
STUCK
Why Is Forgiveness So Hard?

Forgiven Series (Part 1)

Text: Matthew 18:21-35

The Importance of Forgiveness

Will you say that word with me?  FORGIVEN.  Say it again.  FORGIVEN.  I’m not 
sure there is any word that is more important to the quality of our lives, or 
more essential for the health of our relationships, or more determining of the 
destiny of our souls than that one little word. Our peace of mind hangs on it. 
Our connection with one another depends upon it.  Our eternal future turns on 
how fully we take into ourselves and pour out to others the powerful grace 
contained in that statement: “You are FORGIVEN.”

Matthew’s gospel tells us that “Some men brought to [Jesus] a paralytic, 
lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, 
‘Take heart, son; your sins are FORGIVEN’" (Matt 9:2). Luke’s gospel 
describes a dinner party Jesus is attending and how a woman comes and 
washes Jesus’ feet with her tears and her hair.  Everybody there assumes she’s 
just looking for a handout, but “Jesus said to her, ‘Your sins are 
FORGIVEN’” (Luke 7:48). In John’s gospel we read how some men drag 
before him a woman who’d been caught in the act of adultery.  They want 
Jesus to issue a theological opinion on her situation. But Jesus responds by 
asking: “Who of you is without sin?” Then, turning to the woman, he says: 
“’Neither do I condemn you,’ Jesus declared, ‘Go now leave your life of 
sin’” (John 8:7, 11). In a nutshell, “You are FORGIVEN.”  

Do you see what’s going on here?  Again and again, people come to Jesus 
looking for physical healing, or bread to eat, or theological truth to think 
about, and Jesus often obliges them. But more often than not, Jesus makes it 
clear that what they need even more is to be forgiven or to learn to forgive 
others.

This is why one of the last things Jesus says before he dies on Good Friday is 
“Father, forgive them” (Luke 23:34). It is why the first commission Jesus 
gives to his disciples after he rose from the grave on Easter Sunday is to urge 
them to be all about forgiveness: “If you forgive the sins of anyone, they 
are forgiven” (John 20:23).  Jesus says, in effect: “Do you want to be my 
disciples?  Here’s how you do it: First, let the power of forgiveness in TO your 
life.  Then, secondly, let the power of forgiveness move THROUGH your life.” In 
fact, when you pray, said Jesus, this is what you should say to God: “Forgive 
us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Matt 6:12).  Take forgiveness in 
TO you and move it out THROUGH you. That’s the way to the life of my 



kingdom.

So, let me pause right here and take a pulse: On the basis of what Jesus said 
and did, would you say that being forgiven and forgiving others is (a) not 
important, (b) somewhat important, or (c) very important to what it means to 
be a Christian?  What would you say if I told you that being forgiven and 
extending forgiveness to others is so central to God’s desire that you probably 
shouldn’t waste your time going to church if you are not willing to make 
forgiveness a very high priority for you too?  I didn’t think this up myself.

Jesus said: “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there 
remember that your brother has something against you, leave your 
gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your 
brother” (Matt 5:23-24). In other words, if you are nursing a grudge against 
somebody else right now… if you’ve got some unresolved bitterness that 
separates you from somebody… if you know you’ve done wrong and haven’t 
sought forgiveness from the person wronged… then this condition isn’t 
something you should just sit with. 

Sitting in church, thinking that living in a state of un-forgiveness is OK, is like 
showing up at an AA meeting, thinking its fine that you’re packing a flask of 
vodka under your coat. You certainly won’t be thrown out for it, but it does 
suggest you’re missing the point. It does indicate that you may not be working 
the program.  It plainly reveals that you’re hiding something that still needs to 
be healed.

A Lot of Us Need Healing Because We Are Stuck

A lot of us are hiding something that needs healing.  I say this because I know 
my own heart and also because I’ve been given access to the heart of a lot of 
others through the years.  What I have encountered in both contexts are places 
in our lives that the grace of God has yet to redeem.  I want to leave aside for a 
moment the issue of being forgiven by God or forgiving ourselves – two topics 
that we’ll return to in weeks ahead.  I just want to create some circle of safety 
for us to admit that many of us are, in a sense, STUCK in our ability to really 
forgive other people, despite all the emphasis that Jesus places upon this. 

In this sense, we are something like the first servant we meet in the parable 
Jesus tells in Matthew 18. You will recall from that story that the servant 
received from the Master’s hand a great deal of forgiveness for his own debts.  
Yet he still could not bring himself to forgive the debt he feels another servant 
owes him.  He is “STUCK” in two senses.  First, he is jabbed by a sharp sense of 
what he is owed by this other servant.  The prick of this offense just won’t let 
him rest.  And secondly, the flow of grace in his life has gotten stuck.  He 
happily received grace from the Master but can’t seem to let the grace that was 
given TO him move out THROUGH him to this other guy. 



