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The Guerrilla’s Weapon

There’s a guy who used to preach at a big church in Lexington, Kentucky named Wayne Smith.  Big guy, kind of looked like Boss Hog from The Dukes of Hazard, you guys used to watch that?  Well, he was a big guy with a big laugh, and he’d kind of slap his leg when he laughed, har, har, har.  Well, one time in a sermon he said, “Now I know that God tells us not to hate, but if He ever changes His mind, I’ve got my person picked out.”  “Har, har, har.”

And he meant that to be funny, and it is kinda funny, but I want you to take it seriously for a minute.  Let’s say that God spoke to you and commanded you to hate someone.  Who would you pick out?  For most of us that’s not tough to figure out.  Maybe it’s your father who abused you.  Or that friend from High School who stabbed you in the back.  Or your boss.  Or your neighbor.  Have you got that person in your mind?  Okay, we’re gonna talk about that person later.

So we’ve been doing this series where we’re talking about the impact we’re supposed to have in the world, the influence we’re supposed to have with our lives and we’ve been comparing it to guerrilla warfare.  What we’re doing is not a war, but even still there are some similarities to guerrilla warfare.  In guerrilla warfare you use intelligence and creativity to find opportune times to ambush attack your enemy.  With guerrilla lovefare you use intelligence and creativity to find opportune times to ambush people with love.  With guerrilla warfare you realize that you won’t win the war with one attack, so you repeatedly hit your enemy.  With guerrilla lovefare you realize that you won’t win the war with one touch of love, so you repeatedly love people.

Now even just in that little description hopefully you noticed what our weapon is … it’s love.  As guerrilla lovers, what we hit people with is love.  Now that love can take all different forms.  It might take the form of service, meeting a person’s needs.  It might take the form of listening, really listening to another person talk about their life, their problems.  It can take all kinds of forms, but today I want to talk to you about what might be the most powerful form of love.  Just like with weapons in real warfare, you’ve got sling shots to a 22 rifle to a shotgun to a bazooka to a nuclear missile.  Well, there are all kinds of ways we can love people.  And each way we can love people has an impact, but some ways have more of an impact.  The kind of love we’re gonna talk about today has a huge impact.  It’s kind of the nuclear missile for a guerrilla lover.

Today we’re gonna talk about loving people who are hard to love.  About loving your enemies.  About forgiving the people who have hurt you.  Because, you know, it’s easy to love when it’s easy to love.  Right?  But what about when it’s hard to love?  What about when it’s easier to hate?  That’s when it’s most difficult to love, but it’s also when love has the most impact, when it can have the greatest power for good.

And that’s part of the reason we need to love the people we’re tempted to hate and forgive those who have hurt us.  And the other reason is that Jesus taught us to do it.  He commanded it.  If you have a Bible, turn to Matthew 5.  And Jesus cares more about us than we do ourselves.  And Jesus knows the best way to live better than we do.  So if Jesus teaches and commands it, we’d be really smart to do it.  Look at:  Matthew 5:43-47, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you:  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be the sons of your Father in Heaven.  He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others?  Do not even pagans do that?”  By the way, the word “pagan” just means someone who doesn’t know God.  So He’s saying, “Listen, even people who don’t know God love people who are easy to love.  But we know God, so we have a supernatural power available to us, and a supernatural compassion that drives us, and so we can do better.  We can love people we’re tempted to hate.

So Jesus says love your enemies.  Pray for them.  Forgive people who have hurt you.  Why does He want us to do that?  Well, I think there are lots of reasons.  And just one of them is because it turns us into guerrilla lovers.  Because this kind of love, and that kind of forgiveness, has a powerful impact.  Listen to: Romans 12:17-21, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.  If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. On the contrary: ‘If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.’  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

So it’s saying, “Listen, if someone deserves to be punished, leave that to God.  He’s fully capable of making sure people get what’s coming to them.  That’s His role, not yours’.  Your role is to love your enemy.  And did you notice the “why”?  It says that by doing so, instead of you being overcome by evil, you will overcome evil with good.  You can be a guerrilla lover and have an impact on someone’s life for good … for God.

So as guerrilla lovers, our weapon is love, and the most powerful love we have is when we love someone we’re tempted to hate, when we forgive someone who’s hurt us.  Now I suspect some of you are saying, “Man, that sounds good, I mean I see your point.  I hear what Jesus is saying.  But how?  How do you love someone you’re tempted to hate?  How do you forgive someone who’s hurt you?”

Great question, and that brings us to today’s parable.  Turn to Matthew 18 if you have a Bible.  In each week of this series we’ve been looking at one of Jesus’ parables, which are stories that teach you something about live in God’s Kingdom.  So the set-up for this parable in Matthew 18 happens in Matthew 18:21, “Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, ‘Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?  Up to seven times?”  Now a little background.  Back then the religious leaders of the day (the Pharisees) taught that you should forgive someone up to three times.  Three times.  And so probably when Peter says, “Should I forgive someone … seven times?” he’s probably feeling really good about himself.  Like, “Jesus is gonna be so impressed with me.  Dude, seven times!”

