The Freedom of Forgiveness

By Deanne Ruedemann


Trapped
It was close to 3 a.m. when she heard the front door open and her husband’s heavy footsteps coming across the living room floor towards the bedroom.  
“Oh no,” she thought,” I’m sure he’s drunk.  I hope he doesn’t want to talk.  Maybe if I just keep my eyes closed he’ll think I’m asleep.”
 The bedroom door swung open with a loud noise as it hit the wall.  “Get up, you!  I know you’re not asleep!  I got something to tell you, right now and you’re going to listen!”

She moaned and slowly sat up.  The nightmare was beginning all over again, like it had so many times before.  At this point she couldn’t even tell how many years it had been going on.  It had become her reality, this constant barrage of accusations, name-calling, and alcoholic lies that were directed at her.  The person who had once only showed love to her, now showed only bitter criticism, hatred and destruction.  He made fun of everything about her life; her motherhood, her housework, her work as a nurse, and more lately, even her belief in God.  The words “Jesus Freak” and “trash” rang in her ears as he laughed at how she read the Bible and prayed.  
Her tears didn’t stop him.  Her pleading didn’t stop him.  No matter how she tried to change herself to fit some unknown standard he held for her, he always found something new to harp on; her weight, the fact that she didn’t like to “party” anymore, or the finances.  Everything wrong was her fault and nothing good ever came from her.  These were his words and these were the things that echoed over and over in her mind, way after he had passed out, and way into the next day.  And the next.  And the next.  There was no end to it.  

Lately the accusations had become more direct, and when she tried to speak against the lies, he had threatened physical violence.  She felt that the end was near, but she didn’t know if it was the end of the marriage she was feeling, or the end of the abuse, or just the end of her life that was quickly coming.  All she knew was that things could not continue like this forever.

This was no middle-of-the-night bad dream.  This was her  reality.  

“Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words will never harm me!”  She knew these words were not true.

Proverbs 18:21 says that the tongue has the power of life and death.
A lying tongue hates those it wounds and crushes, and a flattering mouth works ruin. (Proverbs 26:28)  So the tongue has the power of life and death, and a lying tongue can bring about hatred and ruin in another person’s life.  Wow.  It sounds to me as if the old saying should be closer to:  “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can hurt more deeply!”  

Many of you have been hurt more deeply than “sticks or stones”, but have no idea how to be healed from the wounds.  You are bleeding and suffering from the sores that resulted from words flung at you from people you love and trust, or from people in your past.  Some of you are still enduring daily insults from people around you, and some of you are still remembering insults thrown out at you many years ago, perhaps even from people who are long gone from your daily life.  

Verbal abuse can do more to wound and bruise the spirit than physical violence.  Why is that?  Proverbs 23:7 says that whatever a man thinks within himself, so he is, so that when we hear words that accuse us of something, or calling us a “name”, we may think about these words and actually become the accusations, even when they are lies.  In our minds, the lies become truth, and we nurture these lies as truth until we can no longer discern what is real and what is not.

How do I know about the outcome of verbal abuse?  I am not quoting from some psychological textbook, or recalling the words of some television “feel good” talk host trying to increase ratings by making us cry.  No, I am writing to you today out of a personal experience that consumed my life for nearly ten years, and in fact came very near to destroying me completely.  Only God’s grace, love and forgiving power applied to my own situation was able to bring me through to a place of victory, healing and peace.  The woman in the story above was me from about 1989 until 1998.
George and I had been married in December of 1989, and by 1995 had had two children, Kelly and Garrett.  George had drunk an occasional beer or two when we had first met, but over time this seemingly benign habit became an obsession with him.  Whereas he had once drunk only on weekends, he then had begun to also drink during the weekdays.  And where he had used to only drink in the evenings, he eventually increased his consumption to the point that night would blend into morning, and morning into evening, until there was literally no time of day that he didn’t have at least some level of alcohol in his system.  And as the drinking had increased, so did the vile words, all directed toward me.  
At first I had thought that George’s complaints were due to things about me that I had needed to change.  He had complained about my housework, so I had tried to clean more.  He had complained that I was boring because I never wanted to do anything outside the home, so I had tried to go out more with him.  He had complained about my weight, so I had tried to lose weight.  But the harder I tried to change, the more intense his complaints had become.  I started to realize that no matter how I changed or what I did, nothing seemed to satisfy him.

This fact had become clear to me when I had gone on a diet and exercise program and had lost thirteen pounds in one month.  I had lost the weight during a month that George had been out to sea on his job (he was a merchant marine).  When he had come home, I had been excited to tell him and show him about my weight loss, but rather than to congratulate or encourage me, all he had said was “thirteen pounds is not very much.”

