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Extreme Forgiveness

December 1, 2002

A few weeks ago I shared with you my heart to see us become a community that is, above anything else, passionate about the Father’s presence. 

· In Psalm 16:11 David writes, “In Your Presence is fullness of joy!”

· It is in His presence that we experience the reality of His Word… where we can move from knowing about His goodness, for example, to being able to, as David writes in Ps. 34:8, “taste and see that the Lord is good.”

· That’s why we’re told in Ps. 46:10 to “Be still… and know that He is God.”  B/c it is in His presence that the truth of His Word can travel those 18 inches from our heads to our hearts.

· The word “to know”, or yada, means to know by experience.

· God’s heart is that we not only know Him objectively thru His Word but that we also come to know Him experientially as we abide in His presence.

· To the degree that we are able to remain passionate about His Word and His presence, is the degree to which we will be able to walk in the kind of intimacy with Him that we were created for.

The challenge for all of us, then, is that part about “remaining” passionate about His Word and His presence.

· Needless to say, there are a number of things that stand as hindrances to our abiding in His presence… though there is one that kept coming to my mind as I was thinking through all of this… and that is unforgiveness.

· There aren’t too many things that rob us of our joy like unforgiveness.  In fact, David Seamans wrote in his book, Healing for Damaged Emotions, that the “two primary causes of emotional stress are the failure to forgive and the failure to receive forgiveness.”

There isn’t a person in this room that hasn’t had to wrestle with having to forgive someone who simply does not deserve it or having to receive forgiveness from someone who has hurt us so much.

· Forgiveness is tough… especially when it involves those people whom we are closest to… such as parents, spouses, and close friends.  

· It’s also tough to forgive or receive forgiveness from those people whom, for whatever reason, we have come to expect more from… such as employers, teachers, and pastors.

· The kind of forgiveness God calls us to is tough b/c it needs to be extended even to those who we feel don’t deserve it, who haven’t earned it, or who may misuse the forgiveness we give.

· Forgiveness is tough b/c it costs so much… especially when it means accepting the wrong instead of demanding repayment for the wrong done.

· Where it means releasing the other instead of making them feel at least as bad as they made us feel.

· Where it means reaching out in God’s love instead of hoping the other person gets what they deserve for what they have done.

And yet, the only thing that is harder than forgiveness, as Phillip Yancey wrote, is the alternative!

· Because it is through our unforgiveness toward those who’ve hurt us that bitterness begins to creep into our lives…

· And with that, Satan begins to accuse us… bringing guilt, anger, and depression.

What I’d like to do over the next two weeks is to look at the process of forgiveness.  The reality is, as you’ve probably experienced already, that forgiveness is far more than a single event.

· Rather, it is the beginning of a process.

· It is a process that not only includes forgiving those who have hurt us… but it often includes our repenting of having judged those who hurt us.

· People have often shared with me how they are struggling with a relationship with someone who had hurt them… even though they really felt as though they had forgiven them.

· The reason for this is that they often miss this “second step”.  Forgiving those who have hurt you is like deleting that unwanted file from your computer… but the reality is that that file is still on your computer.  There is a second step you need to do in order to get completely rid of it… going to the recycle bin and deleting it once and for all.

· Let me back up a little and share with you what I mean.

In Psalm 103:10, David explains that God has “not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.”

· The truth is, as Paul writes in Romans 3:23 that “all of us have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

· Paul then tells us, in 6:23, that the “wages of sin is death.” 

· As a righteous judge, God has no choice but to thrown down the gavel and declare us guilty… and the penalty of that sin is death… spiritual separation for God.

· As a just judge, He needs to declare us guilty.  He couldn’t just change His mind and remain just.

I’ve told the story of a man who had to go to court for speeding.  The evidence against him was overwhelming… and he had no choice but to confess to the crime.

· Because of his belief in justice, the judge had no choice but to pronounce the man as guilty… and fined him $300.

· But after he did that, the Judge got off the bench and reached into his back pocket and pulled $300 out of his wallet… and gave it to the clerk.

· The reason was that the man who was speeding was his son.

· As a just judge, he needed to pronounce his son as guilty.

· But as a loving, merciful father, he paid the debt his son owed b/c of his crime.

