Walking in Righteousness: Part 7	              15  August  2004
“Taming the Hostile Heart”		Sermon 



	Page 2 of 10	  15 August 2004
Sermon
“Taming the Hostile Heart”
Walking in Righteousness Pt. 7 
Eph.4:30-32    8-15-2004  



We left off last time in the middle of v.30.

Grieving the Spirit

29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. 30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

The word translated grieve refers to deep sorrow, and it’s used of grieving the loss of a loved one (1 Thes.4:13). We are not to make the Holy Spirit feel like that. This is right at the core of Christian ethics, and it is unique to Christianity. We are concerned not with a list of regulations, but with the intimacy of a relationship. We don’t have to perform for God, but we do seek to please Him. In 2 Cor 5:9 Paul made a statement that expresses the desire in the heart of every true Christian: 

So we make it our goal to please him 

We discussed that last time. But before we move on to v.31, I want to show you one more thing about this concept of grieving the Holy Spirit. The only other place in the Bible that talks about grieving the Holy Spirit is Isa.63. And as we read through it together I want you to notice what a shock v.10 is:

Read Isa 63:7-10

This passage speaks about the time when God redeemed Israel from Egypt. And the point of the passage is that not only did Israel rebel, but they rebelled in the context of the most lavish blessing from God. It’s one thing if you are in the middle of giving your child harsh discipline, and that child gets angry and turns against you. But if it happens right at the moment when you are showing him with gifts and blessings and favor – on Christmas morning or right in the middle of an expensive vacation to Disneyland or something, if it happens at that moment, it causes so much more sorrow. If your wife gets angry and walks out on you while you are having some kind of argument, that hurts, but if she does it right at the moment when you are expressing your most tender love to her, the pain is far greater. That’s what Israel did to God.  Just when God was showing the most generous tender kindness upon Israel – redeeming them from Egypt, they rebelled. It causes the Holy Spirit sorrow any time we sin, but particularly if it happens in the context of rich blessing and redemption. So let’s consider that principle in the context of Eph.4, and you can see why Paul wanted to quote Isa.63.

Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

You see, it’s talking about the same thing as Isa.63 – redemption. What he’s saying is, “Why would you grieve the Holy Spirit? He’s the one who is in the very process of bringing about your final redemption!” The word redemption means to set someone free from captivity by the payment of a price. And for us, the first stage of that resulted in the forgiveness of our sins (1:7). 
That’s in the past. But there is also a future aspect of redemption.  There is a sense in which now, even as Christians, we are still in bondage and need to be delivered. We have been freed from the guilt of sin and the penalty of sin, but the day is coming when we will be set free from the presence of sin altogether. When the Lord Jesus Christ returns we will be released from our bondage to this fallen, sinful world, and the pull that it has on our flesh.  Our flesh will be redeemed. That’s what Jesus was talking about in Luke 21:27-28 when He said 

At that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. 28 When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near." 

Paul brought it up in Ro.8:23-25 we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in this hope we were saved. 

Your past redemption is only half the story.  It’s completed only by a future, full redemption. The day of redemption is the day when the long battle with sin will be over. It is the day when the deepest longings of our hearts will be satisfied with the sight of the glory of the grace of God in the face of Jesus. No more groaning with imperfection; no more waiting; no more frustrated longings. Our redemption will be complete.  That’s what we all long for more than anything.  And the one who is working to bring that about, the one who preserving us for that day and seeing to it that we make it there- is the Holy Spirit. So are we going to grieve the one who is bringing that about for us and who sealed us for that?

Sealing

The sealing refers to His ministry of preserving and protecting us until that day. Sealing implied a number of things.  It demonstrated ownership (perhaps the most common idea), authentication (like a signature), protection from molestation (such as the seal on Jesus' tomb), and authority (as in the case of a king). In Ephesians the idea is of protection and preservation.   The fact that He is keeping and preserving me for that final day of redemption should be all the motivation I need to avoid anything that would grieve Him. Beyond that, just think of who He is – the Holy Spirit of God. This is the only place in the Bible where we see such an exalted title for the Holy Spirit. It’s an elaborate phrase – 7 words in the Greek: “The Spirit, the holy, the (one) of God”  He is the awesome, mighty Spirit. The one who is holy – perfectly sinless and flawless – utterly set apart from sinful man – completely transcendent above and beyond the creation. The holy…the Holy Spirit…the Holy Spirit of God!  What a beautiful, precious, wonderful, matchless perfect being! We should rather die a thousand deaths than ever do anything that would grieve such a one. Especially since the way to grieve Him is to speak putrid words, which is work that is in direct opposition to His preserving work. One final motive for not grieving the Spirit: The verse Paul alludes to in Isa.63 is a pretty scary verse.

