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				These people draw near to me with their mouth, and honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. —Matthew 15:8

			

		

		
			
				There are two main schools of forgiveness teachings in the body of Christ today. One is enmeshed in psychological principles, the other in the underpinnings of an eye for an eye in the old covenant. Stepping back from both, it isn’t hard to see that they’re both steeped in self-centeredness. The believer is more concerned about his own healing than he is the offending brother in the “psychological” camp. Forgiveness is all about the believer’s own gain of heaven or accounting before God in the “Law” camp. 

				New Testament forgiveness presents an entirely new paradigm. It is neither a therapeutic device to help the believer feel better about himself nor something a believer does to gain heaven. It is at once a supreme act of humility and a bold act of intercession where the believer uses the righteousness afforded him by the new birth to bring God’s life to the brother who has lost his way and is groping in the darkness. It’s how we’re commanded to live, esteeming others better than ourselves, with our eyes set on things above. But we have to walk in it. •
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				Cutting It Straight

			

		

		
			
				A workman that needs not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.—2 Timothy 2:15

			

		

		
			
				Paul’s instruction to Timothy, a young preacher, to skillfully handle the Word carries with it the implication that it can be mishandled. Although Paul mentions handling the Word “deceitfully” (2 Corinthians 4:2), mishandling it doesn’t require malevolent intent. The believer may have the best of intentions, but failing to deduce the proper context or failing to see the bigger picture of redemption can careen him into serious error, or at least dim the bright walk of faith. This mini Bible study is designed to present what the scriptures teach about New Testament forgiveness stripped of the all the puffery of men’s traditions and modern conventions. It’s only through God-breathed revelation that we can exercise the high vision of forgiveness and thereby show the world the Father’s wisdom of redemption. • 
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				For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. —Isaiah 55:8 

			

		

		
			
				Forgiveness has always been an important topic in Christian literature. That is because the Bible exhorts believers to exercise forgiveness, even for the most heinous transgressions committed against them, their families, and even their children. 

				Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. —Colossians 3:13

				And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. —Ephesians 4:32
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				Contemporary forgiveness teachings fall primarily into two camps, each with its own specialized experts. The first is characterized by its psychological approach and emphasis on personality; the second on its traditional approach and emphasis of earning heaven or God’s favor. Importantly, the leaders in both camps claim their teachings fall squarely within the framework of the scriptures. Yet their ideas behind the purpose of forgiveness are canyons apart.

				The Psychological camp

				The roots of this camp’s teachings stem more from contemporary psychological principles than from the ancient text. The Bible is treated as more or less a spiritual backdrop to the believer’s emotional issues, which are primary. This camp’s maxim is: forgiveness is more important for what it does for you than what it does for your offender. Forgiveness, it says, is a simple act of the will. The heavy lifting comes on the back end: healing the believer’s damaged psyche with a hodgepodge of verses mixed together with psychological counseling, treatments, and therapies. 

				The problem with this approach is twofold. First, the fruit of this paradigm is a self-centered martyr complex.

				“God, look at me. See how much damage he’s caused me? See how hurt I am? How can anyone bear this? But God, I’ve forgiven him. Why? You said I must forgive him. So I called him and told him that I had forgiven him. But what am I supposed to do with all this pain? Help me, God, get over this pain. Oh, the pain.”

				 “Oh, honey. Look at you. How are you holding up?” 

				“It’s okay. I’ve forgiven him. You know, I had to.”

				 “Honey, with what he did to you? You’ve forgiven him? Just like that? I don’ know how you did it.”

				 “The Lord says I have to forgive, so I did what I had to do. The Lord will help me get through.”

				 “Well, you’re a strong one. I just don’t see how anyone could live through that, let alone forgive. I’m so proud of you.”