This is the condition some of us sit in today. We may have studied all the 
teachings of Jesus on the subject of forgiveness and be able to parrot them 
verbally.  We may feel some genuine gratitude that God in Christ has forgiven 
our sins on the Cross (or believe he has). But the fact remains that we are 
stuck. Somewhere over some experience we’ve had hangs this sign that reads in 
dark letters: “UNFORGIVEN.” 

Why Forgiveness Is Hard

Why is forgiveness sometimes so hard?  I hear some people speak as if 
forgiveness should be a routine matter or a casual process, but it isn’t, is it? 
Sometimes, in spite of all we know or all that we in our best moments would 
like to do, we just can’t seem to bring ourselves – or maybe don’t even want to 
bring ourselves -- to the point of forgiveness.  Why is that?  Christian ethicist, 
Lew Smedes, once suggested that it is for this simple reason. It is because a 
person / did something to us / that seriously wounded us / and wronged us.  
Each of those phrases is worth thinking about in turn.

Forgiveness is hard because it involves a person. We don’t stay mad at the chair 
on which we stub our toe.  We might be disappointed if the iPad isn’t what it 
wasn’t cracked up to be, but we’re not devastated.  Unless we’re nuts, we don’t 
put our hope and trust in inanimate objects and products.  But because God 
has designed life to work on the basis of relationships, we do invest our heart 
in people. When individuals, especially those close to us, fail us it can be very 
difficult.

Forgiveness is hard, secondly, because a person did something to us. 
Something was done.  We didn’t make it up.  Something actually happened. 
Buddhism is the other religion that puts a lot of focus on forgiveness, but the 
reason is different.  Buddhism teaches that evil is an illusion. It doesn’t really 
exist.  There really is nothing to forgive. But Christianity teaches that matter 
matters, that “stuff” really happens.  There may be some debate about what 
actually transpired.  That’s often what makes forgiveness even more difficult; 
people disagree about the facts. But something happened to you that changed 
things in a way that now needs some kind of resolution. 

Forgiveness is hard, thirdly, because a person did something that seriously 
wounded us.  Most of us experience slights or irritations at the hands of others 
every day.  Someone forgets to say please or thank you; they’re late for the 
appointment or take our parking space.  We don’t have to “forgive” these sorts 
of things.  We might need to discuss these matters, but we probably can or 
should just shake them off.  But there are some actions we cannot just “rise 
above.”  Somebody ravages our trust or tears away a piece of our life or stabs 
at our heart.  They savage our people, or our pride, or our possessions in some 
way that leaves us reeling or bleeding.  We can’t just shrug these circumstances 



off.  But forgiving the person who did this?  Why? How? 

Forgiveness is hard, fourthly, at those times when a person did something to us 
that seriously wounded and wronged us.  What they did wasn’t just hurtful, it 
was wrong.  They offended against what is good or right.  Some important 
principle or sacred boundary was violated. A covenant – spoken or unspoken – 
was broken.  To not be upset about this would actually be a further wrong.  
Some kind of strong response seems demanded.  Cold revenge or hot 
retribution naturally comes to mind and even the thought of forgiveness is 
hard. It feels like weakness.  Isn’t this why, like the servant in Jesus’ parable, we 
are often hard on our debtors? 

Pursuing the Hard Way

And, yet, we are like that servant in another way too. When we stand before 
the Master, we want him to be very merciful to us. Almost everyone who 
becomes a Christian does so because they want to be forgiven of their sins.  
Wouldn’t you think, then, that in spite of how hard it is, one of the most vivid 
and pervasive attributes of Christians would be their remarkable forgiveness 
toward others, their passion for extending grace, their incredible zeal for 
bridging divides and reconciling differences?  It happens sometimes. 

Some of you know how Pope John Paul II went to prison to visit Mehmet Ali 
Agca, the man who fired hot bullets into the Pope’s body trying to kill him.  
Miraculously, the two eventually became famous friends. I read recently of an 
Armenian girl who nursed back to health the Turkish soldier who had killed her 
parents and raped her and her sisters.  “Why didn’t you kill me?” the soldier 
asked, when he woke up and realized who it was that now stood over him. The 
girl replied: “Because I am a follower of him who said, ‘Love your enemies.’”

For most of us, these are unthinkable scenarios.  We cannot imagine how we 
could ever get to a place where forgiveness for such outrageous sins would 
even be conceivable.  We pray that God would never allow us to sit in the 
position where we might need to contemplate such things. But what if you and 
I could at least get un-stuck in regard to the lesser crimes of others against us?  
Why would we actually do that?  What would be involved in doing that?  And 
what might be the outcome, the witness, the influence of walking that narrow 
road?  This is what I want to explore with you in these days ahead.  Let’s figure 
out how you and I might live in the power of that word writ large over the life 
and cross of Jesus – “FORGIVEN.”
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