The Theology of Christian Forgiveness

Selected Scriptures

Zechariah 2:11 (NIV)





           PLEASE STAND
11”Many nations will be joined with the LORD in that day and will become my people. I will live among you and you will know that the LORD Almighty has sent me to you.
Pray
I find that the Theme Verse in Zechariah 2:11 is excellent for teaching about the Christian and Missionary Alliance, as to who we are.

MANY NATIONS, ONE PEOPLE

There is great diversity found within the C&MA, made up of “many nations” joined to the Lord. At the same time, we recognize our unity in Him as His people.” It's our responsibility to declare to the lost the praises of the One who saved us from darkness into His light. Thus, we are many peoples united through Christ into “one people” to shine His light on others in spiritual darkness.

There are C&MA congregations in the United States made up of twenty-​seven different peoples. This is who we are: African-American, Anglo, Arab, Bahamian, Brazilian/Portuguese, Cambodian, Caribbean, Chinese, Congolese, Dega, Ethiopian, Filipino, German, Haitian, Hispanic, Hmong, Japanese, Jewish, Korean, Lao, Native American, Jewish, Hindu/Indian, Polish, Russian, Thai, and Vietnamese.

This Missions Conference year will stress our unity in diversity, emphasizing our identity as a people called from darkness to His light to declare His praises to those still lost.

Recognizing Our Uniqueness

Many peoples make up the C&MA. Yet, being part of His chosen people does not take away from our ethnic identity. Revelation 7:9 speaks of the “nations, tribes, peoples, and languages” brought together to declare the praises of Him who called them out of darkness into His wonderful light. Why are we here? To declare His praises to the world's unreached. Those who come to know Jesus through missions work are now being called to be a missionary people.

Reaffirming Our Oneness

God has made us one in Christ. While God first communicated His grace through the people of Israel, now all are called to be part of His royal priest​hood, Jew and Gentile alike. All color barriers and ethnic enmities disappear in Christ. United in Him, we declare His glory in a chorus of colors and cul​tures. This is the story of global evangelism. Lost peoples, alienated from God and each other, are brought into fellowship because they have been brought into right relationship with their Creator.

Reflecting His Holiness

The Lord of Hosts calls us to be holy. While each people group is unique, we are one in Him, showing His multifaceted beauty. Like a prism refracting His glorious light, we radiate the spectrum of His grace. As we reflect His glory, we shine His wonderful light on the spiritual darkness of the lost. World evangelization is about putting God's Name up in lights above all of the gods of this world, making His Name high and holy.

Obviously, my goal as pastor during this time of year is to give messages on missions and encourage your hearts to give a faith promise to the missions program here at the Alliance Community Church. Pastor Tom Gibbony started this church in June of 1995 with the dollars given by other Christians like you. The method of giving to Missions is traditionally done through a process called Faith Promise. [Explain]
Now after much thought and prayer, the Lord Jesus Christ has directed me to give message other than the one I had originally intended while printing the bulletins. This happens from time to time as I try to yield myself to be led by the Spirit of God.

I believe the church is a “feeding barn” where the Word of God is the feed. In Matthew 16:18, our Lord says, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it”

John 15:16 (NIV)

16You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed <ordained> you to go and bear fruit - fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name.
We hear so much talk of soul winning and this is a term I have greatly used myself and this remains to be a concept in which I believe. But I really believe the Lord is directing me to teach on “seed planting” and then the “soul winning” and giving to Missions will come naturally as a by-product of our seed planting.


Ephesians 4:2-6 (NIV)

2Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4There is one body and one Spirit - just as you were called to one hope when you were called - 5one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.

Admittedly, I am very rapidly glossing over a series of messages in just a couple of seconds but it’s vital we get to the basics of Christian living. To do this we need to focus on our internal attitudes, motives, convictions, those things that carry the life of the body. There are certain things that are non-negotiables, foundational, that give it its structure to Christian living. We need to look at these internal systems in the body of Christ, the things that carry the life of the church, the life forces that flow through the church that make it what it is that have to do with our motives and convictions and attitudes.