				Second, it smacks against the Bible’s warnings against self-exaltation. 

				everyone that exalts himself will be humbled; but everyone that humbles himself will be exalted —Luke 18:14

				This approach doesn’t humble the believer. It exalts his personal psychological drama above everything else. 
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				The Law Camp

				The second camp approaches forgiveness, not as a means of psychological healing, but as a means of earning heaven, or God’s favor. A prominent preacher summed it up this way:

				If we hold fast to an unforgiving spirit . . . we will not be forgiven by God. If we continue on in that way, then we will not go to heaven, because heaven is the dwelling place of forgiven people. 

				 This teaching gets a lot of traction because it’s based on a red-letter statement just after the Lord’s Prayer (it’s not actually a prayer, but we’ll get to that in a minute).

				For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. —Matthew 6:14–15

				 The question is, does this scripture apply to twenty-first century New Testament believers? The answer is no. In second Timothy, Paul writes that the scriptures are God-breathed, but also that they need to be handled skillfully. In other words, a klutzy Word handler could find himself in all kinds of doctrinal trouble if he doesn’t watch out. (Think of Appalachian snake handling, for example.) And that’s where New Testament believers would find themselves if they began thinking they were going to miss heaven because they failed to forgive someone. (A believer gains heaven by being born again.)

				So, what then was Jesus talking about in Matthew 6:14-15? The fact is, he wasn’t pontificating a universal truth; he was advising his Jewish disciples how they ought to pray and act under the Law. Going back to the incarnation, Jesus was born a Jew under the Law (Galatians 4:4), and circumcised on the eighth day (Luke 2:21, Leviticus 12:3). He entered his public ministry as a prophet to the Jews (“I was not sent except to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24), and all of his disciples were Jews. Jesus was born a Jew for several reasons, not the least of which was to become Israel’s Messiah and to fulfill the goal of the Law (Matthew 5:17) and save the world.

				When his disciples asked him, “Teach us how to pray,” he responded with what we’ve come to call the Lord’s Prayer:

				Our Father, which art in heaven, hallowed by thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done as in heaven, so in earth. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone that is indebted to us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever and ever. —Matthew 6:9–13
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				 He tagged eye-for-an-eye forgiveness on the end of “for ever and ever.” While contemporary Christians cite the Lord’s Prayer by rote, it really isn’t a standalone prayer at all. It’s a sketch for the kind of praying Jews were supposed to do living under Moses’ Law. Here is the Old Testament scriptural support for Jesus’ phrases.

				Our Father (Isaiah 63:16, 64:8)

				Which art in heaven (2 Chronicles 20:6; Psalm 115:3; Isaiah 57:15, 66:1)

				Hallowed be thy name (Leviticus 10:3, 22:32; 2 Samuel 7:26; 1 Kings 8:43; 1 Chronicles 17:24; Nehemiah 9:5; Psalm 111:9; Isaiah 6:3, 29:23; Ezekiel 36:23; 38:23; Zechariah 14:9; Malachi 1:11, 4:2)

				Thy kingdom come (Daniel 2:44, 7:13, 14, 27; Psalm 2:6; Isaiah 2:2-4, 9:6, 7; Jeremiah 23:5; Zechariah 9:9, 10)

				Thy will be done (Psalm 4:3; Ezra 7:18; Daniel 4:35; Psalm 143:10)

				As in heaven, so in earth (Daniel 4:35; Nehemiah 9:6; Psalm 103:19-22)

				Give us this day our daily bread (Proverbs 30:8; Exodus 16:16; Psalm 34:10; Isaiah 33:16)

				And forgive us our sins (Exodus 34:7; 1 Kings 8:30-50; Psalm 32:1, 103:3-12; Daniel 9:4-19; Jeremiah 31:34, 36:3; 2 Chronicles 6:21)

				for we also forgive every one that is indebted to us. (Nehemiah 5:12, 13; Genesis 50:17; 1 Samuel 25:28; Deuteronomy 15:2)

				And lead us not into temptation (Isaiah 3:12, 9:16; Proverbs 16:29; Psalm 27:11, 125:5; Genesis 22:1; Deuteronomy 8:2; Proverbs 30:8)

