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THE FORGIVENESS CHALLENGE

Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 3:12-13

INTRODUCTION: Forgiveness is always a challenge because it requires something not usually available—a charitable disposition toward a wrong done by others against you.  On any given week, the forgiveness challenge presents itself, either in our lives or in a situation that arises in the news.

ILLUS.  Back in March, Fred Winters, pastor of FBC, Maryville, Illinois stood in the pulpit to preach when a gunman came onto the platform and killed him.
     At his memorial service, his wife, Cindy, told the packed worship center that it was very important to forgive the man who had killed her husband…that her two daughters had made it clear that they hoped this troubled man would come to know Jesus Christ through this awful tragedy.
     That kind of forgiveness does not arise from a heart consumed with self-interest and absorbed with self-pity.  In the case of Cindy and her daughters, it is the forgiveness they have received from Christ and freely offer to the man who murdered their husband and father.

     Jesus told us that the world around us would know we belong to Him by the way we love one another—and in a specific demonstration of His love, by the way we are willing to forgive one another.

     But forgiving someone you have never met for a senseless act of violence somehow seems less challenging than forgiving someone you know and love and have trusted.

ILLUS.  Within the past few days, the national news has presented yet another example of the need for forgiveness.  What will happen remains to be seen, but Governor Mark Sanford of S.C. needs forgiveness for the sin of adultery, the abandonment of his post as governor, and the hypocrisy that goes along with upholding one set of values in public while living out another in private.
     Will his wife and sons forgive him?  Will the citizens forgive him?  It is too early to tell what will happen, but if we need a recent example of the forgiveness challenge, this qualifies!

THESIS: Forgiving one another shows the love of Christ in a powerful and intriguing way that attracts the attention of the world around us and invites them to consider His love and forgiveness for them.

I.  FORGIVENESS BY JESUS CHRIST

 Eph. 4:32 And be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.
--Two words translated as forgive or forgiveness most of the time in the New Testament: carizo/mai and aphesis
Ephesians 1:7  ...the forgiveness of our sins...
aphesis   1.  release from bondage or imprisonment. 2. forgiveness or pardon, of sins (letting them go as if they had never been committed), remission of the penalty.

Ephesians 4:32  …forgiving each another…

carizo/mai 1. to do something pleasant or agreeable (to one), to do a favor to, gratify. 1a to show one’s self gracious, kind, benevolent. 1b to grant forgiveness, to pardon. 1c to give graciously, give freely, bestow. 1c1 to forgive. 1c2 graciously to restore one to another. 1c3 to preserve for one a person in peril.
--The linguistic starting-point is the sense of “making glad by gifts,” of showing free unmerited grace.
--The first word is used most often to express the forgiveness by which God in Christ releases the sinner from the power and grip of sin, while the second word demonstrates an act of freely giving a favor, acting with a charitable heart in a gracious and kind manner.

A.  CHRIST TAKES THE INITIATIVE TO FORGIVE

--Forgiveness was His idea, not some noble concept we came up with—He thought of it and He took the initiative to forgive us when we had no right to think He could or would.

1.  He offers it, does not wait till we’re sorry.

--Although we are not forgiven until we confess our sin to Him, He has made the offer to forgive us without waiting till we were in right frame of mind—filled with regret and sorry for the wrong done.

1John 1:9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
--From our perspective, if we know that forgiveness is available just for the asking, we are much more inclined to ask!

2.  He provides it, does not wait till we’re worthy.
--All that was necessary for us to be forgiven was freely provided by Christ when He took the punishment for our sins and paid the penalty for our transgressions against Him.

--He did not wait to see if we were going to ask and then go to the cross—He went to the cross so that forgiveness could be freely given since all accounts against us are fully settled.

B.  CHRIST PRODUCES AN INCLINATION TO FORGIVE

--Anyone who has been forgiven understands the sweet relief of having no outstanding debt against you.

--Once we know the release of forgiveness, if the love of Christ is in us, we will want that same release for others.

--Even if they are not interested in receiving it, we still will have an inclination to forgive, a heart to demonstrate the love of Christ in an unexpected way.

1.  Gratitude because much has been forgiven

Luke 7:42-43 “When they were unable to repay, he graciously forgave them both. Which of them therefore will love him more?”  43 Simon answered and said, “I suppose the one whom he forgave more.” And He said to him, “You have judged correctly.”
--If we truly understand what Christ has done in forgiving us, we will be so grateful that to forgive others will seem like a small thing compared to all that He has forgiven us.

2.  Grace because much has been received

--By forgiving us, Christ showed that His grace abounds toward us and if we have received such grace, it will overflow through us to others.