And if you think about it, seven is kind of a lot, right?  Like, what if one day at work someone says to you, “Man, you should have heard what Bob said about you!”  “What Bob said about me?”  “Yeah, he was telling everyone that … you slept with the boss to get this position, and you smell like parmesan cheese, your one brain cell is about to die of loneliness.”  And so you go and confront Bob and he says, “Yeah, I did say all that.  But I’m sorry, can you forgive me?”  So, you’re like, “Yeah, I guess.”  But then the next day you learn that he said it all again.  He apologizes again, you forgive him again.  Two days later, he says it all again, and even worse.  He says he’s sorry, you forgive him again.  …  How many times are you gonna do that?  Would you forgive him seven times?

So seven seems like a lot.  Peter is probably proud of himself.  But look at Jesus’ answer: Matthew 18:22, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven.”  Now Jesus isn’t being literal.  He’s not saying that you should forgive someone exactly 490 times and then screw ‘em.  No, when He says, “seventy times seven” he’s saying, “Peter, it’s not seven.  It’s seventy times seven.  The amount of times you forgive is … as many times as you need to.  It’s infinity.

Now that sounds kind of unrealistic, doesn’t it?  We’re supposed to just keep forgiving?  How do we do that?  Well, to answer that question, Jesus tells a parable.  Look at: Matthew 18:23-25, “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children an all that he had be sold to repay the debt.”  So this guy owes the King an insane amount of money.  They say a “talent” might have been equal to about 15 years of wages.  So he owes like 150 years of salary.  It’s an amount he could never even hope to repay.

So look what the man does: Matthew 18:26-27, “The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.'  The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.”  So this guy is forgiven a massive debt.  A debt he could never repay.  And you’d expect that’s the end of the story.  I mean that’s just the perfect happy ending.  But it’s not the end of the story.  Check out:  Matthew 18:28-30, “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii.”  A denarii was about a day’s wages.  So this guy, who’s just been forgiven 150 years worth of salary sees his friend who owes him about a hundred days worth of salary.  And look what he does: “He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded.  His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.'  But he refused.  Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.”  

And you read that and think, “How dare he?!  How dare this guy be the recipient of such incredible forgiveness and not show someone else that same forgiveness?  How could you be treated with such grace and not give that kind of grace?”  Exactly.  Exactly.  That’s exactly the point, and exactly how we can forgive.

We can forgive because we’ve been forgiven.  We can love someone who doesn’t deserve to be loved because we are the recipients of unconditional love.  We can show grace because we’ve experienced amazing grace.

Now some of you may say, “I haven’t.  I haven’t been forgiven and loved unconditionally and shown grace.”  And that may be true, and if it is, you desperately need to begin a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  Because, whether you realize it or not, the greatest need in your life is to be forgiven and loved.  Because, whether you realize it or not, every day of your life you’ve sinned against God, you’ve broken the heart of the one who loves you no matter what, with a perfect love.  But no matter what you’ve done He’s continued to love you, and He is always offering you forgiveness.  You need to accept it, but it’s always offered to you.  And it is absolutely life changing.  The love and forgiveness of God would transform you from the inside out.  It’d made you feel clean and valuable.  It would change everything.

And some of you are nodding, because you know.  Because that’s happened for you.  Because you’ve accepted the love of God into your life and said yes to His offer of forgiveness.  But here’s what’s weird.  Some of you who are nodding because you’ve been forgiven are the same people who a couple of minutes ago were thinking, “How could I forgive that person who hurt me?  How could I love that person I want to hate?”  And, man, I don’t want to be mean or sound harsh, but in light of Jesus’ parable the question is: “How dare you? How dare you be the recipient of such incredible forgiveness and not show someone else that same forgiveness?  How could you be treated with such grace and not give that kind of grace?”  If you understand, and maybe you don’t, but if you understand how great your sin was against God – like ten thousand talents worth, how can you not forgive someone who has sinned like ... 100 denarii worth against you?  