				But deliver us from evil (1 Chronicles 4:10; Psalm 121:7, 8; Jeremiah 15:21; Psalm 56:13)

				For thine is the kingdom (1 Chronicles 29:11; Psalm 145:13; Daniel 4:34, 35)

				And the power (1 Chronicles 29:11)

				And the glory (1 Chronicles 29:11; Daniel 7:14)

				For ever and ever (Daniel 7:18)
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				We understand that his outline concerns prayer under the Law not just because of context, but also because it isn’t prayed in Jesus’ name. Forgiving others so your Father will forgive you falls into the same category: it was a prescription for Jews living under the Law, not a universal truth for all men everywhere at all times.

				 Jesus’ resurrection ushered in a new covenant and a new paradigm of forgiveness, one that fulfills Colossians 3:13’s “just as the Lord has forgiven you, you must also forgive.” The Lord didn’t forgive us by a simple act of his will and then resign himself to dealing with the psychological drama on the back end. Nor did he forgive as a means for a personal gain. He undertook the unimaginable mission of descending from heaven as a mediator for us, lost sheep as we were, who could offer up his own righteousness to bring us new life. And that’s exactly how New Testament forgiveness works. •
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				A New Covenant

			

		

		
			
				When he speaks of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. —Hebrews 8:13

			

		

		
			
				One of the main reasons believers miss the doctrinal mark is because they fail to see that the outward dress of the old covenant has been laid aside in favor of the new one under Christ. 

				When it was time for him to face the cross, Jesus revisited the subject of prayer and told his disciples of a coming change.

				And ye now therefore have sorrow: but I will see you again, and your heart shall rejoice, and your joy no man can take from you. And in that day ye shall ask me nothing. Verily, verily, I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name, he will give it you. Hitherto have ye asked nothing in my name: ask, and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full. —John 16:22–24
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				When they first asked him, “Teach us how to pray,” he couldn’t tell them to pray in his name—he hadn’t been resurrected yet. So he gave them a sketch of how to pray under the Law. But his resurrection would usher in a new covenant, and with it, an entirely new payer dynamic.

				He hammered this home at the Passover just before his crucifixion. The Law had been a part of Israel’s history for more than 1200 years, ever since Moses had clamored down from Mount Sinai. Jesus picked up the unleavened bread and the cup in the Passover and announced the dawning of a new age.

				This is my body which is given for you. This cup is the new testament in my blood, which is also shed for you. (Luke 22:19, 20; Mark 14:22-25)

				 The old covenant had had a continual stream of bulls’ and goats’ blood for sacrifices, an endless cycle of priests, and God’s glory in a small room. A new covenant wouldn’t have been needed if it had been faultless (Hebrews 8:7). But it wasn’t. It could cover sin for a while, but it couldn’t purge it from men’s consciences (Heb 9:9). God had installed it as a stop-gap measure until Jesus could come and install the new one (Galatians 3:23, 24). The new covenant transformed everything. It’s anchored by an everlasting sacrifice, not the blood of bulls and goats, and has an everlasting priesthood with an indestructible priest ministering at God’s very right hand. It is structurally different form the old covenant, allowing believers to step into Jesus’ very shoes and pray in his name.

				The dynamics of forgiveness changed along with it. Gone is the eye for an eye. The believer isn’t forgiven because he’s forgiven others; he stands forgiven because of what God accomplished in Christ (Ephesians 4:32 — “just as God in Christ forgave you”). He has permanent access to God’s throne of grace. Forgiveness isn’t an exercise to gain entry into the kingdom. It is the means by which a believer brings the life of God to those who have lost their way in the darkness. •
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				If any man see his brother sinning a sin not unto death, he shall ask and God will give him life for those that sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say that he shall pray for it. —1 John 5:16

			

		

		
			
				The touchstone for New Testament forgiveness is found in First John. John writes a Spirit-inspired letter to believers, the Father’s “little children” (1 John 2:1). He reminds us that God is light and that we have fellowship with Him and with each other because of Jesus’ sacrifice. And then he gives us this: the new forgiveness paradigm—what a believer should do when a brother sins and falls out of fellowship.

