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TITLE:   When it seems impossible to forgive
TEXT: Mt. 24:10-12; Lk. 12:52-53; Mk. 13:12-13; Mt.6:9-15;  

Col. 3:12-17; 2 Sam. 11:1; Acts 7:59-60; Lk.23:34; 1 Cor. 9:19-23; Lk. 4:18-19
INTRODUCTION: This morning I want to talk about those times when it seems impossible for us to forgive.
 A mother leaves her two small children in the car and then drives it into a lake after she jumps out…

 Parents tape their little girls mouth shut and she dies of starvation.

  A 11 year old girl has hands and feet taped together and locked in a closet for days at a time by her parents.

 A serial killer rapes and buries his victims in shallow graves leaving their families to wonder what happened to them for decades.

 Islamic radicals videotaping the beheaded of a journalist or a suicide bomber blowing up a venue that is filled with women and children.

 The drunk driver that kills an entire family because of their reckless behavior.

 These are just a few examples of the thousands of tragedies that people can cause in any given year.

 From human perspective, tragedies that we often see as unforgiveable because of their hideous and even barbaric nature.

  As a Christian who has been commanded to be forgiving how are we to handle these kinds of situations? How are we to view the people who do these kinds of horrendous crimes against humanity?

 Especially when a parent will do terrible things to their own children.
Jesus predicted these kinds of things when talking about the last days…
  Matthew 24:10-12 (NIV2011) 10)  At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, 11  and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. 
12  Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold….

Luke 12:52-53 (NIV) 52  From now on there will be five in one family divided against each other, three against two and two against three. 
53  They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law."
Mark 13:12-13 (NIV2011) 12   “Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 
13  Everyone will hate you because of me, but the one who stands firm to the end will be saved.
 In talking about the time preceding His return Jesus said that we would see an increase of hate and violence in our world—even hate within families.

 A time when 12  Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold….

 Jesus told us of these things so that as we see them start to happen that we would know that the time of His coming is getting closer…..

 As Christians we have been given a very specific mission in life, to go into all of the world with the Gospel of Jesus Christ making disciples of all peoples.
Even taking the gospel of Christ to the worst among us.
 Before I go on I would like to state that like most messages that I share God speaks them to me and most often for me and then I pass them along to you.

Turn with me to Matthew 6:9-15 (NIV) "This, then, is how you should pray: "'Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, 
10  your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
11  Give us today our daily bread. 
12  Forgive us our sins, as we also have forgiven those who have sinned against us. 
13  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.' 
 And then Jesus goes on to expound on just one portion of this prayer…
14  For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 
15  But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. 
The Greek word for forgive used here is:

af-ee'-ay-mee forgive, forsake, lay aside, leave, let (alone), omit, put (send) away, remit, suffer, yield up

Paul gives us a working example or explanation of the forgiveness that God has called us to.
  Colossians 3:12-17 (NIV2011) 12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 
13  Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 
14  And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 
15  Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. 
16  Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. 
17  And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 
 Last Sunday in Sunday School there was a discussion on forgiveness centered around a horrendous act that was done to a young child by her parents that led to her death.

 Does our command to be forgiving apply to these kinds of people? Yes!
 Can we actually do it? No, probably not!

 Hold on to this thought for a bit…

 Scripture is to be our example for living as a Christian.

In God’s Word He has given us everything that we need to live a sanctified and morally pure life. A life that is pleasing in His sight.

 So I want to go to three examples from scripture of when great forgiveness was called for and great forgiveness was given.

The first would be King David.
2 Samuel 11:1 (NIV) 1 (NIV)  In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David sent Joab out with the king's men and the whole Israelite army. They destroyed the Ammonites and besieged Rabbah. But David remained in Jerusalem. 

 In the following chapters we see what happens when David places himself in a place where he should not have been, kicking back at his palace when he should have been out with his troops as a show of support.

 He sees a beautiful woman bathing on a rooftop close to the palace, ask who she is, is told she is the wife of one of David’s soldiers, in fact one of the 30 mighty men in David’s army. Lust takes over his heart and his head and he sends for her, has sex with her and sends her back home.
  A couple months later she sends word to him that she is pregnant and he is the guy who did it. To try to cover his sin he has his commander Joab send Bathsheba’s husband Uriah back home with a report on how the battle is going as a ruse to try to get him to go home and sleep with his wife so when the baby comes he will think that it is his. Uriah refused to go home to his wife out of honor for his men out in the open field so David ends up sending word to his commander Joab to make sure Uriah is killed in battle.
 After about a year later David is confronted about his sin and he repents and is forgiven by God.