I had started attending a neighborhood church with my best friend, and through this church I had been fed the Word of God and had been shown the love of Christ through His people.  Slowly, as a baby grows each day, at first not noticed, but over time noticed by all, I grew in Christ’s love.
For too many years I had ignored my upbringing in the church and my early salvation and confession of Jesus Christ for my own life.  I had married an agnostic man whose alcoholism had gradually worsened into vile and bitter verbal abuse towards me, and anything that I did, or believed.

By going back to church and discovering God’s love through His Word and His people all over again, I had found that I could not get enough of His Word.  I took every available Bible study at the church, and studied even more on my own time.  One passage that really spoke to me was from Psalm 143:7-11 (KJV):

“Hear me speedily, O LORD: my spirit faileth: hide not thy face from me, lest I be like unto them that go down into the pit. Cause me to hear thy lovingkindness in the morning; for in thee do I trust: cause me to know the way wherein I should walk; for I lift up my soul unto thee. Deliver me, O LORD, from mine enemies: I flee unto thee to hide me. Teach me to do thy will; for thou art my God: thy spirit is good; lead me into the land of uprightness. Quicken me, O LORD, for thy name's sake: for thy righteousness' sake bring my soul out of trouble.”
Many nights I would pray the words from verses seven and eight, longing to hear God’s lovingkindness the next morning.  If my nights were to be “down in the pit” by experiencing my husband’s outrages, then surely my mornings could only improve.  And you know what?  The mornings did improve, and stretched even into the next evening and night, until God’s love encompassed every moment of my life.
“For in thee do I trust,” the psalmist says.  Did I trust God?  I had trusted my own desires when I had chosen to marry a man who did not love God.  I had been deceived by his affections that later had turned into rage against me.  Once my husband had told me that he was the anti-Christ.  He was mocking my faith in God, I realized, however there was truth in what he had said.  For me to listen to his abusive words, and to believe them, was for me to believe Satan and not believe in Christ’s love for me.  To believe these false accusations, these lies, meant that I would be living a life of “anti” (against) Christ.

Hope For Release

Forever.  Forgiven forever.  That is what Jesus had done for her; forgiven her sins forever.  Forgiveness has to be the answer to this.  I have to forgive him, even if he never changes.  Even after he has left me for another woman.  Even after he has chosen to love “the bottle” more than his family.  Even after he accuses me of things that are untrue.  I have to forgive him, not for his sake, but for my own.  Jesus commanded me to forgive him, and now I see why.  It’s the only way to freedom.  If I never forgive him, then he will keep me in this putrid prison for the rest of my life.  In fact, if I let him, he may eventually kill me figuratively and perhaps in reality.  

But if I forgive him. . . he can no longer hold me captive and I will be free.  If I forgive him, I can no longer hold myself captive in this prison.

About two years before my husband actually left us to go live with another woman, God began to show me the real answer to my situation.  Some might guess that God would have told me to simply pack up and leave, or to call the police, or to throw George out of the house.  Of course all of these things had passed through my mind at one time or another, but God kept telling me something else that I had to do before there would be any true peace in my life.  And that thing was this: to forgive George for what he had done to me and the children.
This revelation of the need to forgive George completely came directly from Jesus by way of a church leader who had given the example of Christ on the cross, looking out at His accusers and killers, and rather than to curse them or lash out at them, Jesus simply had said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:34a NASB)  After hearing Jesus’ words, I was immediately convinced that I had no choice except to forgive George.  I mean, who was I to think that I was better than Jesus?  If Jesus, who had been the only perfect man on earth, could forgive His own murderers, then certainly I (with God’s strength) could forgive my husband (even though he would eventually abandon me completely) of the verbal abuse and abandonment.

So I set out on a crusade of pouring through God’s Word for help in my situation.  I knew that forgiveness was needed, but needed God’s power to accomplish it.  Some of the first verses I had read had to do with how God hates wrath and violence.  I knew that God was not pleased with George’s anger and abuse towards me.  I think that I needed to read these verses to simply know that God would take care of the “evil” that George had been doing.  But more importantly than knowing that George’s abuse would stop one day, and that George would probably be punished for his wrongdoings, was the fact that I, Deanne, had no place of authority over George to punish him for his sins.  The Bible is extremely clear that this job belongs to God.  Both in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 32:35) and in the New Testament (Hebrews 10:30) God says that vengeance is His and that He will repay.