				The first clue to the different dynamic is what John calls the sin unto death. He says not to pray for the brother who has done this. Why? Because he is past hope. Contemporary Christianity likes to say that once a man is saved, he’s always saved. The New Testament says otherwise. The author of Hebrews writes that if a believer decides to reject the Lord after he’s been made a partaker of the Holy Ghost, after 
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				he’s tasted of the good Word of God, and after he’s experienced the powers of the world to come, he’ll lose his salvation. And there’s no chance of him getting it back.

				For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, and have tasted of the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away, since on their own they are crucifying again the Son of God and are holding him up to contempt. (Hebrews 6:4-6)

				John says, “Don’t waste your time praying for him.” This marks the sea change from the old covenant to the new. The new covenant’s focus of forgiveness isn’t on the aggrieved believer, it’s on the offender, the sheep that has sinned and has left the fellowship of the Lord and his body. If the object of the believer’s prayer were his own mutilated condition, what kind of sin this brother committed wouldn’t have figured in the equation. 

				John writes that when a believer sees his brother sinning a not-unto-death sin (“seeing” the sin, the believer would likely be the victim), the believer shall ask. He doesn’t write forgive. He doesn’t say, as the psychological camp would have it, the believer should stand on a pedestal and announce his forgiveness (and, by implication, his brother’s sins) to God and the world. He says that he is to pray. He is to enter his prayer closet and the throne of grace, and ask—intercede before God Almighty for his wayward brother. He isn’t to be concerned about the consequences of the sin—how beaten and bruised he might be—but the plight of his brother’s soul.

				 The selflessness in this is stunning. A brother in Christ has sinned against one of his own, having deserted the life of the Spirit. Fulfilling the desires of his own flesh, he’s wounded not just his victim, but the whole body of Christ. (Remember Jesus on the road to Damascus, “Paul, Paul, why are you persecuting me?” Jesus considered Paul’s sins against Christians as sins against him personally.) He has traipsed into darkness. He hasn’t rejected Christ, but he is outside the gate. His victim, bruised and battered, doesn’t seek revenge or recompense. He isn’t mindful of his own wounds, his own spilled blood. He is mindful of his brother’s troubled soul and the danger he has created for himself and others by sinning against the Lord. He doesn’t enter the throne of grace to boast of his modesty, “Lord, look what he’s done to me. Look how I’m wounded, how I’m hurt, but see, I forgive him,” or to seek his rights, “Lord, avenge what I’ve lost.” No, he seeks to leverage his own God-given righteousness, his own God-given grace, and his bright fellowship with the Lord to secure forgiveness for the one who’s wandered away. He sinks to his knees and softly intercedes, “Father, please don’t lay this sin to his charge.” He is well aware of the Day—that great and terrible day of the Lord when God will judge all men and avenge those who have harmed his body. He doesn’t want the sins against him heaped on 
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				his brother. He wants him back in fellowship with the Lord and the church. In the midst of this, he becomes Christlike, not living for his own wants and needs, but selflessly laying his own life down for the salvation of others. The Father hears him and answers. 

				And this is the confidence we have in him, that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have obtained the requests made of him. (1 John 5:14-15)

				 John writes, “God will give him life.” Life is that one great word in the Bible which encompasses everything that God can do for a man, from salvation all the way to glorification—“I’ve come that they might have life.” He pardons the offender’s sin and gives him whatever life he needs to come back to the Lord, come back into the fold. He doesn’t mention it in his letter, probably because it is self-evident, but the believer no doubt also receives within himself God’s life as a byproduct of his prayer. He’s been to the throne of God on his brother’s behalf, and he’s used his own righteousness to become a mediator for him. How is God going to get life to that brother? It’ll be through the church. The church is his body; it is his hands, his feet. The interceding believer couldn’t help but leave God’s presence with his eyes and heart brimming with God’s love for him.