  We are not told but what about Bathsheba? Did she ever know what the King had done to her husband?

 And what about the Mother and Father of Uriah or any siblings he may have had? Did they ever know what the King had done to their son or brother?

 And if they did were they ever able to forgive David?

 God forgave David but did anyone else?

 If you were Uriah’s brother or sister or mom or dad would you have forgiven him?

 As a fellow human being have you forgiven David today?

 Or is it your or my responsibility to forgive when we have no skin in the game. I mean what David did really didn’t affect us did it?

 Now I want to move on to the first Church martyr—Stephen.

 Stephen was stoned to death for simply preaching the gospel to a people who did not like the message.

Acts 7:59-60 (NIV2011) 59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 
60  Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.

 Wow! Stephen forgave the ones killing him as he was dying!
 But what about Stephen’s mom and Dad or his brothers and sisters or his fellow disciple’s? Were they able to forgive those who killed their son or brother or sister or close friend?

 Would you or I be able to forgive them?

 And what about Saul/Paul? I mean he was there holding the cloaks of those throwing the rocks as Stephen was being killed consenting to his death?

 Were any of those with skin in the game able to forgive Paul?

 Would you have? Or have you?
 Of course our ultimate example of forgiveness and the one we are actually called to follow in His example is Jesus.
 After being mercilessly flogged with a cat of nine tails and then nailed to a cross with some of His last breath cries out…
Luke 23:34 (NIV2011) 34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” 
 But what about Mary, Jesus mom and Jesus brothers and Jesus disciple’s, were they able to forgive Jesus abusers?
We have no way of knowing about Uriah’s wife or family and friends. Weather they ever knew about King David’s complicity in Uriah’s death or not and if they did if they were ever able to forgive him.
 We do know that from those Christians who are mentioned in Scripture as regards to Stephen, and Paul and Jesus that they did come to a place of forgiveness because they gave their lives to reach out to those who did these things with the Gospel message of Christ wanting with all their hearts that they would be saved.

Just listen to Paul in:

1 Corinthians 9:19-23 (NIV)  19 (NIV)  Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 
20  To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. 
21  To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law. 
22  To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 
23  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
 Paul is including those who had whipped him and beat him with rods put him in a dungeon cell and who had stoned him and left him for dead….
I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 
23  I do all this for the sake of the gospel.
Most of you know that I do a jail ministry.
Most of those I deal with are drug users and or dealers with an occasional rapist, child abuser and even a couple murderers over the years.

 One thing that I learned early on is never to ask what anyone is in for. I never have asked the question and would t rather not know.

 I do not want Terry to get in the way of what God may be trying to do in the lives of these men and women.

 So most of the time I don’t know whether the person I am dealing with is in for a OWI or a more serious offence.

 This is important so that my Prejudice’s don’t get in the way of what God has called me to do. so that by all possible means I might save some. 
 Many times it is after I have had several bible studies with someone that I may find out what they are actually in for.  Many times, praise God, after I have been blessed to lead them to the Lord.

 Early on in my ministry I was a chaplain for the Bridge, the chemical dependency unit here in town at the time.

 Through that I was sometimes asked to do a fifth step with one of the folks going through treatment.

  The fifth step is the step in AA where the person has done a personal inventory of their life digging up all of the things in their life that may have led to their addictions.

 The fifth step is their sharing with God and one other person their life story.

 It is really an honor to be the one they choose to entrust to share this life story with.
 My responsibility is to listen to them and then when they are done offer anything that I feel God has given me to share with them.

  I have done these for both men and women and most of the time it breaks your heart to hear some of the abuses they have experienced as children. Things done to them that no adult let alone a child should ever have to endure.
 I have had several come to embrace Jesus through this painful process.

  After listening to their life stories and some of the despicable things done to them and in turn things that they have done to others there is no way I could hold out the forgiveness of God to them if I did not firmly believe it--That they could be and would be forgiven.

 And if God could and would forgive them who do I think that I am that I would  not!
 In preparing this message a ran across a story about one of the most despicable men in recent American history--Jeffery Dahmer  in an article entitled: 

Could convicted mass murder Jeffrey Dahmer get to heaven before you? 