2Corinthians 4:15 For all things are for your sakes, that the grace which is spreading to more and more people may cause the giving of thanks to abound to the glory of God.
--The absence of a willingness to forgive usually indicates that there is an absence of grace in our own lives—it is likely we have either taken it for granted, misunderstood it, or never really experienced it personally if we insist on withholding it from one another!

II.  FORGIVE FOR THE SAKE OF JESUS CHRIST

--Preliminary observations:  Two maxims that need to be addressed regarding forgiveness—

1.  “To err is human, to forgive divine.” (Alexander Pope  early 18th century English poet) –The idea is true in the sense that all of us do things that need forgiveness, but the source of genuine forgiveness comes from both the pattern and power of Christ’s forgiveness.

2.  “You must forgive, and forget.” –  The statement 
sounds 
noble but is not found in Scripture, and    the idea arises from God’s choosing to remember our sins no more.  However, we are not asked to forget, just to forgive.

--What does it mean for us to forgive for the sake of Jesus Christ, and forgive one another as Christ has forgiven us, then?

A.  OBJECTIONS TO FORGIVENESS

--We don’t want to forgive people who have hurt us, or those we love, and so coming up with objections is not that rare.

--Just to illustrate, here are four typical objections when we are not inclined to forgive and are looking for an excuse.

1.  They are not sorry.

--I have heard prominent Christian leaders teach that if the other person does not ask for forgiveness, you are under no obligation to forgive them…that if they are not sorry for what they have done, you need not forgive them.

--The rationale behind this is that we are not forgiven by Christ until we confess our sins and repent, so if others do not confess and ask for forgiveness we should not forgive them.

--The problem with that logic is that Christ offered and provided the means for forgiveness long before we even knew our need.

--Grace is at work when the offending party does not deserve it—otherwise it is not grace.

--Even the motivation to repent, the desire to be forgiven, the conviction that we have wronged the Lord come from the power of the Holy Spirit at work in our hearts.

--So if we are waiting for others to prove they are sorry by asking for our forgiveness, we in effect put them in control of the forgiveness and empower them to hold us hostage to an unforgiving spirit.

2.  It lets them get off too easily—they need to experience the pain I went through, to be punished.

--What if I forgive them and they get off without any sense of what they put me through—until they have suffered sufficiently, I will not forgive them.

--By withholding forgiveness, I somehow hope to punish them and make them see how serious their actions were, make them share in my pain.

3. The consequences of what they did continue still—irreparable harm was done.

--If I forgive them and the end of the suffering isn’t even in sight, how is that fair?

--The damage they did continues to be hurtful, the offense still wounds—how can I be expected to forgive before the pain is over, or at least subsided?

ILLUS.  Julie Chen of CBS news interviewed Cindy Winters and asked her if she felt that the reality of what had happened had hit her yet.  Cindy answered honestly, “I don’t think there is any way it possibly could have… I think it will hit me next month when I set the table for four instead of three…when my daughters get ready to walk down the aisle on their wedding day, it’s gonna hit me again…there’s no way to get over it totally, so no, I can’t say it has really sunk in.”
     And yet, she chose to forgive—pain continuing to pile on the hurt for years to come, yet she chose to forgive…and chooses to forgive every time the hurt returns!

4.  The hurt was too deep to let it go.

--The assumption behind this rationalization is that there are some hurts that exceed the bounds of forgiveness—in other words, if the pain is so deep, we cannot be expected to forgive some offenses.

--But if we are forgiven as Christ forgives us, no offense goes beyond His tender mercy and boundless grace!

--Some other believers do not even bother to come up with reasons—they just refuse to forgive and feel no obligation to come up with any reason beyond they just choose not to do so.

B.  CONSEQUENCES OF UNFORGIVENESS

--Is it such a big deal if there are a few people in my life I choose not to forgive?

--Surely God understands and makes allowances, given what I have had to endure at their hand!

--As you might expect, the Bible has something to say about unforgiveness and speaks to what happens in the lives of those who refuse to forgive.

--When you will not forgive…

1.  You cannot be forgiven

Matthew 6:14-15
“For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  15 “But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions
--This is a tough one to start with!

--If there is someone I refuse to forgive, then Jesus says that my Father will not forgive me—that statement alone flies in the face of those who insist that they have no intention of forgiving those who have sinned against them.

--Also, by way of reminder, this word from Jesus comes immediately in the heels of the Lord’s prayer—“forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us…”

--If we have received grace and forgiveness, Jesus tells us that love will be the first and greatest evidence of it—and forgiveness the evidence that His love is in us, ruling our hearts!

2.  You cultivate a root of bitterness (weeds strangle spiritual health, parch the soul)

Heb. 12:14-15   Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without which no one will see the Lord.  15 See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled;
--One of the most common causes of this bitterness is unforgiveness, a source of dangerous poison to our spiritual health.

