and peace in your spirit? Then, do not postpone another day
to forgive your enemy. You may want to argue, “You have no idea what s/he has done to
me! | will never forgive that woman/man!” Folks, of course, it’s your choice. However,
remember this: the unforgiving heart forfeits the forgiveness of God on themselves. You
carry the prison cell both for yourself and for the person you won't forgive. The sooner you
forgive, the sooner you both will find freedom. Remember Joseph: he chose not to play God
as the avenger, but to accept God’s plan. Forgiveness is done with your will, not with your
emotions. Forgive, and enjoy the freedom in Christ! Let us pray.
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