Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness #8

“Must I Forget In Order To Forgive?”

various texts
If you hear something false over and over, does it eventually become true in your mind? Yes, according to scientists, who have called this the “illusory truth effect” or “confirmation bias.” The more we hear something—even though it is false—the more likely we are to accept it as fact. This can begin to happen after hearing something for the first time.
 This is true in the spiritual realm, and this evening I want to target something many of us have been led to believe.

“Forgive & Forget” – the Popular Mantra

I am referring to that popular phrase, “forgive and forget.” It has become a very popular mantra these days, as I mentioned a few weeks ago. I have one book entitled Forgive & Forget,
 which (despite its title) is a very good resource on the subject and does not perpetuate this idea the way it is most often expressed.

I agree with John MacArthur that the expression “forgive and forget” has attained the status of a cliché.
 But it is more than a cliché; it has become critical to many Christians’ understanding of the whole subject of forgiveness. The logic goes something like this:

1. God forgives and forgets. Psalm 103:12 says, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.” In Jeremiah 31:34 the Lord says, “I will forgive their iniquity, and I will re​member their sin no more.” Micah 7:19 states, “You…hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.” God forgives and forgets.

2. We are called to forgive each other as God forgives us. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:32, “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” and in Colossians 3:13, “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” Christians are told to be like God, who does not remember sin but forgives wickedness.

3. Therefore, in order to forgive as God forgives, we must forgive and forget the wrongs others do against us.

4. Add to this the warnings of Scripture such as Matthew 6:14-15, “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins,” and one may conclude that if we do not forgive and forget, then we have not really forgiven others their sins against us, which means that we ourselves have not been forgiven, which means that we are still in our sins and bound for Hell!
But is this really what the Bible teaches about forgiving each other? Let’s take a closer look.

“Forgive & Forget” – the Practical Myth

As popular as the phrase “forgive and forget” may be, I contend that it is a practical myth. As Chuck Swindoll asks (and answers his own question), “Can our minds actually allow us to forget? The way God has made us—with that internal filing system we call ‘memory’—it is doubtful we can fully forget even the things we want to forget.”
 Isn’t that the case? We only forget the things we want to remember! I like the way Dwight Pentecost put the truth of the matter:

Un​fortunately we don’t have the gift of dismissing from our minds that which brings guilt to our conscience. We’ve not been given that power, but God by a sover​eign act of His will can and does dismiss from His mind the memory of every sin that has been covered with the blood of Christ.

You may recall that, a couple of weeks ago, we spent an entire message on the fact that when God forgives, He forgets. In that regard the phrase “forgive and forget” is a fact. But when it comes to human beings, “forgive and forget” is fiction. It simply cannot be done!

While we’re on this subject, let’s take a look at several concepts that forgiveness is not:

First of all, forgiving is not ignoring.
 We are not called to ignore wrongs done against us, pretending that it never happened. Forgiveness deals with the injury, acknowledges that we were indeed hurt, but moves beyond the pain to embrace the one who caused it.

Secondly, forgiving is not excusing. In order to forgive, we do not have to excuse the person who wronged us, coming up with justifications for their hurtful words or actions. Some people work very hard to remove responsibility from the offender, but that is unnecessary. We are never called to say, “That’s okay,” when others offend us. Forgiveness does not make a wrong action acceptable; it accepts the person in spite of the wrong they did.

Thirdly, forgiving does not require that I offer unconditional trust. Forgiveness does not mean exposing yourself for re-abuse.
 We need not be welcome mats in order to be forgiving people. There is a place for accountability and boundaries so that the hurt is not repeated in the future. We welcome back the sinner; we do not welcome back the sin.

And fourthly, forgiving is not forgetting. It is humanly impossible to forget those things we want to forget. (In fact, by trying to forget something, we are just reminding ourselves of it all over again!) Forgetting may be the result of forgiveness, but it is never the means of forgiveness.
 And we should not make forgetting a test of our forgiving. I am happy to report that in his book entitled Forgive & Forget, Lewis Smedes contends that, “the really important thing is that we have the power to forgive what we still do remember…forgiving and forgetting are not the same.”

So let’s not beat one another (and ourselves) up by demanding that true forgiveness of others requires forgetting about the offense. Just because we can still recall the facts about our past does not mean that we are unforgiving and, hence, unforgiven by God.

“Forgive & Forget” – the Proper Model

How are we to forgive one another, then? I believe the Bible provides the proper model for forgiveness that is both positive and practical. Let’s begin with a working definition of forgiveness. To forgive another means to cancel a debt in order to provide (1) opportunity for repentance and (2) restoration of the broken relationship.
 Notice that the words “ignoring”, “excusing”, or “forgetting” are not a part of this definition. In fact, the emphasis is on the other person: giving them an opportunity to repent and to restore a broken relationship. The first step in forgiving another person is to get our eyes off our ourselves and our pain and onto the offender. If we cannot free people from their wrongs and see them as the needy people they are, we enslave ourselves to our own painful past, and by fastening ourselves to the past, we let our hate become our future.

The next step is an act of the will. As mentioned last week, we must choose to forgive even if we don’t feel like forgiving. We must decide that we will bear the burdens of their offenses by not using that information against them in the future. This doesn’t mean that we tolerate sin. We must set up scriptural boundaries to prevent future abuse.

