Pastor Jeff Williams: December 7, 2008

Ending the Cold War, Part IV: “A Time for Peace.”

(We being with Pastor Jeff reading from Psalms 109, page 602 of pew Bibles.) “O God, whom I praise, do not remain silent, for wicked and deceitful men have opened their mouths against me; they have spoken against me with lying tongues. With words of hatred they surround me; they attack me without cause. In return for my friendship they accuse me, but I am a man of prayer. They repay me evil for good, and hatred for my friendship.” 

You and I have all been there. You and I have all been victims of somebody else’s lies or gossip, somebody else saying things about us that aren’t true or telling things that are true needlessly to people who don’t need to know. We’ve all had opportunities to feel what David is feeling here right now in this Psalm. This is a tremendous opportunity for him to forgive, isn’t it? It’s a tremendous opportunity to exercise the grace of God and release the offenders. 

We’re going to see what he does. Verse 6, “Appoint an evil man to oppose him; let an accuser stand at his right hand. When he is tried, let him be found guilty, and may his prayers condemn him. May his days be few; may another take his place of leadership. May his children be fatherless and his wife a widow. May his children be wandering beggars; may they be driven from their ruined homes.” That’s pretty dark, isn’t it? When you start picking on his wife and kids too, that’s pretty dark stuff. “May a creditor seize all he has; may strangers plunder the fruits of his labor. May no one extend kindness to him or take pity on his fatherless children. May his descendants be cut off, their names blotted out from the next generation. May the iniquity of his fathers be remembered before the Lord; may the sin of his mother never be blotted out.” Now, he’s even picking on the guy’s mom. This is dark stuff! This is some bitter stuff right here. “May their sins always remain before the Lord, that He may cut off the memory of them from the earth.”
He says, “I don’t want them blessed as a family. I don’t want them blessed financially. I don’t want them blessed spiritually. I want this guy to suffer because of what he’s done to me.” That’s not saying that’s God’s will. That’s simply saying those were David’s feelings about what had happened. That’s a pretty natural thing. When somebody strikes you, your nature is to strike them back. When they say something bad about you, your tendency is to say something back or harbor resentment towards that. If somebody gossips about you or hurts you, there is a part of you that wants to get even or rejoices when failure or calamity comes or hits their lives. So David is just being totally honest about his frustration and what he is feeling here. 
The reason I mention that to you is because that is not unusual in the Bible-for us to see a Psalmist or a Prophet by Jeremiah, when he is wrong-the anger that comes forth out of his mouth… Jeremiah is so mad he says, “Curse be the man who brought the news that it is a son into the world when I was born.” He just spews out these feelings of ill will.

The reason I bring that up is so that you can realize when Jesus comes on the scene and says-you’ve heard it said, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, but I say to you…” or when He says, “Love your enemies.” When He talks about forgiving those who’ve wronged us, that’s radical stuff.
The Disciples had been brought up to know that not loving your enemies or… That's why when they went to the Samaritan village and Jesus was rejected, the Disciples say, “Lord, do you want us to call down fire from Heaven and consume them?”

