Sunday, August 22, 2010 
Relational Imperatives for Christians: #3. Forgive One Another
Ephesians 4:32; James 4:11
32 Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
Ephesians 4:32 NIV

-----------
If I could write a song today it would tell of the glory of God that is put on display when the church of Jesus Christ is walking together in unity and in love. It would be a song that expresses my hope that believers in Christ everywhere who have yet to experience the joys of true Christian community would discover the power of Christ’s forgiveness to unite people into one life-giving body. My song would be a prayer that all the obstacles that keep Christians from participating fully in their local congregation would be overcome by a passion to see Christ reign as King, whether the congregation numbers 25 or 25,000.
I know Jesus Christ loves the church. I know that He has high hopes for His church. And I know that great blessings await those who enthusiastically, wholeheartedly and without reservation, give themselves as servants to His church.
As a means of calling our attention to what God intends for His church, I have selected four general “one another” commands from the Scripture. Serve one another. Be patient with one another. Forgive one another. And, love one another.

I call these “general” commands because each of them involves other “one another” commands when obeyed. Last week we referred to them as bundled commands, as in multiple commands rolled into one. So, with regard to the relational imperative to be patient with one another, we saw that other relational imperatives had to be simultaneously obeyed such as being humble and gentle, bearing with one another, striving to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, etcetera. So, for our purposes, a general command of the “one another” relational imperatives is a bundled command necessarily involving several other relational imperatives.
Last week we also spoke of the importance of holding to a high view of the church. Such a statement suggests that if Jesus created the church and has a purpose for the church and has placed us in the church, we must catch that vision and discover the blessings that await us in walking with Christ as members of His church.
When our Lord went off to pray for the church on the night of His betrayal, He prayed a very radical prayer. Very radical. And it was all about how Christianity was to be a relational faith. It starts with the relationship that Jesus, as the Son of God, has with His Father, God Almighty, and with the Holy Spirit. Thus we speak of God in three persons, a tri-unity of relationships. Then, out of their great love for each other and for us, God came to us when the Father sent His Son to earth to take on human flesh and live among us. The incarnation of God was for the purpose of reconciling sinful, rebellious humanity with the Father. Sin separated us. Jesus would unite us by becoming the reconciling sacrifice through His death on the cross.
But, the story doesn’t end there. Listen to Christ’s prayer for us.
John 17:20-23 (NIV) 
20 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You. May they also be in Us so that the world may believe that You have sent Me. 22 I have given them the glory that You gave Me, that they may be one as We are one: 23 I in them and You in Me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that You sent Me and have loved them even as You have loved Me. 
Now, three things jump out from this prayer. First, from vv. 20-21, as members of Christ’s body, we have a message that will help others believe in Jesus. It’s not just our personal testimony, but also our corporate testimony.
Second, from vv. 21-22, we have a unity with the Triune God that will help others believe in Jesus. A powerful propellant for communicating our message comes out of our relationship with Christ, our union with Him.
Third, from vv. 22-23, we have a unity with other believers that will help others believe in Jesus. That unity is powerfully effective in communicating with unbelievers that truly Jesus was sent by God the Father and loves sinners deeply and wants to restore them to His original intention.
Again from last week we quoted Chuck Colson when he said, “If we are not united, we are not ready to evangelize!” But even more radical than that, he said, “When we confess Christ, God’s response is to bring us into His church; we become part of His called-out people. When we become followers of Christ, we become members of His church, and our commitment to the church is indistinguishable from our commitment to Him.” P. 41

Our relationship with fellow Christians is not a secondary issue for us as Christians. If we have any hope of having an effective witness to the unbelieving world around us, we must give ourselves to vigorously maintain our unity with Christ and with His body, the church.

The transforming power of the gospel is not just the cleansing of our hearts from sin, it’s the transformation of our relationships with people, especially with our brothers and sisters in Christ. If it doesn’t transform our relationships with fellow Christians, it rightfully raises the question if we have truly been transformed in our relationship with Christ.

This is the context for us to talk about the relational imperative to forgive one another. Our primary text comes from Ephesians 4. 