10 Yet they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit. So he turned and became their enemy and he himself fought against them. 

It may be that by alluding to this verse Paul intends to invoke a note of warning. If you sin with your mouth is God going to turn and become your enemy and fight against you? No, not if you are a Christian. Every Christian is blessed and empowered by the Holy Spirit. However, there are degrees with which we all experience the empowering enablement of the Holy Spirit. And it stands to reason that the more I grieve Him, the more He is likely to withdraw His empowerment and blessing on my life. I depend on His empowerment for my preaching to have any effect. If I alienate myself from Him, it’s no surprise if I see less and less power in my ministry. I depend on the Holy Spirit for peace and harmony and love within my family. If I continuously grieve the Holy Spirit of God, it’s no big surprise when things start to unravel in my home. The same goes for 
	My battle against the flesh, and 

The joy of my salvation, and 
My sense of security in Him 
– everything the Holy Spirit does in our lives, we will see diminish if we strive against Him.

*********************
So, in this section Paul has been listing four examples of the traits of the old man that we are to lay aside. First he mentions lying, then stealing, and then unwholesome talk, which grieves the Holy Spirit of God.
Then, in v.31, we get to the fourth: hostility. He uses 6 different terms to describe every kind of hostility.

31 Get rid of all bitterness, and rage and anger, and brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. pa/sa pikri,a kai. qumo.j kai. ovrgh. kai. kraugh. kai. blasfhmi,a avrqh,tw avfV u`mw/n su.n pa,sh| kaki,a| 