--If you provide a storage place in your heart for an unforgiving spirit, you put the wellsprings of living waters at risk of pollution from the poisons of bitterness.

ILLUS.  When there is someone in your life you have not forgiven, the mere mention of their name, the appearance of a phone message, letter or email from them, unleashes a torrent of poison into your system.  Your joy turns to suspicion and your contentment turns to anxiety—your love turns to self-protection and preservation and your perspective of praise turns to a mood of sourness.
     Unforgiveness fills us with a bitter poison which strangles us and chokes out all spiritual vitality.

3.  You carry the crushing weight of your grudge

--One of the heaviest burdens most people carry is the trunk filled with grudges and feelings we hold against others—all because we have not forgiven them.

--Wherever we go, we can never travel light because our hearts are heavy with this crushing weight.

--If you are carrying a grudge right now, you know how heavy that load has been for you—never allowing yourself to put it down, never letting Jesus Christ carry it for you—that is an awful price to pay just to withhold forgiveness from someone who probably is not even aware that you still have not let it go.

4.  You create a prison and hold yourself hostage

--While you are stuck in the past, held back by a series of iron bars keeping you from moving on, the offender party is getting on with life—probably unconcerned, unconvicted and unaware that you have locked yourself in to a cage of your own making.

--Held hostage by unforgiveness, you cannot be released until you do what God’s word says—forgive as Christ forgave you.

--The sad part to me is that instead of finding eventual relief, it seems that when we are not willing to forgive one another, the bars get stronger and closer with each passing year until you are virtually paralyzed and incapable of any but the smallest range of activity—unforgiveness shrinks your world more with each passing day!

C.  FELLOWSHIP OF THE FORGIVEN

--When we forgive, we demonstrate the love of Christ in the most unexpected way.

--Here is the authentication of true life in Christ, that we love one another in His name and in a gloriously surprising way are empowered to forgive!

--Forgiving one another when there is no human explanation for doing so presents a powerful statement about what it means to belong to Jesus Christ…loving one another because of what Christ has done for and in our lives.

Colossians 3:13 bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.
Ephesians 4:32 And be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.
--We forgive one another because true followers of Christ do that, and in forgiving just as He forgave us, we present an inviting picture of what the forgiveness of Christ can do in us and in those around us.

--We are the fellowship of the forgiven…

…we are not perfect, just forgiven

…we are not worthy, just forgiven

--When we have been forgiven by Christ, we will see Him at work in us so that we forgive one another in a way that…

1.  Restores relationships

--Until we forgive, our relationships are wounded and our fellowship suffers.

--But when we forgive, we pave the way for a sweet coming together of those who once were estranged.

Note:  Forgiveness does not mean that we are automatically reconciled—you can forgive and there still be much to be done to reconcile with one another.  But without forgiveness, reconciliation is impossible.

2.  Revives love

--Forgiveness re-establishes the foundation of our relationships with one another—the love of Christ.

--Forgiveness revives love, even when it has been dealt a severe blow, because forgiveness removes the sting of the offenses which separate us and opens the door for us to love fervently once more.

3.  Releases the power of the Spirit

--Among those things which can quench the Spirit (1 Thess 5:19) or grieve the Spirit (Eph 4:30), harboring an unforgiving Spirit stands out as a strong enemy of the power of the Holy Spirit working in us.

--If you have no spiritual power in your life, one place to look for a reason is to the matter of forgiveness—is there anyone God has called you to forgive whom you have not yet forgiven?

--To forgive opens the floodgates of spiritual power by removing this formidable obstacle.

4.  Renews spiritual vitality

--When the power of the Holy Spirit is released, our spiritual vitality and the dynamic nature of our life in Christ is renewed.

--Unforgiving hearts don’t have much life in them and a coldness, even a deadness, to spiritual things can grow and eventually prevail.

--Are you spiritually vibrant, alive to God in Christ in a dynamic way?  If not, ask the Lord to show you if the problem lies with issues of forgiveness.

--He wants to renew you…He wants to forgive you…He wants you to forgive one another, just as Christ forgave you!

CONCLUSION:  There is something profoundly attractive about forgiveness.  When you have every reason NOT to forgive, but do so anyway, people want to understand why.  If you love one another in Christ, you will treat one another differently than people normally treat each other…forgiveness of wrongs stands out as out of the ordinary, something worthy of notice.

     When we are followers of Jesus Christ, the best way to show it is to love one another, just as He said.  And one of the best ways to show that love is when it is least expected—by forgiving those who have done you wrong!

     Christ did that for you.  Now, do the same for one another in His name!
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