From this text I hope to show you the role of non-sinful anger in ministry of forgiveness and how together they preserve the unity that is ours in Christ. Yes, anger, that is non-sinful anger, plays a significant role in seeking and giving forgiveness, which in turn plays a huge role in preserving unity and thus makes our witness credible.
Ephesians 4:20-32 (NIV)
20 You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. 21 Surely you heard of Him and were taught in Him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 22 You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23 to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24 and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 
When we came to know Christ, He totally changed us. He set us on a whole new way of living. We can rightfully say that our way of life without Christ is in the past. It is our former way of life. 
However, we still carry with us residue from our past. The biggest part of that residue is our old sin nature. Paul is saying we need to keep putting off our old self so we can be made new in our thinking and to put on a new self that is characterized by righteousness and holiness.
But, Paul recognizes that living our new way of life in Christ resembles a battle. We have opposition and obstacles from within and from without. Here is Paul’s call to arms:
25 Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. 26 “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, 27 and do not give the devil a foothold. 28 He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 
Here is where I want us to see the role of non-sinful anger. What Paul appears to be saying here is that non-sinful anger is an action that attempts to preserve the unity of the body. It observes that there is something going on that is dividing the body or harming the unity of the body and it acts in an appropriate manner to attempt to gain reconciliation betweens members in the body.
In other words, non-sinful anger is a unity preserver. This is true individually and corporately. 

For me personally, non-sinful anger is the result of seeing the truth of God’s word shining its light on my life, on my thoughts, my words, my actions, and thus making me aware of my sin and my short-comings. Non-sinful anger kicks in and says, “this ought not to be this way. Take action to correct this thought, or word or deed and get right with God.”
That’s the dialog that non-sinful anger will have in our hearts when God’s word reveals those things that will lead to division within the body or will harm the unity of the body.

But, Paul also appeals to us to say that when we observe something that will bring division within the body, we need to be angry in a non-sinful way. We are not to linger long with anger. Even non-sinful anger is to be a short lived experience. Once the assessment has been made that something is wrong, appropriate action should be taken right away, not placed on the back burner. 26 “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, 27 and do not give the devil a foothold.
ESV actually says, Ephesians 4:26-27 (ESV) 26 Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 27 and give no opportunity to the devil. 
Properly executed anger makes it possible for the offender to know he or she will need the forgiveness of the offended for the restoration of unity. In other words, rightfully applied, anger should lead to forgiveness and reconciliation. Non-sinful anger produces an opportunity that leads to forgiveness and a restoration of unity.
Paul highlights the goal of truthful speaking as the building up of the body through kindness, compassion and forgiveness, just the way Christ speaks truthfully with us.
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. 31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. 32 Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

I have much I can say about this text. But, I would rather illustrate it with this story.
Two very, very different men

A lesson on the power of forgiveness in Christ.

How their lives converged and 
how Christ transformed them both.

An excerpt from Being the Body by Chuck Colson 

Chapter 12, Coram Deo, pp. 133-158

The chair is oak, with wide armrests, a slightly scooped, polished seat, and a high back with four horizontal slats. It is almost a hundred years old. By 1990, 243 people had sat in it, their heads shaved and smeared with gel to better conduct the two thousand volts of electricity that killed them.

Rusty Woomer was the 244th person to sit in South Carolina’s electric chair.

Bob McAlister’s chair in the South Carolina State House sat behind his massive mahogany desk. By 1990, Bob had sat in it for four years as Governor Carroll Campbell’s director of communications and deputy chief of staff. He could lean back, prop his feet on the desk, and survey the draperies extending nearly the height of the sixteen-foot ceilings, the plush wing chairs, and the photographs of himself with the governor.
But when Bob sat in his chair in 1990, rarely an hour went by that he didn’t think of Rusty Woomer, the man who had become his best friend. Yet before their lives had converged five years earlier, Rusty Woomer and Bob McAlister could not have been more different.

[Rusty] Born in 1954, Ronald Raymond Woomer grew up in a hillbilly town in West Virginia. The oldest of five children, he loved the mountains and woods around his family’s shack.

But if Rusty felt free in the woods, home was prison. When his dad was drunk, he would beat his wife and children. When Rusty ran away from home, his dad would find him and bring him back, bruised and afraid.

Still, there were some good things in Rusty’s life. Fishing with his mother was one of his greatest pleasures. He knew she loved him. And there was the little country church a few miles from their house. Inside, the preacher’s voice was so soft, so kind, so different from his father’s screaming rages.

[Bob] James Robert McAlister was born in 1949, the only child of parents who inhabited a comfortable, modest home in a South Carolina suburb. Bob’s father worked in the textile industry and coached Little League on weekends; his mother baked cookies for PTA bake sales. 

[Rusty] By the age of sixteen, Rusty looked like the delinquent he was. He was sent to a reform school. By age nineteen, he had graduated to a state prison for stealing fourteen cases of beer. 

Rusty Woomer had lost his name and become a number.