Today, I want us to look at a component, a crucial internal motivation, an internal attitude that is absolutely essential in the life of a Christian. And as I read the Scripture, it is crucial for the church as a whole to examine itself and to deal with sin and to root it out and to confront it and discipline it and maintain purity.

There are many attitudes that are crucial to the life of the Christian such as compassion, contentment, love and obedience. I will be developing messages on these internal attitudes over the coming weeks in an attempt to feed the flock of God. The one I believe that is most crucial to the unity of the body of Christ is forgiveness. I gave a very strong message on this subject not too long ago, but the Lord is directing me to do another one again. Some of this may be review, most of it will contain new truth but all of this message is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 2 Timothy 3:16-17 (NIV)
We all have heard messages of living a holy life. Forgiveness must be a companion alongside the pursuit of holiness or the body of Christ becomes very harsh, very bitter and very rigid. The body of Christ is no place for grudges. The Christian life is not to be characterized by grudges or vengeance or bitterness or pride. All of that is destructive and must be dissolved in a forgiving attitude.

This is absolutely essential because as much as we want to bring heaven down, as much as we want to do on earth what is being done in heaven, as much as we want to be heavenly, we can’t quite make it. We would long for the perfections of heaven but we don’t have them and therefore in the life of the body of Christ there will be imperfections, there will be errors, there will be misjudgments, there will be wrong attitudes, there will be sins and they will occur at every level. They will occur in the lives of those in leadership, they will occur in my life and in the lives of other pastors and elders and they will occur in the lives of all in this church and in any church.

The Apostle Paul looking at himself at the pinnacle of his life, at the very climax of his life, at the very end of his life after having become the great stalwart Christian that he was identified himself as the chief of sinners. There will always be imperfections and always be errors and we will always be saying to ourselves like Paul did:

Romans 7:24 (NIV)

24What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?

In fact, the more we mature in Christ and the more we grow and the more we try to become like the Lord Jesus Christ, the more our sin becomes manifest to us because the greater our sensitivity to it becomes thus the more likely to see our failures. And so because there will always be imperfections and always be errors and iniquities and sins and transgressions and misjudgments, there will always be a great need for the exercise of forgiveness in the life of the church. And wherever there is an unforgiving attitude, there will be a fracturing of the fellowship and there will be a limiting of the usefulness and there will be a stealing of the joy that we should experience. There will be a robbing of the peace that the Lord has given us through His Spirit.

Probably I should remark briefly that in today’s culture, forgiveness is mocked and vengeance is exalted. This is just the opposite of what the Scripture teaches us. We must express an attitude of forgiveness. And I want to address this briefly this morning.

First of all, forgiveness is the most godlike act a person can do, forgiveness is the most godlike act a person can do. Nothing is more godlike than forgiving someone. And never are you more like God than when you forgive.

If it is your heart’s prayer to be like Christ, to be as God’s children, beloved children who manifest His character, then you must necessarily be characterized by forgiveness. Forgiveness is a marvelous thing. Forgiveness is a promise. Forgiveness is a pledge. Forgiveness is a statement of undeserved, unearned love that says no matter what you’ve done there is no anger, no matter what you’ve done there is no hatred, no matter what you’ve done there is no desire for vengeance, no matter what you’ve done there will never be any retaliation. I pass by that transgression completely. I do not hold you guilty. I do not blame you. I feel no self-pity for myself because I’ve been offended, rather I pass by that transgression completely and extend my love to you fully. That’s forgiveness and that’s godlike.

Reminding ourselves of that we go back to Exodus chapter 34. 

Exodus 34:6-7 (NIV)

6And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.”

There is the characteristic of God that we want to identify. He is by nature a forgiving God.

