
ME ……. Good morning ......
Dan and Brad away

STORY – KAYDEN 
One night while tucking our kids into bed, my son, Kayden did something that bugged me.  He was about 4 years old and bedtimes followed the usual pattern.  A snack, a bath, PJ’s, a story, Prayers and an exchange of kisses and I love you’s followed by lights out.  A few nights prior, when I kissed Kayden on the cheek, he returned my kiss not with a kiss but by licking the length of my face.  It was funny (once!) but after a few nights of this it wasn’t that funny anymore and I asked him to stop.  On the night in question, when Kayden licked my face yet again, I shook him by the shoulders and said “Stop It!”.  He reacted in a fashion which resembled that of a professional soccer player faking an injury with theatrics worthy of an Oscar. At this precise moment, Lonna walked into the room.  She hadn’t seen what lead up to my reprimand and said  “What’s happening here?!” and it wasn’t really a question. 
Kayden seized the moment with an even more exaggerated outburst of emotion. So I stood up said goodnight and I love you and let Lonna finish up.
A few minutes later Lonna and I were sitting on the sofa for some mindless television when a little voice interrupted us from the top of the stairs.
“Daddy, I have something to say to you”
We smiled and I headed up stairs.  We taught our kids never to go to bed angry and I felt so glad in that moment that our lessons were sinking in.  Kayden stood at the top of the stairs and I sat down on the landing so I could be at his level. 
He stood there in his little pajamas, arms crossed and said … And I Quote. 

“Daddy, I just want you to know that … I am never going to forgive you”.

Not what I was expecting.
If you haven’t already guessed it, todays sermon is about FORGIVENESS. 
 If you are new to the Christian faith you should know that forgiveness is a central theme in the Bible.  Forgiveness is something that Jesus spoke a lot about.  It is foundational in our faith journey and it is essential to our salvation and our relationship with God.  

Forgiveness requires humility and courage but the benefits far outweigh any cost.  Because forgiveness frees you to move from bitterness to happiness.  From anger to joy.  And it offers you a peace that is beyond our understanding.  
This morning, we will….
· explore scripture relative to forgiveness and examine some of what Jesus says on this topic.  

· We will try to answer the question;     why is it so hard to forgive?

-And,  we will look at a first-hand example of how the power of the holy sprit can make seemingly impossible forgiveness possible.

Back to Kayden for minute. He is all grown up now and has a family of his own now.  He doesn't remember the event I just told you about but he smiles any time I bring up that story.  He also finds it funny.
It wouldn't be a funny story if Kayden, as an adult, said those words to me for some reason.
I am never going to forgive you
In fact, it would be devastating. 
 I can't imagine the pain of being denied a relationship with my kids.
Has anyone ever told you they were never going to forgive you?   
Or maybe you get the sense that someone has chosen not to forgive you for something that you may have done or an offence another person has felt by your words or actions.
Or perhaps a better question:
Is there someone YOU are choosing not to forgive.

SCRIPTURE
There are so many passages in the Bible that address forgiveness but let’s explore a portion of Paul’s letter to Ephesus.  So if you are able, please stand with me as we read God's word.
Ephesians 4:  28 – 32
28 If you are a thief, quit stealing. Instead, use your hands for good hard work, and then give generously to others in need. 29 Don’t use foul or abusive language. Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them.
30 And do not bring sorrow to God’s Holy Spirit by the way you live. Remember, he has identified you as his own, guaranteeing that you will be saved on the day of redemption.
31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of evil behavior. 32 Instead, be kind to each other, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.

Thank you, you can have a seat

be kind to each other, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.
This is about forgiveness but more importantly it is about knowing Jesus.
What we just read is part of a letter Paul wrote from prison to the community of believers in Ephesus
Paul was primarily teaching and encouraging Jewish and gentile Christians to live righteously in a culture that worshiped many gods and a culture that was hostile toward followers of Jesus.
Let me repeat that
Christians, living in a culture that worshiped many gods, a culture that was hostile toward Christians.
Does that sound familiar?  
That sounds a lot like today.
Paul was offering instruction to early Christians on how to live a holy life. How to interact with the world and how to treat one another.
When Paul taught forgiveness, he grounded his command entirely in the example of Christ. 
Because God forgave humanity when we were "enemies" and "far away”.

We are called to extend that same boundless, unconditional grace to everyone—believer and non-believer alike.

Alternatively 
Holding grudges and failing to forgive changes you. And not in a good way. Resentment can become part of our character.  It blocks our heart from the work of God.
Have you heard this saying:
Not forgiving someone is like drinking poison and expecting that person to die.  
But when you forgive, your act of forgiveness provides an opportunity for the restoration of a relationship.  Let me repeat that.
Forgiveness provides an opportunity for the restoration of a relationship.
In some cases, your earthly relationships may not be restored but forgiveness restores your relationship with God. 
That is what God desires.  A restored relationship with us. With Humanity.  And he offers forgiveness not on merit but through Jesus. 
If you repent and accept Jesus, accept his resurrection story and receive Gods gift of forgiveness….. that heavenly relationship,... 
YOUR relationship with God, which was fractured by sin will be restored.
Amen?

