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Extreme Forgiveness, Part II

December 7, 2002

Last week I began sharing with you just how vital it is for us as believers to let go of any unforgiveness we might be holding on to in our lives.

· As easy as that may be to say I realize that forgiving that person who hurt you, who lied to you, or abandoned you… just may just be one of the most difficult things you’ll ever have to do.

· But the truth is, whether we’re conscious of it or not, the alternative is even more difficult. 

· Even though what that person may have done to you was so wrong, holding onto unforgiveness, in a way, makes us prisoners of our own jail.

· The image that comes to my mind is of a man sitting in a prison cell with the key sitting in the door.  Rather than turn the key and walk out, the man chooses to sit there, unwilling even to get up and take the few steps necessary to bring his freedom.

In Matthew 6:14-15, Jesus spoke very clearly when He said, “For if you forgive 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.”

· Let me tell you first what that doesn’t mean… and then what it does mean.

· When we embrace Jesus Christ into our lives as our Lord and Savior, our sins are completely taken away. 

· But they weren’t taken away because God decided to overlook your sin in exchange for accepting Jesus into your life.

· They were taken away because Jesus settled to debt that you owed as a result of your sin.

· Paul wrote in Romans 3:23 that the “wages of sin is death”… that the penalty for our sin was death… spiritual separation from God.  As a righteous judge, God had to pronounce all of us as guilty.

· But as a Merciful Father, He sent His only Son, Jesus, to die that death in your place.

That’s what John meant when he wrote 1 John 4:10 that Jesus was the propitiation for our sin.  That word, propitiation, means to settle to debt against something.

· Imagine a man who, for whatever reason, decided to rob a store at gunpoint.

· Afterwards, he runs home where his brother was reading, throws his clothes in the closet along with what looked like a gun and a bag of money… and then runs out of the apartment.

· A few minutes later, the police come knocking at the door, wanting to know if the thief was there.  

· Realizing what his brother must have done, he told the police that he did it… and pointed them to the gun and money in the closet.  

· He allows himself to be arrested and serves the whole prison sentence without ever telling anyone he was innocent.

You see, that brother, settled the debt society had against his brother.

· And what Jesus did on the Cross was to settle that debt you owed to a Righteous Judge.

· Jesus took all of your sin and took them all to the Cross… and in exchange… He gives you His righteousness.  That’s what Paul means when he says we were justified.

· So, why am I explaining all of this?  

· Because I want you to understand that when we fail to forgive others, while we don’t loose the legal forgiveness, which brings us into relationship with God,

· We do loose the fellowship and intimacy that God invited us to enjoy.

· When we choose not to forgive other people, especially in light of how much God paid in sending His own Son to tear up the countless IOUs that we owed Him, we are, at the end of the day, building a prison for yourself, with you on the inside… kept away by your own unforgiveness, from all the joy and intimacy that He has called us to.

What Jesus taught about forgiveness is so incredibly profound because He didn’t simply teach about it, He lived it… He lived it when they tore his clothes off… He lived it when they spit on Him and beat Him, shoving a so-called crown of 2 inch thorns on His head.

· He lived it when He hung on that horrible Cross and said, “Father, forgive them.”

· There was no end to the amount of forgiveness He showed us… and there is to be no end to the amount of forgiveness we give.

· When Peter asks Jesus in Matthew 18:21, “Jesus, how many times should I forgive my brother?  Up to seven times?” Jesus replies, “Not seven times, Peter… but seventy times seven!”

· Paul tells that Colossians plainly in 3:13, “Forgive one another just as the Lord has forgiven you.”

· Even in the Lord’s Prayer that many of us prayed since we were kids, we’re told to ask God to “forgive us the wrongs we have done, as we forgive the wrongs that others have done to us.” (Matt 6:12).

So, am I telling you that you have to forgive?  What I am telling you is that unforgiveness will lock you out of all the love… all the joy… all the intimacy that you could otherwise have.

· By not forgiving… by not tearing up those IOUs that you are keeping to remind yourself how your spouse hurt you, what your ex-girlfriend did to you, how your boss treated you…

· By not tearing up those IOUs you put yourself your own prison that keeps to locked away from all that God has for you.

· And the only way out of that prison is to forgive.

· Folks, you can cry out of justice and repayment for what those people may have done… and I know that some of you have been really hurt… and by every earthly standard, you have a right to hold on to that desire that demands justice….

· But if you cry out for justice, than know that the enemy will see to it that you also get what you deserve.

· David writes in Psalm 130:3, “If You, O Lord, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?  But with You there is forgiveness.”

