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THE BLAME GAME: 
MOVING PAST THE FAILURES OF OTHERS

INTRODUCTION TO SUMMER SEMINARS


Welcome to the first of our 2017 Summer Seminars. Let me briefly explain why we do these Summer Seminars, and I propose three reasons:



1. First, the summer can often be a spiritual and intellectual wasteland for Christians. There are so many ball games, trips, picnics, and vacations to fit in that serious thinking and study often get crowded out. Witness the decreased church attendance and the general laid back laziness of summer. These Summer Seminars are one small attempt to counteract this unhelpful dynamic.


2. Second, there are many important subjects that cry out to be addressed. Some of these timely due to cultural developments such as transgenderism, which we considered last year. Others are of perpetual interest and importance like our subject for this evening. I believe the proper focus of Lord’s Day worship is the systematic study of God’s Word and whatever subjects arise from Scripture. But from time to time it can be helpful to address topical subjects in other venues like we are doing here.


3. The third reason is a semi-personal reason. Through my reading and observation, I run across important matters that may not fit very well into my regular teaching and preaching, and so where do I fit these in? And even more, I see God’s people wrestling with various practical issues, or stumbling because of poor teaching, and so some of these need addressing as well. 


So that’s my defense, and whether you buy it or not, you are here, so let’s get started. 

INTRODUCTION 

A. I often wonder who comes to these seminars and why? Here it is a great summer night, and you could be doing a host of other things. Why spend your night indoors listening to a lecture on blame? I imagine that there are four reasons why someone might be here tonight.

1. First is the sense of duty of the “good soldier.” You are loyal to your commitments. If the church doors are open, you are there. Thanks for coming. It helps when there is a larger group, a critical mass. It often convinces others that something is important if more people attend, which may or may not be true. 


2. Second, you may be here for the “free refreshments.” I doubt that this is the case, but there was a man from my home town in Illinois who took his large family with small children to a very technical lecture on some obscure topic at the local community college—why? Free refreshments! This man was so tight that, according to legend, when he wanted to use one tractor he would take the oil out of his other tractor and put it in the first one. He wasn’t about to waste money on separate oil for both tractors. 


3. More seriously, you may be here because you have an intellectual interest in this subject. Perhaps you simply want to add to your knowledge base in this important topic. Or maybe you also see the rise of blaming and finger-pointing in our day, on the large scale and the small scale. You want input to try to understand this development. 


4. And still others might have a personal interest. You may be in the midst of a conflict yourself in which you are either the subject or the object of blame. What do I mean? Let me illustrate by a simple sentence: “Adam (subject) blamed Eve (object).” The subject of blame is the one blaming another. The object of blame is…well you get the picture. 


You may be the subject of blame. You may indeed have been deeply wronged by another, and you struggle finding satisfaction, finding peace. You have this looming bitterness, and you just don’t know what to do with it.


Or you may be the object of blame. Right or wrong, others are blaming you. Perhaps you really did wrong another person, intentionally or unintentionally, and now you are on the hook. No matter what you say or do, you cannot seem to make it right or to find peace. 


B. I’m happy to announce that this seminar is for all of you, even for those of you who are looking for the free refreshments! So let’s get to it.

I. AN ILLUSTRATION OF BLAMING.


Blaming is a growing problem today. To use words popularized by our current president, it is a “YUGE” problem, one that has become “bigly.”  


A. Because it is quite fresh in my mind, I want to share with you an illustration of the problem of blaming on the large scale, macro blaming, and the many difficulties involved. It concerns the growing unrest in the area of racial tensions in our land. 

I am a pastor in the PCA, a conservative, Reformed denomination, the largest in the USA. But we had a skeleton in our closet, or actually out in the front yard. Our denomination was formed in reaction to the spiritual defection of the PCUS. The Southern Presbyterian Church had been drifting from its biblical moorings for several decades and was in reunification talks with the even more liberal UPCUSA, the Northern church, divided around the time of the American Civil War. So a group of Southern Presbyterians stood up to form a new denomination, the PCA, dedicated to the authority, infallibility, and inerrancy of the Scriptures. Many pastors and churches paid dearly to leave the PCUS, some forfeiting pensions and property to do so.


