No Longer a Wretch: Forgiving Ourselves

Last week we began this series of sermons on forgiveness by first discussing God’s great gift of forgiveness for our sins, and today I want to move that discussion forward and talk about the task of forgiving ourselves. You may be asking yourself, “What is the difference between receiving God’s forgiveness and forgiving ourselves?” They are integrally related, to be sure, yet I would argue that forgiving ourselves is the culmination of receiving God’s forgiveness. Forgiving ourselves is the result of allowing a belief that we are forgiven to sink into the depths of our hearts and experience.

Perhaps we could think of it like this. To really know, in a personal and deep way that we are forgiven people, to be the kind of people that forgive ourselves, is to be able to move from John 3:16 to Galatians 2:20

John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son…”

Galatians 2:20, “…he loved me, and gave himself for me.” 
To be able to forgive ourselves requires that we move from the universal affirmation to the personal appropriation of God’s forgiving love. I want us to explore the question: What keeps us from forgiving ourselves, even if we believe that God has forgiven us? What keeps us from bringing a religious belief in the forgiveness of sins “down to earth,” practically and experientially, into our own lives? What holds us down under the heavy burden of guilt and keeps us from breathing deeply the fresh air of God’s grace? I would like for us to work through three main road blocks to self-forgiveness: shame, pride, and regret.
Shame

One of the reasons we may struggle to forgive ourselves is a deep sense of shame. We may not think that we are worth forgiving.  Right off the bat, I want us to see an important distinction between shame and guilt. 

Guilt is focused and temporary. (I did something wrong, feel bad about it, and take steps to repent and make amends.) Guilt is kind of like a built-in moral alarm system that let’s us know when something is wrong. Guilt is to the soul what pain is to the body. Shame, on the other hand, is generalized and chronic. (I do something wrong, feel bad about it, but instead of driving me to repent and let it go, it triggers feelings and thoughts like, “That just shows what kind of person I really am. I always screw up everything. I’m never good enough.”

Guilt is feeling bad about something you have done wrong. Shame is feeling that you are wrong. 

Guilt is about behaviors and words and thoughts. Shame is about identity. (Think of the childhood taunt, “Shame, shame, I know your name.” Shame infects the core of our being with the message that we are inherently bad, unworthy, unacceptable.) This distinction between guilt and shame is roughly the same as a distinction that Paul makes between two different kinds of grief over sin:

2 Corinthians 7: 10For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly grief produces death.

Guilt is godly grief, while shame is worldly grief. While guilt can often times be a good thing to experience (although there is such thing as false guilt), shame never is. Shame contradicts the biblical affirmation that at our core we are a good and unique creation of God.

Gen 1:26-27- “image of God”- In the ancient near east it was often the case that there would be statues to represent the god of a nation, but the true creator God has made human beings to be God’s representatives on earth and to reflect God’s beauty and goodness. This is true of every human being! Every human being, you included, has an unsurpassable worth and an inestimable value because we have all been stamped with the divine image.
Paul would later pick up on this idea and pronounce, “We are God’s workmanship [poema]” (Ephesians 2:10) “Poema” is what we get our word “poem” from. We are God’s creative expression. We are God’s artistic masterpiece. You don’t compliment an artist by trashing her art!

Psalm 8- we are crowned with “glory and honor”!

While guilt can be a very appropriate emotion to experience, shame is never God’s intention. In Genesis we are told that the primal pair was “naked, and not ashamed.” God’s intention for us is that we would know deeply the worth and the value that God has placed on us.
Unfortunately, one of the primary contributing sources to a sense of shame can be religion. Many people who have grown up in church have received the message that they are not worthy enough to receive God’s love and grace. There is a huge difference between deserving grace and being worthy of it.

If I deserve something, it is because I did something to earn it.

If I am worthy of something, it is because I am someone of great value.

