“GIVE FORGIVENESS”

Live Like You Were Dying
November 16, 2008

Cornerstone Community Church
Video Slice: The Rock
The first time my wife was pregnant we took a Lamaze class over at Good Samaritan Hospital, and one of the things the leader had each of the fathers do was to put on a weight vest to simulate the extra weight our pregnant wives were carrying around.  It’s one thing for a husband to try to imagine what his wife feels like as she carries an extra 25 to 45 pounds around, and we quickly learned that it’s another thing to actually have an extra 25 to 45 pounds strapped around our midsections.  It hurts your back.  It makes it hard to move around without knocking things over.  And I must tell you that our wives thoroughly enjoyed watching their husbands struggle to function with these weight vests strapped to our bodies.  But then the class ended, and guess what?  We got to take our vests off, and they were still … well, you fill in the word.
The video we just watched showed a man who for some reason is carrying around a large rock.  And the reality is that some of us are doing much the same thing.  Like a weight vest strapped to our souls, like a boulder weighing down our spirits, our inability and our unwillingness to give forgiveness makes our lives a burden God never intended us to carry.  When you came in today, you were given a small rock. Those are not for you to throw at the pastor when he makes bad jokes.  Those are a symbol, a symbol of the hurt and anger and bitterness that some of us may still be carrying around because of our inability to give forgiveness to those who have caused us pain.   

For the last three weeks, we have been discovering what it means to live like we were dying, to value that which matters most. We have been learning to speak sweeter and to love deeper.  Psalm 118:24 says, “This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” This morning God deposited another 24 hours in the bank we call life.  We can spend those 24 hours any way we choose. But, we can only spend them once. We can’t push rewind and live this day again. There are no “do-overs.”  We get one shot at this day.

That is why it is so important that we heed the words of Psalm 90:12 – “Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.  In light of eternity, no matter how long we live, our life is short, and the clock is ticking.  So we need to be wise with how we spend our days. And our topic this weekend might be the most difficult of any message during this series, because today we are going to talk about giving forgiveness. 

Now as soon as I bring up that concept, the concept of giving forgiveness, some of us get a bit anxious, even a little agitated. We have all heard the old adage that “time heals all wounds.” But let’s be honest – it’s not completely true.  For some of us, even though it has been years, the wounds are still raw, fresh, and real.  God has made us with the capacity to love deeply, but he has also made us with the capacity to be deeply hurt. 

So let’s ask the question – if we only had 30 days to live, are there any relationships that would need to be repaired and restored?  Is there any bitterness that needs to be resolved?  Do we have some unfinished business we should take care of before we check out of this life?  Do we have any rocks we need to put down?
One day Peter engaged Jesus in a conversation about forgiveness. Peter wants to know where to draw the line.  So he asks Jesus, “How many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”  Now, Peter thinks he is being super-spiritual and going way beyond the call of duty to suggest seven times.  But Jesus says, “Not seven times, but seventy times seven.” And then, as it’s recorded in Matthew 18, Jesus launches into a remarkably convicting story about forgiveness. Here’s how the story might sound if someone were to tell it in today’s context. 

One day the CEO of a large Silicon Valley company gets a memo from the accounting department. One of their VPs has been pilfering large amounts of money from the company.  When the VP gets word that the CEO has found him out, his heart sinks. He panics. What is he going to do? He doesn’t have a chance of ever being able to pay back a fraction of the debt. He owes north of 10 million dollars. The only thing he can do is plead for mercy. But CEO’s don’t get where they are by showing mercy.

A meeting is arranged; the VP walks anxiously into the CEO’s office. He is handed a folder detailing his debt. The CEO lets him know that this debt is now due in full and it is due now. Today.  Immediately.  The CEO also lets him know that the company will be coming after him with the full force of the law. They will seize all of his assets and liquidate his property and possessions.  And then they will prosecute him and have him sentenced to prison. 