When we choose to forgive, we take that memory to God along with the hurt feelings, acknowledge to Him what we are thinking and feeling, and thank Him that by His grace the offense can be forgiven. Then we ask God for the power to do something kind and loving for that person today. We choose to focus on the future and not be obsessed with the forgiven past.
 

And when we do that, something wonderful happens. The painful memories may linger, but if we refuse to dwell on them, they will begin to fade. When we have sincerely forgiven others and has genuinely been willing to accept God’s forgiveness, then there is no reason to mull over life’s injustices. The memories will return, sometimes when they are least expected, but these memories will have decreasing power. Forgiving comes first. Then complete or partial forgetting follows.
 
While I affirm that we cannot simply “forgive and forget,” I am not advocating that we keep a record of wrongs and constantly remind ourselves (and others) of them. (That was the whole point of our last message!) When we forgive, we forfeit the right to bring up those offenses again to either defend ourselves or to damage the offender in the future.

At the beginning of this section I stated that the Bible provides the proper model for true forgiveness. The very best example I can think of is a remarkable man named Joseph in the book of Genesis. Rejected and hated by his brothers, sold to a group of travelers in a caravan destined for Egypt, sold again as a common slave in the Egyptian market, falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife, forgotten in a dungeon, and considered dead by his own father, this man was finally promoted to a position of high authority just beneath the Pharaoh. If anybody ever had a reason to nurse his wounds and despise his past, Joseph was the man!

Let’s turn to the book of Genesis and see how he handled the hurts of others against him. First turn to Genesis 41:50-52, after Joseph had been released from prison and promoted to second-in-command under Pharaoh himself: “Before the years of famine came, two sons were born to Joseph… Joseph named his firstborn Manasseh and said, ‘It is because God has made me forget all my trouble and all my father’s household.’ The second son he named Ephraim and said, ‘It is because God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering.’”
Isn’t that amazing that Joseph would name his firstborn son a Hebrew word that meant, “to forget”? What was it he forgot? “All my trouble and all my father’s household.” Well, let’s not push this too far! I’m sure he never fully forgot the experiences in the dry well where his brothers had tossed him, that long trip to Egypt in the slave caravan, the sting of being falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife, and the years of languishing in prison. And we know in the following chapters of Genesis that Joseph certainly did not forget all about his family, for when they came to buy grain, he recognized them immediately! So when Joseph uses that word “forget” in this passage, this does not mean that it was completely gone from his mind.

What does it mean, then? Joseph did not allow his past to define his present and dictate his future. We are all shaped by our experiences—good and bad—and hopefully we can learn from the mistakes we have made and the offenses others have done against us. But we need not allow our past to determine who we are and what we will be.

Two practical points from Joseph’s words also tell us how this can be accomplished. The first is his dependence on God. Notice after Manasseh was born he said, “God has made me forget…” and after Ephraim was born, “God has made me fruitful…” His emphasis on God should not be overlooked. As Chuck Swindoll concludes, “His words include an extremely important point. In order for us to forget wrongs done against us, God must do the erasing.”

The second point has to do with the naming of his second son, Ephraim. While the name Manasseh means “forget,” Ephraim means “fruitful.” Joseph chose not to focus his attention on the negative things that had happened to him, but on the positive. Was there negative he could have focused upon? Absolutely! But he decided instead to focus on the positive. Whatever our situation is, we have both options before us. None of us has lived a life without pain, and none of us has lived a life without prosperity of some kind. Every circumstance has its positive and negative sides. The world may call it “seeing the glass half-full,” but the Bible calls it being thankful. And being thankful goes a long way toward preventing bitterness, which is the result of being unforgiving.

Finally, let’s turn to the last chapter in Genesis, after Joseph had been reunited with his brothers and his father. We read in Genesis 50:15-21,

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?” So they sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he died: ‘This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’ Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.” When their message came to him, Joseph wept. 

His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. “We are your slaves,” they said. 

But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. So then, don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.” And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 

Despite all that had transpired up to this point, Joseph’s brothers were still afraid that Joseph would look to get even for the terrible thing they had done to him. After their father had died, they sent word asking for forgiveness. Surely Joseph would pay them back for selling him into slavery all those years ago!

Let’s break down how Joseph responded:

1. Joseph acknowledged their offense against him. He said bluntly, “You intended to harm me.” He didn’t sugarcoat it, he didn’t excuse it, he didn’t ignore it, and he hadn’t forgotten about it. He called it what it was—sin—and did not qualify or justify it at all.

2. Joseph acknowledged that it was God’s place to judge. I love those words, “Am I in the place of God?” When we try to settle the score with someone who harmed me, we are in fact taking the place of God, who is the only one qualified to judge. There was no bumper sticker on Joseph’s chariot that said, “I don’t get mad, I get even”!

3. Joseph released them from their debt to him. He did not demand repayment or reparation for what they had done to him. In fact, his actions toward them were positive; he provided for them and their families. Joseph acted out of mercy and grace. (This is what it means to forgive as God forgives us!)

Paul writes a similar command for us in Romans 12:17-21,

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 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. 

Forgive and forget? Sure, God forgives and forgets, but we are not God! No, forgive and forget is not something we must do; in fact, that is something we can’t do. Instead, “we forgive and remember. But through forgiveness, we are able to remember without malice.”
 That is what Joseph did with his brothers. That is what we are called to do ourselves.
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