Remember Forgiveness

Intro:
I grew up going to Six Flags Over Texas. It was located in Arlington, between Dallas and Fort Worth. My family would go there for vacation. I don’t know how many times I went there growing up, but we loved going there. We loved, as a family, seeking thrills. We loved roller coasters. We loved riding big rides, going up high, dropping at high speeds. We enjoyed all of those kinds of things.

Somewhere in the 90s, during one of the Batman movies that came out, Six Flags added a new roller coaster called Mr. Freeze. It’s a great roller coaster, especially in Arlington, TX, in the middle of the summer, because Mr. Freeze was all about freezing, right? When you went on this roller coaster, there was an indoor space that you could go through with high-powered air conditioning, which would cool you off. If you had to wait in line, it was the best place because at least you had air conditioning. 

You wait in line, you finally get in, they put you in your seats in this roller coaster, in the cars. The way it began was it launched you. It didn’t just pull you up and then drop you; it launched you from inside the building. Everybody’s watching around you as it launches, and you go down this tunnel. There are these lights in the tunnel, and as you’re going, they just go blurry. It kind of messes with your eyesight, and you go flashing out into the bright sun and the extreme heat of Texas. It creates this disorientation for you for several moments. You’re trying to gather where you’re at, but you’re flying at this high speed. You go from zero to 70 in under 4 seconds.

You’re feeling your body being thrown around, and your eyes finally adjust, and you can see this blue track in front of you that you’re chasing. It wraps around, goes way down back to the ground, and then turns straight up vertically into the sky. Then you see what’s next.

Now, you should know that I’ve probably been on this roller coaster more times than any other roller coaster I’ve ever been on. I’ve been on this roller coaster in multiple parks in different states. I’ve probably been on this roller coaster around 40 times in my life. I can remember one specific trip to Six Flags, I rode Mr. Freeze 11 times in one day. So, I know this roller coaster very, very well.

As you drop down and turn your face upward, you see what’s next. What’s next is that the track to this roller coaster … ends. It twist around, dips down to the earth, and then turns directly vertical into the sky with the end of the track in view before you. There’s nothing up above it. As you’re going straight up this track, you have gravity on your side, which is trying to pull you back to earth. You feel yourself slowing down. There’s some brakes, too, but they have to fail at some point, right? 

Every single time I’ve ever been on that roller coaster, I was pretty sure I was going to die. The mathematician part of my brain starts doing the odds, and every time I’m on it, the odds increase that it will happen. It’s got to happen at some point. Every time I took that last turn down to the ground and then turned straight upward, I had visions of newspaper headlines telling the story about my tragic death. That’s what I expected.

And before you can catch your breath, the cars come to a stop, stalls for just a moment, and then it drops backward. You do the entire track and ride over again, but backwards, until you finally slide into the nice, air-conditioned building where you started. You can’t see where you’re going, but it’s calming. You’re going backwards, and you can see the track and the places where you’ve been. It’s actually … incredibly easy to relax and enjoy the ride.

Transition
I love roller coasters, but I hate when my life feels like a roller coaster. I hate when I feel like my future is unpredictable. I hate when I don’t know what’s next for me. I hate when I don’t know if my marriage is going to recover. I hate when I don’t know if my finances will work out. I hate when I don’t know if my kids will make the right choices. I hate when it feels like my life is hurtling toward the end of a track, and I don’t know what’s going to happen next. Don’t you hate that? Don’t you hate … living by faith?

But I’ve found over the years, looking backward is an incredible comfort. That’s what this sermon series is about. It’s about remembering. It’s about looking backwards and finding that comfort. In fact, we said it this way last week: the best way to know what God’s going to do in the future is to look backwards at what He has already done. The best way for you to know what your future looks like … especially your future with God, as you try to anticipate how God may move in your life … the best way to know what He may do in your life, is by looking backwards and seeing what He’s already done.

So, when life feels wild, when you don’t know what’s next, when it feels like your life is being tossed and turned, going up and down and sideways with twists that you don’t expect, being able to look backwards and see where you’ve already been can be powerful. There are lots of things that we could look back and remember. There are lots of things that we could highlight. We’re doing four weeks, looking at four specific things. There are lots of things that we could talk about, but one of them, the one we’re going to talk about today, is pretty important. I think it’s one that we tend to forget.

Peter
Last week, we looked at a passage from Second Peter, and he had a big idea that we skipped right past. We looked at Peter’s urging to remember Jesus and to remember the things that He taught us. But at the end of the verses we looked at, there was a huge idea. In 2 Peter 1:9 he says, “Whoever does not have them,” is referring to that list up above: faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, mutual affection, and love. When we’re followers of His, we look like this list. We take on those character traits within our own life. 

