Week of: September 14, 2008

Title:  The Grace of Forgiveness


Series:  Spiritual Formation – Part 10

Scripture:  Colossians 3:12-14

1. Gordon MacDonald wrote a book entitled “Restoring Your Spiritual Passion” in which he identified five different types of people that you might come in contact with.  Let me give you those types. 
 
2. First are VRPs- very resourceful people who add to our lives and help ignite our passion for God and things around us.  These are our mentors, people who are willing to share their wisdom and experiences with us.

3. Second are VIPs-they are the very important people who share our passion with us.  Everyone who loves our church and loves our Lord is a VIP to us because they share our passion and love of God.  They also share our love for one another.

4. Third are the VTPs- very trainable people who catch our passion for Jesus.  Human emotions and attitudes are very easily communicated to others.  What one person has, another person is likely to get.  If it is passion and excitement for Christ then others can experience it as well. There are people here today, there are people all around us, who are by their very nature and position in life, very trainable and waiting for someone to have a positive influence on them.

5. The fourth kind of persons he mentions are the VNPs- the very nice people who enjoy our passion but don’t contribute to it.  MacDonald says the large majority of congregations in the Western civilianization make up these people. He says that most church programs are about babysitting them and their needs.

6. The fifth kind of persons are the VDPs-they are the very draining people who sap our passion and strength by causing conflicts, fusses, and all sorts of problems.  They are people that are not happy and fulfilled, and consequently, don’t want other people to be happy and fulfilled. 

7. The VRPs, VIPs, VTPs, VNPs, and VDPs all have at one thing in common. Do you know what it is? They are all human beings, and everyone needs to be forgiven.  As said last Sunday, all of our relationships are based on forgiveness.  If you don’t learn to practice forgiveness you are not going to have long lasting relationships.  

8. According to the Bible, as Christians, we have some special reasons to practice forgiveness.  Let’s look at some reasons why.

9. In Colossians 3rd chapter, Paul is laying down the rules for holy living and in doing so he uses death and resurrection language. For example, 3:1 says, “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above…”  The “raised with Christ” reminds us of our baptism as were raised out of the water to symbolize being raised again to the new life in Christ Jesus.  He says this to remind all of us we were raised with Christ so we should desire things fitting of that resurrection experience. 

10. He continues by saying, “Put to death your earthly nature with all your “sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires, and greed….Do not lie to each other, put on your new self, which is being renewed in the knowledge in the image of its creator.” The “putting to death” is also a reference to our baptism and our death and resurrection in Jesus Christ. Paul likes to say that at our conversion and our baptism a part of us called the old self is crucified, killed off, or at least starts a process of dying daily. That old self represents the lists of sins that he sites throughout all of his letters.  Hopefully then with the sinful human nature on the decline and a new life in Christ on the rise, he states in verse 12:

11. “Therefore…clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”

12. It is interesting that Paul lists compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, but elaborates on forgiveness and love.  To Paul, the main concern he has in all of his churches is unity.  And the only way to achieve unity is through forgiveness and love.  Every community and every church cannot stand for long without forgiveness and some degree or the other, some form or the other, love.  

13. It is almost laughable for a church to believe that they can be anything like what Jesus expects them to be without practicing forgiveness and love. 

14. And as I said last Sunday, no relationships, at least, not  lasting relationships, can continue very long without forgiveness.  Everything begins to fall apart without love and forgiveness.  Love is the greatest of all human endeavors, and forgiveness is the greatest expression of love.  

15. Love is the glue that holds everything together and (get this) without forgiveness there can be no love.  For all the talk about how we say we love one another, if we don’t learn to forgive, our love is garbage.

16. But there is another reason to forgive! Look at Colossians 3: 13, the last part of the verse says:  “…Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  In Ephesians 4: 32 Paul writes: “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.”   We should forgive one another because we believe that Christ has forgiven us.   So when we forgive one another, we acknowledge that we too have needed forgiveness many, many times in our lives and that really and truly we are not any different from the person that has offended us.  We might think we are better than those people who from time to time hurt us but really we are not.  We are all sinners, some of us who have been saved by grace and some of us who have not, but we are all sinners. 

17. So in Christ, when we practice forgiveness, we offer grace to them rather than justice.  Justice is a wrong for a wrong, word for word, hurt for hurt, pain for pain, hatred for hatred, and violent deed for violent deed.  For the most part justice feels so good, when it is served. 

18. But forgiveness, at least in our minds, is often thought of as being unnatural, because it doesn’t seem fair to overlook a wrongful deed or a hurtful word.  But forgiveness means to deal graciously with, like God deals so wonderfully gracious with us.  Would we want God to deal justly with us?  No. I would have been wiped out a long time ago.  I want mercy and grace, don’t you?  Then why won’t I deal more graciously with other people than I do?

19. Let me give you one more reason why you should forgive those who wrong you!  Because harboring grudges, refusing to let go of anger, hatred, and resentment is like a cancerous growth inside you. You may think that by not speaking to someone you are punishing them, but in reality, it is you who are being punished.  Because you are a prisoner to your own feelings and emotions.  There is this malignant tumor in your heart that is eating you up, and as one writer says: “When you release the wrongdoer from the wrong, you cut a malignant tumor out of your inner life.  You set a prisoner free, but you discover that the real prisoner was you.”

20. Ok!  How do you do this? Quickly, three or four things.  First, in a conflict situation, pray and ask God to help you want to forgive that person.   Second, if you’re brave and in control, you can talk to the person and try to find another way of seeing the source and cause of the conflict. Don’t go while you are mad and angry, it is just going to result in more bad feelings. 

21. Third, as a exercise before God, you could take a piece of paper and write down the names of those who have hurt you over the years and offer this list to God with all the pain that it represents.  And, make a choice of faith to forgive that person because you know that God can and will take care of the pain, hurt, and resentment.  Listen, to forgive is an act of faith, based on the truth that it is only God and not us, who can change another person.  It is also in terrible and horrible crimes an act of faith that God is the one who can and will be our avenger. 

22. Fourth, make yourself speak to that person.  There is not a person in this room who cannot nor shouldn’t not speak to anyone in St. Paul.  To which some might say “preacher I am not going to speak to a person that I don’t feel like speaking to.”  And that is the very reason that you will never be set free of the resentment that binds your heart.  That is the very reason that so-and-so will always control you.   

23. Let me tell you this, several years ago there was a person who would not speak to me.  And to be honest, I didn’t take the time or the energy to investigate why. Anyway, I would see this person around in town and they wouldn’t speak.  So one day I saw this lady and her daughter in Food City, and we were the only ones going down the same aisle.  I remember thinking “man this going to be awkward.”  But I thought well, I would speak anyway.   So I did and sure enough she didn’t and walked on by.  I turned the aisle and realized that we were going in the same direction, I thought “Oh, not again.” 

24. This time she stopped me, and said, “Look I am sorry, my daughter just told me that I looked awful silly not speaking to you…”  

25. We talked and were very nice to each other and today we both speak.      
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