Sunday, January 27, 2013 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
The power of forgiveness and love!
Colossians 3:1-17

12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. Colossians 3:12-14
______

There is a powerful force at work in the world today. It is unseen, it is unsung, and it resides in you at any given moment. 
Let me say that again. There is a powerful force at work in the world today. It is unseen, it is unsung, and it resides in you at any given moment. It is the power of forgiveness. It is the power to forgive. It is a power so strong that it can make headlines. But most often, forgiveness is the unsung hero in our own life’s story. The story of our lives is filled with the good, the bad and the ugly. But it’s the power of forgiveness that transforms the bad and the ugly and gives life a triumphantly new beginning. Forgiveness uses a setting of tragedy as a stage for triumph. Forgiveness puts a u-turn into a relationship heading in the wrong direction. Forgiveness changes the flow of our emotional energy from going into our efforts to tearing someone down to building someone up. The willingness to forgive allows us to take our eyeballs out of the sockets in our own head and place them in the sockets in the head of the person we need to forgive. And suddenly, we see the situation so much more differently.
So, it shouldn’t surprise you that this morning I am speaking about the power of forgiveness and the power of love. Lord willing, we will see in the Scripture the source of these powers, we will consider how these powers are used for the glory of God and we will take the step of faith to make use of these powers in all of our relationships.
Let’s start with the Scripture and review the source of both the power of forgiveness and the power of love. Our text comes from Paul’s letter to the church in Colossae.

Colossians 3:1-17 (NIV84) 3 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory. 

Now it shouldn’t surprise us to hear this kind of talk coming from the Apostle Paul. Just last week while looking at Philippians chapter 3, he spoke in very similar terms. So, it’s like we’re hearing echoes of Philippians 3 here in Colossians 3. He told us there that he was pressing on toward the goal to win the prize for which God had called him heavenward in Christ Jesus. He told us that our citizenship is in heaven and that we are eagerly awaiting our Savior from there. In like manner, here in Colossians 3, Paul says we have been raised with Christ into the heavenlies. That is why we should be setting our minds on things above. 

As we will soon see, Paul is going to argue that as followers of Christ, as those who have been united with Him and raised with Him, our source of forgiveness and love is rooted in our relationship with Christ, a relationship that started with His invitation to us to die with Him. Now, that may sound like a very unusual invitation, maybe even on the strange side? But this is how it makes a great deal of sense. The death He is inviting us to welcome is a death to our old sin nature. Until we dramatically and decisively leave our old life and our enslavement to sin, we cannot be raised to new life in Christ. 
I believe that Paul is, in essence, speaking of repentance here. Repentance is like a death, like a leaving behind the old and embracing the new. Repentance is much like becoming a citizen of a new country that requires the renunciation of previous loyalties to the old citizenship in order to walk in the privileges and responsibilities of the new citizenship. Repentance is a turnabout in direction. Thus, in order for us to live in the power of Christ and allow that power to extend forgiveness and love to others, we must first die to the demands of our old master, of our earthly nature, of our old self that so naturally aligns itself with Satan’s schemes. For this reason, we must repent of our old ways in order to walk in the power of a new life in Christ.
Here’s how Paul says it:

5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 11 Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. 