[Bob] By the time he entered high school Bob McAlister had developed an all-American passion: broadcasting. At sixteen he was already a disc jockey at a radio station. Everywhere he went, people knew his name.

By his senior year in college, Bob had moved to a Greenville television station as a newscaster and a reporter. In the spring of 1972, twenty-three-year-old Bob McAlister arrived in Washington, D.C. to take a job as speechwriter and assistant press secretary. 
Eventually Bob returned to South Carolina, where through the balance of the 1970’s, he steadily built his career in broadcasting – and his bankbook. He married. But since he was wedded to his job more than his wife, the marriage crumbled.

[Rusty] While Bob McAlister was flying high, Rusty Woomer was plunging deeper and deeper into trouble. After serving three years in prison for the beer burglary episode, he spent his newfound freedom in a constant cycle of drugs, alcohol, and stealing to get money for more drugs and alcohol. 

He hung around with men ten and fifteen years older than himself, realizing even in his druggy haze that he was looking for a father figure. One who filled that role was an ex-con named Eugene Skaar. 

Rusty sometimes said Skaar was his father when he introduced him to acquaintances. He bragged about how well Skaar could hold his drugs and alcohol and was flattered when the man let him in on a plan that could net them both a bundle of cash. All Rusty had to do was go with Skaar to South Carolina and help him steal a coin collection.

Armed with guns, Quaaludes, Valium, whiskey, and marijuana, the two men arrived in the South Carolina town of Cottageville on February 22, 1979. Skaar found the coins; Rusty shot the coin collector.

Next Skaar picked out a house at random some miles northeast. There, Rusty shot and killed two occupants and wounded another. They stole more guns and money before moving on.

Still drinking and popping pills, the two continued toward the coast. There they robbed a convenience store and kidnapped the two clerks, Della Louise Sellers and Wanda Summers. Taking the women to a remote wooded area, Rusty shot them. Della Sellers died; Wanda Summers lived. 
Rusty and Skaar finished their night at a Myrtle Beach motel as the police closed in. Just after midnight, Skaar shot himself rather than surrender; police took a drugged-out Rusty into custody. The next day, shaking and still high, he confessed to the murders.

[Bob] In the early 1980s, when management changed in his company, new executives began tearing down what Bob had built over the previous five years. Bob had married again, and his wife, Carol, could see that he was slowly being pulverized by the pressure.

“Look,” Carol finally said one morning. “When you come home tonight, I want you to come home without a job. I would rather have a live unemployed husband than a dead one with a job.”

Bob knew she was right. He went to his office and gave notice, all the time thinking: This is the worst day of my life. He had just resigned from his position as news director and assistant general manager for the most prestigious radio station in South Carolina. His entire identity was gone.

In desperation, he began to reach out to God.

Bob had no dramatic conversion, apart from the miracle of a proud man yielding himself to Jesus Christ. He began to read his Bible, began to pray, began to consciously seek to please God. His parents had “trained him up in the way he should go” during his happy childhood; now Bob was returning to those spiritual roots.

In January 1984, he and a friend started a public relations firm. Bob found that his old self-sufficiency had been replaced by a new dependence on God. But if God took hold of Bob McAlister’s heart in the marketplace, He broke it on a Columbia, South Carolina thoroughfare. Bull Street became Bob McAlister’s Damascus Road.

It was a sweltering day in July 1984, and Bob was tooling along Bull Street’s lanes when he noticed the traffic ahead diverting around some sort of obstacle. It was a frail black man in a wheelchair, right in the middle of traffic.

What’s this guy doing? Bob thought. He’s going to get killed. And he’s going to make me late.

Then Bob did something he had never done before. For the first time in his life, he stopped.

“Thank you for stoppin’,” the man said with a grin. “I’m Odell.”

“Odell, I’m Bob McAlister. What are you doing in the middle of the highway? How can I help you?”

Odell explained that two friends of his were ill. They had absolutely nothing and were too weak to get any food for themselves. So Odell was wheeling his way to a rescue mission he knew would wrap up some hot food for the women. Then he was going to take the meal back to his friends. Sort of a personal Meals on Wheels.

“Odell, I’ll take you to the mission,” Bob said. “Let’s get you in the car.”

Bob McAlister had never seen poverty up close. He had never smelled it. And he had never met anyone like Odell. He had seen people give out of their excess; he had never seen anyone give like Odell. This frail old man was giving everything he had – two arms and a wheelchair – to help those whose need was greater. 
Soon after meeting Odell, Bob signed on as a volunteer at Providence Home, a Christian shelter for the homeless. Then one of the social workers at the mission called Bob with a request he never would have anticipated: Could he go to visit a man on death row? The man, named Wardell Patterson, needed a friend.