Peter says, “Whoever doesn’t have those things, whoever doesn’t have those character traits of Jesus, is nearsighted and blind. They’re forgetting that they’ve been cleansed from their past sins.” Last week we focused on the forgetting part of that verse, and we looked at the metaphor of being blind in relation to how we can forget Jesus. (SLOW DOWN) But there’s another really, really big idea here: sometimes we forget how we were cleansed of our sins. We forget our forgiveness. And it can cause so much damage.

When we live lives that are not in an effort to become more like Jesus, it’s like we received something from Him and then we just went on with our lives without ever thinking about it again. 

I bet you’ve had a moment like that with your kids, and I bet that it drove you nuts. I bet there’s a moment in your life with your children where they begged you for a toy. They begged and they begged, and they wanted it for their birthday or for Christmas, or maybe it was just a random Tuesday, and you’re walking through the store, and they see it. In their mind, they’ve got to have it. They don’t relent; they just keep going. They won’t stop.

Eventually, you gave in. You bought them this gift, this thing that they wanted, this toy that they had to have, right? They opened it with excitement — maybe it was their birthday or Christmas morning, or maybe they just opened the package right there in the car as you’re driving home. Whatever it was, they were excited for a few moments, and then they lost it in the back of their closet or their toy box, or they never really expressed interest in seeing it or playing with it ever again. As a parent, it eats at you. What was supposed to be so valuable has turned out to have zero value to your child, and it cost you something.

We can be so eager to receive God’s forgiveness … and then we just go on with our lives as if it never happened. I think we all go through those periods. Maybe you’re there right now. Peter says, “Don’t get to the place where you forget. It’s dangerous. You’ve got to remember your forgiveness.” 

But … in order to remember your forgiveness, you have to remember something else too. Remembering your forgiveness includes … remembering your sin.

Paul and Romans
Paul speaks to that. Paul does something pretty cool several times in Scripture. One of them is in Romans, chapter 6. He starts by asking the question in verse 15, where he says, “What then? Shall we sin because we’re not under law but under grace?” He answers his own question. He says, “No, by no means.” Some people think, “We’re forgiven; we can do whatever we want. God likes to forgive; I like to sin. We’re a good team, right?” Paul, though, agrees with Peter. If you aren’t making an effort to look more like Jesus, then it looks like you’re forgetting your forgiveness. It looks like you’re wasting the forgiveness that you’ve received.

Paul goes on. He elaborates. He says, “Don’t you know that when you offer yourself to someone to obey as their slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey?” Sounds repetitive, right? But what he’s saying is that it turns out obedience means more than the title. How you live reveals your master. You could make the claim that Jesus is your Savior and that He is your Lord … and your life is going to reveal whether or not that’s true. Because if you don’t obey Him, if you haven’t submitted to Him, if you don’t serve Him … 

Well, Paul says, “You are slaves to the one whom you obey — whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness.” According to Paul, you’re a slave either way, and it doesn’t matter what you pledge allegiance to in word. Who are you actually working for? 

Then we get the great statement from Paul in verse 17. He says, “Thanks be to God that, though you USED TO BE slaves to sin…” Used to be. Hear that phrase? It sounds a lot like “remember.” It’s looking backwards. It’s seeing something in the past, and it’s saying, remember how you used to be a slave to sin. Remember how your life used to be so messed up. Remember what a mess you were. Remember that addiction that you had. Remember those broken relationships that were scattered through your life and that weighed you down. Remember how no one liked you, and you didn’t even like yourself. Remember how you felt worthless and unlovable.

Remembering can be painful. It sounds like Paul is saying, “Thank God you used to be a slave. That doesn’t feel right, and it’s not what Paul is doing. This is a celebration. He says, “Thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, (remember how you used to be a slave to sin,) you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted (basically – you found a new master.)” He says, “You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”

Some of you need to look back and remember what you once were — not to be a downer, not to depress you, not to make you feel guilty again, not to make it to where you feel like you’re not good enough, that you fall short. You need to be able to look back and remember what you once were so that you can see how far you’ve come.

I met with someone recently who was upset because things weren’t happening in her life at the pace in which she had hoped. She was desperately wanting God’s blessings, and she was trying hard to honor Him, but life was still hard. She wasn’t where she wanted to be, and she was hurting, and she was struggling, and she wanted answers. She came to me hopeful, and I don’t know if I gave her all the answers that she wanted to hear, and I don’t know if I gave her all the answers that were valuable to her. But I did encourage her to stop looking forward, just for the moment, change your perspective, and look backward. Because we can become so focused on what we haven’t accomplished yet that we ignore how far we’ve come.

