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Spoken Word – Beginning of Service 
 
Today we continue our worship series on “Finding Joy in Real Life.”  We 
are continuing our look at 5 biblically based principals of living, habits 
that can help us to live our lives abundantly as Jesus calls us to be people 
of faith.  I expect some of us to have heard these before, for others they 
will be new.  Wherever you are on your faith journey, my prayer for you 
during this series is that you find something to deepen your daily living, 
root your life in the scripture and to help you follow the ways of Jesus.   
 
Our lesson today is on forgiveness, and how we are called to forgive, be 
forgiven, and be forgive by our God. 
 
Today as we enter into worship I invite you to take out a piece a paper 
and write down one person you need to forgive.  One person who you 
have been unable to forgive for some reason. 
 
 
Message –  
 

Colossians 3:13 Common English Bible (CEB) 
13 Be tolerant with each other and, if someone has a complaint against 
anyone, forgive each other. As the Lord forgave you, so also forgive each 
other. 

Luke 17:3 Common English Bible (CEB) 



3  Watch yourselves! If your brother or sister sins, warn them to stop. If 
they change their hearts and lives, forgive them. 

Matthew 6:14 Common English Bible (CEB) 
14 “If you forgive others their sins, your heavenly Father will also forgive 
you. 

 
A psychology professor at a small midwestern university was 
teaching a class on ethics and during the section of the class 
dealing with forgiveness, showed up in class with boxes of 
tomatoes and little plastic bags from the grocery store. He 
instructed each of the students to take a bag, a marker and 
begin. If they had been offended in some small way by a 
friend or neighbor; they were to take a small cherry tomato 
and write the name of the person, and the offense on the 
skin of the tomato, and deposit it in the bag. If they had been 
offended in a bigger way, take a Roma tomato, and write the 
name of the offender, and the offense on that. Use as many 
tomatoes representing how often they had been hurt by 
others. And if they have been hurt in some huge way, take a 
big ol’ beefsteak tomato and write the name of the offender, 
and describe the offense all over the tomato and put it in the 
bag. 
 
When each student had filled his/her bag, the professor then 
gave them this assignment: 
 
“From now ’til the end of the semester, you are to carry this 
bag with you wherever you go. To class. Across campus. To 
the cafeteria. Even to your bed with you at night, right beside 
your head. If I see you without your bag of tomatoes, I will 
dock your grade. You must carry this bag until the end of the 
semester.” 



 
Well, the first week wasn’t so bad, he docked a few students 
when they were caught without their bags, or forgot them in 
class. The second week brought more objections from the 
classmates – “these bags are getting heavy, and inconvenient 
to carry.” By week three, the students’ complaints were 
intensifying: “The bags are getting mushy, and starting to rot 
and smell.” “It’s disgusting to be seen with these rotting 
tomatoes.” By the fourth week, the students’ complaints 
were off the chart: “No one wants to be around me, ’cause 
this bag stinks!” 
 
Finally, the professor asked if he’d made his point. Did they 
understand that carrying around a bag of unforgiveness, 
living with a spirit of resentment, harboring a hope for 
revenge will eventually begin to stink – and no one will want 
to be around you!” 
 
“So, if you have received the lesson”, he said, “take your bags 
outside, and dump them in the flower beds around campus. 
In a couple weeks what will we find? Yes, the rotten 
tomatoes will grow some new plants.” 
 
So too when we forgive – when we plant our hurts and 
resentments in the fertile soil of God’s love and grace, God 
will bring new life, new joy and new freedom to us. 
 
2013 Kermit Culver1 

 
When I do weddings I offer simple words that will make a difference in a 
couples life.  Usually right after we have read 1 Corinthians 13 or my 

                                                        
1 http://www.thorenson.com/inklings/tomatoes/ 



favorite wedding scripture from Colossians, scriptures about clothing 
ourselves in compassion, love, kindness and hope.  Scriptures all about 
how to live together in loving community.  I turn to the couples and say, 
“I have 3 important words you need to remember to say everyday in 
your marriage.”  I then pause and wait, sometimes in a whisper in the 
room you can hear, “I love you?”  Then I say, “It is not ‘I love you.’ It is 
other three word phrases like “I was wrong, I forgive you, and I am 
sorry.”  Living in Christian community takes work, it takes give and take, 
and most of all it takes forgiveness.   
 
