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      Lent 5
What to do when you don’t know what to do: 

accept God’s gracious forgiveness
[Psalm 130; 1 John 1:8-2:2; Luke 15:11-24 NLT]

In the beginning…

The one word movie title caught my attention.
Unforgiven.
What a difference a simple prefix can make.
Un-forgiven.

Could the title of that movie be a theme in our lives?
No, our lives are not as dramatic 
as that 1992 Western starring Clint Eastwood.

We are not as violent – or as vengeful – 
as the characters in that film.

But do we – at times – feel…un-forgiven?
We sing songs of God’s “amazing grace”.
We memorize Bible verses which assure us that

“with you, Lord, there is forgiveness” [Psalm 130:4 NIV]
But…
Bernard Bangley has written a book for people like you and me.
We may never have read that book,

released 15 years ago.

But I suspect we may know what the author is talking about.

The title of Bangley’s book?


If I’m forgiven, why do I still feel so guilty?
In our heads, we know the facts;

we know that God forgives us.
But in our hearts?

In our hearts, we can still feel…un-forgiven.

Counselors – therapists – remind us that such guilt is not healthy.

They tell us it can affect our self-image…


it can undermine our relationships with others.

But again,

these facts don’t seem to diminish the feelings –



the feeling that we are…un-forgiven.

What to do?

This morning, I’d like to explore with you


three hurdles – three barriers –



that hinder us from feeling forgiven.

Our goal?
To overcome those hurdles…


to remove those barriers,



so that you and I can be free –



free to feel…forgiven.

Accept God’s gracious forgiveness

1st hurdle: “I’m not so bad”
I contend that most of the hurdles

that prevent the facts of forgiveness (in our head)

from becoming feelings of forgiveness (in our heart)



are barriers that we erect ourselves.
Let me say that again.
Most of the hurdles


that prevent the fact of God’s forgiveness (in our head)

from becoming a feeling of forgiveness (in our heart)




are barriers that you and I erect.

And we erect those barriers in our head…


with our “self-talk”…



with what we tell ourselves.

The first hurdle is this:


we tell ourselves, “I’m not so bad!’

It’s easy to say that in our culture, isn’t it?

Bad, after all, is becoming good where you and I live.

In our homes, children “dis” their parents;

at the workplace, staff do the same to their supervisors.

We see nothing wrong with this --

even though God has commanded us to respect those people.
In our clinics,


we are discarding unborn babies in garbage cans at an alarming rate.

We often say this is for the “good” of the mother --


even though God has commanded us to protect and preserve human life.

Around our neighborhoods,


we’re enjoying sex before marriage, sex beside marriage, sex between marriage.

“Everybody’s doin’ it; it can’t be that bad” –


even though God has commanded us to enjoy sex only in marriage.
Now, of course, we – as Christians – 
would never do anything like this, would we?
“We’re not that bad!”

Folks, let’s stop talking to ourselves…


and let God speak.

What does he say?


All have turned away from God; all have gone wrong.


No one does good, not even one. [Psalm 14:3; Romans 3:12 NLT]
Did you know that our Judge announces that verdict twice…

once in the Old Testament…and once in the New.
Ah! There must be some truth to what he says.

All have turned away from God; all have gone wrong.


No one does good, not even one. [Psalm 14:3; Romans 3:12 NLT]
Does that mean even you – as a lifelong Christian – are bad?

Does that mean that even I – as a pastor of a Christian church – am bad?

No wonder a man named John tells us:


If we say we have no sin, 

we are only fooling ourselves and refusing to accept the truth. [1 John 1:8 NLT]
It’s not healthy to live in a state of denial.

Denial does not free an alcoholic from alcohol.

Denial does not free a sinner from sin.

Folks, it’s OK to say that you’re not OK.

In fact, it’s even good to say that you’re bad.

It helps us hurdle that first barrier.

It’s the first step on that path

that leads from our heads to our hearts –



the first step in translating the fact of God’s forgiveness 




into feelings of forgiveness.

I told you about Bernard Bangley’s book,

If I’m forgiven, why do I still feel so guilty;
Now I’d like to tell you a story from that book.

I hope you can remember it

the next time you’re tempted to tell yourself, “I’m not so bad.”