Psalm 32:1-2 (NIV)

1Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. 2Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit.


Psalm 85:2-3 (NIV)

2You forgave the iniquity of your people and covered all their sins. Selah 3You set aside all your wrath and turned from your fierce anger.

Again and again in the Psalms the theme of forgiveness is brought up.

Psalm 130:4 (NIV)

4But with you there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared.

Feared meaning worshiped, treated with awe and respect and honor. God gains worship from those whom He so graciously forgives.

Isaiah 43:25 (NIV)

25“I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more.

That I might put My character on display as a forgiving God and therefore be worshiped as such by those who are grateful for such forgiveness.

Isaiah 55:6-7 (NIV)

6Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon.

The prophet Jeremiah spoke much the same way.

Jeremiah 33:8 (NIV)

8I will cleanse them from all the sin they have committed against me and will forgive all their sins of rebellion against me.

God reiterates the significance of the transgression and then repeats twice His attitude of forgiveness.

Jesus taught many parables. When we come, of course, to the New Testament they dominate much of His teaching. None of those parables is as well known, perhaps, as the one that we call the parable of the prodigal son. It is actually not the parable of the prodigal son, it is the parable of the forgiving father. That would be a better title for it, I think. It is that most familiar of all stories recorded in Luke 15 where God is seen like a father who totally forgives an unworthy and undeserving son. The son in that parable was not unlike many sons, greedy, self-centered, indulgent, anxious to get his hands on the wealth he had not earned, foolish, wasteful in the way he spent it on fast living with those who, by the way, exploited him and left him in misery when his money ran out. Slowly coming to his sense, dying of hunger, eating pig slop, he was in a condition that really mirrored his life and said to himself,

Luke 15:17 (NIV)

17“When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!
He didn’t really expect forgiveness, in fact that was the last thing he expected. He said I’ll just go home and be a slave, just to take the chance to say what a bum I’ve been, what a terrible son I’ve been. I don’t expect to be a son, but I will go back and ask if I can just be a slave. All I want was a roof over my head, all I want is a decent piece of food to eat, something better than pigs get. And he started on the road back.

When he arrives near the house of his father, Jesus teaches us what it means to forgive. Because what does the father do? The father doesn’t wait for the sinner to arrive. As soon as he sees him coming he runs to meet him, while he’s yet afar away the father runs. When he starts to open his mouth and speak, before he can even say the “ssss” of sorry, before he can get a sentence out of his mouth, the father throws his arms around him and starts to kiss him and love him, calls for him to be dressed in the best outfit, for a ring to be put on his finger, calls for a festival, a party, a celebration, to get the best meat, cook up the best meal that anybody could ever imagine, start the music, call the friends. That’s the lavish character of forgiveness.

You say, “Well how did the Lord know he wanted forgiveness?” Well He knew that because he had come back. Obviously he had started in that path. When God sees the sinner moving in His direction and hardly having said the “sss” of sorry, God throws His arms around the sinner and hastily lavishes His forgiving love on that sinner, that’s forgiveness the way God forgives.

I’ll tell you something as a pastor. I grieve deeply over people who carry bitternesses. It is so ungodlike. It is so unlike the character of Jesus Christ. I grieve over people who think they have to retaliate for every wrong that was rendered against them. Somehow they’ve got to get their pound of flesh. Somehow they have to react back to preserve their ego and their pride, they become divisive. I grieve over those people who want to undermine the church of Christ and undermine the work of God, undermine the life and ministry of faithful servants.

The forgiving father can only say that he loves the unworthy son. He can only say that he will always love that son who has committed such gross sins. And sins committed directly against that father. And he will do nothing but rejoice over that son and lavish him with the expressions of forgiveness, and he’ll do it not for any personal gain but for the sheer joy of reconciliation and the sheer love of virtue. And that’s why I say forgiveness is the most godlike thing you can do.