				 As we see in the stories of Paul, of Jesus, and of Stephen, this kind of forgiveness is one of the most holy, one of the most sacred and beautiful things that a Christian can do for his brother. We must dare to do so ourselves. •
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				We declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us.

			

		

		
			
				The gospel is not a gospel where God is looking to hold people accountable for their sins. It is a gospel of reconciliation, a gospel where he has reconciled the world to himself through the work of his Christ.

				So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-20)

				NT forgiveness works within this paradigm of reconciliation. Paul gives us a 
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				scriptural example how it’s implemented for brothers in Christ. Jesus and Stephen show us how it moves the soul of believers for those who haven’t yet been saved.

				The Apostle Paul

				After some 20 years or more of spreading the Gospel, Paul told the Ephesian elders at Miletus that he sensed the need to go to Jerusalem. He wasn’t sure exactly what would happen once he got there, but he knew that persecution awaited him wherever he went. Some urged him not to go, but he wouldn’t hear of it. When he stayed at Philip the evangelist’s house, Agabus, a prophet, prophesied that the Jews there would grab him and turn him over to the Gentiles. This didn’t faze him either. When he arrived in Jerusalem, James and the elders were overjoyed about how God had saved so many Gentiles through his ministry. But they also asked him about reports they had heard that he had been preaching that Jewish Christians should forsake their heritage altogether. Paul answered their questions. They were delighted, and asked him if he’d worship publicly in the Temple to show their unity. He agreed.

				After the Temple worship had ended, some Jews noticed Paul outside the Temple with Trophius, a Gentile. This fired them up and they went after Paul. “Men of Israel, help us! This is the man that tells men everywhere to forsake the Law and the Temple, and he’s even defiled the Temple by bringing a Gentile!” they said, and they stirred up a mob.

				A riot ensued and a Roman commander intervened to save Paul. He took Paul into custody and then presented him before a council of Pharisees and Sadducees the next morning. A fight broke out there, too, and the commander had to save Paul again. That night, the Lord appeared to Paul and said, “Be of good cheer, Paul: for as you’ve testified of me in Jerusalem, so must you bear witness of me in Rome.”

				Even though James and the elders had asked Paul to worship in the Temple to shore up their own credibility, they deserted him once the fight broke out. And they were conspicuously absent the next morning at the council meeting, and when the Romans took Paul away to Rome. Paul recounts this writing to Timothy, “At my first defense, no one stood with me. They all forsook me.” But he prays that God doesn’t lay it to their charge.

				May it not be counted against them! (2 Tim 4:16)

				Paul obviously carried the pain of their desertion with him through the rest of his ministry. Yet his focus wasn’t on the damage they caused him, but on their relationship with the Lord. He knows the Day will come when they might have to account to the Lord for it, and he asks the Lord not to lay it to their charge. He looks beyond their sins: “Yet the Lord stood with me and strengthened me; that by me the preaching might be fully known and that all the Gentiles might hear.” He thought 
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				beyond his own predicament; he wanted the Lord to forgive them so that God would give them life and they could continue to spread the gospel until the day of his coming.

				Jesus

				The moment Judas betrayed Jesus with his kiss, the chief priests, Jewish elders, and Roman guards took Jesus into custody, leading him away to Caiphas, the high priest. There, with all the scribes and elders assembled together, Caiphas interrogated him about the disciples and his teachings. 

				 “I spoke openly to the world. I taught in the synagogue and in the temple, and where the Jews resort. I’ve said nothing in secret. Why are you asking me? Ask them who heard me, what I said to them. They know what I said,” Jesus answered.

				One of the officers standing by turned to him, asking, “You answer the high priest like that?” He slapped him in the face.

				“If I’ve spoken evil, bear witness of it. But if I’ve spoken well, why do you slap me?” Jesus said.

				The council sought to put him to death. It called several witnesses, false witnesses, whose testimony was so untrustworthy that they were dismissed. Finally, it found two who said, “This fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God, and build it back in three days.’” That was enough for Caiphas. He stood up, faced Jesus, and asked, “You say nothing? What about these witnesses who testify against you?”