In desperation, this man falls on his knees before this angry CEO and he begs for mercy, for more time. He promises to pay back every dime. And, then, the unthinkable, the unimaginable, happens. This hard-nosed CEO is unexpectedly moved with compassion. He takes the file and tears up the debt. The CEO doesn’t just grant the thieving VP more time; he grants him a complete pardon. As the VP walks away from the office, tears are streaming down his face.  He cannot believe his good fortune.  And he determines that from now on, he will do things right. 

But the story isn’t over.  As the VP stops to get gas on the way home, he bumps into a co-worker who has been avoiding him because he owes the VP a few hundred dollars and hasn’t paid him back. The VP’s sense of relief and gratitude vanish and give way to resentment and anger.  He demands that the co-worker pay him back, and pay him back now. The co-worker, caught off guard, begs for more time; he promises that he will pay back every dime. Sound familiar?  But the VP will hear none of it.  He presses charges and has the co-worker thrown in jail.
Do you remember how the story ends?  Here’s what Jesus says: “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said. ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to.  Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’  In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.”  And then Jesus says this: “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matthew 18:32-35)   So what does Jesus want us as his followers to learn from this story?  
Appreciate God’s Offer Of Forgiveness
Here’s the first lesson Jesus wants us to learn – appreciate God’s offer of forgiveness.  At the end of this story Jesus makes it clear, if we happen to miss the connection, that the CEO in the story is God the Father.  And as it turns out, you and I play a feature role in this story.  That’s pretty cool, if you think about it, that you and I get to feature in a Bible story.  But unfortunately we aren’t exactly the heroes of this story, because we have been cast as the VP.  We are the ones who because of our sin are in deep debt.  
Did you see that the National Debt Clock is being replaced?  There’s a clock in New York City that was put up in 1989 to keep track of the national debt.  Late in September the clock ran out of numbers.  When the national debt went past $10 trillion, the clock couldn’t keep up any more.  So next year they will be replacing the old clock with a new one that will be able to keep track of a debt up to a quadrillion dollars – that’s a one followed by 15 zeroes.  Now what we need to understand to fully appreciate this story Jesus tells us is that the VP in the story has racked up a debt that is as impossible to repay as it would be for any one of us to pay off the national debt.  Bible scholars tell us that the amount of money this man owed his boss was more money than existed in the then-known world.  The man owed his boss a debt he could never repay.

And that, the Bible says, is just like us.  We owe God a debt that, because of our sin, we can never repay.  
The Mercury News had a feature story about a month ago about a housing development in Manteca that has been particularly hard hit by the bursting of the housing bubble.  In 2005 there were some families who stretched themselves to the limit to buy these homes for about $650,000.  Two years later the same homes were selling for about $300,000.  The saddest stories were of those who had lost their jobs in the economic downturn and could no longer make the payments on their homes.  One husband was so ashamed, he said, that he couldn’t bring himself to sleep in the same room with his wife.  He just laid on the couch in the living room watching TV to distract him from his pain.  Another woman confided in a reporter that she had often thought the best thing she could do for her family was to simply drive off a cliff so her family could collect on the mortgage insurance they had purchased to enable them to stay in their home.  And as I read those sad accounts I empathized just a little bit more with what it must feel like to owe a debt you can’t repay. 
And the truth is, the Bible says, that we owe such a debt to God.  Every time I sin, I incur a debt.  Now as soon as I say that, I can hear you thinking.  You’re thinking, “OK, but every time I do something good, I pay that debt off.  And by my calculations, I’ve done more good than bad in life, so any debt I have is more than paid off.”  And that makes some sense, doesn’t it?  Unfortunately, it’s wrong.  It just doesn’t work that way.  In fact, once I explain it, I’m sure you’ll agree with me that it doesn’t work that way.
You’ve heard of O.J. Simpson?  Where is he these days, anyway?  Oh, that’s right – he’s in jail.  His recent trial didn’t garner as much publicity as his trial from 13 years ago, but many of you probably read something about it.  O.J. was tried and convicted of robbing and kidnapping two sports memorabilia agents at gunpoint in Las Vegas.  Imagine that you are the judge.  The evidence is clear – it was on audio and videotape after all – that O.J. committed the crimes he was charged with.  In other words, because of his crimes O.J. is in debt to society.  And imagine that O.J.’s defense to you as the judge was this: “Sure I did something wrong.  But your honor, I have done many more things that were right.  I gave money to charity.  I signed autographs for little kids.  I won the Heisman Trophy.  I made funny movies.  I have lots of friends.  Clearly I did far more good than this bad thing I did.  So, your honor, it seems to me that you’re obligated to let me go.  In fact, maybe you should give me a reward.”

