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GOOD QUESTION

R.T. KENDALL

Forgiving the
Unrepentant

Can I forgive those who have

betrayed me if they are not
repentant?

—DEBBIE ROBINSON, Washington, D €.

F WE WAIT for those who have hurt us to repent first,
we will almost certainly wait for a long, long time, We
also give ourselves a justification to stay bitter the rest
of our lives.

This cannot be right. Even non-Christian organizations
are emerging to show the value of forgiveness; their
premise is that the greatest benefit of forgiveness accrues
not to the one who is forgiven, but to the
one who forgives.

One of Jesus’ main teachings was that we
love our enemies, pray for them, and do
good to those who have hurt us. 1t is curious
how some of us read the Gospels over and
again and miss this. We may get the theolo-
v, but not the graciousness that Jesus
taught and exemplified.

How much repentance do you suppose there was at the
Cross while Jesus hung there? There was not only an utter
absence of repentance, but also total contempt. Jesus' reply:
“Father, forgive them, because they do not know what they
are doing” (Luke 23:34).

Had Jesu
they repent, he would have shown himself to be as lost as

adopted the position that he should wait until

those for whom he was dying. Furthermore, he did not shout
at them, “I forgive you.” He prayed, Father you forgive them.

Chances are high that those who hurt us don’t even think
they have done anvthing wrong. Nine out of ten people I
have to forgive don’t think they have done anything wrong
to me (which suggests that I, too, have probably hurt people
without knowing).

When I was minister of Westminster Chapel in London,
the people who had betrayed me didn’t think they had done
one thing wrong. You could have hooked them up to alie
detector, and they would have passed with flying colors. My
old friend, Josif Tson, whom the Communist government of
Romania imprisoned and beat for his faith, came to me with

Nine out of ten
people [ have
to forgive don't
think they have
done anything
wrong fo me.

the sobering words: “R.T., vou must totally forgive them;
unless you totally forgive them, you will be in chains.”

I never went to them and told them I forgave them (this
would have insulted them). It happened in my heart. Once
you forgive in your heart, it ceases to be an issue whether
thev repent or not. The blessing I got personally from this
has been incalculable.

When Jesus asked his disciples to love each other as he
loved them (John 13:34), he knew Peter would deny him,
then added to all of them: “Do not let your hearts be trou-
bled. Trust in God; trust also in me” (John 14:1). Many of us
forget that he was still talking to the ones he knew would
desert him in a few hours.

When he showed up after his resurrection behind their
closed doors, he did not say to them, “How could you do
this to me?” He merely said, “Peace be with you! As the
Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). He
affirmed them as if nothing had happened; he let them
save face.

I have answered the question “Must 1 forgive
them?” Let me now answer the question “How am [ able to
forgive them?"” The answer: because God
has forgiven you. Are vou perfect? If vou
say, “I haven't done what they did,” I
answer ves, I believe vou, but you have
done other things that in God’s sight are
likely to be just as grievous.

Not only that; you have the Holy Spirit.
The fruit of the Spirit is love (Gal. 5:22). You
therefore can do it. In my case, 1 thought I
couldn’t. But I did. And it was the best thing I ever did. But it
wasn't easy.

The signs to know you have totally forgiven can be sum-
marized this way: (1) You do not tell anybody what they did
to you (this would be trying to punish the one who hurt you);
(2) vou do not try to intimidate them; (3) you do not let them
feel guilty; (4) vou let them save face; (5) vou accept the mat-
ter of total forgiveness as a “life sentence”—you have to keep
doing it, indefinitely; (6) you pray that they will be blessed
and let off the hook.

When vou do these things, you have fulfilled what
Jesus had in mind for you. You will never be sorry. The
blessing of the Holy Spirit on you will compound and
multiply to exceed your greatest expectation. Finally, the
greater (or deeper) the hurt, the greater the blessing that
will be yours. el
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