Total Forgiveness, Part 1

Matthew 6: 14 — 15
14 For if you forgive others when they sin againsi,ygour heavenly Father will also forgive
you.™ But if you do not forgive others their sins, y&ather will not forgive your sins.

Mark 11:24-26
24 Therefore | tell you, whatever you ask for in maybelieve that you have received it, and it
will be yours*° And when you stand praying, if you hold anythiggiast anyone, forgive
them, so that your Father in heaven may forgiveyaur sins."

Keith Miller, Executive Vice President of ChristignToday, International, shared this recently
in a sermon:

When | was five-years-old, | first fully understotite message of these words:

He sees you when you're sleeping,
He knows if you're awake,

He knows if you've been bad or good,
So be good for goodness’ sake!

Until that moment, | had lived in this childhoodssl, in which Christmas was the best day of the
year. | had always believed that the gifts at Ghrastime were there because Christmas always
came with gifts. You could count on them. But nowainfully understood that if | wanted any
gifts at Christmas, | had to be good. It was aling on me. There was this all-seeing, all-
knowing Santa, and if there was going to be ang glithad better shape up.

But then | thought, “How good is ‘good’? Can a merde ‘pretty good'? Does Santa understand
that | have a twin brother, so | have more reasor® provoked than other kids?” It was all so
worrisome to me.

| grew up a little more and went on to elementariyo®l. In the fourth grade, when | was 9, |
continued to learn that all the good stuff in lifepends on my effort. We had a reading program
called SRA. Here’s how it worked: There was a glamt of color-coded cards on the side of the
classroom. You went and got one of the cards infriti@ of the box, read what was on it, and
then answered questions about what you’'d reacufgot most of the answers right, you moved
up to the next highest color—red, yellow, blue, @ngbu were good enough and worked hard
enough, you reached exotic colors, like magenta.

Moving up in SRA was all we cared about, becausmif were still on one of the lower-level
colors—red or yellow—you were a loser. Everybodgsal was to move up—to work really
hard and reach the ultimate pinnacle of fourth-grgbbry: aquamarine But if you wanted the
glory, you had to hustle. We would literally rurorin our desks to the box. No pain, no gain!
You had to be good enough, to work hard enough.
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| grew up a little more. | was 14-years-old, anftiend invited me to a meeting after school
called Campus Life. There was a guy there who h&ead, which automatically made him
cool. He also had a guitar, which made him everecoble started saying stuff I'd never heard
before. He said that if you wanted the good stufif God—stuff like peace and forgiveness and
the Holy Spirit—it didn’t work like Santa, where ydad to be good or you got nothing but coal
in your Christmas stocking. He pointed out thadidn’t work like SRA, where it all depended
on your being smart enough and good enough andirfrgushough. He said there was a thing
called grace. God had decided to take all my dimmg screw-ups, and forgive me. Grace had
something to do with Jesus dying on the cross farand all | had to do was believe.

This man read from the Bible, which | hadn’t readlyer read. He read th&bod so loved the
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoeverebel in him, will not perish, but have
everlasting life.” This message was different from anything I'd heaefbre. It was not what |
expected. It wasn't all on me. It was all on him—J@sus. That message was so freeing, that as |
took it in, | almost started to cry. But | was ayear-old guy, and we didn't do stuff like that.
The next week, | thought, | better not go to thaeting again, because | almost started to cry
last week, and | cannot be humiliated by breakiogrdin front of my friends. But | did go. And

| did hear the message. And | did believe. Andgesienced “amazing grace.”

*%k%
Now, | tell you, I never get tired of hearing testinies of how people have come to ‘hear’ the
Good News of Jesus Christ for the first time. Thevs of God’s love and unconditional grace is
still Good News; as that song says, “Your Gr&td Amazes Me”. It does amaree | hope it

amazes you, too!

But for today and the next two weeks | want to khiagether with you about thather side,
another part, of that message of grace. The pattvie seldom talk about — which is a rather

amazing thing, too, considering the consequencaofing it.