				Jesus held his peace.

				Red faced, he screamed, “I adjure you by the living God! You tell us whether you are the Christ, the Son of God!”

				“So you’ve said,” Jesus answered. “But I say this to you: Hereafter you’ll see the Son of man sitting on the right hand of the power, and coming in the clouds of heaven.” 

				Caiphas ripped his robe. “He’s spoken blasphemy! You all heard it. Why do we need any more witnesses?

				The council agreed: “He’s worthy of death.”

				 They were to deliver him over to Pilate the next morning, but decided to have a little fun with this “Son of God” in the meantime. They blindfolded him, and spit on him.

				“Hey Jesus, prophesy, man. Who spit on you?”

				As the chorus of chortles and cackles got louder, the spits turned in to slaps and the slaps turned into blows. 
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				“C’mon man! Tell us prophet, who hit you that time? You’re a prophet, ain’t cha? Can’t a prophet tell who’s punching you out? Son of God, huh? You ain’t no Son of God.”

				The next morning Pilate said that he couldn’t find any reason to hold Jesus, and he gave the Jews an out. The Romans were holding Barabbas, a notorious thief. Pilate asked them, “Who would you rather me to release to you? Barabbas? or Jesus which is called the Christ?”

				“Barabbas!” they screamed. Pilate sentenced Jesus to be crucified. 

				First the guards whipped him. They took him over to a large wooden column and tied his hands above his head. They tore off his clothes and threw them to the side. Two solders took up whips which had two small balls of lead tied near their ends. They took positions behind Jesus’ back and began thrashing. They alternated blows on his back, chest, arms, and legs. The lead balls whipped around his body and limbs, creating small explosions of pain and deep bruises with each blow. They kept going until his back was shredded down to the vertebrae.

				A few soldiers found an old purple robe and amidst all the hoots and whistles, they stripped off his now bloody cloak, and put the robe on him. Some other soldiers found some thorny branches and thought of giving this king a crown of thorns. They mended together a cap, shoved it down on Jesus’ head, and bowed down before him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” After they beat him some more, they took the robe off him, but left the crown.

				They made Jesus carry his own cross to Golgotha, and then pounded the spikes into his hands and feed onto a cross. They raised him up with a sign over his head, “King of the Jews,” leaving him to die cursed of God (Deut 21:23).

				Onlookers mocked him.

				“So, you were going to destroy the temple and build it in three days? Save yourself now! Come down from the cross and we’ll believe you.”

				“Ha! He saved others. Let him save himself now, if he thinks he’s the Christ, God’s Chosen One.”

				 They gambled for his clothes right beneath his feet. 

				Hanging there, Jesus looked up to the Father and prayed. He didn’t pray, “I forgive them.” He was too selfless for that. He prayed, “Father, forgive them because they don’t know what they do.”

				He asked, in effect, “God, please don’t lay this to their charge.” And God answered that prayer. He gave them a chance at salvation by raising Jesus from out of the dead.
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				Stephen

				In the early days of Acts, a dispute arose in the church about the care of widows. Some of the Jewish Christians complained that the Jewish widows were being neglected. The Apostle Peter and the eleven called a meeting.

				“It wouldn’t be good for us to leave the word of God to serve tables. Find seven men who are honest, full of the Holy Ghost, and wisdom among you all whom we may appoint over this business. We disciples will give ourselves continually to pray, and to the ministry of the Word.”

				Everyone liked the idea. They picked out seven, and Stephen was one of them. The Bible says he did “wonders and miracles” while working with the widows and new converts. After some time, some Jews in the synagogue started picking a fight with Stephen about his doctrine. They got so mad at him that they plotted to have some of their men say Stephen was speaking blasphemy against Moses and against God.

				This stirred up the Jewish elders and experts in the Law. They seized him and brought him before a council at the Temple. At the council, some witnesses testified falsely that he had spoken blasphemous words against both the Temple and the Law. The high priest asked him, “Are these things so?”