So what would you tell O.J. … after you stopped laughing, that is?  You would tell him that it doesn’t work that way, that doing good things doesn’t cancel out the bad things we do.  To let O.J. off without holding him accountable for his crimes would be an injustice.  And it works the same way with our sin.  Our good deeds don’t cancel out our sin; our good acts don’t function to pay off our moral debts.  The harsh reality is that, as in the story Jesus told, we owe a debt to God that we cannot repay.
But on the basis of Jesus’ death on the cross, God offers to forgive us.  God says, “You can’t pay off your debt, but Jesus paid it for you.  So if you are willing to accept my offer, you can be forgiven.”  

Here is a truth we need to appreciate.  There is a direct connection between our experience of being forgiven and our ability to give forgiveness.  The ability to forgive those who have wronged us is birthed in our appreciation of the forgiveness offered to us by the one we have wronged.  So that’s where we need to start, by accepting God’s offer of forgiveness and appreciating our good fortune in having Jesus pay on our behalf a debt we could never have repaid ourselves.
Acknowledge The Virtue And Value Of Giving Forgiveness
Here’s a second lesson Jesus wants us to glean from his story of the gracious CEO and the sinful VP – acknowledge the virtue and value of giving forgiveness.  Now please understand that I am in no way this morning trying to minimize the hurt someone might have caused you.  Some of you have been treated in horrible ways.  It is a tribute to your resilience and your determination that you’re still standing.  But here’s something we can’t miss from this story – compared to what we have been forgiven by God, any and every debt owed to us is small.  Of this fact we can be sure – we will never have to forgive someone more than what God has forgiven us.  

Proverbs 19:11 says, “A man's wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense.” We are never more like God and we are never more in our glory than when we forgive.  But let’s be honest. Forgiving is not easy.  Extending mercy doesn’t come naturally.  We want justice.  We want people to get what they deserve.  Sir Walter Scott said that revenge “is the sweetest morsel to the mouth that was ever cooked in hell.”  There is something sadistically satisfying about “pay backs.”  

Here’s my favorite “pay back” story.  Dave Hagler, who works as an umpire in a recreational baseball league, was pulled over for driving too fast in the snow in Boulder, Colorado.  He tried to talk the officer out of the ticket; he appealed to the officer’s sense of mercy.  The officer, as it happened, had none.  The officer said that if he didn’t like the ticket he could take the matter to court.

At the first game in the next baseball season, Dave Hagler is behind the plate and the first batter to the plate is … the policeman.  As the officer is about to step into the batter’s box, the two men recognize each other.  The officer asks, a bit sheepishly, “So how did that thing with the ticket go?”  To which Dave Hagler replied, “You’d better swing at everything.”