Frederick the Great once visited a prison in Potsdam, Germany.


Each prisoner he met made it very to clear 

that he was innocent and had experienced a travesty of justice.


Frederick finally came to a man sitting on his bed,



hanging his head…staring at the floor.


When the king entered his cell, the man said:



‘Your majesty, I’m guilty…and I deserve this punishment.”


Frederick quickly called for the warden



and instructed him to release this prisoner at once.


The king said,



“You must free this man immediately




before he corrupts all the innocent people in the prison.”

You see, it’s not so bad to say, “I’m bad!”

It can free you…

free you to be…free you to feel…forgiven.

2nd hurdle: “I’m too bad”
After we surmount the first hurdle,

we must be careful.

We don’t want to stumble at the second hurdle.

What is that second barrier?

We start talking to ourselves again;


we tell ourselves, “I’m too bad”.

Make no mistake about it,

we do make a lot of mistakes.

We over-schedule our lives; 

we sink into depression.

We get angry; 

we abuse our spouses and children.

We get confused about our gender; 


we try to vanish by not eating.

We lie; we cheat; we gamble; we even kill.

We, of course, could go on and on…

and sometimes we feel we’ve gone too far, don’t we?
We no longer say, “I’m not so bad.”
We tell ourselves instead, “I’m too bad.”

“I’m too bad; God could never forgive me.”

It may have been the affair or the abortion you had yesterday;


it may be the addiction you’re struggling with today.



but you finally conclude you’ve committed the “big one” –




you’re guilty of an “unforgivable sin”.

For me, the “unforgivable sin” was divorce – my own.

I was a leader in the church.
I knew God hates divorce [Malachi 2:16 NIV]

and preached against it.

Yet there I was – in the process of getting a divorce.

For months, I wondered, “Would God ever forgive me?”

I really struggled when two fellow pastors – once friends –


wrote to tell me that, if I would get divorced,



I would go to hell.
Thank God, another pastor also sent a letter.
He helped me hear what God was saying.

That pastor’s name was Paul…


and this is what he wrote:



As people sinned more and more, 

God’s wonderful grace became more abundant. [Romans 5:20 NLT]



God showed his great love for us 
by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners. [Romans 5:8 NLT]



So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus. 

[Romans 8:1 NLT]
Do you hear what I hear?

Long ago, God condemned – then executed – his good Son


for all the bad that I – and you -- have done.

Why?

So we could feel good....

no, so that we could feel forgiven today.
Now that God’s forgiveness is a fact…


now that Jesus served our time and settled our bill on planet earth,



there is only one sin that is “unforgivable”.

Do you know what it is?

Refusing God’s forgiveness.

That makes sense, doesn’t it?

How could we ever hope to feel forgiven

if we refuse to be forgiven?
I told you a story to remember


when you hear yourself saying, “I’m not so bad”.



Here’s a scene to recall

when you tell yourself, “I’m too bad”.

It comes from one of my favorite movies,

a 1986 film called  The Mission.

Robert DeNiro plays Mendoza,

a slave trader who – in a fit of jealous rage over a woman –



kills his brother.

He becomes overwhelmed with grief and guilt.

He tries to work through his grief and work out his guilt.

In a long and tortuous scene, 

Mendoza lugs a huge net filled with heavy armor up a very steep cliff.

When he finally reaches the top, totally exhausted,


he is met by Indians – the same Indians he once tried to take as slaves.

Mendoza is afraid.

But the Indians he fears 

have come to cut him free of his burden.

As the balls and chains tumble down the cliff,


Mendoza is free.

If you saw the movie,

you may recall how he laughed and cried at the same time
…and for a long time.

You could almost feel the relief yourself.
Do you get the picture?

You don’t have to be chained to your sin.

You don’t have to drag around a ball of guilt wherever you go.

Above all, you don’t have to fear God.

He came as Jesus to release you.

With the death and resurrection of his Son 2000 years ago,


God cut your chain;



he sent the ball of your guilt tumbling into the depths of the sea.

You’re free…


free to feel relieved…free to feel forgiven.
Just like the man said…


just like that man named John has said:



If we confess our sins to him
-- if we say we are bad, God is so good --

 he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins [1 John 1:9 NLT]
3rd hurdle: “S/He’s so bad”
Two down and one to go.