You see, the wages of our sin is death.  As a righteous judge, God couldn’t change that.  But as a Merciful God, He sent His only Son to pay the debt that we owed.

· The wages of sin is death… and so Jesus died in our place.  

· He had to b/c God’s justice demanded a sacrifice.

· 2 Cor 5:21 says, that “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

· God was just and right in calling us guilty.  He was merciful when He sent His only Son to pay the penalty for our sin.

· Romans 6:23 starts by saying that “the wages of sin is death” but the sentence ends by saying, “but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

Its important to understand that justice is good.  I thank God for His sense of justice.  And I’m thankful for the laws that we have, the justice system we have (as imperfect as it might be), for police.

· But there is one thing that is so much better, so much more profound… that is, Mercy.

· That is why James says in James 2:13 that “Mercy triumphs over Judgement!”

· You see, justice makes fair the notion of eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, life for a life.  

· If you hurt me, than I can hurt you… if you wrong someone, then that wrong must be made right. 

· Our natural sense of justice understands this to be fair.

So, what does this have to do with forgiveness?  When someone hurts us, our tendency is to judge them for what they have done.  Again, that comes out of what we understand to be justice.

· But it is this response that Matthew warns us against in Matthew 7:1 where he writes, “Do not judge or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”
· When people hurt us, we will always face the challenge of forgiving them.  But there is a more subtle challenge.

· When people hurt you, will you ask for justice… or will you ask for mercy?

· If you want justice rather than mercy, then God will deal with you out of justice rather than mercy.

In other words, when a person cries out in anger over their alcoholic father or that person who abandoned or abused us or that friend who gossiped so terribly about you, we are really crying out for justice.

· And by doing this, we are taking ourselves back into that legal system that Jesus came to free us from…

· … back into a legal system that demands justice and requires payment for our sins.

· James writes, in 2:12-12, “Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom (mercy) because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful.”

· James wants us to understand that we are people who are living under God’s mercy, not God’s judgment. 

· But, as people who have received His mercy… if we then cry out for justice for those who have hurt us, then we take ourselves out of that law of mercy into the law of justice… where you always get what you pay for.

Jesus gives us a powerful example of this in the story of the Unmerciful Servant found in Mat 18:23

· It’s a story of a King who had loaned money to one of his servants.

· One day, wanted to settle his account with His servants, the king summoned a man who owed him tens of thousands of dollars.

· Since he couldn’t possibly repay his debt, the master ordered that the servant, as well as his wife and children, be sold as slaves to repay the debt.

· The servant fell on his knees and begged the master for mercy

· The king had compassion on him, cancelled the debt & let him go.

· The slave could never have repaid the debt he owed to his master… and yet, the king chose Mercy over Justice.

But just as the servant left the king’s courtroom, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a few hundred dollars.

· His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him for mercy.

· But the servant refused… and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.

· The other servants were upset by this and told their master what had happened.

· The Master called the servant in:  “You wicked servant, he said, I canceled all you owed me b/c you begged me to.  Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you? 

The point is that we have a tendency to want mercy for ourselves when we mess up, and yet we want justice in our dealings with other people.

· And what this story shows is that you can’t have it both ways.

· If I am going to say that I want justice b/c someone hurt me, then how can I ask for mercy for myself?

· We can have mercy or we can have justice… but you can’t have both.

· And the only way out of this is to show mercy rather than demand justice.  Jesus said so clearly in the Beatitudes in Matthew 5, “blessed are the merciful… for they will receive mercy.”

Folks, we have all been hurt… there are a number of people who have been hurt and abused in ways the rest of us could never fully understand.

· My grandmother, as an 8-year old girl, watched her own parents shot to death right next to her.  She watched people get killed and likely saw women raped as she was forced to march into the desert where the Turks open fired and killed thousands.

· And yet, somehow, she forgave them

· My grandmother left our family so much… but that will always be her legacy.

· You see, Phillip Yancey once said that the only thing that is harder than forgiveness is the alternative.

· Believe me, I know it is easy for me to say these things from up here.  What I’m trying to say isn’t so much that you have to forgive and repent of having cried out for justice over those who hurt you.

· You can have justice if you want, but if you do, you need to realize that the enemy will see to it that you also get what you deserve.

· It is such a trap.  If he can get us to that place of demanding justice, then he will be legally entitled to bring into our lives everything we deserve.