In an issue of Christianity Today magazine releasg#dong before that Keith Miller quote | just

shared with you, they featured a cover story etitiThe Forgiveness Factor”. And the main
point of this article was the author’s (Gary Thoinasderstanding that this teaching — about
person-to-person forgiveness — has been greatlylooked by the church. He quotes a
Professor Robert Enright, who is the presidenthef international Forgiveness Institute, who
commented that prior to a 1984 book by the thealogiewis Smeded$=0rgive and Forggt “If

! Kevin Miller, executive vice president, Christianoday International
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you collected every theological book about persepdrson forgiveness [as opposed to divine-

human forgiveness], before Smedes’ book, you chald them all in one hand.”

You can certainly wonder how a doctrine that seembasic in Scripture could be ignored for
so long by people whose identity is centered aroowmd frequently proclaimed desire to be
followers of Jesus Christ! And those of us who @rarch leaders should be repenting over not
only our neglect of this important teaching of 3wt perhaps even more so for not putting it

into practice in our own lives.

One of the things that they don’t teach you in semy (but you learn very quickly when you
arrive in the ‘real world’ of a local church) isahforgiveness isot the default response to
offense in the church community at large. And saelg have simply accepted that angry
criticism, grudges, bitterness, leaving the chusgreading stories (true or not), and on and on
are going to be more likely responses; so muchtreat, when forgiveness extended in a

difficult circumstance, it tends to be surprisinglie recipient!

Well, R. T. Kendall, pastor of Westminster ChapelLiondon for 25 years, has written a

challenging book on this subject (as you've seta@bulletin). In his introduction says this:

“Had this teaching been the emphasis and lifesoflall of us who are in church leadership,
there might not have been the division, hurt, atnifesthat have characterized many Christian
circles. Though these strivings may often be desdras a doctrinal battle for truth, so often
the veneer is paper thin, and underneath are the-ad jealousies, petty agendas, and sheer
humanness that affect us afl.”

| think the key word there is ‘humanness’. It's oirprising when we act like humans — for
obvious reasons! [Its what veze!] It is, however totally surprising when we act in a Christ-like
manner, which is most clearly evident in the acfoofiveness. Especially forgiveness which is
extended as a way of life, as our first responsantoffense (even if we know it is going to take

us awhile to get there). To simply assume thatihwehere we need to end up...

2 Gary Thomas, “The Forgiveness Fact@Hristianity Todayvol. 44, no. 1 (10 January 200): 38
3 R. T. Kendall_Total Forgivenes€harisma House, 2002, p. 9
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The Power of Forgiveness a collection of seven short video stories ttaken together, reveal

the limits, difficulties, healing qualities, and foreseen effects that an act of forgiveness can
have in the lives of the people who give it. Ondhafse 7 stories focuses on Kathleen Lawler-
Row, a professor of psychology who has conducte@nsive research into the effects of

forgiveness on the human body.

In her segment, Dr. Lawler-Row discusses her expmris probing the connection between
forgiveness and symptoms of physical stress, likedpressure’When | bring people into the
laboratory,” she says’l ask them to tell me about a time when someseeply upset you, hurt
you, betrayed you, etc. And some people say, ‘Wedlre do you want me to start? | have a long
list.” They could talk about lots of different peoplehattcontext. Other people sit and think and
think and think, and they struggle to come up witmething. And 1 think that's part of the

forgiving personality—more-forgiving people aretjadittle less aware of being offendéd

What a wonderful thing if that were a basic degwip of all Christians. But | once heard
someone describe Christians as the ‘litmus papsoatty’ — i.e., we're thérst to be offended.

The video then shifts to Dr. Lawler-Row’s laborgtor

“When a person walks into the laboratory, we havieva minutes where they sit, and we try to
get a resting level—and interestingly, highly fergg people have lower blood pressure just
walking around in the world every day. But whenbsiag them into the lab, we ask them about
a time when someone betrayed them, and everybbthos pressure increases when they talk

about this emotional moment.”