Bob had never set foot inside a prison, but he agreed to go.

Bob visited Wardell for months, and their friendship grew. Soon other inmates began to ask if Bob could visit them too.
By now, Bob realized that he had found his true calling. For it was on death row, among men convicted of the most heinous crimes, that for the first time in his life he felt wholly alive. God was using him, giving him the power to love these powerless, condemned men with the love of Christ.

“Without Odell,” Bob says, “I don’t know that I would have ever learned the heart of God for the suffering and the oppressed. I wonder if anything further would really have happened in my Christian life.”

[Rusty & Bob] One Friday night in October 1985 Bob was getting ready to leave the prison. Before he left, however, he stopped at one more cell.

By now Bob was accustomed to some horrible sights, but he had never seen anything like this. The inmate was sitting on the floor of his cell, looking like a pale, dirty shrimp. The floor was strewn with papers, half –eaten sandwiches, toilet paper, and old copies of magazines. The cell stank. The man stank too, his long blond hair matted and greasy. His face was chalk-colored, like a rubber mask, like a dead person. And all over his cell, all over him, crawled dozens of cockroaches. His name was Rusty Woomer.

Seeing the state he was in, Bob spoke to him – called his name. No response. Bob didn’t often think in terms of demonic warfare or the physical presence of evil. But that night he knew he was facing it.  Satan had a hold on this man.

So Bob called on the name of Jesus to cast out the evil and death in that cell. Then he said, “Rusty, just say the name, ‘Jesus.’ Call on Jesus.”

Nothing happened for several minutes. Then the man’s lips moved slowly. “Jesus,” he whispered. “Jesus. Jesus!”

“Rusty,” he called again. “Look around you, son. Look at what you are living in!” “Your cell is filthy and so are you,” Bob said gently. “The roaches have taken over, and you’re spiritually a dead man, son. Jesus can give you something better. Don’t you want to pray to give your life to Him instead?”

Rusty nodded, his eyes glistening, then streaming with tears – the first tears he had wept in fifteen years – as his heart cracked open. He bowed his head like he remembered from his childhood.

“Jesus,” Rusty prayed, “I’ve hurt a lot of people. Ain’t no way that I deserve You to hear me. But I’m tired and I’m sick and I’m lonely. Please forgive me, Jesus, for everything I’ve done. I don’t know much about You, but I’m willin’ to learn, and I thank You for listenin’ to me.”

On Monday, Bob drove to the prison and made his way to death row. Once there he stopped short, breathing hard. He couldn’t believe his eyes.

The walls were clean and glistening from the scrubbing they had received. The smell of disinfectant still hung in the air. The garbage was gone, the bed was made, and the roaches were history.

Rusty stood smiling and erect, enjoying his surprise.

“How do you like it?” he asked. “I spent all weekend cleaning out my cell ‘cause I figured that’s what Jesus wanted me to do.”

“Rusty,” said Bob, his heart swelling, “it may have taken you all weekend to clean your cell, but it took Jesus only an instant to clean your life.”

And thus began a relationship that would last the rest of Rusty Woomer’s life on earth – and change Bob McAlister’s life forever.

Rusty now had no hesitation about accepting responsibility for his horrible crimes. He wept over the pain he had caused others. He knew that Christ’s blood was sufficient to cleanse even the vilest sinner, but he could not undo the death and pain he had caused. He wrote letters to the families of his victims, asking their forgiveness – and was not surprised when he did not receive it.

Though he was only five years younger than Bob, Rusty called him “Paps.” Carol was “Moms.” Rusty loved to listen to Bob read the Scriptures aloud. In his concrete world, the fresh breezes of Psalm 104 sent his heart soaring.

Rusty would lie on his narrow bed dreaming of his childhood. If only I had known the Lord then, he mused. If only I could have lived to serve Him on the outside. If only I had not caused such hurt to innocent people.

Seeing his remorse, Bob could only take Rusty deeper into the Scriptures, assuring him of God’s forgiveness and exhorting him to make peace with anyone he had not yet forgiven. Rusty thought about the man he had hated for so many years – and he asked God to enable him to forgive his father.

By early 1989, Rusty had been on death row for ten years and his appeals had run out. In March, the U.S. Supreme Court let stand his conviction and death sentence, and his execution date was set for June 16.