Paul is not asking us to add some noble character traits to our old life. Rather, he is telling us that we need a total life transformation where the old is out and the new is in. Christianity isn’t about fixing up the old. It’s about getting a new life with a new master, a new destination, a new purpose and a new heart. It is this new life that we are to dress up, to cloth with fitting character. And anytime we find some of the old clothes still hanging on, we need to take them off and discard them. They simply are not becoming of the new people we are in Christ.
I want to briefly hover over two of Paul’s very strong imperatives. If we have any respect for God’s word, certainly we need to pay attention to the imperatives. The first one in verse 5 says, “put to death,” and the second one found in verse 8 is “rid yourselves of” or “put off.” Now, the effect of either action may be the same, but they do seem to be two distinctly different actions. To “kill” a sinful behavior is different than to “put off” or “put away” or “lock up” a sinful response to an outward stimulus. So, if Paul is commanding two different actions here, maybe he’s telling us that certain categories of sins are to be responded to differently. 
So, in regard to the first category in verse 5, these seem to be in the category of sins that don’t require the engagement of other people. They represent the sins for which we have nearly complete control over whether they will dominate us or not. That’s why Paul can tell us to kill those things. We kill sexual immorality, for instance, by controlling those sources over which we have control. I don’t have to walk past the aisle in the store where the magazines are that stir up lust in me. And stores that don’t give me that option, I don’t have to patronize. And if I have to, I can wear peripheral blinders. In other words, those sinful responses over which we have control at the initial stage, we are to kill them. Don’t give them life.
So it seems to me that in Paul’s first imperative, “put to death,” he’s talking about how we plan our life and each day to be winners over sin. When Paul says, “put to death,” he’s speaking of preventive actions we can take now to reduce the amount of sinning we do later. When we identify where we are most vulnerable to sinning, we initiate strategies that will eliminate or reduce the opportunities for those sins to take advantage of us. If alcohol is a point of vulnerability for you, to obey Paul’s imperative, then you must initiate strategies to eliminate or reduce the opportunities that alcohol has to take advantage of your weakness. If you are at risk of practicing any of the sins Paul lists in verse 5, for each of them you need a strategy to put them to death.
In regard to the second category of sins in verse 8, Paul’s imperative is to put them off or rid yourself of such things. As I look at the list of sins in verse 8, these sins different in kind from those listed in verse 5. These in verse 8 are those sins that spring out of our natural response mechanism, like our defense responses when someone vandalizes our home or purposely bangs into our car or unintentionally slows us down when we’re in a hurry. These are sins that result from our uncontrolled response to actions done to us. These are sins of our uncontrolled reaction. 

Paul’s imperative instruction to put off these kind of reactions implies that believers in Christ have available the resources to control our reactions. The events that spur us to uncontrolled reactions are to be met with discernment and patience. By taking advantage of our resources in Christ we can pull the reigns on our sinful reactions and, instead, respond with constructive actions. We lock up the destructive reactions and design constructive ones.
It’s possible that the reason Paul speaks here of two different kinds of action towards our personal sinning, is to distinguish between sins of self-initiation and sins of reaction. And though it may be a fine detail, it may be that the reason Paul doesn’t say to put to death the feelings we have when we are offended that can result in an uncontrolled reaction of sin, is that it’s not the hurt feeling that is a sin but only the wrong reaction to the offense. We often don’t have control over someone hurting us, but we do have control over our responses. Taking control of our reactions and putting them off, locking them up, will have a similar result as putting them to death. But, it’s not the initial hurt feeling that is put to death, but rather the sinful reaction to the cause of our pain.
The bulk of what Paul tells us in verses 12-14 are instructions for dealing with our responses to wrongs done to us, be they intentional or not. Whether or not we must engage the person who has offended us, Paul is giving us instructions on how to deal constructively to wrongs done to us. Notice how Paul prefaces his concluding statements. He tells us about the source of our power to love and forgive. The source is in Jesus and our relationship with Him.
12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 

For the sake of this sermon, our focus is on the two virtues: forgiveness and love. But, we must see that they fit within a whole fabric of virtues. For it would be rare to be noted for being a forgiving person and not also a person of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. And the same can be said of love.

What Paul does in verses 13 and 14 is to highlight some specifics of forgiveness and love. He understands the reality of conflict in life. We will be offended and we will offend. That’s reality, even for the most noble-minded among us, even followers of Christ. It can happen within good families. It can happen in good churches. We will be offended by someone and someone will offend us. So, what should we do about this reality?
Paul says that, on the basis of our having died with Christ, the behaviors of our old life should also die. Angry retaliation is a part of our old life. Maliciousness and slander are from the past. Immorality - that belongs to the old life. Greed and filthy talk – they belong to those who are mastered by Satan.

As new creations in Christ, we have a whole new behavior style because our focus is aimed at the things above where Christ is. Our focus is on the character of Christ. It is Christ who is compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Thus, we who have been transferred from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light, who have died to our old sin nature and been raised to new life in Christ, our nurture and our support come from Christ. 

Listen, as healthy believers in Christ, we don’t go to an old, dirty well to drink the dirty water so we can feed our old nature. We don’t even go to the cupboard, make sure we’re taking down a clean glass and then fill it up with the dirty dishwater so we can have a drink. Rather, we pour in clean water, probably even filtered water, so we will be properly nourished. Spiritually, we go to the new well where we drink living water that nurtures our new life in Christ. Our source of nourishment for our new life in Christ is Christ. That’s why we keep our focus on Him. 
Notice at the end of verse 13, when Paul asks us to forgive, he adds a qualifier. Forgive as Christ has forgiven you. Follow Christ’s lead, he says. And it’s true. The way we forgive others is directly linked to our perception of how we have been forgiven. If we truly understand God’s grace, if we truly understand how undeserving we are of the forgiveness Christ has extended to us, it will have tremendous implications for the forgiveness we extend to others.

