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“Forgiveness with a purpose”

Last Sunday four of us older gentlemen sat up here sharing a little about the messages we will be bringing during this month of January.  Messages dealing with our journeys of discovery during…well, absolute decades of life!
…and how decayed we are!

We shared how we have changed – and that we are seeing the truth of God in different ways than we used to.  Life has brought us a variety of experiences which have pushed us around – like the wind blowing a tree - and I think we could say, for each of us, have made our roots go deeper into God, rather than blow us over.  (You may/may not agree with that!)
We’re like the old wine skins that Jesus spoke about which either need to be renewed, made flexible again – or will burst when filled with new wine.
What I want to share this morning, I’ve actually given a title to (!)  “Forgiveness with a purpose”.   
And I want to say at the outset I feel renewed, excited again about the amazing breadth of the forgiving grace of God towards us all.  God’s forgiveness – which is given for a purpose.
Just this week I was counseling a 28 year old CFA volunteer who has seen a lot of trauma in his young life – and he is feeling troubled and exhausted by it all.  I have been chatting with him each week for a month now – and on Wednesday I felt it OK to suggest he could mention his need directly to God – in personal prayer. (Chaplains say things like that, you know)
He said “Oh I’m not religious at all…maybe if I was I could do that”.  And I found myself saying to him “You are invited to speak directly to God just as much as I am, as anyone is”.  He was quite amazed by that.  I wanted him to know He was as loved by God as I was.
As I said, I am feeling more excited about the grace, the love, the forgiveness of God than I have ever been I think – because I am seeing in a new way that it extends to all – and I see that it is for a purpose.  

Let me share with you where I am at – remember, what we old skins are sharing this January is our take, now, on the truth of God as revealed for us in Jesus through His Word and through our own experience of sharing our lives with him over some years.
We’re going to be honest – and we would love to sit down with you personally if you would like such honest discussion – to toss it all around.
I said last Sunday that, to me now, the big ticket item of the Christian faith – the death of Christ on the cross and it’s effects – is becoming a bigger and bigger ticket item than ever!  I’m finding myself asking this question more and more: “Is the Cross of Christ infinite in its effectiveness in taking the punishment of all human sin over all time?”
Each Christmas in all my 60+ years I’ve happily sung “Christians awake, salute the happy morn, whereon the Saviour of the world was born” – but under my breath I have added “well, not actually the whole world – only those who have put their faith in Him deliberately and seriously – only they are the ones who are forgiven, and can call Him Saviour”.
Nowadays I am wanting to be a whole lot more inclusive – like I believe God is.  
I work daily amongst people and families who have no faith because they were not born into a family of faith – or simply have never “felt religious” (like the young man I mentioned).  And I ask “What about all those people – so many of whom have so much goodness about them?”  
I also find that the whole scenario of millions across the world who will never hear about Jesus being lost to God altogether, is simply, no longer bearable.
So I try to reconcile this world as I see it…with God’s love – and His Will that none will perish…and I read the Bible again, seeking truth from God.

And I come back to what I see as the infinite worth of the Cross of Christ.  That God the Son in all His immortal glory should give Himself to die – says to me that there IS forgiveness for all human sin of all time.  That God’s forgiveness IS given to all, whether we ask for that forgiveness or not.

No just offered to all, but given to all.
Now as soon as you say something like that, you need to explain yourself – answer some questions:
So let me ask myself some questions here!
1)If God forgives us all and accepts us all as we are – then why did Jesus have to die?  
My answer – it is only because of the Cross that God can forgive…and does forgive.  If there had been no Cross, no penalty paid for human sin - there could be no forgiveness.
To me, Jesus went to the very depths of the punishment for all sin, (through awful suffering and pain, both physically and spiritually) – and through that and His resurrection He forged a way up out of it, providing forgiveness for even the most degraded human being.
2) If God forgives us and accepts us as we are – then what about repentance and faith in Him?  (Peter’s response in Acts: “Repent and believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved”) Is it needed anymore?  
My answer – OH YES – people need to know that God’s arms are wide open to a loving friendship with us personally which brings about our being saved (ongoing salvation from sin’s effects) – and that that requires a choice.  
A choice between rejection and repentance – (repentance means turning around from living for ourselves, ignoring Him – to response- and a growing relationship)
And that is the “purpose” of God’s forgiveness – (title of this message this morning –“Forgiveness with a purpose”) – a relationship with us who He loves so much.  Relationship that includes communication, a sense of purpose in life, strength, wisdom, guidance, provision of needs, understanding and perception of the needs of others around us – so much more in life here and now.  Oh yes, there is need for repentance and faith.
Someone once said “Repentance is not what we do in order to earn forgiveness; it’s what we do because we have been forgiven”  (B. Manning “Ragamuffin Gospel” p 54)