Jesus replies and says, “You don’t know what Spirit you’re of.” Jesus comes along, and He begins to teach forgiveness, grace and restoration, and it’s radical! It’s new. We take it for granted when we hear it. We know that's what expected of us from God; but when Jesus comes on the scene and says, “When somebody strikes you on the cheek, turn to them the other also,” that was revolutionary teaching. The natural tendency is not to forgive; it’s to get even. Forgiveness is a supernatural work, and we are directing our attention to that this morning. 
We’re going to show a clip at this time from the movie, “The End of the Spear.” “The End of the Spear” was a low-budget movie which was very well done. It tells a story of five men who left America-Jim Elliot, Nate Saint and others-to preach the Gospel in the jungles of Ecuador. They met their demise there. They were speared; they were killed by the Auca Indians. Joy Thompson-we have a connection there, her family-Dr. John and Mary Doerfer-were missionaries in Ecuador; so she grew up in the jungles of Ecuador. They actually played… We’re going to see the clip of Nate Saint’s son coming back to the jungles of Ecuador to find out what happened to his father’s wreckage and how his father died; and he’s going to put all those pieces together. The sister of that young man, Joy would have played with her children; so the nieces of the man we’re going to see in the video-Joy-played with growing up. That’s kind of a cool connection for our church. This story was shared in the Gates of Splendor by Elisabeth Elliot as she retold the incredible story of Jim Elliot, her husband, and what happened there. Then, of course, the daughter of Nate Saint coming back again with the Gospel and seeing the Gospel begin to spread through that region [is what will take place in the clip]. This is a little longer than normal. It’s a few minutes long, but we’re going to see it as Nate Saint’s son returns to the scene of the crime, if you will, and begins to put the pieces together about what happened to his father. It is a vivid word picture that I want us to remember about what forgiveness is, and it’s something that we’ll be drawing upon as we share from the Word this morning.
I’m going to go over here and sit down. For some of you, it’s going to be hard to see the words because they’re at the bottom of the screen-either because your vision doesn’t pick them up or the music stands are in the way or whatever. When English is not being spoken and subtitles are at the bottom, I will translate that for you. I will read that for you, so you know what’s being said. Let’s watch the clip from “The End of the Spear.”

I’d like you to open your Bibles with me, please, to the Book of 2 Corinthians 2 (page 1143 of pew Bibles) as we talk about this subject of forgiveness. The Apostle Paul had a lot of trouble with this church. There was a lot of division in the church of Corinth. Immorality was constantly happening there. Paul is talking about a disciplinary issue that happened in this church with this individual-we don’t have exact details about what he did. We’ll talk a little bit more about it next week; but he was obviously an important member of the congregation because of the pain that is caused by his absence, by his actions; the difficulty the church is having, that he was very much loved and had fallen; and the pain that this causes. Paul is going to talk about forgiveness and restoration in this man’s life. He’s going to teach us some principles about what forgiveness is. I’m going to read through the text of Verses 5-11, and then we’re going to go back verse by verse and talk about the principles of what forgiveness is from this text. 
Let’s read Verses 5-11 in its entirety, and then we’ll go back.  Paul writes and says, “If anyone has caused grief, he has not so much grieved me as he has grieved all of you, to some extent-not to put it too severely. The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. The reason I wrote you was to see if you would stand the test and be obedient in everything. If you forgive anyone, I also forgive him. And what I have forgiven-if there was anything to forgive-I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake, in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.” 
Principle number one is found in Verses 5-6. Paul talks about the grief and the pain that this sin has caused-both in the church and in the life of the individual. Forgiveness is an acknowledgment of the pain. It’s an acknowledgement of the consequences of the action. Some think when you forgive somebody, you’re simply glossing over all of that, sweeping it under the rug, not dealing with the emotions and just mechanically doing this act of forgiveness when actually just the opposite is true. It’s when we choose not to work through the issues of forgiveness and reconciliation that we’re sweeping things under the rug. When you forgive, you acknowledge the pain; you get the cards on the table, and you say, “This is what happened. These are the consequences. This is the pain that is or was felt. This is the damage that was done,” and that is essential in this process of forgiveness; so there is acknowledgement of the pain. 
Secondly, it teaches us in Verse 7 that forgiveness is the beginning of the healing process. He says, “Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow.” Paul says he’s suffering, and you’re suffering; and we need to end the suffering. We need to begin the healing, and the way this happens is that you release him. You drop the spear. You are going to forgive this man, so healing can begin. We think mistakenly that all I have to do is say the magic words “I’m sorry,” and that person says, “I forgive you;” and magically, all the pain goes away and instantly we are healed. That’s not the way it works in the real world. That's the way it works if somebody accidently steps on your toe, but that’s not the way it works when somebody does the things that David talks about in Psalm 109. That’s not the way it works when somebody like Nate Saint’s son has to go face to face with someone he thought was his friend. It turned out to be the man that murdered his father. The emotions and the pain that he dealt with-that’s not going to instantly heal. 
You can compare forgiveness to a break of a bone. When you break your bone, what does the doctor do? The doctor sets your bone. Does that heal the bone? Do you say, “Oh, my ankle has been set. Now I can walk on my foot”? No. “Oh, my wrist has been set now. I can play tennis tomorrow.” No because all you’ve done is put proper alignment so that the bone can heal. 
That’s what forgiveness does. Forgiveness starts the process. Not forgiving prohibits the process. So forgiveness aligns it so that healing can take place, but it is a process. There is a period of time when that is sensitive to the touch, when it is tender, when it needs to be protected because mending has to take place. The more egregious the offense-the greater the betrayal, the greater the hurt, the longer period of time-just like in the natural body, in the emotional/spiritual realm-the longer it will take for healing to take place. So don’t be surprised when after you’ve pronounced forgiveness that you are still dealing with pain and anguish-that some of these echoes are still present in your life. 
Corrie ten Boom-some of you have heard of Corrie ten Boom. She was a Holocaust survivor and spoke and wrote of atrocities that happened to her family; she became very famous for her work, “The Hiding Place.” Corrie ten Boom was on a lecture tour for awhile, and she shared a story that she had forgiven one of the Nazis for killing a family member. She had obeyed God; she had forgiven him. She was still, however, struggling with thoughts of hate, struggling with bitterness and having these memories come back. It was to the point where she couldn’t even sleep at night. She talked to a pastor friend of hers. She said, “I don’t understand why I’m having such difficulties. I don’t understand why I’m still having these thoughts when I’ve forgiven. Did I not forgive? Did I not do it right?” 