Think of the parable of the prodigal son, a story that for millions of people has been the most insightful story that Jesus ever told about the heart of God. The younger son essentially gives the father a death wish, tells him he only values him for his inheritance which he wants right now so he doesn’t have to spend a minute longer with his father, he goes off to a distant county and throws it all away, and then one day wakes up in pig slop and decides he has had enough of life without his father and he sets out to go home, and he is planning to tell his father, “I have sinned against heaven and against you, I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Please, make me like a hired servant.” But when the father sees him he is filled with compassion, runs out to meet his child, and embraces him. The son starts in on his repentance speech, but the father doesn’t care what he is saying, he is so overjoyed to be holding his son. He quickly tells the servants to go get the best ring and best robe and shoes for his feet. This is to indicate that he is being accepted back, not as a second-class servant, but as a first-class son. 
The son is filled with shame, and thinks he is no longer worthy to be called a son. But the Father lets him know very clearly that he is worthy of his grace which claims him as his child. The prodigal has done nothing whatsoever to deserve even an ounce of grace, but the father declares that he is worth tons of grace. He comes to his father as a wretch, but his father declares that he is no longer a wretch. He is his child.
So it is with us. We are worthy to receive God’s grace, not because we have earned it, but because we are God’s children; because God says we are worth it. Don’t let shame and feelings of unworthiness keep you from forgiving yourself. You are worth forgiving, because God says so.
Pride

It may at first seem like we are switching gears here, because pride is, on the surface, the opposite of shame.  Shame is having too low of a view of yourself, while pride is having too high of a view of yourself. But at a deeper level they are much closer than they appear. Pride is most often born of shame. Pride is often a mask that we wear to cover up our deeper sense of deficiency or inadequacy. People who know who they are in God’s eyes, people who know their inherent goodness and worth, don’t feel any need to try to impress others or show off in any way. Take the story of Jesus in John 13:
Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. 2The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And during supper 3Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going to God, 4got up from the table,* took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. 5Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him.

In the other gospels we are told that at the last supper Jesus’ disciples were arguing about who was the greatest. In the midst of a bunch of prideful men arguing about whose devotion is the biggest, Jesus performs one of the most lowly acts of service imaginable in that culture. Because Jesus was firmly rooted in his identity in God’s eyes, he didn’t feel any need to prove anything to anyone. The disciples, on the other hand, were insecure, and they felt the need to prove their worth, which lead to a lot of bickering and arguing among the group. Their pride, I would argue, was a mask for their insecurity. Unlike Jesus, they didn’t know God’s love in such a way that it dispelled all need for boosting up their egos.
Pride is often a mask for insecurity. A sense of superiority is often a cover for a deep fear of inferiority.
For some of us, (let’s be really honest here) we would rather hold on to guilt because to let go of it would require that we let go of our sense of superiority that serves as a mask to hide under.

Forgiving ourselves may require that we undergo a profound conversion or a deep change in how we see ourselves: not as strong and righteous people who occasionally falter, but as weak and sinful people who occasionally get it right. Forgiving yourself requires seeing yourself honestly as a mixture of good and bad. 

Tiger Woods (02/19/10)- "My failures made me look at myself in a way that I didn't want to.” To forgive ourselves first requires that we be honest about ourselves, about the bundle of contradictions that we really are, about the capacity for good and evil within our hearts. To forgive yourself requires being honest with yourself and letting go of the mask of pride. We really can do that, if we will only trust that God already knows us just as we are, and loves us through and through. 
Regret
According to a psychological research survey I came across, regret was reported as being the second most pervasive emotion that people experience. Regret is a form of disappointment that has a unique sting to it. All disappointment stings somewhat, but regret has a unique sting because it's not just "I wish things had turned out differently," it's "I know things could have turned out differently if I would have acted other than the way that I did." That is why regret is harder to bear than other forms of disappointment. I might be disappointed that the Cardinals didn't win the World Series, but I don't regret it, since I didn’t have any control over it. But I can regret not being a better husband or a better father, because that is something that I have control over.
Regret can, in a certain sense and in a certain measure, be helpful, I think, when kept in check. Regret can be the basis of learning some deep and important lessons in life. Regret can keep us from making the same mistakes again. Regret can compel us to move forward in a better direction. But regret also has the potential to pick up a head of steam and run us over and keep us from moving forward. Regret can keep us from forgiving ourselves. It can keep us from any hope of moving forward. To move out of regret requires a faith in God’s power to redeem our mistakes; to take our failures and transform their meaning and use them to shape us into better people.
L. William Countryman, in his book Forgiven and Forgiving, writes, “The wonderful thing is that, through forgiveness, God is able to take even our failures and turn them into raw materials for future growth. Think of it as a kind of spiritual recycling. Nothing gets lost, ultimately.” 