That’s an issue, that’s a small issue. There’s a bigger issue than that. We can become so focused on what God hasn’t done for me yet that we ignore all of the incredible blessings He’s already poured out. Do you hear that? We can become so focused on what God hasn’t done for me yet — that word “yet” is huge. It could mean tomorrow, it could be next week, it could be next month, it could be sometime in my eternity with Him when He restores all things to the way that they’re supposed to be. We can become so focused on what God hasn’t done for me yet that we ignore all the incredible blessings that He’s already poured out. You need to be able to look back and remember what you once were so that you can see a God who loved you in the middle of that mess.

So, church, we need to remember our sin. We need to remember what we once were, all so that we can remember a God who loved us in that moment. We aren’t remembering sin for the sake of remembering our failures. We remember our sin because it was in that moment that God saw us, and He loved us, and He cared for us. We remember our sin so we can see a God who looked past the mess that we were sitting in. We remember our addictions so we can remember a God who didn’t let our addiction push Him away. We remember our sin so that we can remember a God who heals relationships. We remember our sin so we can remember a God who loves you and who desperately wants to have a relationship with you and who wants to spend eternity with you. We remember our sin, briefly, so we can remember a God who says that we are worth His very life. Remembering our sin reminds us of our incredible forgiveness.

Paul and Ephesians
Paul reinforces this with a very interesting twist in his letter to the Ephesians. You need a little bit of context. When Paul is writing to the Ephesian church, it’s a church largely made up of people who are not Jewish. The early church had huge struggles with diversity. Very quickly in the beginning of the church, two different people groups merged: Jews and Gentiles — which simply means anyone who isn’t Jewish. So, everybody qualifies either as a Jew or a Gentile.

As the church started, you had Jewish people who were following Jesus, but you had all sorts of other people following Jesus, and there was deep-seated racism and division that came in every direction, back and forth, aimed at all sides. And then Paul comes along, and he was really good at being Jewish, but he also becomes known as the apostle to the Gentiles because he’s the one who really stepped into that gap. 

So, he writes a letter to the Ephesian church, and he has some words that were very true for them literally. These words will be true for us as well … some literally and some metaphorically. 

Paul looks back in time, and he says to this church in Ephesians 2, “Remember that at that time you were separate from Christ.” Looking backwards, you were separate from Christ. You were, “excluded from citizenship in Israel. You were foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.” Sounds harsh, right?

There are five descriptive statements. “You were without Christ,” which means separation. This specific group of people, Gentile people in Ephesus, had a life prior to knowing Jesus. They have a past, they have a history; they existed without the knowledge or understanding of Jesus. Some of you have that. Not all of you, but some of you have a life that you can remember before you knew Jesus. Some of you may still be there. 

Paul calls them “aliens from citizenship of Israel.” The Gentile Ephesians were not part of Israel, the nation. God had a relationship with Israel, the nation that had spanned thousands of years. He didn’t have that same relationship with other nations because they weren’t Jewish. So, this group of people that Paul’s writing to, they weren’t Jewish; they weren’t born into that family. Some of us weren’t born into the church. Some of us were. My mom used to say I was born on a Sunday, but I was at church the next week. Some of you weren’t raised like that. Some of you weren’t raised in the church. Some of you can remember when you were an alien from citizenship to the Kingdom of God … and some of you may still be there.

Paul calls them, “strangers from the covenants of promise.” The Gentile Ephesians were separate from the physical nation of Israel, but they were also separate from the spiritual Israel. This isn’t about division; this isn’t about discrimination. This is about the fact that God had made a spiritual promise to the nation that He had a relationship with. He had promises with Israel; other nations didn’t have those promises. Some of us have lived outside of the spiritual promises of Jesus. Some of us can remember being outside of the benefits of the spiritual promises of God … and some of you may still be there.

Paul says that they were, “having no hope,” because there’s natural consequences of being without Christ. One of the blessings of Jesus is hope. The Gentiles didn’t have hope when they didn’t have Jesus. Some of us can remember living without hope. Some of you may still be there. 

Paul describes them as being, “without God.” The Gentiles, before Jesus, they didn’t have God. They thought they had a god, but it wasn’t the real God. They were actually godless. Maybe you can look back at a time in your life that was godless. Some of you may still be there.