· That’s why Satan often has so much power in our lives… b/c we give him the legal right to put us under the law of justice.

And the only way out of this is to confess our cries for justice… and in its place, cry out for mercy over those who have hurt us.

· We need to let go of and lay down our claims for justice and repayment…

· Remembering that their injustices to you… along with your injustices to Him and those you have hurt… are all laid at the foot of the Cross.

· And in the same way the Jesus’ love compelled Him to endure the Cross for you and me… settling the debt of your sins…

· In the same way does Peter tell us, in 1 Peter 4:8, to let His love in us “cover a multitude of sins”

It was with that kind of love that Jesus said to the Father at Calvary, “Forgive them”.  And it was with that kind of love that Stephen said, in Acts 7:6, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”

· Those cries for mercy bring glory to God… and testify to the mercy, grace, and love we have received.

· I understand that for some, the pain may be so severe that we feel entitled to hold on to our hurts and anger.

· but if you can get to the point, even of willingness to forgive and a willingness to cry out to God for mercy for those who have hurt you rather than justice, then you will see God giving you the grace and help you need and you unravel all the pain you may feel so deep inside.

Several years ago, while I was at a pastor’s conference in Toronto, I attended a seminar by Carol Arnott.

· She shared how she had been abused and manipulated by her mother for so many years.  

· And even though she felt she had forgiven her mother, something just wasn’t right.

· Without making the connect, she also found herself crying out to God out of frustration b/c it just seemed as though there are always people out to manipulate and control her

· And what she felt God speak to her was Matthew 7:1, “Do not judge or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others you will be judged.”
· And then it struck her… “in the same way you judge, you will be judged.”  She had been judging her mother for her control and manipulation for her whole life… and while she felt as though she had forgiven her mother, she never repented of having judged her the way she had.

· She confessed having cried out for justice for her mother rather than mercy… and when she did that, Satan’s legal right to manipulate and control was broken.

I was praying for a visitor who came up for prayer during ministry time not too long ago.  She was struggling with trying to forgive a man who not only rejected her but embarrassed her in front of a lot of other people.

· She then shared how she continues to experience rejection in her life… as though she had a sign on her back saying, “Reject me!”

· I felt that she had sincerely expressed to God forgiveness toward that person… and so I asked her if she felt she had judged him.

· I asked if in her hurt, she cried out for mercy or judgment.  She knew the answer.

· I explained what I’m sharing with you and she realized that “in the same way” she had been judging that man, Satan she had given Satan legal right to judge her…. And the legal right to perpetuate what she had judged in that man.

· So, she confessed the judgment… and honestly, in that moment, she felt as though 100 pounds just lifted off her shoulders.

The same thing happened when another person came up for ministry time. He was in for business and heard of the Vineyard… and decided to come by. 

· He shared how he had been in an accident… and how the doctors had misdiagnosed him, which left him unable to walk very well.

· He said that he forgave them… but that he just couldn’t get passed what they did… as much as he wanted to.

· I spoke to him about crying out for justice as opposed to mercy… and he realized that by crying out justice, he was putting himself back into that legal system Jesus came to free us from.

· So, he confessed it… and started to laugh as he felt that burden lift off.

· And then he cried when he realized that he was crying out for mercy for himself and justice for that doctor.

Having cried out for justice rather than mercy is such a subtle trap Satan uses… but it is a trap that so effectively keeps us from entering into the reality and joy of the Father’s presence.

· If you find yourself repetitively struggling with apathy, for example, ask yourself, “Have I judged someone for being apathetic toward something I believed in?

· I don’t want you to spend hour digging into every part of your life.  But I do want give the Father permission to dig into your heart… giving Him permission to expose any instances where you may have judged others.

· When I first started thinking about this, I went back and thought about the times in my life when I felt most hurt.  And while I felt as though I didn’t have any lingering unforgiveness, I realized that I needed to repent of having judged several people.

If that’s where you’re at, the way out of the trap is simple.   

· We cry out to Him… “God… I want mercy, I need mercy for me… not the justice I deserve.  I choose to forgive that person for having hurt me like that… and I repent of having judged them.”

·  “Lord, let mercy triumph over justice in the way I live my life and in the way I treat others.  God… thank you that you have not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.”