It’s very hard to divide a church full of forgiving people because you can’t get anything started. No matter what failures your pastor may make, or your leaders may make, or you might make, or somebody around you might make, when there’s a rush to forgive it’s very hard to bring about those divisions that so dishonor the Lord. Jesus hanging on the cross looked out over the people who were taking His life, the sinless Son of God, and lifting His eyes to heaven on their behalf He said, “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.” And Stephen being crushed under the bloody stones of those who were smashing his life away looked up to heaven, saw Jesus Christ in a glorious vision and said, “Lay not this sin to their charge. O God, don’t hold them responsible for what they’re doing.”

Now this is Paul’s main point in Ephesians chapter 4. Turn to it if you will:

Ephesians 4:32 (NIV)

32Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
And then I wish there wasn’t a chapter break there because immediately in verse 1.

Ephesians 5:1 (NIV)

1Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children

And again I say, you’re never more like God, you’re never more evidently His son than when you forgive. And again, you imitate God when you forgive.

We ought to stop and talk about that for a moment. Ours is such an unkind world, such an unkind society, so angry, so hostile, so merciless. Simple kindness, overlooking errors, overlooking misjudgments, overlooking failures, overlooking weaknesses, overlooking sins and treating people with kindness, overlooking self, self-centeredness, selfishness, one’s own agenda, one’s own expectations and just being kind whether people conform to all your supposed standards or not. And that kindness includes being tenderhearted. That’s a simple phrase to understand, tenderheartedness, treating people tenderly. And here is one way to do it, forgiving each other just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

And again I say, you are never more like God than when you forgive, when you express kindness, when you are tenderhearted and forgive just as God has forgiven you. And it’s not a shallow forgiveness, it’s a deep forgiveness, it’s a lavish forgiveness.

Talk about other people about how unworthy they are, talk about other people about how they have hurt you. When you talk about another person in any manner contrary to Philippians 4:8, then you are sinning the sin of unforgiveness.

Philippians 4:8 (NIV)

8Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.
It doesn’t matter that you say you forgive someone. It matters what you do. If someone has offended you, you need to be quiet. Don’t say anything. Don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. Never tear down the character of another person, Christian or otherwise, but especially another brother or sister in Christ. Romans 12:19 says, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.” And if you persist in ruining the character of another person and taking vengeance into your own hands, then the vengeance of God will fall upon you and you will receive His judgment, Christian or not!

Colossians 3:13 (NIV)

13Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.

Remember the teaching of Jesus in:

Matthew 5:22 (NIV)

22But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment <From that person>. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ <Empty headed> is answerable to the Sanhedrin <He will be taken to court>. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell <Judgment from God>.

And then …

Matthew 5:44-45 (NIV)

44But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you <Why?>, 45that you may be sons of your Father in heaven …
And again I say, you’re never more like God, you’re never more evidently His son than when you forgive.

By the way, Paul wrote Ephesians and Colossians, those two letters that call for forgiveness from a jail where he was unjustly and hatefully imprisoned. He was practicing the very virtue he was exhorting the believers to manifest.

Now let me say as a footnote at this point, I believe that from the heart we are to forgive all offenses all the time. My enemies and those who persecute and hate me are unlikely to ask for my forgiveness, and yet Jesus said, “Love your enemies and do good to them.” And that manifests an attitude of forgiveness. And there are going to be Christians who offend you and me. There are going to be Christians who are bitter and full of vengeance and want retaliation and want their pound of flesh and are going to do things that hurt us because they’ve been hurt by us or imagined they have. And I really believe that from the heart it is essential that we extend to them a kindness, a tenderheartedness and a forgiving love with the understanding that there can never be a restoration of the relationship until there is a real repentance on their part. The relationship can’t be what it ought to be until there is a real seeking on their part of that restoration through forgiveness.