That’s quite a litany.  And instead of just listing them off, he sticks the word “and” in between each word to slow you down so you think about each term and how many terms there are. That is a figure of speech known as polysyndeton (“many ands”). He says, “All pikri,a and qumo.j and ovrgh. and kraugh. and blasfhmi,a remove from among you (then he thinks of one more) along with all kaki,a|.” Put all that together and you have a pretty comprehensive description of the way hostility works in our lives. 
Bitterness pikri,a: this word refers to that which not only has an unpleasant taste but it’s also used to refer to that which was poisonous. (Rev.8:11) We see the same thing in the OT, where the word for “bitter” is used in parallel with the word “poison.” (e.g. Dt.32:32, Amos 6:12)  One form of hostility we tend to have toward one another is bitterness – a sharp, acrid, biting disposition in the heart. We mask it with a phony smile, but inside is a bitter, poisoned attitude. You are pleasant enough around the person on the outside, but if someone could take taste of what is inside your heart toward that person, he would choke and spit it out and probably be poisoned to death. 
When something painful happens to you, it is appropriate to experience sadness and sorrow at some level. But when we nurse that sadness, or we have a non-accepting attitude toward it (as though we deserved something better), over time that turns the heart sour. Just like if you leave a tea bag in too long it can make the tea become too strong and bitter, so if you nurse some sorrow in your heart, it has an embittering effect. If you watch a soft-hearted person who never gets bitter, you’ll notice that when someone offends him, 10 minutes later he doesn’t even remember it. Bitter people get bitter because 10 minutes after they have been hurt their wound is now 3 times the size. And two days later it’s even worse. That’s caused by self-love. They have too much self-esteem.  They esteem themselves so highly, that they feel it is just intolerable that they should be offended or hurt or inconvenienced.
 It happens with real offenses, and it even happens with phantom offences. An offense is imagined or assumed, and then dwelt on, and it becomes an irritant in the skin of selfish pride, and a focus on self just rubs that irritant around and around until 2 days later it’s a massive wound. Bitter people always think they are bitter because of their circumstances. They think if you had it as bad as they do, you would be bitter too. But that’s not true.  There are people who lose loved one’s, or have the love of their life abandon them or mistreat them…Some people grow up with years of abuse, or they are raped, or they lose a child, or all their children…Or they can never have children…And yet they never become bitter.  Others become bitter because their husband comes home late from work 4 nights a week. Bitterness is not caused by circumstances. It is a function of one’s attitude about circumstances.  The humble person has an awareness of what he truly deserves. And so when something painful happens, he just thinks, “Oh, suffering – that’s exactly what I expect in this life.” And he barely notices it. And what he does notice doesn’t really bother him, because he has such confidence in the goodness of God’s sovereign plan. So in a very short time he forgets all about it.
The people who become bitter at others tend to also be the types who get bitter toward God, because God controls circumstances. Bitterness is especially a problem in a wealthy culture like ours, because where there is wealth there tends to be more of a focus on pleasure and amusement. Have you ever noticed how very often people are more cranky and irritable when they are on vacation than the rest of the time? That happens because when people go on vacation, everyone has the goal of pleasure. And when you get a group of people seeking primarily their own pleasure, you are going to have an unhappy group of people, because when the normal irritations and disappointments of life come up, they will be seen as especially unwelcome intruders preventing me from having the fun I’m paying all this money to have. Seeking pleasure is the surest ticket to misery.
And the more wealthy the culture, the more the tendency to have the vacation mindset all the time.People are focused on enjoyment and amusement and pleasure and happiness, and so every time anything happens to interfere with that, it’s seen as an intolerable intrusion.  And when God sends an intolerable intrusion into your life every day, ten times a day, you can begin to resent Him. That whole approach to life is characteristic of an unredeemed unbeliever. That’s part of the old man. It has no place in the life of the new you.
The next two words are just the two most common Greek words for anger: qumo.j and ovrgh.. Some commentators make some distinction between those two – one referring to an explosive outburst and the other more of a settled, seething internal anger. Others say they are just synonyms. But either way, both of those aspects of anger are included. One of the big time lies of so-called Christian psychology is the idea that anger is a neutral emotion. It is very common for Christian speakers and writers these days to suggest that there is nothing wrong with anger – it’s just that we need to control our expression of it.  Many Christians believe that anger, in and of itself, is not sinful. That is the opposite of what the Bible says. It is always sin to be angry when someone offends you or hurts you or harms you or inconveniences you. It is sin just like fornication or drunkenness or orgies.

Matt 5:22
Jesus said anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.

Gal 5:19-21
The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage (thumos), selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

Colossians 3:8 But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger (orge), rage (thumos), malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips.

Anger over someone offending or hurting you is always sin. And the goal is not to reduce it or get it under control or express it in a more constructive way. The goal is to eliminate it.

brawling  (kraugh.) This word means “shouting” – raising your voice. Most of us don’t yell at each other in church, but for a lot of people this is a real problem in the home. Many parents routinely raise their voice at their children. Frequently people say, “I don’t like yelling, but I have to – that’s the only way I can get them to obey.” Yelling does not make a person obey. Consequences do. The reason people think their kids respond to yelling is just because it’s usually when they start yelling that the consequences come. You tell you child, “Pick up those toys,” and he doesn’t do it. And nothing happens to him, so he learns that if all you do is tell him to pick up his toys, it doesn’t mean he has to respond. Then you tell him again, he disobeys again, nothing happens again, and he learns that the second time doesn’t mean he has to respond either. So you keep telling him, he keeps ignoring you, and nothing happens. And that trains him to disobey. Then, finally you start getting angry, and you raise your voice, and suddenly he obeys. You start to get off the couch, and you say, “I told you 5 times…” and he obeys. It’s not because you raised your voice. It’s because he knows when you raise your voice and start to get mad, that’s when the spanking comes. 
What motivates a child (or an adult for that matter), is not volume – it’s consequences. When you see a police officer, and you realize you’re speeding, you immediately slow down. But it’s not because you are afraid the police officer will scream and yell. He might very calmly and politely walk up to your car, and in a nice, pleasant, soft voice say, “Here’s your ticket sir.”
 You can do that with your kids as well. If you discipline yourself to spank immediately after the first disobedience every time, or at the second warning every time (or at whatever point you want to teach them to obey), that is when they will respond. Kids are not motivated by volume.  They are motivated by whatever signal means a consequence is coming. For the police it’s just a flashing light – just that light makes you instantly obey. You can do the same thing with your kids. If they knew that every single time they heard the words, “This is your second warning,” that if they didn’t obey immediately there would be a 100% chance of getting a spanking, they would always obey by the second warning. And you can say it in the most pleasant voice you have and it will work just as well. Other people yell at their kids not to get them to obey, but just because they are angry. The baby cries or the toddler spills something or the 5-year-old asks 186 questions before you even get to the stop sign at the end of your street, and you just get annoyed, and become angry, and snap at them. You can’t do that with adults, because there would be a consequence, so you only do it with kids…or your wife or husband. Couples raise their voices at each other, and some Christian speakers and writers insist there is nothing at all wrong with that. But here we are called to put away yelling. That’s part of the old life.

