2

Love Forgives!
October 3, 2010, “40 Days of Love” - Part 4
Pastor Mike Clark at Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA

Salesmen used to roam the towns of western America with wagonloads of goods.  One group of salesmen sold elixirs, supposed medicinal concoctions that they promised could heal many illnesses.  Disease ran rampant among the populace.  Few doctors were available and the antibiotics and medicines of today were unavailable.  Hope for cures of any kind attracted those who suffered and their loved ones.  Salesmen sold out their wagons, then quickly left town before their customers realized they had been taken.  These elixirs held no magic cure, as they were mostly alcohol mixed with other worthless ingredients.

There is a medicine that effectively works to help cure relationships and to keep them healthy.  This remedy has a demonstrated record of efficient healing when used frequently.  It mends broken hearts, broken trust, broken promises, broken dreams, broken homes and broken relationships, especially marriages.  It can restore the glow of radiance to a wife’s face and bring back a husband’s smile.  It brings soothing healing where it is needed most.  This magic elixir works because it comes from a proven source.  The Great Healer of all relationships prescribes and guarantees this medicine.  The Lord Jesus promises its potency.  Though it seems too good to be true, we have already experienced its healing power many times over in our lives and know of its success.  This magic elixir is forgiveness.
One of the images of active love in Ecclesiastes 4 we looked at last week specially endears itself to our hearts, Eccl 4:10, If one falls down, his friend can help him up.  But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!  Who doesn’t have fears that they will fall down and be unable to rise up again.  Nightmare stories are told of those who have fallen, broken a bone and have been trapped in a bedroom or bathroom crying out for help.  No one hears their cries and they wait in pain.  Other nightmares describe individuals who have failed miserably and everyone around them shunned, detested and rejected them.  We all fall at times.  We all fail at times.  We are grateful when others do not reject us, but assist us back up.  We rejoice in those who choose to help us overcome our failures, while they still relate to us in kind ways.  Particularly we are thankful for those who forgive us when we have hurt them.

We understand the power of forgiveness to release our lives from bitterness toward those who have hurt us or from guilt and remorse while reliving our failures when we have hurt others.  Forgiveness works healing on relationships the way that the body naturally works healing when it has been cut.  As an accident-prone person, I suffered many cuts and scrapes along with some broken bones.  Deep gashes in my fingers led me to wonder if they would ever stop hurting and heal over.  Today as I gaze at my fingers, I have to look very carefully to find the slight scars that remain from these injuries.  Some I cannot locate.  When we have hurt others or have been hurt we wonder if the relationship will ever stop being a source of pain or embarrassment.  An old saying notes that time heals all wounds.  When it comes to relationships, this is not true without forgiving love as the agent of active healing.  Time alone without forgiveness often results in infection of the relationship with worse consequences.  Forgiveness is the salve that brings the healing with time.

Let’s take a look back at I Corinthians 13 and the definition of active love.  Among the actions described are key behaviors to use in our relationships to keep them healthy and to repair the hurts that inevitably arise.  One such action in verse 5 grabs our attention, “(love) keeps no record of wrongs.”  God made it very clear that He removes our sins from us when He forgives us.  In speaking of God’s great love, Psalm 103:12 records, “as far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”  How far is the east removed from the west?  At least as far as the opposite side of the world.  Actually, you can find the North Pole and the South Pole, but you cannot find a place that is exactly East or West on a map or on our Earth.  East goes on infinitely east and west goes on infinitely west.  This illustration conveys that an infinite gulf separates our sin from ourselves in God’s healing forgiveness available to us in Jesus Christ.  With that forgiveness we have an assurance that God won’t keep reminding us of our failings.  He won’t use them to judge us.  He has removed them completely from our record.

Some have an impression of God that He does not like to see us happy.  The moment happiness enters our lives God rubs our nose in our past wrongs and makes us feel despicable.  The Lord does not do this.  He forgives and forgets.  Jesus worked so hard to die for our sins.  He does not want to keep recalling them, nor does He want us to recall them.  He crucified them on the cross and buried them in the tomb.  He removes our sins as far as His outstretched arms on the cross east to west.  They are dead and gone.  Jesus wants us to live not in the wrongs of the past but in the resurrection of new life in His Holy Spirit.  We keep wallowing in our sins when we don’t keep them dead in Jesus’ forgiveness.  Past sins can keep replaying in our memory like a bad song that keeps rewinding in our minds over and over again.  We need to allow the Lord to bury these memories too.

God forgives and forgets.  For those who have received His forgiveness in Christ, Jesus keeps no record of our wrongs in a ledger book to accuse and condemn us when we ‘stand at the pearly gates of heaven.’  That book of debts has been replaced by the blood of Christ with a book that records our sacrifices of thanksgiving to Christ.  Whatever we do for Christ and thus for each other in His name will be rewarded.  So, just as Christ forgives, forgets, and keeps no record of wrongs, we can learn to do this in our relationships.