But let me tell you something. You can’t wait for that in every situation. I mean, look at it in your own home, look at it in your own marriage, look at it in your own family. Are you just going to accumulate a whole long litany of iniquities that someone may have committed or offense that may have committed and they haven’t come and confessed them all and pled forgiveness for each and every single one of them? Are you just going to accumulate that and accumulate that and accumulate that? I think not. 

1 Peter 4:8 (NIV)

8Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.

There may be a breach in that relationship until forgiveness is sought, but from the heart that forgiveness has to be extended and offered or you will accumulate bitterness.

But one final point, and it takes us into the place of preparation of our hearts. And it is this, the one who doesn’t forgive won’t be forgiven, the one who doesn’t forgive won’t be forgiven. You say, “Are you talking about the fact that we’re going to die and go to hell?” No, no. In the big picture all your sins are forgiven if your faith is in Jesus Christ. We’re not talking about that which has to do with your eternal destiny. We’re talking about that which has to do with your joy, your peace, your usefulness and your fellowship with the Lord. 

Matthew 6:12-15 (KJV)

12And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. 13And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen. 14For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: 15But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.
That makes the point about as clearly as it could ever be made. God will forgive you if you forgive others. 

Eternal forgiveness, that’s a settled issue. We have that in our justification and that settles the issue of future blessing. But temporal forgiveness rather than eternal forgiveness, temporal forgiveness we need in our sanctification and that settles the issue of present blessing. You understand the difference. Eternal forgiveness we have in our justification, settles the issue of future blessing. Temporal forgiveness we have and need in our sanctification, settles the issue of present blessing. The point is, if you’re not forgiving others regularly and consistently and completely, then God is not forgiving you in a temporal sense and if you’re not being forgiven in a temporal sense, several things will happen. You will forfeit blessing and you will come under chastening.


Matthew 18:23-35 (NIV)

23“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. <Note that He is talking about believers, because they are the Father’s servants> 24As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 25Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’ 27The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.<He was a believer who had been completely forgiven by God> 28“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 29“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 30“But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 31When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’ 34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”
He wouldn’t forgive a man so the king brought him in and whipped him. God chastens those who do not forgive others. Sometimes he chastens them even perhaps to death.
And this brings us back to the beginning of the message. God will never, ever use you to be a “seed planter” for the kingdom of God if you do not forgive. If you continue to talk and hurt, hurt and talk, talk and hurt, hurt and talk about others, God will never be able to use you for His kingdom because the unbelievers will say, “Oh yea, he’s a Christian or she’s a Christian. I sure don’t want to go to their church” or “I sure wouldn’t want their god to be my god.”

You become an ineffective Christian on your way to going to the Spiritual woodshed of God. You lose the fruit of the Spirit and are no heavenly good because you are only earthly minded. You will lack any credible evidence of being a Christian.

Matthew 5:13 (NIV)

13“You are the salt of the earth. <We are supposed to make people thirsty for the things of God by our lifestyle> But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. <If we refuse to care about the lost world around us and desire to make them thirsty, God will make us totally unusable. We will be thrown out and trampled by men. We may even end our own lives prematurely through the judgment of God>
Psalm 51:10-13 (NIV)

10Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. 11Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. 12Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me. 13Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will turn back to you. <MISSIONS>
Pray
Father, we want to make sure that everything is right. We pray, Lord, for those who are carrying bitterness and grudges and attitudes that displease You. O Lord, we ask, that You would lead them to repentance and that You might not have to chasten them, that they might not be instrumental in disrupting the unity and the joy of others. Give us a totally forgiving heart. Cause us to cleanse our tongues and correct the damage that we may have caused. Flood us with that forgiving love which You’ve promised to shed abroad in our hearts through the Spirit.

Psalm 51:10 (NIV)

10Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. 

May we not think of others, but look at our own hearts and use this as a time of confession. Point out the sin that we might confess it openly before You Father. Cleanse us and wash us so we would not bring judgment and chastening to ourselves.

Holy Spirit, lead us as we examine our own hearts. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.
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