Sometimes we need to step back and watch life unfold around us so we can be objective observers. Jesus asked us to do that in His sermon on the mount when He said, “in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” How often are we like those drivers who are so quick to curse someone else for making a small and unintentional mistake, as though they never make a mistake in their driving. That’s when our self-righteousness undermines our ability to be a forgiver. Let me say that again. Our self-righteousness, our wrong-headed notion that we are not capable of doing the very sin that we are sitting in judgment of, undermines our ability to be a forgiver. But, when we stay in touch with the truth of how generous God has been to us when we have been wrong, it is so much easier to extend that same generosity to others.

In v.14, Paul refers to love as the binding agent of all the other virtues, including forgiveness. All those pieces of godly virtue are held together, bound together, with love. That is our calling, to link ourselves so closely and so intimately with Christ that His character becomes our character.
By keeping our focus throughout life on our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, by keeping our relationship with Him fresh, by realizing how we are still receiving His forgiveness over and over again, this allows the Holy Spirit to do His work of transformation in our lives, making us more and more into the image of God’s Son. Maybe even to our surprise one day, we find that we are extending forgiveness and love in situations just a few years previous we would have retaliated with anger and rage and filthy language.

In the last verses of our text, Paul speaks more of how this is accomplished, of how we are to feed our new life. He says in verse 15 that the peace of Christ needs to rule in how we relate with each other and that the word of Christ needs to dwell in our relationships. The peace of Christ rules and the word of Christ dwells in us.
I was delighted to have been able to visit my mom this past week and celebrate with her another birthday. I spent a goodly portion of my time in Minneapolis with her. What brings her and me our greatest joy is not just the quantity of our conversations or the depth of them, but the content of our conversations. And she has led the way in that practice all of my life by making the Scriptures a natural ingredient in our conversations. Just by her commitment to memorize Scripture, she creates opportunities to turn conversations to things of a spiritual and an eternal nature. I am a wealthy man today because my parents, in a very natural yet intentional way, incorporated God’s Word into the warp and woof of life. At the family level, I believe my parents were practicing what Paul admonished all of us to do, especially in the context of the gathered community of believers in Christ.
Paul urges us to … 15 Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 17 And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him. 

As followers of Christ, we need to constantly measure our attitudes and actions in light of the peace of Christ. Just as a basketball player measures his play in light of the presence of the officials, so Christians need to measure their behavior in light of the standard called the peace of Christ. We have been called to peace because we are members of one body. That peace is Christ’s peace. He is its source. When He is ruling over our hearts, so will His peace, because we have confidence that His leadership achieves His purposes.
Also, as followers of Christ, we need to bring the word of Christ into our interactions and relationships. Paul says we do it in at least three ways. We teach each other the word of Christ. We admonish or warn each other with the word of Christ. And, thirdly, we sing the word of Christ in mutual worship. In each case, God’s Word is the content of those conversations, be they times of teaching, encouragement or song. It is this participation in both the peace of Christ and the word of Christ that empowers us to live as forgivers and as lovers that glorifies our Lord.
The ultimate act of God’s love was when He sent His Son to be sacrificed so that we could be forgiven and continue to be forgiven. Now, He wants us to do likewise. 

Have you noticed what a game changer being offended by someone can be? Isn’t it interesting how hurtful acts bring us to a crossroads? It seems that we can’t stand at that intersection very long. It’s as though there is no middle ground in the midst of being offended. Either we decide to move in the direction of forgiving the person who hurt us or we decide to hold onto bitterness and anger and begin to entertain ways of revenge.
Paul is telling us that we must not be naïve in this matter of forgiveness. Forgiveness can take time. Forgiveness will likely be costly. But it is also worth it. Forgiveness breaks the power that holds us captive to the offense. So, the sooner we take the course leading to forgiveness, the sooner we will be free.

We have a powerful resource from God to turn a setting of tragedy into a triumph. It comes to us through our relationship of surrender and love to Jesus Christ who loves us and forgives us. He leads us to put a u-turn into a relationship heading in the wrong direction. He gives us the desire and strength to extend forgiveness because He brings us back to those times we have been forgiven. And life is transformed as a result, increasing our delight to keep our pursuit of heavenly things where Christ is now. 
Amen.

Colossians 3:15-17 (NIV84)
15 Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful.  16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.  17 And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him. 
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