Jeffrey Dahmer will definitely go down in history as a very wicked man. Being a homosexual who abducted, raped, tortured, murdered and cannibalized his many victims, he is ranked among the world’s worst men in the minds of most. Now I want you imagine a difficult thing; that Dahmer went straight into the arms of Jesus the moment he died. "Impossible", you might snort with indignation! "Why this guy was a real sicko, an evil savage. The Devil incarnate! This boy will surely burn in hell for eternity!" 

 Well, I would like to tell you a true story about Dahmer which was reported in the "Christian Chronicle" and "The Daily Oklahoman" newspapers.   A Christian lady named Mary Mott saw Dahmer on a TV show discussing his need for inner peace. Mott mailed a series of Bible lessons to Dahmer which he completed and mailed back to Mott. He thanked Mott and said he wanted to become a Christian. Through a series of events a Christian minister, Roy Ratcliff, went into the prison and studied the Bible with Dahmer. Dahmer received Christ and  was immersed in water for the remission of his sins on May 10, 1994.  

 He continued to study the Bible every week in prison until the day of his murder, On November 28, 1994, Dahmer was beaten to death by Christopher Scarver, a fellow inmate at the Columbia Correctional Institution.. One TV report quoted Dahmer as saying that he was at peace with himself and God, just two weeks prior to his murder. 

 Now I am not playing down the horrendous sins that Dahmer committed. But the real question is; could Dahmer go to heaven? Could God forgive him for what he did?
  I must admit that when I first heard this bizarre twist of events, that I had no problem believing God could forgive. My problem was believing that someone like Dahmer could truly repent of his sins.

 The Jews on Pentecost asked the Apostle Peter after he placed conviction on them of murdering Jesus Christ, "What shall we do?" Peter replied to them, "Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus for the remission of your sins" Acts 2:37-38.
  Which sin was worse? Dahmer's or the murder of the sinless Christ? God forgave 3000 souls of their sin of murdering Christ. "So then, those who had received Peter's word were baptized; and there were added that day about three thousand souls." Acts 2:41 
  The critical question is not whether God could forgive Dahmer, but whether Dahmer truly repented.

The Apostle Paul was also guilty of murdering the innocent. He was primarily responsible for the stoning of Stephen in Acts 8. Later, after Paul was converted, he wrote of himself, "It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all. And yet for this reason I found mercy, in order that in me as the foremost, Jesus Christ might demonstrate His perfect patience, as an example for those who would believe in Him for eternal life." 1 Tim 1:15-16 
 Paul was acutely aware that he had committed a terrible crime by murdering Stephen and other Christians as he persecuted the Church.
Did Dahmer go to heaven? No one knows except God. It will be based upon the genuiness of Dahmer's repentance and conversion.
  But I would personally like to think he is. In fact I would like God to use Jeffery Dahmer as an example of His divine forgiveness. 
 Perhaps God picks one notorious sinner who repented from each generation and holds him up and says, "If I can forgive Jeffery Dahmer, I can forgive anyone of any sin." 
  Imagine you have two men. One is a vile sinner, murderer and thief. The second was awarded the citizen of the year award and only has a little sin in his life. Which one is closer to God? Neither! They are both equally far away because it is the first sin that sends us to hell, not the number of sins or how bad the sins are we commit.

 If Dahmer is saved, it only illustrates that God is not a respecter of persons, that God sees all sins as equal.  Yet for many people they cannot even consider that Dahmer could be saved. That is because they mistakenly think that our salvation is based upon our good works rather than the unmerited favor of God. 
 I call this misconception, "balance scale salvation". They think that as long as the good outweighs the bad that they will go to heaven. Well, not in God's eyes! For unless the citizen of the year truly repents of his one and only sin he ever committed and believes in Jesus as the eternal divine savior, it is he who will go to hell and Jeffery Dahmer (with true repentance), will go to heaven! 

  Most of you probably know the story of John Newton.
 Early in Life John Newton took to the seas. He eventually became the captain of a slave ship where he would go to the African continent and capture black men, women and children and bring them back to Great Britton to be sold into slavery. 