Everybody in this room has struggled with that, right? Everybody in this room as forgiven somebody and still had resentments and thought, “Why is that? Why am I still struggling with this?”

The Lutheran pastor pointed Corrie to the church steeple. He said, “You see that steeple, Corrie? Every day the sexton comes in there, and he pulls on the rope and rings the bell. Then after he’s done that many times, he releases the rope. Does that stop the bell?” He said, “Not at first. At first, the ding dong continues, and then it gets softer and quieter. Then pretty soon it disappears all together.” He says, “That’s the way it is with forgiveness. When you forgive, you let go of the rope. But if you’ve been tugging on that rope of resentment for a long time, don’t be surprised if the bell continues to clang inside. Over time it will diminish, and eventually it will disappear all together.”
So forgiveness is an event, but it’s also a process. It’s a decision we make, but there is a work that has to be done in our spirit; so that’s important for us to understand. 

Paul says, “Begin that work.” This brother obviously was genuine and authentic in his repentance, and Paul says, “It’s time to restore him.”

Verse 8, “I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for HIMMMM.” The next principle is that forgiveness is a new start. Biblical forgiveness wipes the slate clean. When you confess your sin to God and you ask for God’s forgiveness, God is not going to bring that up to you in the future. It’s a new beginning for you; it’s a new day for you.  
Thomas Edison-we take the light bulb so for granted. We just take it out of the package, screw it in and turn on our light. We don’t realize what a painstaking process that was for Edison and his men to assemble a light bulb. 