That’s how we can forgive.  We can forgive because we’ve been forgiven.  God’s forgiveness is the inspiration for our forgiving.  And that’s not just a nice idea in the Bible; real people really do this.  Elizabeth Morris is a woman from a small Kentucky town who, two days before Christmas in 1982, was sitting up one night waiting for her son Ted to come home from his job at the mall.  He was in college but had come home and was working a temporary job over Christmas break to make some extra money for school.  And he was late.  And at 10:40 p.m., Elizabeth got the telephone call that all parents fear.  “Mrs. Morris, this is the hospital.  Your son has been in an accident.”  A 24-year-old man named Tommy Pigage had been driving drunk – his blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit – and had crossed the highway’s center line and smashed head-on into Ted’s car.  The drunk driver was only slightly injured, but eighteen-year-old Ted Morris was dead.  Elizabeth and her husband, Frank, were devastated.  Ted was their only child.  And their anger only escalated when, at the trial, their son’s killer, Tommy Pigage, was only given probation.  Elizabeth says that day after day she would replay her mental videotape of that night like a horror movie.  She wanted revenge.  She would fantasize about driving down the road, seeing Tommy walking, and driving him into a tree, then watching him die slowly in agony.  She actually spent a lot of her time tracking Tommy, hoping she could catch him violating his probation so he could be sent to prison.  There was only one problem.  Elizabeth was a Christian.  And as she brought her feelings to God, and prayed about all it, she came to the realization that her heavenly Father had also lost His only Son.  But on the cross Jesus had said, “Father, forgive them” about the soldiers who had tortured and crucified Him.  And that in a very real sense she had put Jesus on the cross, her sins had, and yet God had forgiven her.  And she realized that she had to forgive Tommy.  It wasn’t a feeling, she didn’t feel like forgiving Tommy, but she had to, and she chose to, as an act of her will.  She decided to and offered forgiveness to the man who killed her only son.
Why?  How was she able to do that?  Because of God’s forgiveness of her.  God’s forgiveness was the inspiration for her forgiveness.

But it’s not only the inspiration, it’s also the power we need for our forgiving.  You may feel like being able to forgive is beyond you, and you may be right. But in a sense, it’s not that God is asking you to forgive, it’s that God wants to forgive others through you.  If you choose to love those you’re tempted to hate, He’ll provide that kind of unconditional love.  And if you choose to forgive those who have hurt you, He will empower you to forgive.  With God, you can do what you can’t do.  You can do what others might not be able to understand, what even you might not be able to understand, because it’s God’s power, His supernatural ability to love and forgive, working through you.

One of my favorite stories that shows God giving the power to forgive is of Corrie Ten Boom.  She was a Christian who, along with her father and sister, had hidden Jews from the Nazis.  They were caught and sent to the Ravensbruck concentration camp, where Corrie’s father and sister died.  After the war, Corrie went around the world telling her story and preaching about God’s forgiveness.  But that message and her own power to forgive were put to the test two years after her release from the death camp.  She had just spoken at a church in Munich, about how God takes our sins and puts them at the bottom of the sea, and then places a sign there that says, “No Fishing Allowed.”  Then she saw him.  He was one of the guards from the concentration camp.  One of the most cruel guards, who had tortured her and her sister.  And he was approaching, and he walked up, put out his hand and said, “A fine message… How good it is to know that, as you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the sea!”  His hand was still out, but Corrie couldn’t lift hers’, she couldn’t find it in herself to shake his hand.  He continued to speak, “You mentioned Ravensbruck in your talk.  I was a guard there.  But since that time, I have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well…  Will you forgive me?”  His hand still extended.  

Listen to what Corrie Ten Boom writes, “And I stood there--I whose sins had again and again to be forgiven-- and could not forgive.  Betsie had died in that place--could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking? It could not have been many seconds that he stood there--hand held out--but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most difficult thing I had ever had to do. For I had to do it--I know that…  And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart.  But forgiveness is not an emotion--I knew that too.  Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart.  ‘Jesus, help me!’  I prayed silently.  ‘I can lift my hand.  I can do that much.  You supply the feeling.’  And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me.  And as I did, an incredible thing took place.  The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into our joined hands.  And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes.  ‘I forgive you, brother!’ I cried. ‘With all my heart.’  For a long moment we grasped each other's hands, the former guard and the former prisoner.  I had never known God's love so intensely as I did then.  But even so, I realized it was not my love.  I had tried, and did not have the power.  It was the power of the Holy Spirit…”

If you’ve been struggling to forgive, maybe you need to stop worrying about feeling it, just do what you can do.  Take a loving action.  Lift your hand.  And perhaps you’ll experience what Corrie Ten Boom did, you’ll experience the power of God as you take that action.  He’ll give you His unconditional love to love that person with.  He’ll give you His forgiveness to forgive that person with.

And as you love, as you forgive, who knows what impact that guerrilla love might have.

Remember Elizabeth Morris?  Tommy Pigage had been driving drunk and killer her only son.  And she was suffering through uncontrollable bitterness and rage until finally she realized that she was responsible for killing God’s only Son, and He had forgiven her.  So she forgave her son’s killer.  Well, she didn’t just do that.  She and her husband actually began to build a relationship with her son’s killer.  And after some time they led Tommy Pigage to Christ.  Because of their influence, in part because of their forgiveness, because of their guerrilla love, he decided to follow Jesus and become a Christian.  That’s guerrilla love.  And it shows how loving those you’re tempted to hate, forgiving those who’ve hurt you, is like the nuclear bomb of guerrilla love. 

So … let’s go back to the beginning.  If God commanded you to hate someone, who would you pick out?  Who’s the person you had in your mind before?  The person it’s been hard to love, impossible to forgive.  It’s time to go guerrilla on that person.  It’s time to love and to forgive.  God didn’t command you to hate, He’s commanded you to love, and He’s commanded you to forgive.

I’m gonna pray right now that you’ll be able to do that.  Let’s pray.