				Stephen began his address by summarizing God’s hand in Israel’s history. He recounted how God called Abraham out of Ur, how Moses rose to deliver Israel from Egypt, and how God gave him the pattern for the temple, but also that God didn’t intend to be limited to a man-made one. He ended by defending the faith of Jesus being the Righteous One.

				“You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your fathers did. Which one of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who had previously announced the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become; you who received the law as ordained by angels, and yet did not keep it.” (Acts 7:51–53)

				 This made them furious. And not just this, but Stephen looked up and had a vision of God’s glory. “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.” They yelled and screamed and covered their ears. Then they rushed him and dragged him out of the Temple and out of the city to a rocky field. They took off their cloaks and tunics and picked up rocks and began pelting him.

				Stephen didn’t fight them off or even fight for his life. As the stones were breaking his bones, he looked up to heaven and said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” He looked upon his executioners—elders and experts in the Law who thought they were 
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				doing God a service—and knelt down. He screamed over their epithets, “Lord, don’t lay this sin to their charge!” After he said this, he died.

				As he was being battered to death, Stephen didn’t look to himself to forgive: “Father, they’re hurling rocks at me, they’re killing me, but I forgive them. I forgive them because you said I must forgive them.” No, he entered God’s throne room of grace and sought mercy, not on his behalf, but for theirs. He leveraged his own righteousness with God and asked Him not to lay their sin—murdering one of God’s own children—to their charge. He knew that there is coming the Day when they would have to answer to Him; he didn’t want this sin added to their punishment. 

				A man named Saul of Tarsus oversaw the stoning. Later, he was on a road headed to Damascus to persecute more Christians when Jesus appeared to him. Saul was saved that day, and became Paul the Apostle, who carried the gospel to the Gentiles. God had given him life. •
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				The Bible is a complete revelation, but is written in condensed form. For instance, John ends his gospel by writing,

				This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we know that his testimony is true. But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written. (John 21:24-25)

				 God inspired men to write what he deemed we needed to know and understand about the revelation of Christ, and grow into spiritually mature men. He didn’t give us a tax code, but a gospel.

				This applies to New Testament forgiveness. The Word provides us the new paradigm, and three terse examples. We are to implement it as we’re led by the Spirit and our own hearts. Below is an example of how a believer might enter the throne of grace and begin a prayer of forgiveness for his wayward brother:
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				Father, I enter your throne of grace today, not for anything that I want for myself, but for ________, a brother in the Lord. Father, you know how he’s sinned against me. You saw it all. And you know the trouble it’s caused me. But Father, I can do all things through Christ, and you’ve never left me or forsaken me. You’re perfecting your work in me, and you supply all my needs. I ask that you not lay this sin to his charge.

				My concern is him, Father. He’s lost. He’s committed the sin, and he’s hurt the body of Christ. He’s traipsed off in darkness, and he’s like a sheep who has lost his shepherd. It’s his soul, Father. I pray for his soul. I ask that you give him life, Lord. I pray that you give him a spirit of wisdom and revelation so that the eyes of his heart may be enlightened, that he may understand again the hope to which you have called him, what your riches are to him, and what your immeasurable greatness is to him as a believer. I pray that he be strengthened in his inner man, that he may have the power to comprehend the breadth and depth of your love, and be filled with all the fullness of God.

				And I ask you, Father, that you guide me and my actions for his reconciliation to you and to the body of Christ. His reconciliation is first and foremost.

				 Praying sincerely, the believer can’t help but joyfully enlist as God’s co-laborer in reconciling his brother to the Lord. •
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				NRSV, KVJ, and Rotherham

			

		

		
			
				Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Bible, copyright © 1989 National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.  

				Scripture quotations taken from the Rotherham Bible by Joseph Bryant Rotherham. Published by Kregel Publications, Grand Rapids, MI. Used by permission of the publisher. All rights reserved. 
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