· In Ps 103:10/12 he writes that God “has not dealt with us according to our sins nor rewarded us according to our transgressions.”  That “as far as the east is from the west so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

As a pastor, I have found that the degree to which people are able express love and forgiveness to others is often the degree to which they themselves have really received His love and forgiveness in their lives.

· Those who struggle to forgive others also tend to be those who are also struggling to receive His love in their own life.

· But when people get a hold of what I am talking about… when they are able not only to own up to their own dirt but to get a hold of the depth of the Father’s love toward them and extent that He was willing to go to see them enter into that love…

· Then they’re able to begin that journey of forgiveness.

And forgiveness is just that… it’s not a momentary event but a journey.  

· But it’s is a journey that begins when we express… as an act of our will… "Lord, I know I've got a lot of hurt to unravel here, but right now, knowing how You have forgiven me, I choose to forgive him (her) for what he did to me."

· What I would like to do for the rest of our time is to walk you through what I understand to be the five essential stages of forgiveness.

1.  We Admit Our Pain
When you are hurt, one of the most important things you can do is to admit that you’ve really been hurt.  Sometimes, especially as Christians, we want to believe that things don’t really bother us the way they do.

· but until we are willing to admit that we were hurt by that person, we’re not going to be in a place where we can begin to pursue forgiveness.

· Understand that when you are hurt, it is normal to react in anger.  Anger is not in itself a sinful emotion.  In fact, there really are no sinful emotions… just sinful uses or expressions of emotions.

· Simply ignoring the anger doesn’t force the effects of anger to disappear.

· And the effects of either retained anger or anger left undealt with, at the very least, produces in us resentment, bitterness, rage, depression, and even physical sickness.

· That’s why it isn’t uncommon for a rape victim, for example, when they turn their pain inward, to begin to hate themselves even though they’ve done nothing wrong.

· Being able to admit how much you were hurt while accepting that your feelings of anger may be completely legitimate, in itself, can set that process of healing and forgiveness in motion.

So, when you find yourself over what someone did to you or said to you… whether it was abuse, rejection, God wants you to first admit the pain, hurt, and/or anger you feel inside… and then give that pain, hurt, and anger to Him.

· This is what Jesus is speaking about when He tells us, in Matt 11:28, to “Come to Me, all you who are weary and heavy-burdened, and I will give you rest.”

· Don’t ever look at giving your anger, bitterness, resentment, or unforgiveness to God as a form of spiritual denial.

· He doesn’t want us to deny how we feel… but rather, He wants us to take off the weight of that hurt and unforgiveness… and give it to Him.

· He knows how that weight will begin to break us… how burdens such as anger, bitterness, and demands for repayment will imprison us.

· You see, while it is so important to admit our pain and our anger, if we then fail to give that hurt and anger over to Him, it will begin to destroy us.

· Justified anger isn’t wrong… but it becomes wrong when we don’t hand it over to God… when it becomes part of who we are.

2.  We Assign True Blame
Listen; if you are struggling to forgive someone, I understand that you are not struggling to forgive an innocent person.  Those people who hurt you were wrong.

· Honesty requires that we recognize that there has been real hurt and that those who have done whatever it was are responsible to God for their behavior.

· So, its ok to admit your pain… and its ok to say, “that person did it.”

· But placing blame is bad when our response to that is unhealthy… when, as a result, we cry out for justice (as I spoke about last week) instead of mercy on that person.

· Just as you admit your pain and give that pain to Him… Once you assign true blame… then you give that person to Jesus… crying mercy for them rather than justice.

A group of doctors conducted a study of those who had been significantly hurt in their lives.  And what they discovered was that all those who had been hurt, after a good amount of time had elapsed since they were hurt, could be put in one of three categories.

· Those who were permanently dispirited or wounded

· Those who got life back to normal

· And those who were able to use that experience to make them stronger.

· You see, this process of forgiveness isn’t intended to simply bring us back to what “normal” was before you were hurt.

· But rather, it is these bumps we face throughout our lives that serve as stepping stones for us as we climb to those higher places in Him.

3.  We Give up our Right for Personal Revenge
While choosing to forgive those who have hurt you will brings you into that process of forgiveness,

· and while admitting your pain and assigning true blame are important first steps…

· one of your first real hurdles through the process will be surrendering your right to get even.

· You might say, “that word, revenge, is a strong word… I don’t want revenge…”  But revenge is anything you want them to pay for having hurt you… even if it is wanting just a little bit of the hurt they gave you.

· Just know that you are on dangerous ground when you start thinking about when they should get back in return for what they did to you. (Ill. Nixon tapes from ’72)

Listen… last week I shared about the story of the unmerciful servant who received so much mercy from his King who had forgiven him his entire debt…

· And yet, he wouldn’t forgive his fellow servant a debt that was infinitely smaller than what He had owed the King.