Forgiveness is central to our faith and today, I want to focus on what 
forgiveness looks like.  We are going to look at it by 1. Learning the 
importance of a good apology. 2. Learning the importance of forgiving 
others.  3.  Learning about God’s unending forgiveness. 
 

1. Importance of Good apology  
 
In an movie from back when movies were epic, there was a move called 
“Love Story” with Ali MacGraw and Ryan O’Neal.  In the movie Ryan 
O’Neal’s character says, “I am sorry.”  Then Ali MacGraw’s character 
says, “Love is ……. never having to say you are sorry.”  Which is awful 
advice, right.  In what loving relationship is saying I am sorry not 
important.  In a movie called “What’s Up Doc” later on, Ryan O’Neal is in 
it and Barbara Streisand says to him, “Love is never having to say you are 
sorry.”  To which Ryan O’Neal says in response, something like, “That is 
the dumbest thing I have ever heard.” 2 
 
A good apology takes spiritual and emotional maturity and a willingness 
to grow from the apology.  That is why Jesus in Matthew 5:23-24 says, 
“23 Therefore, if you bring your gift to the altar and there remember that 
your brother or sister has something against you, 24 leave your gift at the 

                                                        
2 https://vimeo.com/259760559 



altar and go. First make things right with your brother or sister and then 
come back and offer your gift.”  Which meant as he was sharing the 
message in galilee the person would need to take a 9 day walk back to 
the place to apologize before making things right with God.  Jesus knew 
a good apology helped connection so much this commitment was worth 
it.   
 
Good apologies are hard too, and we know this because of the number 
of bad apologies we hear, I have made them and I have heard my fair 
share in my life.  Here are some examples: 

“Im sorry you felt hurt by what I did.” 
“I am sorry you are so sensitive.” 
“I am sorry you are such a jerk.” 
“I am sorry I may have done something to hurt you” 
 

Bad apologies miss out on accepting responsibility for the mistake and 
push the blame off onto the other person still.  A good apology involves 
4 things: 

i. Awareness of how you wronged other person 
ii. Earnest feeling of regret or remorse 
iii. Confession accepting responsibility for action 
iv. A commitment to change 

In scripture a good apology is known as repentance, it describes turning 
back to God and the ways of God.  Which is why Jesus’ example is so 
important, a long journey to apologize is what is needed before turning 
back to God. 
 
Before I move on learning the importance of forgiving others, we have 
now covered the first 3 words of the six to set you free, “I am sorry.” 
 
I encourage us to think of who we offer and apology to, Consider taking 
the following steps with them: 



1.  Stop and try and comprehend through their eyes what has 
happened, learn, pray and imagine with God what they might be 
experiencing when you offer your apology.   

2. Then think about sending a letter or note to see if you can meet 
up.  Apologies work better face to face.  Sometimes we can’t do 
this, but when we can, we should do it. 

3. When you offer your apology, I encourage you to be sure you take 
ownership and make the apology not about them, but about what 
we did wrong.  “I am sorry for…”  

4. Trust that you may have to take big steps to offer apologies and it 
is hard.  Give yourself grace in the process. 

 
 

2. The importance of forgiving others. 
 
For many of us apologizing is hard, but offering forgiveness after an 
apology can be even more difficult. However, this is part of the process 
of forgiveness.  If we don’t we carry around the smelly bag of leaky 
tomatoes.   
 
As Christians we need be careful when we pray the Lord’s prayer 
because we are inviting God’s power to help us forgive.  Every week we 
are asking this and we may find ourselves feeling compelled by our God 
to forgive.  Remember what Jesus taught about forgiveness when asked 
how many times we must forgive and he said in one translation 77 
times, in another 70x7 times, and if he said it in today’s language we 
would have heard 7 to the 70th power.  We are called to forgive 
continually. 
 