3) If God forgives and accepts us as we are, then what happens after death? 
When I am helping a family to cope with the death of a loved family member, I find myself saying to them that there is such welcoming love for each of us as we slip away from this life – we are so precious, so loved – each one of us.
I am confident that no-one dies alone – “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil for You are with me” – Psalm 23, so comforting, so reassuring – a promise of companionship on the journey.
The Bible speaks of a final judgment at the end of time, when we shall be judged according to that which we have done – called to face the consequences of our actions – because even with forgiveness there are still consequences.  
Somehow the amazing mix of God’s love, perfect knowledge and perfect justice will be in operation – in a way that is far beyond our ability to understand now.
Another question that arises is one that Paul, when writing to the Romans tackled.  READ Romans 5: 20 – 6:1
· “If we are forgiven and acceptable to God because of Jesus’ death on the Cross, then what’s to stop us from ‘keeping on sinning’?  (deliberate sinning, because God will keep on forgiving, so it doesn’t matter)
Well, if there is evil in a person’s heart because they have made the choice of rejecting God’s loving forgiveness, then “keeping on deliberately sinning” is natural – and even though there is continuing love and forgiveness from God, that behaviour will keep on adding up for the Judgment Day, won’t it.

But, for someone wanting to respond to God’s forgiveness and live in relationship with God, then that’s ridiculous behaviour – (to keep on deliberately sinning, just so God’s forgiveness will increase) 

It would be contradicting your real desire.  You’d be at war against yourself.

In fact 1 John 1:9 speaks directly to that.  Let me READ verses 6-10

I stand here saying these things after about 44 years of sharing my life with Jesus, my Saviour and my Lord.  In that time my understanding of personally forgiving someone who has wronged me has moved from “forgiving only if they come asking me for that forgiveness” to “realizing I need to forgive others even if they do not, have not, probably never will come asking me for forgiveness”.  
Forgiving them, praying for them, etc.  
I’ve come to the personal conclusion that through the Cross of Jesus, God has given me the way to do this forgiving.  
By seeing the wrong done against me as sin which Jesus has already taken the punishment for – there on that Cross - and to therefore set myself free from the need to seek revenge or harbour grudges and resentment.
I’ve also come to the conclusion that this is the way God wants me to act – because it is the way He acts – forgiving even when that forgiveness has never been or never will be asked for.  

And its all because of the Cross…there is infinite forgiveness because of the infinite value of the eternal Son of God’s willingness to go to that length.
Someone asked me last week “What about the OT prophets and their message from God that he will punish His people  for their disobedience and sin, rather than forgiving them?
Once again, this message from the prophets was to those in relationship with God – a covenant-relationship – from the very loving heart of God.

God expected better of them then – and he expects better of those in relationship with Him now.  

One writer uses the term “the furious love of God” to describe how God felt about the Israelites then – and how He feels about His covenant-people today.
So here we are.  I guess I’m wanting to relax a little nowadays.  Maybe being here at TLC for a few years now has helped me towards a bit of personal truth and liberation!
I’m wanting to let God be God.  Let His loving forgiveness and acceptance of people to simply be there.

What it motivates me to do is to pray for people I know – and for the millions I don’t – that they may want to respond to God who has forgiven them because of the Cross.  To really accept that forgiveness – and be changed, released by it.  

And in that responding to enter into the fullness of life that can only be found in personal relationship with God.
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