slander (blasfhmi,a) This word refers to slanderous or abusive speech.  If it’s against God, it’s translated “blaspheme.” If it’s against a human being, it’s translated “slander” or “abusive speech.”  Basically this refers to any time the hostility in the heart comes out of the mouth. Whatever form it takes – gossip behind the person’s back, or unkind words to his face, or words calculated to cause distress or do harm – anything that comes out of the mouth that has hostility behind it. Hostility infects the whole person and dominates the heart, the emotions, the will and the tongue. Bitterness is the resentful attitude of the heart, rage and anger, are the reaction of the emotions, and brawling and slander are the reaction of the mouth.
Then he adds along with every form of malice (kaki,a|). Kakia is the normal word for evil, but the NIV correctly translates it “malice” because in contexts like this it goes along with the idea of disliking or even hating someone.

Titus 3:3 At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in (kakia) and envy, being hated and hating one another.
 
Anger goes along with hatred. People say, “I don’t understand why I get so angry. I really do love people.” When we get angry, what’s in our heart is not love – it’s hatred. Why do you suppose Paul uses 6 different words to communicate this idea? I think a major reason is because he knows how slippery we tend to be when it comes to justifying our anger by renaming it. We all have some idea in our head of what sinful anger looks like, and it’s always something different than what we do. How many times do we say things like, “I’m not angry, I’m just frustrated (or exasperated, aggravated, upset, unhappy, uneasy, distressed, distraught, disappointed...) We come up with every word we can think of to rename our anger so we don’t have to admit to being angry.  The Holy Spirit won’t let us get away with that here, because instead of just using the word “anger,” He makes it crystal clear that the issue at hand isn’t just one, single emotion or expression, but any and every conceivable kind of hostility in your heart toward a person.
So He gathers every term for hostility, and then caps it off by saying get rid of all that along with every (other) form of malice.  Whatever you want to call it, and whatever level of external expression there is…Whether it’s in your heart or your mouth or your actions or emotions…It’s part of that worthless old man that you so desperately wanted to escape when you first came to Christ, so strip it off and throw it aside.

How to do it

So, if you struggle with anger, and you want to strip that off and cast it aside, how do you do it? How does the Christian solve the problem of anger? I read this week that there are some kinds of trees that don’t lose their old, dead leaves until the new buds of the next year’s leaves push them off. The old dead leaves hang on until they are pushed off by new life. That’s how it is with the old, dead remains of the old man in the Christian life. They don’t just drop off by themselves.  They cling on the branches, and you can’t even shake them off. They won’t let go until they are pushed out by the presence of the new life coming up under them.Remember the principle Jesus taught in Matt 12:43-45

"When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. 44 Then it says, 'I will return to the house I left.' When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. 45 Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first. That is how it will be with this wicked generation."  

Jesus took a principle that’s generally true of demons, and applied that principle to the sinful people He was speaking to. And we can apply that principle to the sins in our lives. How often does someone strive and struggle and strain to get rid of his temper problem, but every times he sweeps it out of his life it returns with a vengeance? You can’t have a vacuum in your heart. Evil must be replaced by virtue, or the evil will return. We’ve seen this all along in this passage.  The evil of lying must be displaced by the virtue of a love for truth. The evil of stealing must be displaced by the virtue of a heart of giving. The evil of unwholesome talk must be displaced by the virtue of words that are gifts of grace. So what is the virtue that will displace anger? Verse 32.

Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. gi,nesqe Îde.Ð eivj avllh,louj crhstoi,( eu;splagcnoi( carizo,menoi e`autoi/j( kaqw.j kai. o` qeo.j evn Cristw/| evcari,sato u`mi/nÅ 
Be kind 

This word is related to the idea of usefulness. When this word is used to refer to things it means “useful” or “beneficial.” When it’s applied to people it means “kind.” That gives us some insight into what kindness is.  When you are kind toward someone, you are not only amiable and friendly and gracious toward him, but there is also a sense in which you make yourself useful to that person. You become “just what the doctor ordered” for that person.  Kindness is really a beautiful concept. I think we would do well to allow that term to find a greater place in our vocabulary.
I remember when we were kids my mom used to talk to us about being kind to one another. To me that had a lot bigger effect that if she had just told us to be nice. In my mind, being nice wasn’t that big a deal. I figured, if you aren’t being mean, you’re being nice. But when my mother would talk to me about being kind to my brother and sisters, that brought it up to a whole other level. When I heard her say that word I realized what God wanted from me went way beyond just sharing my toys or being polite. It meant having a favorable, warm, sweet disposition toward them. When someone offends you, and the remnants of the old man start reacting in anger, identify and locate that sin the instant it appears – like anti-virus software on your computer.  And destroy the virus on the spot. But don’t just destroy the virus. Don’t’ just cast off the sin. Replace it with the virtue of kindness. Has someone hurt you? Don’t just suppress retaliation. Fill up your heart with kindness. Don’t replace the bitterness of your heart with nothingness. Replace it with sweetness. And on the outside it will come out as kindness. On the inside it will come out as compassion eu;splagcnoj (eusplagknos). It’s a compound word from the words “good” and “entrails” or “guts.” So it means to be “good-gutted.” When you see someone in great pain and have compassion on him, your body secretes an acid that irritates the lining of your intestines. That’s what you feel when you see someone really get hurt bad and you feel it in your stomach. And so the Greeks used the word for intestines or entrails (splagna) to describe the concept of compassion. This comes from the word splagkna, which refers to the physical feeling of pain you get in your midsection when you see someone who is really hurt. Paul takes that word for compassion and puts a prefix on the front that means “good.”  So the idea is you not only feel compassion, but in an especially favorable way toward the person.

forgiving This word (carizo,menoi) means “to give” when in the context of giving something and “to forgive” when in the context of responding to an offense. This  context specifies nothing about any specific thing given, but it is very much fitting with the idea of forgiveness, since the context has to do with anger and hostility toward others. each other - Forgiveness is the canceling of a debt.  If you owe me $100, and I forgive the debt, I absorb the loss, give you the $100 as a gift, and you no longer owe me anything. When someone hurts you, they owe you a debt. And if there was sin in their heart, they deserve to be punished. Forgiveness is the decision to just absorb the loss yourself, and let that person completely off the hook without punishing him at all. If you give him the cold shoulder for a couple days and then forgive, that’s not forgiveness.  That would be like me saying, “First let me collect the $100, then I’ll forgive the debt.” There is always an element of giving in forgiveness – it always costs you something to forgive. There is more than one Greek word for “forgive.”  This particular one comes from the root “grace,” which means “to give.” And it also carries the nuance of acting graciously toward the person. The idea is not just that you would grudgingly cancel someone’s debt, but that you would do it out of favor and kindness toward that person. So forgiveness is a gracious gift – a decision to absorb the loss and require no payment and exact no punishment. 
If you’re worried about what it will cost you, just think of what unforgiveness will cost.  Abraham Heschel said “Failure to offer sacrifices on the altar of peace requires that they be offered on the altar of war.” Cited by Snodgrass p.264 You can give up the benefits of selfishness now, or you can pay latter through a miserable life at war. What foolishness it would be for the Body of Christ to be at war with itself. Don’t forget all that’s been said in this book about the importance of the unity of the Church. What grief it must bring the Holy Spirit when He does all that He does to produce such wonderful unity and harmony in the body and we sabotage it by declaring war on ourselves. 
In the first phrase he tells us to be kind and compassionate to one another, and then he says to forgive each other.  The term translated one another is avllh,lwn (allalon), which is a word that means “one another.” But the second time the word is just the second person plural pronoun (e`autoi/j). So literally it says, “Forgiving yourselves.” That doesn’t mean you forgive yourself as an individual.  It’s just a reminder that we are all one body. So the Lord looks at us as a united group and says, “Forgive yourselves.” Using that pronoun just reminds us of our oneness, and of the ridiculousness of fighting ourselves.
 