Humans find it very difficult to stop keeping accounts of the wrongs of others.  As one who is part Irish, I can repeat this story.  Did you hear about the elderly Irishman whose doctor told him he was showing symptoms of memory loss?  That night, kneeling beside his bed, he sent a message heavenward, “Dear God, don’t take away my grudges.”  Is this true of you?  Do you hold on to your grudges?  Then consider that we forget most of the grudges others have against us.  We should be grateful that we don’t remember most of the bad things we have done to others.  If we did, we would be so weighed down with guilt that we could do nothing in our depression.  Active love keeps no record of wrongs whether they are others or ours.
Jesus understands how difficult it is for us to forgive, especially those who have hurt us pretty badly.  Yet, He insists we must forgive.  Jesus teaches in His great prayer that we are to ask God to forgive us as we have forgiven others.  In fact, He emphatically states in Matthew 6:15 that if we refuse to forgive others, we cannot be forgiven by God.  Why is this?  There are 3 huge reasons why we must forgive.

1) We have eternal and abundant life today because Jesus forgave us.  Forgiveness brings the precious gift of new life God gives us in Jesus Christ.  Through the grace of God in Christ, women and men, who deserve nothing from God because we failed Him so much, can dare to enter into the throne room of God and ask His favor.  Mercy is the key that opens the door to heaven.  Without mercy received and given, we cannot enter in.  Because we have been forgiven so greatly and understand how amazing is this grace we have received - unmerited, undeserved, and sacrificially given by Jesus - we should easily forgive all others around us.
2) Forgiving changes us to be more like Jesus.  If we refuse to forgive, we refuse to know Jesus because He is forgiveness.  To love Jesus is to love forgiveness and thus to be one who forgives.  Hence we cannot love Jesus if we do not love forgiveness and let it flow through our relationships.  Put it this way, Jesus is all about reconciliation.  If we refuse to seek to be reconciled with others, then we don’t have a relationship with the reconciling Jesus and thus have no reconciliation with God.  Forgiveness cannot be separated from love, from Jesus and from each other.  We are either a part of the forgiveness team or we are not; part of Jesus’ team or not.  All of us are like the man in Jesus’ parable (Matthew 18:23-35) who owed millions of dollars to a king but had very little money to repay his debt.  He pleaded for forgiveness of his debt.  The king in great generosity granted the debtor’s request.  Yet, we must not be like this man after his forgiveness from the king.  He met another who owed him a few dollars.  This man could not afford to pay him back.  But the man who had been forgiven so much would not forgive this man his small debt.  It is no wonder that the king took back his generosity upon hearing of this man’s merciless lack of compassion and had him thrown into prison for his ingratitude and his debts.  A General Oglethorpe once said to the great evangelist John Wesley, “I never forgive and I never forget.”  To which Wesley responded, “Then sir, I hope you never sin.”  If forgiveness is not part of our lifestyle, we don’t know Jesus and His forgiveness.  As we become more like Jesus, we learn to forgive more.
3) Without forgiveness, our relationships will fail.  Forgiveness is the oil of heavenly relationships.  Without motor oil our car engines seize up and freeze, completely ruined.  Nothing can repair an engine that went dry without oil.  The heat of the friction destroys the moving parts.  The oil removes that heat and keeps the engine running smoothly.  Without forgiveness our relationships seize up.  Without forgiveness our relationships come to a stop from the friction and heat of all our differences.  Forgiveness keeps our relationships running smoothly.  Oil in NT times and still today was used for many, many good things: lamp light fuel, cooking fuel and a food preparation ingredient.  Oil was also used as an ointment to help heal wounds and to anoint people with God’s gifts.  James tells us to use oil in prayer as a sign of God’s healing.  Forgiveness keeps our relationships healing and going in love.  We must learn to use forgiveness freely and frequently for healthy relationships.
Though we have difficulty in not keeping a record of wrongs, we appreciate those who do not keep a record of our wrongs.  The ones closest to us that we cherish the most are the ones who surprise us by purposely not keeping a record of the hurts we have inflicted upon them.  They know our failings too well, yet by the grace of God they still love us.  When this is recognized as a gift of graceful love from them and not just taken for granted, this presents opportunity for healing and reconciliation.  Wounds that break relationships can be healed.  I know many of you have heard of the forgiveness of Corrie Ten Boom.  As a young man I had the great honor to personally meet Corrie Ten Boom and hear her describe her years in a German concentration camp during World War II.  She described the terrible conditions she faced with her sister.  She also spoke of how her faith in Jesus grew in spite of the sufferings she experienced.  She then spoke of meeting after the war with one of her Nazi persecutors.  She forgave him.  Her dignity and grace in the face of such an obvious temptation to scorn this man deeply impressed me.  I realized that forgiveness represents an act of loving from on high that can bring healing with time to any relationship.