This fact of God’s vengeance (and not mine) being the only way for evil to be taken care of, came to light in a very practical and amazing manner to me.  Right before George moved out, he had discussed his desire to buy into a partnership in a local bar in Pensacola where we were living.  I had told him that I had thought it was not a good idea because of his alcoholism, and that it was the same as me going out and buying a bakery or ice cream shop and trying to avoid the temptation of indulging my own weakness for overeating.  But George would not listen and instead used our savings toward the investment of managing this bar.  There was nothing I could really do about his investment, so I didn’t even try to intervene.  Well, a few months later, after I had moved back to Mississippi, a small hurricane came into Pensacola and literally wiped this bar off the face of the earth.  And to make it even more relevant, the name of the hurricane was the French word for George!
Ever since then, if I am ever tempted to want revenge for some wrongdoing, I simply remember the hurricane and I realize that God’s vengeance tools are a whole lot stronger, a lot more personal, and more effective than anything I might be able to do or even imagine doing. But I can’t get complete peace from simply hiding behind God’s skirt tail, so to speak, peeking out to point a finger and laugh at George’s spankings, as if I were some spiteful sibling giggling over the other sibling’s punishment.  That’s not what forgiveness looks like!

One book I found during this period that really helped me was Charles Stanley’s The Gift of Forgiveness.  I highly recommend this book to any of you who need to forgive someone of some wrongdoing, whether it has to do with verbal abuse or any other offensive behavior.  This book deals a great deal with God’s forgivenss of our sins, and how forgivess does come from God, but it also deals a great deal with the freedom we will have when we forgive those who have done us wrong.  I especially liked chapter eight in his book, “Forgiving Others,” and Appendix B in the back of the book.  I used many of the techniques listed in the appendix to help me through the process of forgiving George.  

I now wish to offer to you the gift of forgiveness by writing out this process of forgiveness that is in Charles Stanley’s book.  I recommend that you go through this and pray to the Lord about anyone you might have to forgive in your own life.  And if you really think that you don’t have anyone to forgive right now, TRUST ME when I say that you should keep this in a safe place, because sooner or later, you will.
APPENDIX B

Steps to Forgiving Others

The following is included to facilitate personal application of chapter 8.

1. Understand that forgiveness is not
· Justifying, understanding, or explaining why the person acted toward you as he or she did.

· Just forgetting about the offense and trusting time to take care of it.

· Asking God to forgive the person who hurt you.

· Asking God to forgive you for being angry or resentful against the person who offended you.

· Denying that you were really hurt; after all there are others who have suffered more.

2. Understand that it is often unwise to forgive face to face.  This tends to make the other person feel “put down” and make you look holier-than-thou.

3. Select a time and place when you can be alone for a season of time.

4. Pray and ask the Holy Spirit to bring to your mind all the people you need to forgive and the events you need to forgive them for.
5. Make a list of everything the Holy Spirit brings to your mind, even if it seems trivial to you. (Do not rush through this step;  allow the Holy Spirit all the time He needs to speak to you.)

6. Take two chairs and arrange them facing each other.  Seat yourself in one of the chairs.
7. Imagine that the first person on your list is sitting in the other chair.  Disclose everything you can remember that the person has done to hurt you.  Do not hold back the tears or the emotions that accompany the confessions.

8. Choose by an act of your will to forgive that person once and for all time.  You may not feel like being forgiving.  That’s all right.  Just do it and the feelings will follow.  God will take care of that.  Do not doubt what you have done is real and valid.

9. Release the person from the debt you feel is owed you for the offense.  Say, “You are free and forgiven.”

10. If the person is still a part of your life, now is a good time to accept the individual without wanting to change aspects of personality or behavior.

11. Thank the Lord for using each person as a tool in your life to deepen your insight into His grace and conforming you to the image of His Son.

12. Pray.  This is a suggested prayer to pray as you “talk” to each person:                                                                                       Because I am forgiven and accepted by Christ, I can now forgive and accept you, _____________, unconditionally in Christ.  I choose now to forgive you, _____________, no matter what you did to me.  I release you from the hurts (take time to name the hurts), and you are no longer accountable to me for them.  You are free.
13. When you have finished praying through the hurts you have suffered, pray this prayer of faith:                                                Lord Jesus, by faith, I receive Your unconditional love and acceptance in the place of this hurt, and I trust You to meet all my needs.  I take authority over the Enemy, and in the name of Jesus, I take back the ground I have allowed Satan to gain in my life because of my attitude toward _____________.  Right now I give this ground back to the Lord Jesus Christ to whom it rightfully belongs.
Free Forever
Now she awakens every morning to the sound of birds in the backyard, and the feeling of peace that is here to stay.  Married to a Godly man, Robert, for the past three and a half years, the children and her are in a place of love and security and happiness that could only have come from the Lord.  He made this happen, and she knows it and thanks Him every day for His provisions.  His will to forgive her has made her willing to forgive others, and this has been the greatest freedom of all.
It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.  Galatians 5:1

� Charles Stanley, The Gift of Forgiveness  (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1991), pp. 195-197
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