When Bob asked if he could interview Rusty on videotape, he agreed. Bob hoped the weight of a man’s perspective days before he was to die would be riveting. “Maybe I can make this into something to show to kids in school,” he said. “A warning.”

“What would you say to kids about drugs, Rusty?” asked Bob.
“Well, ‘just say no’ isn’t enough – because the human side of us isn’t strong enough to do that. We need the power of God that comes through Jesus to say “no to evil and to do what is right. That’s the bottom line. And we don’t get very long in our lives to make sure about where we’re gonna spend eternity.”

“Rusty,” Bob asked, “what will your thoughts be when they strap you in that chair?”

“The human side of me is scared to sit down and be electrocuted,” Rusty said slowly. “They tell me I won’t feel nothin’. But I’ve stuck my finger in the socket and it hurt plenty. So even if it hurts for a millionth of a second, that’s frightening. But I’m gonna be holdin’ Jesus’ hand. Long as He’s my partner, what more can I say?

“After all, there’s no way I’m gonna lose. If they execute me, I’ll be in heaven. If they don’t, I’ll never be the same. God’s made it impossible for me not to praise and love Him and tell people about what He’s done.”

The next morning, Bob and Rusty worked on what Rusty would say as his final statement:

“So many things are on my heart tonight that I cannot find the words for. But I want to say some things the best way I know how to some people. I have written letters to the families of my victims asking them for forgiveness. I understand if they can’t forgive me. I have lived with my actions all of these years. I would die a hundred times over if it would put one breath of life back into them. I have prayed for the families over and over again and my last prayer before my death tonight will be for them.
“I want to tell everybody that I am fine. I have never known peace like I have known it in my final days on earth. I know some people say I got jailhouse religion and they are right. I turned to Jesus in prison when I had no place else to turn. Words cannot express what He did for me but He knows and that’s all that counts.”

But Rusty never had to make that particular statement. As he and Bob sat in the death cell thirteen hours before the execution, the phone rang. It was Rusty’s attorney. The Supreme Court had granted a stay of execution.

In spite of the reprieve, both men knew that Rusty’s final journey was just a matter of time. But the stay gave Rusty a new urgency to share his faith, to seek to live for Jesus only.

[Rusty] The reprieve also gave Rusty an incredible gift, one he knew he did not deserve.

That summer of 1989 a letter made its way to Rusty’s cell. It was from Lee Hewitt, the younger brother of Della Summers, the woman whose murder Rusty would die for. “For years I hated you with all my heart. I could have blown your brains out for what you did to my sister. I only regretted you were in prison where I couldn’t get to you.

“But I’ve spent time in jail myself – fifty-six different times over the years. I felt like a failure. But then I became a Christian. And the more I learned about being a Christian, the more I knew I had to forgive you. I didn’t want to. But it got to where I couldn’t even pray the Lord’s prayer – ‘forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’

“It made me so mad – now I had to forgive you. Now the ball was in my court. I’ve prayed about it, and God has done a miracle in my heart. I forgive you. We are brothers in Christ. I love you.”

Rusty looked up, blinded by tears and the radiance of God’s goodness to him. Forgiven! Not only by Christ, but now by the man he had offended most here on earth. It seemed the greatest blessing he could have ever hoped for.

Rusty wrote back to Lee, tears dotting the pages of his letter. Watching, Bob was humbled by the enormity of Lee’s obedience to Christ and overwhelmed by the absolute joy Lee’s gift of forgiveness sealed in Rusty’s heart.

[Rusty] Early in 1990, the Supreme Court again decided not to hear Rusty’s appeal. And once again an execution date was set: Friday, April 27, 1990, 1:00 AM

Good Friday, April 13, 1990

Rusty lay in his cell thinking about Jesus: He had been executed. He had gone through it all – arrest, trial, sentencing, death penalty. Except He was innocent.

Jesus went to His death for me already, Rusty thought. And He’ll be with me when I go to mine.

Easter Sunday, April 15, 1990

“I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me shall live even if he dies.” What an amazing thought, Rusty mused. A promise to me.

Later that afternoon an unexpected gift arrived: a basket filled with chocolates. The basket was from Lee & Barbara Hewitt. Lee had set Rusty free with his letter of forgiveness the previous summer. Now he wanted to visit, but he and his wife had not been able to get into the prison.  

Before the week was over, Bob got special permission to bring the Hewitts and Rusty together in a prison conference room. Initially there was an awkward moment as they sat down across from one another.  

“It’s hard to know what to say,” Lee began, “except I wish we could have met you long ago.”