I read that in those first light bulbs, it took them 24 hours to make that light bulb. They worked continuously around the clock to make that happen. After it was done, when the first light bulbs-it had to be just painstakingly and carefully handled at the risk of breaking this precious, fragile commodity… One of the younger apprentices was entrusted to take it from the work station to the place where they would plug it in. In his care, he was overly cautious, bobbled the light bulb and it broke-24 hours of labor! Thomas Edison and the crew were so discouraged. Of course, the young man felt terrible for what he had done. The crew again began to work another 24 hours without sleep to put together another light bulb. When Edison finished, he took the light bulb and he gave it to the same young man. That's forgiveness. He had another opportunity, another chance.
Paul said, “This man deserves it. This man deserves to be reinstated into the body. He has confessed his sin. He is right before God, and he needs to be right before you as well.”
Verse 9, “The reason I wrote you was to see if you would stand the test and be obedient in everything.” Forgiveness is also an act of obedience. It is in the realm of the will more than it is in the realm of the emotions and the feelings. Forgiveness is an act of obedience. God commands forgiveness.
I read to you that the verbs from the Book of Ephesians are in the imperative tense. When he says (Ephesians 4:32, page 1159 of pew Bibles), “Be kind and compassionate, forgiving one another just as in Christ God forgave you.” It is not an option; it is not a suggestion. It is a command of God. God commands that we forgive. God expects us to make decisions that are contrary many times to our emotions and our feelings. Our feelings might say to us, “Don’t forgive.” Our emotions might say to us, “They don’t deserve forgiveness,” but God has commanded it; and it’s important we understand that. It is an act of our will. 
Every day you do things that are acts of your will. You go to work when you don’t feel like it; that’s an act of your will. You open your books and study or write a paper when you don’t feel like it. Maybe your emotions say, “Stay in bed,” “go shopping,” or “go play in the snow and have fun;” but you choose to do something contrary to your emotions and your feelings because there are severe consequences. If you don’t go to work, you lose your job. If you don’t study, you’re going to flunk your class. The consequences go on from there. You make a decision on the basis of your will and not your emotions. Forgiveness often is the same thing. Many times when you go to work or you do the schoolwork, you’re glad you did. You get into the project, and it’s fun. You come to church-you didn’t want to go that Sunday, but you came and it was beneficial. You’re glad you came. Not that that would ever happen here, but there are some homes where they fuss about going to church before it’s time to go. 
So, Paul says, “This is a choice that we make. It’s an act of our will. It’s an act of obedience.” Verse 10, “If you forgive anyone, I also forgive him.” Forgiveness is a declaration that we are making a pronouncement of forgiveness when possible. It is important that we say to the person that has wronged us or hurt us, “I forgive you.”  We make that declaration with our mouth. It’s also a work of faith and grace; forgiveness is a work of faith and grace. 
He says, “…if there was anything to forgive-I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake.” God is involved in this process. In order for that healing to take place… How does God take this decision and take this declaration and bring about healing in our emotions and our spirit. How does that fully work? I don’t really fully understand it; I just know it does. I know we do our part. When we are obedient, God will do His part. When you confess your sins to the Lord and you ask for His forgiveness, you’re doing your part and you’re trusting that God is doing something in you that you cannot do for yourself. He’s removing the guilt of your sin. He is cleansing you from unrighteousness; He is making you righteous. You cannot do that; God is doing His part. So, forgiveness is an act of faith. I’m saying, “Okay, God, I’m going to be obedient. I’m going to do what You’ve commanded me to do even though I don’t feel like it, and I’m going to make this declaration of forgiveness. I’m trusting that You will work in my spirit,   remove pain, bring healing and bring deliverance to me in my life.” So forgiveness is also an act of faith, trusting God to do His part-to do His work of grace in our lives and in the lives of those that we need to be reconciled with. 
Verse 11 says, “…in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.” What is the context here? The context which he’s talking about is Paul saying that Satan will use unforgiveness, resentment, bitterness, and hatred as weapons in our lives. Satan means slanderer; he slanders us. He’s the accuser of the brethren. As long as we harbor these things in our lives, we are giving Satan ammunition to use against us. We are giving him ammunition to hurt us spiritually; so when you disobey God and choose not to forgive, you are actually working against yourself. You’re actually harming yourself. You’re harming yourself spiritually; you’re harming yourself emotionally because where forgiveness releases the bitterness, unforgiveness locks it in. It seals it inside of you, and that’s not something you want to do. You don’t want to seal unforgiveness and bitterness inside of you. Hatred acts as a poison. Bitterness acts as a cancer, and it spreads and destroys from the inside out. 
That’s why when we swallow something that is bad for us, our bodies naturally regurgitate that. When we go into the hospital, and they cleanse our system-they pump our stomachs to get that out… Bitterness is not something you want to reside; it’s not something you want to make a nest in your lives, in your heart and your mind because it will follow you. It will corrupt you. So unforgiveness seals that inside of you. 
God says, “I want you to release that. I want you to be free. I don’t want you to be bitter, angry people. I want you to be a healed people, a gracious people.” 
You know one of the hardest things to do is to forgive ourselves. Have you found that to be true? One of the hardest things to do is to forgive ourselves. We become angry with ourselves; we hold resentment toward ourselves. We begin to think, “Maybe God can’t forgive me, God can’t use me, or God doesn’t love me because of what I’ve done or haven’t done.” 