“But the amount of the initial increase is reallyotnthe critical factor,” Dr. Lawler-Row
continues:The critical thing is how long that blood pressuremains elevated. And people who
are talking about a time that they are still veryhappy about, and that they have not been able

to resolve or forgive, their blood pressure stalgvated for gmuch]longer period of time.”

Back in the lab, Dr. Lawler-Row shows a female gratihow her blood pressure changed during

the telling of her story.Your blood pressure when we started out is verynab+—121 over 83.
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But as you start talking about this event, it gapsto 156 over 87, then 164, and here it's 184
over 127. This is an event that really triggerseaction in you."The patient is very surprised—

even exclaiming;l don’t like that guy very much, do 1?”

Dr. Lawler-Row continuesiMany of the stories | have heard have been prottydisturbing,
and the person will never forget what has happdndatiem. But | have seen instances of people
completely coming to resolution about it, and tisepw the pattern of the forgiving person—
their blood pressure increases, but it drops offtlasy talk about it, and they are very quickly
back to normal. Where someone else may have adar mvial incident, but if they’re hanging
on to it for dear life, you see the pattern of thaintenance of blood pressure and the slow

recovery._So | don'’t think the severity of the eiqmee determines the health effects. It's really

how the person is able to incorporate this paseemce into their lives.”

Now, Dr. Kathleen Lawler-Row is not the first resgteer to come to the conclusion that
forgiveness may help lead to victims’ emotional @ven physical healing and wholeness. In
the early 80’s a researcher, Dr. Glen Hamden, werihe University of Kansas library and

looked up the wordorgivenessn Psychological Abstracts. He couldn’t find aglenreference!

Butthatis changing.

Former President Jimmy Carter, Archbishop Desmountli, Tand former missionary Elisabeth

Elliot have been promoting a $10 million “Campafgn Forgiveness Research,” established as a
nonprofit corporation to attract donations thatliuind forgiveness research proposals. So, we
could say that the world is catching up — and saidlysome ways — is charging ahead of the

church, which has known for 2,000 years the mandhteur Lord: Forgive as you have been

forgiven.

In other ways, however, things are worse than ev@n it comes to demonstrating an attitude of
forgiveness in today's world. | have frequently coented to friends about what I've been
noticing recently: a great increase in politicaban It seems to me that there is a lot more
screaming and personal attacks going on these daysy, little civil discourse. | was not

surprised then, to catch an NPR news radio seglasiniveekend called ‘The Politics of Anger’,
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which pretty much confirmed my impression. Its judt me; they documented that there are a
growing number of media entertainers and politisismday who are choosing to attack people
on personal levels, instead of talking reasonaltlgus issues, and who frequently resort to

innuendo and outright falsehoods in order to geareaad maintain an audience, or get votes.

What really disturbs me in all this is when Cheass take up the same mantras — when we can't
see the conflict/ the contradiction between attagkihose who disagree with us, destroying
reputations based on flimsy reporting and the Mah the teachings of Jesus to do things like
“pray for our enemies”, to “bless those who perseaus”, or Paul's admonition tagéntly
restore those who have fallénhor do we heed James’ advi¢®y dear brothers and sisters,
take note of this: Everyone should be quick tetisslow to speak and slow to become angry,

because our anger does not produce the righteosshes God desirés’

The world is getting angrier and angrier, and we.,(iChristians) are once again being absorbed
into the culture instead of modeling somethingedight. So this is where we’ll spend most of our
time in this short series. Yes, there are possiblth benefits to forgiving. Yes, the world, our
families, our nation, (and the church!) would bétéreplaces if we not only learned about this,
but did it. But, the main reason for me to preach thiseserand to share what may amount to

some disturbing messages here in the heat of summrbecause this dearly biblical teaching.

There is a spiritual blessing that comes to thoke take Jesus’ teaching about forgiveness
seriously. In some circles we might say that thera greater anointing’ of the Spirit when we

actually do what Jesus told us to do. | totallyided that!