Now admit it. You’ve dreamed of the chance to do something like that.  You would give anything for that kind of payback.  Letting people off the hook isn’t easy.  And yet Jesus tells us that we who have been forgiven of much are required as his followers to forgive those who have wronged us.  To give forgiveness is a virtue.  And more than that, we need to acknowledge that there is a value to giving forgiveness, that giving forgiveness is not only the right thing to do, the virtuous thing to do, but it is also the healthiest thing we can do for ourselves.
Have you heard of the phrase “nursing a grudge?”  When you nurse something, you do all you can to keep it alive.  So we feed our grudges with angry thoughts and hostile feelings.  We justify our right to hold a grudge.  Our unwillingness to forgive, someone has said, is like frozen anger.  But think about it – is that healthy?  Do you feel better when you’re nursing a grudge?  Do you sleep better when you feel bitter and angry?  Of course not.
Most of us here have TIVO or some other kind of a DVR to record our favorite programs or games.  It is one of the greatest inventions of all time.  Once you’ve recorded the show, you can watch the show whenever you want and you can play it back as many times as you want.  Some of us, in a manner of speaking, have TIVO’d our hurts.  In our minds and hearts we recorded the times we were wronged and we play them back time after time.  We play back the tape during a break at work.  We play back the tape as we lie in bed.  And when we get to the part that makes us the angriest, we just put the tape on pause so we can analyze every detail of the dirt that was done to us.
One husband was telling another about a fight he had with his wife.  He said, “Yeah, my wife was so upset she went historical.” His friend said “Don’t you mean hysterical?” “No, I mean historical… she brought up everything I had ever done wrong.” We have an amazing ability to hang on to our hurts.
So what does it mean to forgive? Does it mean to forget?  Well, no; our brains just don’t work that way, do they?  Nor does forgiveness mean minimizing the hurt or justifying the other person’s actions or pretending the hurt didn’t happen.

Forgiveness is relinquishing my right to hurt you for hurting me. It is releasing you from my judgment and releasing you to God’s justice. It is making the choice to let the person off the hook, to not charge the offense to their account. It is letting go of my right to get even. Letting it go is primarily an act of the will; it means giving up the right to relish the memory, to release the offender from any obligation.  Forgiveness means that instead of re-living my hurts, I release them.  It means to put down the rock.
Colossians 3:13 says, “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”   Similarly in Ephesians 4:31-32 the Bible tells us: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”  
We forgive because we’ve been forgiven.  We forgive because forgiveness is a virtue.  And we forgive because forgiveness is the best thing we can do for ourselves.  

Scott Rigsby was 18 years old in 1986 when he was hit by a truck and dragged for nearly 400 feet.  He lost one leg in the accident.  He had 27 surgeries on the other leg, until he finally told the doctors, “Just take that one off too.”  In recent years Scott has become quite a story.  His story, in fact, has served to encourage and inspire hundreds of our wounded soldiers who have lost limbs while serving in the Middle East.  Go on the Internet and you will find numerous websites that exist largely to say thank you to Scott for what he’s done to help others.  So what’s so remarkable about Scott Rigsby?  Some of you have heard of the Ironman Triathlon, a grueling race involving a two mile swim in the Pacific Ocean, a bike race of over a hundred miles, and then a run of over 26 miles.  In October of 2007, Scott Rigsby, on two prosthetic legs, completed the Ironman Triathlon in less than 17 hours, the first double amputee to ever complete that race.
And here’s the part of Scott’s story I particularly want to share with you this morning – the part that deals with forgiveness.  Watch this short clip as Scott talks about the truck driver who cost Scott his legs:  [Clip from God Tube]
Scott’s story is documented in a short movie called “Do The Unthinkable.”  And that’s what I want to challenge each of us to do this morning.  Let’s do the unthinkable.  Let’s forgive the people who have done us wrong.  They may never have asked for forgiveness; in fact, it’s unlikely that they have.  But life is too short to spend all our time and energy nursing a grudge.  It’s time to erase the tape.  It’s time to put down the rock.  It’s time to give forgiveness.

This morning we’re going to celebrate communion together.  And today I want to ask us to do something a little different.  I want you to bring your rocks up with you.  And before you take the cup and the bread representing the body and blood of Jesus which was offered up on the cross to pay for the debt of our sin, I want us to put our rocks in these baskets.  And as we do that, let’s let go of our anger; let’s let go of our bitterness; let’s let go of our grudges.  Once and for all, we’re going to let all of that go; we’re going to put it all down.  And it makes sense, doesn’t it, that we can’t receive communion until we put down our rocks.  Before we can receive the bread and the cup, our hands have to be empty.  So this morning, let’s do the unthinkable.  By the power and the grace of God, let’s give forgiveness, just as it’s been given to us.
Communion
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