We must recognize there is a healing process to be followed.  The sooner we allow the healing process to work the better the opportunity for healing.  If we keep the wrong alive by not seeking forgiveness, the wrong festers and won’t heal.  If we hold grudges, the relationship enters decay and won’t properly heal.  We must take action in our relationships to deal with our failings and learn to forgive and be reconciled.  Even if the other person won’t offer or accept forgiveness, we must forgive to heal ourselves from the wounds we carry.  They may not accept this healing medicine, but don’t let that stop you from using forgiveness as a powerful way to heal your life.
Forgiveness healing works in these steps in our relationships.  Here is your homework for this week.  Choose one relationship in which you have been hurt or where you hurt someone recently.  Now take these steps:
One, recognize that a hurt has been inflicted.  Do not just let the matter drop or try to ignore it so it will go away.  It will not go away without reconciliation.

Two, decide to seek reconciliation not judgment.  Healing needs to occur, not further injury.

Three, bathe the process in prayer asking the Lord to lead the reconciliation process.  He provides the strength to change hearts and heal hurts, not us.

Four, ask forgiveness directly from the other person for hurts you inflicted upon them.  This may involve a current situation where you are at fault or it may involve previous situations that have not yet resolved.  Your willingness to seek forgiveness in the Lord should convey openness to the other partner to seek forgiveness too.

Five, grant forgiveness to the other person for hurts they have inflicted upon you that they ask, and also for ones they don’t mention or remember.

Six, if the other person or persons will work with you toward reconciliation, decide together on any steps that need to be taken by either or both of you to help heal the wrong.  Such steps may include counseling, prayer, accountability to a third party, recompense or other healthy behaviors that seek reconciliation.

Seven, forget the wrong and never bring it up again.  Ask the Lord to help bury this wrong removing it from your heart, mind and relationship.  One guy said whenever I get in an argument with my wife she gets historical.  She tells me everything I’ve ever done wrong.  Don’t do that!  Getting historical kills relationships.  We have to obey God for real healing; so forget and bury your list of wrongs.
For reconciliation to work in relationships, both people must be actively involved.  Spouses need to be ready to say they are sorry often.  Parents and children need to forgive often, as do friends, neighbors and brothers and sisters in Christ.  We need to work hard to keep the wrong from re-occurring, seeking ways to alter our behaviors in Christ.  But even if one person does not actively enter into the reconciliation process, the other will still find it beneficial to forgive.  Forgiveness centers a person upon Christ, the Lord of grace.  Forgiveness keeps wrongs from developing into a bitter cancer within that can lead to death; death of your relationships and death of your hope and life.  Forgiveness keeps the door open for reconciliation on a future day when the other person chooses to seek greater health with you.
A lot of you are carrying around every day a lot of baggage of hurts.  They are weighing you down.  You need to forgive so you can be relieved of that baggage.  I am telling you as your pastor that unless you forgive, you will never be free of that baggage.  I am telling you that unless you forgive, you will never find peace and healing.  I am telling you that forgiveness works great wonders in your relationships.  Forgiveness brings Jesus into our broken places, removes guilt, lifts us up and gets us moving forward again toward a greater love and a joyous life.  Learn to use forgiveness freely and frequently for healthy relationships.  OK?
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I Corinthians 13:5, “Love keeps no records of wrongs.”

Forgiveness healing works in these steps in our relationships.  Here is your homework for this week.  Choose one relationship in which you have been hurt or where you hurt someone recently.  Now take these 7 steps to reconciliation:

1) Recognize that a hurt has been inflicted.  Do not just let the matter drop or try to ignore it so it will go away.  It will not go away without reconciliation.

2) Decide to seek reconciliation not judgment.  Healing needs to occur, not further injury.

3) Bathe the process in prayer asking the Lord to lead the reconciliation process.  He has the strength to change hearts and heal hurts, not us.

4) Ask forgiveness directly from the other person for hurts you inflicted upon them.  This may involve the current situation as you were at fault or it may involve previous situations that you have not yet resolved.  Your willingness to seek forgiveness in the Lord should convey openness to the other partner to seek forgiveness too.

5) Grant forgiveness to the other person for hurts they have inflicted upon you that they ask, and also for ones they don’t mention or remember.

6) Decide together on any steps that need to be taken by either of you or both of you to help heal the wrong.  Such steps may include counseling, prayer, accountability to a third party, recompense or other healthy behaviors that seek reconciliation.

7) Forget the wrong and never bring it up again.  Ask the Lord to help bury this wrong removing it from your heart, mind and relationship.

Cover Quote:
“Divine Forgiveness and Human Forgiveness Intertwined”
by Dale Bruner (The Christbook, pg. 252-3)

Believers are not to seek divine forgiveness if they have not given human (forgiveness).  We are not conscientiously to seek God’s friendship where we have not sought our wounded brother’s or sister’s.  We cannot honorably try to be on speaking terms with God the Father where we have not sincerely sought to be on speaking terms with some problematic other.  This reality sequence is an expression of honest faith and is not a difficult justification by works.  The conscience that is able to ask for forgiveness without giving it is not a conscience living in faith.