The last hurdle that prevents the fact of God’s forgiveness 

from finding its way into our hearts


-- the last barrier that keeps us from feeling forgiven –



what is it?

We’re still talking to ourselves;


we say, “She’s no good” or “He’s so bad”…
“Look what they did to me”…

“I can never forgive the jerks”.

The infraction may be minor:


she jumped the cue;



he forced you off the road.

On the other hand, the offense could be serious:


he made me lose my job;


she made me lose my lover;




they made me lose my health.

It really doesn’t matter, though;


we tell ourselves they’re all jerks;



we say that we just can’t forgive them.

But what does God say?

He claims there is a relationship

between his forgiveness and ours.

His Son has told us to pray:


Forgive us our sins – just as we forgive those who have sinned against us 

[Luke 11:4 NLT]
There seems to be a link, then,


between feeling like forgiving and feeling forgiven.

Therapists know that.
They tells us that


if we’re not free to forgive,



we’re bound to suffer.

Bernard Bangley, in his book If I’m forgiven, why do I still feel so guilty,


has these words for us:



“The damage you leave…unrepaired will act like a tourniquet,




restricting the flow of God’s accepting love.”
So much good advice;

but who’s listening?

We’ve been insulted…we’ve been injured…


and you tell me to forgive the jerk?


I say it’s just not fair.
Uh! Talk about fair play…

Was it fair that an innocent man suffered for your faults and my failures?

Was it fair that Jesus died so that we could live?

Forgiveness is not fair.
“Forgiveness” says Archibald Hart,


“is surrendering my right to hurt you for hurting me.”

On a cross, God surrendered his right to hurt you and me.

He now asks us to surrender our right to hurt others


whenever we are crossed.

Forgiveness is not fair;


but it’s freeing.

Forgiving others frees us to experience -- to enjoy -- God’s forgiveness.

It frees us to feel…forgiven.

Do you want an example to follow


when you’re tempted to say:



“”She’s no good; he’s so bad; I can’t forgive the jerk”?

How about those Amish in Pennsylvania?

A man murdered their children while at school.

What has been the Amish response?

Have they been consumed with anger?

Are they spending sleepless nights, plotting revenge?

Reports reveal that they are sleeping well…doing well.
Why?

One of the reasons, I suspect, is

they forgave…almost immediately.

In one of his letters,


that pastor named Paul tells you and me how to live well.

He urges us to 


follow God’s example in everything you do [Ephesians 5:1 NLT]
What does that mean?

I like what William Ward says:


“We are most like animals when we kill.


We are most like humans when we judge.


We are most like God when we forgive.”

What did that pastor named Paul say?


Forgive one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you. [Ephesians 4:32]
At the end…
Count ‘em: 1 -2 -3 hurdles…

three barriers to feeling forgiven.

Can we overcome all three?
Individuals who compete in hurdle races do not look at each obstacle.

They look ahead – over all the hurdles – and into the distance;


this, they tell us, helps them (as they say) “run through” the hurdles.

As you and I run the race set before us,


could we too focus on something in the distance…



something that will help us “run through” all those hurdles to feeling forgiven?

What about that image – that picture – of God 

which Jesus gave in the story he told us this morning?

That image of a waiting father –


a father whose longing eyes are waiting to meet those of his wandering child…



a father whose outstretched arms are waiting to hug his kid.

When you’re tempted to think sin is no big deal…

when you’re tempted to pretend and say, “I’m not so bad”,



look at your Father’s longing eyes…




see his outstretched arms;





you can be totally honest…






and still feel forgiven.

When you’re tempted to think sin is too big of a deal…


when you’re tempted to say “I’m too bad; God could never forgive me”,



look once more at your Father’s longing eyes and outstretched arms;




it doesn’t matter where you’ve been or what you’ve done…





you can still feel forgiven.

When you’re tempted to think you need to get even for his sin or hers…

when you’re tempted to say “I can’t forgive the jerk”,



take one more look at your Father’s longing eyes and outstretched arms;




there’s enough love there for you to feel forgiven and forgiving.

So, “if I’m forgiven, why do I still feel guilty”?

I don’t know; it just doesn’t make any sense…





especially since you and I have such a forgiving Father.
	On 25 March 2007, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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