This is a dark verse. It’s kind of depressing. Why would we want to remember the darker days of our life? What’s the point? The very next verse, verse 13, is so powerful. He says, “But now in Christ Jesus, you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.” He says, “But now in Christ Jesus, things aren’t the same.” When you look back, when you remember, it can be depressing, but it can also elicit a joy and a pride. It can provoke celebration that you are not where you once were. You can celebrate the fact that the blood of Christ has changed some things.

In verse 12, Paul says, “At that time.” In verse 13, he says, “But now.” Some of you have forgotten your forgiveness, and bad things happen when people forget. Jesus’ followers can get fixated and ask for forgiveness over and over and over again because they forget they’ve already been forgiven. When you forget your forgiveness, it can lead you to guilt and depression. It can lead to malaise. It can lead you to a belief that sin somehow becomes larger than God’s grace and God’s forgiveness can’t overwhelm your sin. When we become forgetful of our forgiveness, it takes away from our joy and our victory. It can drag you away from Jesus.

Some of you need to highlight and underline and circle those two words in your Bible – “But now.” Maybe you need to get it tattooed on your body as a reminder that something has changed. You don’t live in that “at that time.” You live in the “but now.” You aren’t the same. You aren’t who you once were. You aren’t who some people remember you as, and it doesn’t matter what you feel. Reality matters. Who Jesus says you are matters. The blood of Christ has brought you near to God, and you are forgiven. Some of you need to remember. 

There’s a little prayer that Doc has used several times from a guy named Søren Kierkegaard. You may, if you’ve been around here for a while, be familiar with it, but it goes like this. He says, “Father in Heaven, hold not our sins up against us, but hold us up against our sins.” What he’s saying is, “God, don’t hold my sins against me, put me up close to my sins and my past. Put me up against the things that you saved me from.” 

He says, “So that the thought of you, when it wakens in our soul and each time it awakens, should not remind us of what we have committed, but of what you did forgive.” He says, “God, put me up against my sin so that I can remember it, because when I remember it, when I remember how much I have offended you, I don’t want to remember the offense. I get the opportunity to celebrate what you’ve forgiven. I want to remember my sin, God, because I want to remember you. I want to celebrate you and what you’ve accomplished and what you’ve done.” 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]He goes on. He says, “Not of how we went astray, but of how you saved me.” God, remind me of where I’ve been, not so that I can become overwhelmed by my failures, but so that I can celebrate your incredible grace.” It’s a great prayer.

Conclusion
Maybe you aren’t there yet. Maybe you hear about this peace and contentment that comes from being able to look back and see how far you’ve come, and maybe you’re skeptical. Maybe you’d be best defined as without hope and without God. Maybe you’re still on the forward part of that Mr. Freeze ride — all thrills, exciting, dramatic, and with a whole lot of fear.

I love that Mr. Freeze ride. I really do. It is the worst, most terrifying roller coaster that I’ve ever been on. It makes my hands clammy; it makes my stomach nauseous. But it doesn’t have to be that way. There’s a point in time where everything changes, and our perspective changes. There’s a peace side to the Mr. Freeze ride. When I come to a complete stop, staring into the sky, and I feel the coaster start dropping backwards again, and I can see the track laid out in front of me where I’ve already been. There is a peace and a calm that washes over me.

And you may think that I’m weird, and I’m okay with that, but I don’t know how many times I’ve sat silent on that roller coaster with a very content smile, just simply enjoying the ride. Because when I can see where I’ve been, I can relax and enjoy. 

Maybe you don’t have something to look back on and remember right now, but today could be the day. It could be that day where you finally stop and change directions. It could be the day that sometime in the future you are able to look back on and say, “That was the day when things started to turn.” 

Maybe you do have that moment in history … but you’ve lived like you don’t. You’ve forgotten your sin, and you’ve forgotten your forgiveness, and it’s time for you to remember. You need to remember when you came face to face with the cost of your sin – it cost God his son. And you also need to remember that he was willing to pay that price, for you.

You’ve got to understand that our sin is a big deal, but it doesn’t even come close to the immensity of God’s forgiveness. You may not be where you want to be. Keep working, keep striving. Keep making every effort. And if you’re struggling with your forgiveness. If you wander whether or not God can really forgive you. If you’re trying to figure out how you can be confident one day when you stand before your creator … if you are nervous about the future … then look at the past.

The best way to know what God’s going to do in the future is to look backwards at what He’s already done. Look backwards … at the cross. Remember what He’s already done. Don’t forget to remember. Remember where you once were. Remember your sin, but more importantly, remember your forgiveness.

So, let’s practice remembering what God’s already done.
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