Then Rusty turned to Lee, his voice thick with tears, but his blue eyes shining. “Your forgiving me has done more for me than anybody’s ever done. I know I done these things. That day (of the murders) is like two minutes to me – just there and gone – but even with God’s and people’s forgiveness, I’ve never gotten the hurt out of my heart. I prayed and prayed. When I got that letter from you, I can’t explain how I felt. Is my faith strong enough to do what you’re doing? I’d like to think I could, but I’m not sure.”

“I can do nothing without Jesus,” said Lee. “I have to draw from Him. I see Him hanging on the cross, saying, ‘Father, forgive them.’”

“It’s amazing, ain’t it?” said Rusty, thinking of his Easter morning reflections.

“What God can do, people can’t comprehend,” Lee nodded. “I don’t have hurt or anger. I wouldn’t want to walk around like that for nothin’. I have no anger because God took it and done away with it and threw it into the sea of forgetfulness. He loves you, and He don’t want to remember.

Rusty nodded. “Trust in God is the only way I’ve kept sane in this place,” he told Lee. “If they took me over there to the chair right now, I could do it. What you have done has made God’s Word complete to me.”

Before they left, Rusty and Lee held hands and prayed together in the name of the Lord Jesus, who had saved them, forgiven them, and made them brothers in Him. They knew they would not see each other again this side of heaven.

Thursday, April 26, 1990

At 4:00 PM Rusty’s family came to say good-bye, and Rusty demonstrated the forgiveness he had long ago given his father. 
“I wish y’all would stop living so far apart,” Rusty told his family. “And I wish y’all would fight less and hug more.” Then he commanded them, “Bow your heads. We’re gonna pray.

“Our precious Lord, I’m not cryin’ ‘cause I feel bad, but ‘cause I’m happy. I’m gonna be with You, and You’ve done everything for me far beyond what I ever deserve. I ask You to watch over my family and take the hurt and sadness from their hearts. I pray that all this hurt and sufferin’ will be gone, and I just praise You with all my heart.”

[Rusty & Bob] “Ya know, Paps,” he said finally. “I feel real happy. I just want to go on home now. I don’t want to stay here; things are just too bad down here. I just feel real peaceful, and I know Mama’s waitin’ on me up there.

At 11:45 officers came to get Rusty and took him to the preparation room.

“Paps,” Rusty said, “read me the Bible one last time.” Bob turned to Revelation 21.

“And He shall wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there shall no longer be any death; there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain-” 

Bob looked up. And when he saw Rusty’s face filled with a heavenly expression – his eyes fixed not on the dark efficiency of the death house, but on the new heaven of Revelation – at that moment, Bob’s emotions got away from him. It was the only time he lost his composure in front of Rusty. He handed his Bible to Chaplain Brown, who read the rest of the chapter.

Rusty had never broken down during those last days. His sense of the imminent reality of seeing his Lord seemed to obliterate almost everything else. Bob couldn’t help but think, If only that reality were as vivid for all of us, the Body of Christ would be transformed – and the world as well.

“Do you have a final statement?” Warden Martin asked, walking toward him with the microphone.

He thought for a moment, then spoke simply. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I claim Jesus Christ as my Savior. My only wish is that everyone in the world could feel the love I have felt from Him.”

[blank slide] Few of us will know the mystery that for Rusty was solved by the state of South Carolina: the exact time of our own death. Rusty was not caught unaware, unrepentant, distracted by the things of this world and distant from his Lord.

But we must be prepared, living every day as if we’ll see Jesus at midnight. Or sooner. Rusty’s final perspective is one the church at large must have if we are to truly be the Body, the holy people of God, in these times of both catastrophe and opportunity.

Do we really know the radiance of the Lord? His glory? His astounding love? Do we know the power of Christ’s forgiveness and the joy of our new life in Him?
Our purpose for being saved, for being set free and given eternal life is that we would become a member of the body of Christ, a trophy of His grace displaying His glory. This is the purpose of the church, particularly the local congregation of believers in Christ, that through the surrender of the members of Christ’s body to Christ as Lord, we would be a display to the world of the powerful work of God’s grace. It is for that reason that forgiving one another is imperative for believers. The only way this will happen is when we recognize our inborn resistance to the desires of God because of our sinful nature and purposefully surrender in faith to the will of Christ. That process is a daily dying to our own wills and a daily giving ourselves to the purposes of God. This is why we obey the Biblical and relational imperative to forgive one another – that the glory of God might be displayed within His church.
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