I had a conversation with my friend who is the student rabbi here in 
Billings.  He shared with me that in their tradition they are called to offer 
forgiveness with due diligence up to 3 times and then it demonstrates a 
good faith effort.  As I consider our ability to offer forgiveness I think 



about perpetrators that don’t necessarily get a new lease after they are 
forgiven by those they hurt, domestic violence, those who have cause 
deep physical harm are deserving of forgiveness, but the victims should 
not be placed in the line of hurt again.  Our God calls us to forgive, but 
does not ask us to place ourselves in relationships that continually hurt 
us.  That is why our Luke passage says, “If they change their hearts and 
lives, forgive them.”  This relationship of forgiveness is a two way street.   
 
I have learned this in my own marriage, especially when Crystal and I 
fight.  Just in case I ever counsel anyone here in your marriage, know 
that I consider couples who can fight well, to be healthier couples.  Early 
in my marriage I would never be comfortable unless we were not 
fighting, Crystal could often walk away and process the reason we were 
feeling hurt. I think people flippantly call this the silent treatment, in 
reality it is taking time to understand the hurt. I lift this example because 
sometimes the time away from each other, time processing the hurt, 
can help us understand better where we need to apologize or offer 
forgiveness.  Don’t think that forgiveness is an instantaneous process.  It 
is like faith, you have to be active in it, but sometimes it takes its own 
time.  Sometimes forgiving too early, does not allow the person who 
hurt us to understand the way they hurt us.   
 
“I forgive you” are the second three words to set you free. 
 
The #metoo movement is something many of us have heard of.  It has 
become political as it entered the public politics of politicians who have 
been womanizers and sexual predators.  However, I think it is an 
example of our cultures need for deep apologies and forgiveness.  Men 
have far too long been ok with “locker room talk” and “boys will be 
boys.”  When our daughters, and mothers have had to put up with the 
risk for sexual assault and being made less than the children of God they 
were called to be.   
 



Apologies and forgiveness are the only way we will remedy this awful 
male behavior of treating women as objects in our culture.  Recently a 
company made a commercial to invite men to take ownership for 
offering apologies for this way of being and to begin the cycle of 
forgiveness. 
 
Watch - https://www.cbsnews.com/news/new-gillette-commercial-
backlash-misunderstood-not-indictment-on-masculinity/ 
 
This is the beginning of a larger apology that men are needing to take 
part in, for the times our gender has been complicit in hurting our 
daughters and mothers.  Part of being Christians will involve repentance 
in groups where we may not have been the direct cause of the harm, 
but where we can accept responsibility to heal wounds with groups we 
might be a part of. 
 
The final thing I need to address around forgiveness is God’s forgiveness.  
And let me say God knows all about tough love and the silent treatment.  
Yet, the core of our faith is Jesus death on the cross, representing all the 
wrongs humanity is capable of and Jesus saying, “They know not what 
they do.”  Then Jesus offers ultimate forgiveness.  This is the balm that 
heals us and calls us to forgive each other and one another.   
I have often met people who say God can not possible help me let go 
and forgive me for what I have done in my life.  To which I laugh a little 
and say, “Do you know who Jesus hung out with?”  People who had 
addiction, who used their bodies to gain money, those who followed the 
law too closely and thus neglected relationship, he chose disciples who 
had flunked out of following other rabbis, and if you think Jesus doesn't 
want you, you are mistaken.   
 
“You are forgiven, you are loved” is our faith in 6 words. 
 
As we end our time I want to ask us all 3 questions: 



 
 
Who do you need to ask forgiveness from? 
 
Who do you need to show forgiveness to? 
 
What do you need forgiveness for? 
 
Pause for a moment. 
 
 
God help us this week forgive, to apologize and to turn into our loving 
forgiving relationship with you.  God this is a hard part to practice in our 
faith.  It is hard to apologize, to trust our wrongs will be forgiven, and to 
trust you will love us no matter what.  Help us live better, like Jesus and 
let us find joy and love, none of us are  perfect and yet you call to us in 
our brokenness and fill the cracks in our soul with love and grace. 
 
Amen 
 
 