The accuser, the brethren, uses that. “How can you be used of God? How can God love you? Look at what you’ve done?” The accuser, the brethren, uses that in our lives, so I want to also talk to you this morning about forgiving yourself. I think that’s important to do, too. 
A little boy and a little girl, Johnny and Sally, went to Grandma and Grandpa’s house as they often did. Grandpa bought Johnny a slingshot, and he said, “I’m going to teach you how to use this slingshot, Johnny.” They went into the woods, and they practiced. He was terrible at it. I remember getting my first slingshot and shooting myself in the thumb. It was terrible; I couldn’t hit anything. So Johnny was really discouraged, and Grandpa said, “Don’t give up. If you just keep trying, you keep practicing, pretty soon you’re going to be as good as David in a sling.”

He said, “You think so, Grandpa?”

He said, “I know so.” 

Well, the little boy headed to the house, and before he went inside, he decided he’d give it one more shot. Almost without thinking, he turned and he saw a duck moving out in the woods. He pulled back and he let go, and a miracle took place; he hit the duck. The duck died on the spot from the impact of the stone. The problem was, that was not just any duck. That was grandma’s favorite pet duck, Quackers, and now Quackers was dead. What was he going to do? How does he break the news to Grandma that number one, he killed her favorite duck; and number two, it was him-the grandson that she loved. “She’ll hate me now. She won’t like me anymore. I can’t tell her this awful secret. I must cover it up. No one must ever know that I was the one who took the life of Quackers.”

As he is covering this duck up with the last piece of wood in the wood pile, he looks up and sees his sister Sally standing there and grinning from ear to ear. She knows the secret. She doesn’t say a word, but she has ammunition galore. That night when it was time to do the dishes, Grandma said, “Sally, it’s your day to do the chores. Let’s wash the dishes.” 

Sally pipes up and says, “Oh, Johnny said he wants to do the dishes tonight. Don’t you, Johnny?” 

Johnny looks up and says, “Uh-ha.”

“Well, that’s very good,” says Grandma. “You can help me with the dishes.”

As Sally exited the room to go watch TV, she whispered in her brother’s ear, “Don’t forget the duck!”

Later that night, Grandpa said, “Let’s go fishing, guys!”

Grandma says, “Oh, Sally can’t go fishing tonight. She has chores to do. This is her day for chores.” 

She turned to her brother, Johnny; he knew what was next. She looked at Grandma and said, “Johnny said he wants to do the chores tonight, Grandma. He loves working with you in the house.”

“Is that true, Johnny?”

“Uh-ha.”

As she walks out with her pole to go fishing, she whispers in Johnny’s ear, “Remember the duck.”

This scenario repeats itself for days, and finally Johnny can’t take it. He can’t take it because of the grief, and he can’t take it because of the torment. He finally confesses to Grandma in tears. He says, “Grandma, I killed Quackers with my slingshot. I hope you can forgive me. I hope you still love me,” and he broke down. 
She said, “Honey, I know. I saw you. I know it was you, and I forgave you the day it happened because I love you.” She wiped away his tears, and she held him close. Then she looked in his eyes smiling, and said, “Johnny, I was wondering how long you were going to let your sister hold you as a slave.”