When we read Paul's letter it becomes clear that early Christians had the same kinds of challenges that we have today. For one thing, forgiveness would have been very counter-cultural.  I would suggest that forgiveness remains counter cultural today.
FORGIVENESS IS DIFFICULT
And complex.  Practicing forgiveness, offering it or asking, (which usually involves an admission or apology) is one of the hardest parts of following Jesus in our Christian walk.  Yet we are commanded to forgive. It is not optional. And forgiveness is not a feeling. Its a choice.  Jesus wants us to be transformed and that transformation results in us forgiving the way He did.
In a conversation with Jesus, Peter asks, “How many times must I forgive someone. Seven times?"   
This conversation is in Matthew.  And how does Jesus respond?
Jesus says no ... Seventy times seven.   Do you think Jesus meant we need to forgive a person 490 times and then we can stop?  Of course not.  
 Jesus was,…… is saying there is no limit.
Later in Matthew we see Jesus emphasising that forgiveness must be "from your heart".  
Sometimes we get to a place where we want to forgive but find it hard or nearly impossible to stop feelings of anger and bitterness from returning. 
  
So what prevents us from forgiving?  What is making complete and total forgiveness seem difficult or impossible?  

What prevents us from forgiving?
That's a question.  I'm actually asking 
but allow me to stop here for a minute.  I just need to check-in with you.
 Is it just me?  
Does anyone else here find it hard sometimes to forgive? 
Can I see a show of hands.

So again, what stops us from forgiving?
Pride ls a big one.  I don't think this one needs much explanation.  I wrestle with Pride. Pride definitely gets in my way. 
 If I forgive I might look weak. I don't want to look weak.

How about Justice. I'm not sure if I trust God to take care of this. Or trust him to deal with this in a way or at a time I think is best.

Then we have cultural influences.
Let’s examine a couple of cultural influences for a moment.
One of these I will call the Victim Culture.
Have you noticed that for the past few years victimhood has become front and centre?  
Today's culture celebrates victimhood as if there is nobility in it.    A greater victim story equals greater victim currency.  The more severe the offence suffered, the greater the status of the suffering person.  
Perpetual Victimisation for many becomes an idol. And in addition to garnering attention and sympathy, victimhood for some offers a badge of moral superiority.
This is nuts.
There is a  social status  --  reward for being hurt or offended or insulted and telling your victim story over and over.   The problem with this, of course, is that it leaves no room for healing, healing from an actual or perceived injustice.    What’s worse is that there is no room for forgiveness in a person who has decided their victim story is now part of their identity.  
Christians are not immune to this trap.   Most followers of Jesus can recount personal experiences in which we were disadvantaged or targeted or insulted or suffered or were hurt or "victimized" because of our faith in Jesus.   

Please don't interpret this as me minimizing, ignoring, or condoning serious acts of oppression, cruelty, or suffering.  We are not meant to remain in situations or relationships that brings ongoing harm.  And forgiveness doesn't always mean the offending person is absolved from his or her responsibility.   In some cases, it may mean making restitution or serving a penalty or even facing the criminal or civil justice system.
But adopting a victim mentality, even temporarily, is the opposite of what Jesus modeled for us.  
Adopting a victim mentality allows one to avoid personal responsibility.  It weakens or destroys emotional resilience.
In Corinthians we read  
2 Corinthians 4:8-9
We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed.  
If there was ever a person who could have sunk into victimhood it would be ........Jesus.  He faced persecution, insults, violent opposition, and yet he .......... Jesus… always shows us the way to respond.  
Again, holding onto an offence, an injustice or hurt traps you.  It weakens you as a person by damaging your resilience but, most importantly, it prevents you from forgiving.  Forgiveness doesn't happen,... can’t happen, in the heart of a person who has decided to remain a victim. 
 You can’t claim a victim persona and forgive at the same time.
We are not victims. 
You are not a victim.  
Why?  Because God is with us.  Your character is being re-shaped to resemble Jesus and Jesus was never a victim?  He is a King!  

Allow me to explore another big cultural influence:
Revenge.  

Revenge is not a new phenomenon and one that today is significantly reflected in, of all places, the entertainment world.
There are countless movies and streaming options available today and so many have revenge at their core.  
In a very popular movie from the late 80’s called The Untouchables, Sean Connery is talking to Kevin Costner.  Costner is an FBI agent trying to bring Al Capone to justice and Connery is giving him advice.  Connery’s character says  “He pulls a knife, you pull a gun.  He sends one of yours to the hospital, you send one of his to the morgue”.  And these are the good guys!  
I remember loving that movie.  And that revenge message really had appeal. But why?   I recently noticed “revenge movies” as a sub category while trying to find something to watch.  How crazy is that?  Revenge movies are a genre of their own.  Revenge is a form of entertainment. 
Revenge, however, would be the opposite of forgiveness. 
Now, a wise person recently told me that she thinks revenge,... serious revenge that might involve violence is more of a "guy thing".  