The Motive

And as always, the motive for our forgiveness of others is the forgiveness we receive from God.

just as in Christ God forgave you

The only way a Christian could ever withhold forgiveness is by forgetting how much he has been forgiven. The reader of Mt.18 is always shocked at the unmerciful servant who wouldn’t forgive the relatively small debt of a fellow servant immediately after having been forgiven the massive debt he owed. The only way that can happen is if there is no awareness of the enormity of the debt you have been forgiven. If you struggle with forgiveness, spend time focusing on how much God forgave you.

What About Justice?

“But isn’t forgiveness a statement that what they did is OK?” What about justice? If I don’t punish him in some way, how is he ever going to learn how serious his sin was? First of all, when we feel that way it’s probably not really out of some lofty concern for the preservation of the integrity of the justice of God (as if He can’t bring about perfect justice on His own). More likely it’s just an excuse for us to continue to in our own self-centered vindictiveness and unforgiveness. But suppose it really is a genuine concern about justice. Is that a problem? If I love justice, how can I forgive someone who is not worthy of forgiveness? If someone deserves to be punished for what he did to me, how can maintain justice while completely letting him off the hook? The answer is in two of the most common and most important and most precious words in Pauline writing: in Christ

Forgiving each other just as in Christ God forgave you.

If you think it’s a problem for your sense of justice to let an unworthy sinner off the hook, think of how infinitely greater conflict between justice and mercy God faced when forgiving you. You were utterly unworthy. God is perfectly just.  And, if you are a Christian, you have been completely forgiven of far more than you are ever asked to forgive anyone else for. How did God manage that while remaining just? He could do it only because of the those two words: in Christ. The Lord Jesus Christ paid the penalty you owed, and died in your place on the cross, and He Himself is perfect and sinless and utterly worthy of divine favor. Apart from Christ God could never be just and forgive you.  But if you are in Christ, you can be forgiven because Christ paid what you owed. If I am in Christ, I am seen by God as perfect and worthy of blessing even though I still sin – only because Christ is perfect and infinitely worthy. And so if my being in Christ makes it possible for God to forgive me, certainly it makes it possible for you to forgive me. 
The next time someone at church hurts you or offends you, and you are tempted to nurse a grudge, ask yourself, “Is that person in Christ?”  Ask yourself this: If God looks at that person and sees the righteousness of Christ – perfect holiness, why do I look at him and see a sinner? Forgiveness is not opposed to justice because of the cross. If you feel that person needs to learn a lesson about how serious his sin was, point him to the cross. Tell him, “Look how much Christ had to suffer to pay for your sin.” Punishing the person with our own puny little punishments isn’t going to teach him the seriousness of sin.
Nor will it teach him what he really needs to understand, and that is that his offense was primarily a sin against God, not me. Who do we think we are kidding when we imagine that our unforgiveness is because we are concerned about justice? How about when we hurt someone else and they retaliate and stay angry and hold a grudge?  Then are we concerned about justice? When they won’t forgive us and continue to be hostile toward us do we say, “Oh, keep it coming! I just love justice so much I wish I could get more of what I deserve!” We are big time fans of justice when someone hurts us, but justice is the last thing we want when we hurt others – who do we think we are kidding? 
We don’t nurse resentment because we love justice. We do it because we love ourselves. We don’t get angry and hold a grudge because we want to teach them about righteousness.  We do it because we are selfish, unloving, unkind and full of pride.  And pride drains mercy out of your heart.