· Rather than give away mercy as he had received mercy… he chosen to do just what the law permitted him to do… And so he tossed that fellow servant in jail.

· We can live according to the laws of justice… that is, the law of an eye for an eye, but then you should understand that you would be putting yourself under that same law where you will then get what you deserve.  

· “Do not judge or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged.”  Matt. 7:1-2

But when we choose to forgive, we are choosing to lay aside our right to extract our revenge or our right to see them get what they deserve.

· But understand that when Paul says in Romans 12:19 to never avenge yourself, he isn’t saying that you are letting them off the hook.

· Rather, you giving the matter over to God who is both the Righteous Judge and the Merciful Father.

In fact, what Romans 12:19 says, “Never avenge yourselves. Leave that to God, for he has said that he will repay those who deserve it. Don't take the law into your own hands.”

· When we surrender our right for personal revenge, we do not declare that person “not-guilty”.  Rather, we recognize what they have done and give to God our right to pay the person back.

· There is justice and there is mercy… and as people who have received so much mercy, we can do no less than to give up this right for repayment.

· And so in your heart, you are, in a way, handing that person who hurt you over to God, who will hold them accountable.  And while handing them over to God, you cry mercy over them.

· And folks… if you can get to this place… then know that you are well on your way toward forgiveness and healing.

4.  We recover the worth of another person
It is so natural for us… that when we have been wronged, we tend to caricature the person who hurt us… emphasizing all the bad things about them… questioning their every motive… seeing all they do through the lens of our own hurt.

· But the process of forgiveness will also require that we begin to look for the real person beneath the caricature we’ve created in our minds.

· And when we do that, we begin to see that they have not only hurt but been hurt.

· Truth is, those who hurt have often been badly hurt themselves.

· Now, that doesn’t mean that we grant them victim status and excuse all their wrong.  We’re forgiving here… not excusing.

· But it does mean that we see them (as well as ourselves) for what we are… sinners… but sinners who were created for love and intimacy… sinners for whom Jesus came and endured the Cross.

Someone once said that “Forgiving our enemy doesn’t turn them into a close friend or into a more promising husband or trustworthy partner.  We don’t diminish the wrongness of what that person did to us, nor do we blind ourselves from the reality that he is perfectly capable of doing it again.  But, we take him back into our private world as a person who shares our faulty humanity, bruised like us in life… thoroughly blamable for what he did to us… yet human just like us.”

You see, at the end of the day, the process of forgiveness recovers another person’s value as we remember the degree to which Jesus expressed our worth when He chose to die the death we deserved.

· When you think about it, our value as human beings isn’t about how together we are or how nice our lives look… how well we manage our lives… or how quickly we can forgive…

· But rather, our value is seen in the just how deeply loved we are by God.

· Everything in a store has a price tag… how much you’re willing to pay will reflect how much you value what you’re interested in.

· God values us so much… even that person who hurt you so much… that the price He paid was no less than His own Son.

· So when we forgive, we are just doing for them what God did for us.  Because of how much He loves us and values us, He chose to look beyond our own sin and found something worth loving.

· Just maybe, as we move through this process of forgiveness, we will find something worth loving in those who have hurt us.

5.  We begin to feel some benevolence toward the person who hurt us

As healing begins to happen through this process of forgiveness, you will at some point find yourself moving away from wanting that person to be bitten by some evil vampire to slowly finding yourself wanting them to do ok.

· It may seem impossible from where you sit now, but at some point, you may find yourself hoping that your spouse who left you for someone else will do ok.

· That the boy who completely rejected you might actually not get eaten by a shark the next time he goes in the ocean… but rather… you hope he’s happy.

· As I shared last time from James 2:13… Mercy is always better than Justice.

· And when you get to this place, know that the prison door is pretty much open all the way.

· Luke says in 6:28, “Pray for the happiness of those who curse you.  Pray for those who hurt you.”

· When you can do that… then you know that you are already out of those prison cell and back into that place you were created to be in… His arms of love.

There really is so much more I can say about forgiveness… but I think I’ve said enough.  I really do know, especially for those of you who may have had terrible things perpetrated against you, that this process of healing may be one of the most difficult things you’ll ever have to do.

· But as I shared yesterday, what is more difficult that walking through this process hand in hand with the Father… is the alternative.

· The anger, depression, sickness… 

· But even more than that is the loss of intimacy with the Father… and how that self-erected prison serves only to keep us out of the most wonderful, the most safe, and most loving place in the world… the Father’s Presence. 

Amen.