 The conditions on a slave ship were horrendous. The slaves would be packed in the hold of a ship like a can of sardines. Aboard the ships, African captives were packed into tight, unsanitary spaces for months at a time. Many slaves who tried to starve themselves to death were force fed. These conditions also resulted in the spread of fatal diseases. Other fatalities were suicide, and slaves who escaped their fate by throwing themselves overboard. The slave traders would attempt to fit anywhere from 350-600 slaves on one ship. The journey typically took anywhere between 2-4 months, and during this time enslaved people were chained naked in rows on the floor of the hold, or on shelves that ran along the inside of the ship's hulls. 
 Many times only half or less made the journey.

 As a captain of one of these slave ships John Newton was well aware of the conditions of the captives yet had no compassion on them.

 During his 1748 voyage to England Newton had a spiritual conversion. The ship encountered a severe storm off the coast of Donegal, Ireland and almost sank. Newton awoke in the middle of the night and, as the ship filled with water, called out to God. The cargo shifted and stopped up the hole, and the ship drifted to safety. Newton marked this experience as the beginning of his conversion to evangelical Christianity.   He began to read the Bible and other religious literature. By the time he reached Britain, he had accepted the doctrines of evangelical Christianity. The date was 10 March 1748,[10] an anniversary he marked for the rest of his life.
 In 1755 Newton was appointed as tide surveyor (a tax collector) of the Port of Liverpool. In his spare time, he studied Greek, Hebrew, and Syriac, preparing for serious religious study. He became well known as an evangelical lay minister. In 1757, he applied to be ordained as a priest in the Church of England, but it was more than seven years before he was eventually accepted.

 John Newton went on to write one of our most beloved Hymns—Amazing Grace how sweet the sound that saved a wrench like me, I once was Lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.

How is it possible for us to forgive the unforgivable?
We can’t---Only God can!

But we have been called to look at the lost of our world through the eyes of Christ.
 We have been commissioned by God as an Ambassador of Jesus Christ to the lost of our world..

And we don’t get to pick and choose who we think is fit for the Kingdom of God.

Thank God it is only God that does that otherwise none of us would be saved.

If God cannot forgive Jeffery Dahmer He cannot forgive you or me!

Think about this for a moment---If Jeffery Dahmer was sincere in his repentance then he is your brother  in the Lord…

 Now the question is if he was and if he still lived and he came and sat down in one of our pews would you sit next to him?

 If not then shame on us! If not then he very well may see God’s kingdom ahead of us…

 Herein lies the point---If we see anyone as unforgivable or unworthy of salvation they we just well pack up our bags and go home for we will be of little to  no use to the Lord here on earth….

 You see it is all a matter of perception….

 Someone else who knew your sins or my sins may have  seen us as unforgivable and withheld the offer of Gods salvation from us.

 I truly hope that Jeffery Dahmer was sincere and when he died went straight into the arms of Jesus because that just speaks of that same hope for me and for all that God may bring across my path.   
There are many people that we may see as unforgivable but when we do it just shows that we are looking through our worldly eyes and not the eyes of Christ.

 And that in itself is sin for a child of God.

 

 Luke 4:18-19 (NIV)  "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed,  to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."
 
 This is our calling---to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed,  to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor--to anyone God may bring across our path.

 Again this message is just as much for me as anyone else here this morning.

 In the spring of 2009 a lady by the name of Ramona Hunt started to come to Oak Grove. She had come to services maybe 3-4 times. Then on June 29th an estranged ex-boyfriend broke into her apartment and stabbed her to death. A couple months later when I went up to the Jail to do Bible studies they had her killer, Clarence Fenton in a maximum security cell and he wanted to attend the Bible study but since he was in maximum I had to meet with him separately in his cell.

 I met with him and found him to not seem to be repentant or sorry for what he had done at all. It was possibly the hardest encounter with an inmate that I have ever had because I saw him as pretty much unforgivable. I went through the motions and prayed with him but my heart was not in it at all.

 I had a little bit of skin in the game because Ramona had just started to come to our Church.

 I had to later ask God for His forgiveness for my callousness toward that man. I am not proud of my attitude toward the guy. I pray the prison chaplains have been able to minister Christ to him.

 

 Church, what we cannot do Christ within us can do as we allow Him to--even give us the ability to forgive what seems like is unforgivable…
 The question is will we allow Him to administer His grace to the lost of our world through us?

 