You know, that’s the way it is in our lives. This horrible secret that God knows-we want to hide it. We want to cover it up. We’re angry with ourselves. “How can God love us?” The truth of the matter is God knows, and He loves you. He has extended grace to you. 

Let’s not allow the devil to continue to beat us up and brow beat us over the sins of our past. Make sure that on your list this morning, one of the names you cross off of who you need to forgive is yourself. You need to forgive yourself. 
That disarms the enemy when you receive that forgiveness. When you forgive others, when you forgive yourself, it lessens the ammunition that he has to use against you because it’s in the open. It’s been dealt with; it’s been forgiven, and you have a new start.

If you’re here this morning and you’ve not given your life to Christ, it’s very important that you do that. We’re talking about this issue of forgiveness. You need to understand that Christ wants to give a pardon to you. 

I recently read about a man who lived when President Andrew Jackson was President. He had committed a crime; he’d stolen from the U.S. Mail (Post Office). The severity of the crime, the amount of mail he took-at least in that day-was enough to warrant his execution. They appealed his execution, and it went all the way to the President. President Jackson studied the case, and he issued a pardon to the man-pardoned by the President. The problem was the man was so wracked with guilt and grief and so ashamed of his sin, he felt like he didn’t deserve a pardon. He rejected President Jackson’s pardon. His attorneys appealed all the way to the Supreme Court. The Chief Justice wrote the decision and said that the man would be executed. He said the value of the pardon is only a pardon-unless the guilty party receives the pardon. “Because this man has rejected the pardon, his guilt remains; and he is to be executed.” 
We love to quote John 3:16 (page 1052 of pew Bibles), “For God so loved the world, He gave His only begotten Son that who so ever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” What we don’t quote is John 3:36 (page 1052 as well) when Jesus says, “The one who rejects the Son, the wrath of God abides on him still.”
If we spurn God’s pardon, if we reject His offer of grace, our guilt remains. That's why it’s so important that we receive His forgiveness, receive His grace.

Would you pray with me this morning?

Father, we are so thankful for the opportunity of a second start, so thankful this morning for an opportunity to know the joy of a clean slate, forgiveness of our sins. I pray this morning if there be one here who has never trusted in You as his or her Lord and Savior, this would be the day when he or she will receive that pardon. If you’re here this morning, and you’ve not trusted in Christ as your Lord and Savior, I invite you to pray with me now. 
Say, “Heavenly Father, I come to You in Jesus’ name. I’m guilty of sin. I’ve rebelled against You and Your Lordship; and I have committed acts that I am ashamed of. I ask today for Your pardon. I receive the sacrifice of Your Son on the cross as payment for my sin. Forgive me, Lord, and cleanse me. I pray that Your Holy Spirit would come inside of me; [I pray that] the Spirit that raised Christ from the dead would live in my life, that You would make me a new person and give me the power to live for You all the days of my life. From this day forward, I’ll give You my heart. I receive you as my God and King. In Jesus’ name.
Lord, if they prayed that prayer this morning, then their sins are forgiven. They have received the pardon; the promise of Heaven is theirs. Lord, I also pray for us this morning who need to confess. We need to go to somebody and tell them we’re sorry and own our sin. [I pray] that we would have the courage to take this step of obedience. Lord, for those of us who have been wronged or hurt, by the work of grace [I pray] that we would forgive those who have hurt us, offended us and wronged us. Even this morning as we prepare to receive communion, we will name their name. We’ll name the offense, and we’ll make a declaration of obedience and faith and pronounce forgiveness. Father, I pray that all over this church in all these lives, we will see these pockets of reconciliation, this groundswell of forgiveness, and the healing process will begin in their hearts and lives even now as we pray. Lord, by Your grace this morning [I pray] that we would forgive ourselves. We make that declaration and say, “Today, Lord Jesus, I forgive myself.” We would name that offense. Even as You have forgiven me and pardoned me, I now release myself. I drop the spear; I let go of the bell that, Lord, I might experience wholeness, that Satan might no longer have grounds to accuse-that I can walk in freedom and newness of life. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.