Mercy and Forgiveness

The relationship between mercy and forgiveness is wroth giving some thought to. Back up for a moment to the word compassion. When I first started studying this passage this week that word seems to me to be out of place in this context. I couldn’t understand why compassion would be mentioned here. I would expect compassion to be brought up in a context about other people’s suffering.  But this is a context about my reaction to my own suffering – suffering inflicted by someone else. It makes sense that Paul would say, “Instead of getting angry and being hostile, forgive and show kindness.” That much I understand. But where does compassion fit in?  If you injure me or sin against me or harm me in some way, I’m supposed to feel sorry for you? Is that it? Yes. The reason that didn’t make sense to me at first is because I’m affected by the twisted, self-focused perspective of the world that says, “The worst thing in the world is suffering – especially my suffering.” And so if someone makes me suffer, I should be the recipient of compassion – not the giver of it. But the biblical perspective is that suffering is not the worst thing – sin is. And if someone as sinned against me, he is in the most pitiable condition, not me. He is the one in real trouble. For one thing, he owes me a debt. And I need to have compassion on him in that pitiable condition, and forgive him. Compassion is always the motive for forgiveness. When the merciful master forgave the unmerciful servant in Mt.18, he did it out of pity and compassion for that servant.

Read Matt 18:26-27

He didn’t just cancel the debt. He did it out of compassion and pity. And later, when he becomes angry and throws that servant in prison – most people think it’s because that servant refused to forgive. But that’s not technically what the text says. When he punishes him he gives the reason in v.33. The issue isn’t just that he didn’t forgive. The issue is he didn’t have compassion. We are not only to forgive, but to forgive out of compassion for the offender’s plight. That’s why God forgives.

Neh 9:17
you are a forgiving God, gracious and compassionate

***************

All the terms in v.31 have one thing in common – they are all the hostile reaction of pride against others. When someone does something offensive, pride gets angry and becomes hostile.  Humility forgives and responds with kindness and compassion. The phrase “hostile Christian” is an oxymoron.  The old man was hostile. The new man is humble.  And wherever you find lingering remnants of influence of the old man, which manifest themselves in the form of hostility toward others. Don’t try to solve to problem by just calming down or counting to ten. Use it as a wake up call to alert you to the problem of a self-focus and prideful self-centeredness. Calmness isn’t the goal.  The solution to hostility is humility. Humility is the attitude behind the action of love. And so you can’t love until you first become selfless.  
Have you ever wondered why some couples get in fights over the smallest things?  It’s because they don’t love each other. They might have a romantic attraction to each other, but they have abandoned the deepest kind of love – that agape love that is driven by humility. And it comes out against your family, because that’s a safe place to express it. You suppress your anger around your friends, because if you blow up at them all the time they may just reject you altogether. But your family is stuck with you, and so it’s safe to mistreat them.

Conclusion

If you’ve been here the last several weeks, this ethical standard is probably starting to sound kind of redundant. In v.28 we found that our motive for work is to be a means of giving - an outlet for grace. Then we saw that our speech is to have the same purpose – a means of grace. Now we see that our response to offences must be grace (instead of using another word for “forgiveness” he chooses the one that means “to give grace.”) Next week we begin a new section starting in 5:1 (Walking in Love).  But this whole series that we’ve called “Walking in Righteousness” (which started back in v.17) can all be summed up in one simple idea. How do you walk the new walk? When he says we are to no longer walk like the world – we are no longer to walk in the old way, but in the new way. What is that way?  It’s the walk of grace. The new life is a life of being a dispenser of God’s grace. It comes out in your actions, in your thoughts, in your words, in your motives, in your emotions…In every way we are to be givers of grace. I want that to be the measure of my life. 
People assess their lives in different ways. For some people it’s all about how much they have accomplished. For others it’s about how much they’ve suffered.  For others it’s how many people love them. For others it’s how much they have. I don’t want any of that to be the yardstick I use to measure my life. I want my life to be all about grace. I want it to ooze out of my pours, so if you bump into me God’s grace spills out all over you. If you have anxiety in your life because you can’t for the life of you figure out how to get your husband to start treating you right, or your wife or boss…Give that up. Focus instead on devoting yourself to just simply be a fountain of God’s grace wherever you go. To be so full of His grace (to be so aware of how much you have received), that you can’t help but to give, because it just overflows from what you receive. Rise up above the things of this world, and through hope in the promises of God become an enjoyer of God’s grace so you can be a conveyer of His grace.

Benediction:  1 Thes.3:12,13  May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you. 13 May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.