Through the power of God’s grace even our failures can become the means of our spiritual growth and the foundation of our compassion for others.

Think of a compost pile, for example, where you put your scraps. All that junk can eventually become rich soil. God’s grace functions like a compost pile for our spiritual and moral junk. God can take the junk of our lives and turn it into the rich soil of spiritual growth. If that analogy doesn’t do it for you, try this one.
Some of you probably have GPS’s in your car or on your phone. When I was in Dallas for a conference a few weeks ago, I was riding with a friend of mine who is a priest in Dallas, who got one of these devices to help him navigate the city better. On our way to a restaurant he missed a turn that the device told him to take, and the nice lady in the GPS simply said, “recalculating… recalculating.” It was such a nice, calm nonjudgmental voice. “Recalculating.” After missing the turn, the GPS started working to figure out how to get to our destination from our new location. 
Whenever we make a wrong turn, God’s response is to help us move forward from there. When we fail to live out and fully live up to God’s desires and purposes for our life, I imagine that there is a divine voice in heaven saying, “recalculating… recalculating.” We’re not finished, we’re not hopeless- somehow God can take our wrong turns and can use them to get us to our destination; to make us into the people God created us to be.
Romans 8:28 “In all things, God is at work for the good of those who love him, who were called according to his purpose.” “All things” includes even, or especially, our failures. Paul isn’t saying that God causes all things for the good of those who love him. God doesn’t make us fail and God doesn’t cause really bad stuff to happen to us to teach us a lesson. Lots of things happen that God didn’t want to happen that way. But these words from Paul, these words from a person whose heart and mind were saturated with the good news of God’s victory in Jesus Christ, tell us that there is no situation (all things!), our deep failures included, that God is not at work doing some “recalculating” and working to bring goodness out of our messes. 
The reason Paul was so confident in this is that he knew that God had already taken humanity’s worst failure, crucifying the Lord of glory, and transformed that into an event whereby the love of God could become known in the deepest way possible. God can redeem and transform our mistakes. We can’t change the past. Life has no rewind buttons. But by God’s grace we can change the way we let the past influence the future. With God’s grace at work, past failures can become a means to deeper wisdom and spiritual growth. Don’t ever waste a failure. Put it in God’s hands and let God teach you and grow you through it.
Shame, pride, and regret can keep us from fully experiencing the forgiving love of God that sets us free to forgive ourselves. When we felt held back by these roadblocks to self-forgiveness, we need to remember:
“When our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts.” 1 John 3:20

There will be times when we will struggle with accusatory voices within, voices that tempt us to believe that we are defined by our failures and that while God’s love is big enough for the world, it is not big enough for us. It’s interesting that the word “satan” is a Hebrew word that literally means “the accuser.” I’ve heard the voice of the accuser within. Perhaps you have too. But I also know that Jesus came to silence the accusing voice that condemns. Your worth has been established on Calvary. You are worth dying for; you have unsurpassable worth in the eyes of your Maker; you are God’s art; you are a friend of Jesus; you are a temple of the Spirit!

God says there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ (Rom 8:1). Who are you to disagree?! 
When you get bogged down with feelings of shame, when you get tired of wearing a mask of pride to cover up your feeling of inadequacy, when you are overcome with thoughts of regret, bring your feelings into the light of the gospel truth that in Christ there is no condemnation! 
We are often told to follow our heart. But if your heart is filled with feelings of shame, pride, or regret, don’t follow your heart. Follow the One who takes away our shame with his warm touch, who heals our pride with his humble love, and who removes our regret with his redeeming power.
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