And maybe she’s right,  but we all have moments when we feel like getting back at someone.  Someone who hurt you or cheated you or insulted and offended you.  Haven't you played things through in your mind?  What you could have said or what you wish you had done and what you are going to do next time.
Vengeance and thoughts or revenge can be very destructive and very appealing at the same time.  So why is that?  
Neuroscience Researchers, have discovered  when you start thinking about taking revenge or begin planning revenge it causes a surge of dopamine lighting up the part of the brain responsible for pleasure.   
If you obsess about revenge or ruminate about getting even you create neuropathways which are reinforced whenever you spend time thinking through a revenge scenario.  
Revenge is addictive.
And I know this firsthand.  
[bookmark: _1hrs4xa00d5e]When she was in first year university in the LMD, our daughter Cassidy was attacked in a dark bowling alley parking lot.  Unbeknownst to Cassidy and her friends, a gang rivalry was playing out nearby that night.  As Cassidy headed for her car a man came running at her wielding a baseball bat screaming the words “I’m going to kill you” over and over.  Months later we would find out that he had mistaken Cassidy for the girlfriend of a rival gang member.  Cassidy made it into the car before the man got to her.  She locked her doors but needed to get her steering club unlocked before she could get away.  Do you remember steering clubs?   As she did this the car was taking a beating.  One blow hit the drivers window missing Cassidy’s head by inches, sending glass into her face and hair.  Seconds later she put the car in drive and I imagine almost pushed the gas peddle through the floorboards.  She didn’t make it out of the lot because an RCMP cruiser boxed her in.  Again, unbeknownst to Cassidy, someone had called the police even before she was attacked.
The attacker got away but was eventually identified and charged. 
Cassidy is resilient but she told me she thought she was going to die that night.  And who wouldn’t.  She described the man attacking her as taller than me and at least 150 lbs heavier. 
  In the months that followed, Cassidy and Lonna and I prayed and talked about what happened and what our response should be.  Eventually we learned that the young man had plead guilty and we decided that I would go to court, listen to the judges sentencing and then pass a message on to the young man that Cassidy and we as a family had decided to forgive him.   The part I didn’t share with Lonna and Cassidy, the part I kept to myself was that I hadn't forgiven this person at all,.. and I didn’t really want to forgive him.  
 I wouldn’t have actually carried out any of my violent revenge fantasies but I was stuck in a revenge fantasy loop.  It had become part of the narrative running through my head every day.
So on the day of sentencing I went to the courthouse in Surrey.  I got a one on one with the young man.  Cassidy’s description of him was accurate.  He was huge. The conversation was brief.  I put my hand on his shoulder and when I told him that we had chosen to forgive him he was shaking and his eyes filled with tears. He apologized…  and off I went.
The amazing thing though is that in that moment when I said we forgive you, I actually did forgive him.  The hatred I had carried was completely gone.  I mean 100% gone.  I was transformed and I felt sorry for the young man which I guess means my hatred turned to love.  I still remember driving away from the courthouse that day and alone in my car I can only describe the feeling I had was one of overwhelming peace.  
Clearly God wasn’t going to leave me in my revenge state. In bondage.  What changed for me that day was not something I could have done alone.  The Holy Spirit released me, and all it required of me was a tiny step of obedience. It cost me nothing.

This morning, I shared a couple of my own stories about forgiveness but there is one more story,..and you know it.  
The story of God sending his only Son to find us, lost in our sin.. in our unforgiven state, and to offer us salvation.  A free gift of forgiveness.
Among his last words on the cross Jesus said 
"Father Forgive them"
I have trouble forgiving someone for the smallest of offences, yet Jesus asked his Father to make forgiveness  possible for the people who were murdering him WHILE they were murdering him! 
 Jesus does something that is so incredible and so radical and He invites us to join him.
Remember Paul’s letter we read together?
“Be kind to each other, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ forgave you”.
When you encounter Jesus, when you enter into a relationship with Him, when you begin to understand His infinite love for you, it will transform you and together… together with Him, you will be empowered to forgive the way he forgives and the way He forgave you.

Prayer
Father, you make Impossible things possible. Thank you for showing us the way. Thank you for joining us, helping us and walking beside us as we face challenges.  Please help us in the areas of our own lives where we need to be transformed.  Please give us the courage and humility required to forgive the way that you forgive and the way that you forgive us.   Father, please help us to clear our minds of bitterness and thoughts of vengence.  Please point out areas in our lives where pride is getting in the way. Please strengthen us so that we may join you fully in accomplishing your work.  
Always for your glory God.
Amen


1