In that same article in Christianity Today, anotiveiter (Michelle Nelson) is quoted. She speaks
of degrees of forgiveness, or different types ofificeness. And she lists three categories: which
| want to share with you because this will give ad perspective on where I'm going to be

coming down in these messages:

4 Galatians 6:Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in ay®n who live by the Spirit should restore thatspe gently.
But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted.
> James 1: 19 - 20
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1. Detached Forgiveness- there is here a reduction in negative feelings talvhe offender,
but no reconciliation takes place.

2. Limited Forgiveness—there is a reduction in negative feelings toware tfifender, and the
relationship is partially restored, though there asdecrease in the emotional intensity of the
relationship.

3. Full Forgiveness—there is a total cessation of negative feelingsataithe offender, and the

relationship is fully restored.

Those are interesting observations, and perhapsréilect the reality of how people actually
appropriate Jesus’ teachings on forgiveness ingar fives. And, | suppose it’s obvious that
restoration of a broken relationship would alwagstire most desirable outcome. But, what I'm
going to be sharing with you in the next two wegksd in an introductory manner this weekend)
is the concept of Total Forgivenessaih circumstances- i.e., forgiveness that is put into effect
even if there is0 restoration of the relationshjgven if there is no reciprocity, and even if the

offender remains unrepentent

Restoration may or may not happen... Total Forgivemesomething that comes fram. Well,

it comesout of us- it really, as we will see, com&®m God. In other words, again, we are not
given any spiritual exemptions to forgiveness in certain winstance. We are nowhere in
Scripture given permission to hold grudges andefntss towards thoseho will not be
reconciled with us.It's not an option. If the relationship can lestored, great; total forgiveness

does not demand restoration.

And something perhaps even more difficult: NowhereScripture do we find that there are
exemptions, or limitations to the amounttioheswe are to forgive someone, or tiypesof sins
that ‘merit’ forgiveness. Forgiveness is total. Qargiveness of others is to be like Christ's

forgiveness of us — i.e., unconditional.

Now | know that we are going to struggle with tflighink we should)... and so in one of the
next two messages I'm going to be addressing tHiereince between forgiveness and holding
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people accountable for their actions. They arenmatually exclusive: you can forgive someone

and still hold them accountable for their decisionsti@ns.

So, we're not talking about opening the door torelma (where anything goes), or unrestrained
abuse, or anything like that. But we will be tatkiabout something that, like pretty much
everythingJesus taught, is culturalldical. And you know the basic meaning of ‘radical’,
right? “Making ...changes of a sweeping or extremtungd. Forgiveness is a radical change

from the ‘human’ way of doing things. It c@mpletelyopposed to our natural inclinations.

But for now, let me just put this out here: evethére is no reconciliation, there can still betot
forgiveness. And that means that this forgiveness &ven apply to those who are no longer
alive! And, in fact, that may be significant to semf you. There may be someone in your past,
someone long gone, who needs to be forgiven — Begawu need to be set free from the

bondage that still ties you to them. And God wdlityou will see that it is time to let some things

go.

As you hear these things, even this very basiodlutction, | suspect that many of you are
already thinking of people that you, perhaps, neefrgive. And, judging from my experience
in talking about this in the past with Sunday Sdhdasses, Bible study groups, Stephen
Ministry training classes, and people in persor@inseling sessions, many of you aiso
thinking — right now — of reasons as to wthys [your] particular circumstance is somehow
different. You're thinking of why it would, in faceven bevrongfor you to forgive this person,
or, how maybe this is right, but the truth is thiati simplycan’t do it. And you coulcheverdo

it.

Friends | believe, | havalwaysbelieved that Jesus, would not command us to detung that

is impossible for us to do. And, perhaps more irtgrdly, any teaching so central to his message
ultimately must result in our own peace, our weding, our increased joy. Remember God’s

purpose: “For | know the plans | have for you,tkdees the LORD, “plans to prosper you and

not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a éut(lrer. 29: 11)
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How could we not understand that Jesus’ most basitmand to his followers — to forgive as
we have been forgiven — is part of the great plaGad to prosper us, to bless us, to give us
hope and a future? Let's be willing to allow thgir$ of God free access into all those boarded

up and hidden places in our minds and hearts,sspléin can be fully realized in each of us.
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