The skeleton out in the front yard arose because almost all of those pioneers in our denomination were from the Deep South in the early 1970s, on the heels of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. And some of them harbored racist attitudes toward African Americans. Now let’s settle one thing from the start: American slavery of Africans was pure evil. There can be no excuse and no defense. And many of these slave owners were professing Christians, which is quite troubling. And they were sinning terribly against their fellow human beings. What’s more, the continued racial discrimination, official or unofficial, that followed the Civil War, was all evil, again, no justifications, excuses, or defense.


And so last year at the General Assembly of the PCA meeting in the summer of 2016, the Assembly publically confessed and apologized for the sins of those who had made racist comments in the early days of our church, as they should have. Well and good. 


B. But now what? Where do we go from here? 


1. Well, obviously, if there are any who continue to express racism in our church, they must repent and turn from this sin, always, period. 


2. But is it enough to confess this sin of our forebears? Or is there something else we must do? Is there any way that we can prove that we are not racist? Now logically, the answer to this question is “no.” It is impossible to prove a negative. How could a denomination prove that it is not racist? And how can we overcome the accusation? How can we deal with the blame? The PCA has become the object of blame for the actions of some in its past. It’s unclear to me who is the subject of blame, who actually is blaming the PCA. But it is not possible to prove that we are not racist. Let me illustrate. 

Can you prove there is gold in Iowa? Yes, all you have to do is find gold somewhere. You can prove a positive. Can you prove there is no gold in Iowa? Well, you could look everywhere. But how deep does Iowa go? If you dug down fifty miles you might find gold somewhere, but nobody could do that. So it is practically impossible to prove that there is no gold in Iowa.

Someone might still accuse the PCA of being racist. How would we prove otherwise? Perhaps no one could point to any official racist action by any congregation or presbytery in our church. Would that do it? No. One could argue that the racism is unofficial, subtle, almost invisible. Or perhaps it involves institutional racism that is built into the system, even though you cannot point to any specific action that demonstrates racism. Or someone could claim that the racism has gone deep underground, that many PCA Presbyterians are actually quite racist in their private thoughts or attitudes even though they never do anything or say anything that can be perceived as racist, we just know that they are thinking it. How could you possibly prove otherwise? 


C. One way you could try to prove otherwise is precisely what happened this summer, last week, right about this time last Tuesday night in Greensboro, North Carolina. The first official action at the PCA’s General Assembly each year is the election of a moderator. Usually there’s only one person nominated and it’s a hand shaking, back slapping good time. But this year there were two nominations. In the first, an Asian guy nominated an Asian guy, a minority. In the second, an old white guy nominated an old white guy. The Asian nominee was young, with very little experience at the General Assembly, and not a lot of experience even at this local presbytery. The old, white guy had triple the experience and was already serving at the top levels of the General Assembly, obviously better qualified and more well-suited to the position of Moderator. 


Before the vote, I turned to my friend next to me and predicted, “The Asian guy will win it, two to one.” I was close. It was 60-40. I voted for the more experienced candidate, by the way. Does that make me racist? I’m glad the voting was anonymous, by wireless clicker. It would have been hard for me, a white guy, to stand up publically in that context for the white guy and not for the Asian guy.

Nobody stated it, but it was evident to me. The predominantly white PCA General Assembly was trying to prove a negative: to prove that we were no longer racist. Actually, there was some official confirmation of this. The second sentence in the official press release about this election bragged that we had selected a minority Moderator for the first time ever. We were playing the Blame Game, and I fear that if we don’t quit it, we will eventually lose. 


D. In the larger culture this same blame game is leading to bitter, violent protests in many major cities. Personally, I would not want to be a police officer today, whatever my race. One split second decision in the wrong circumstances, even if it was perfectly justified, and your career may be over. You may lose your property, your freedom, your future, and even your life. The Blame Game is in high gear, and the stakes are very great.


Today the news is filled with blaming. It is regular fare in Washington with each political party trying to make hay by blaming the other for every ill on the planet. Virtually everyone has pointed out that we now live in a culture of victimhood and victimization. People scramble to discover ways that they have been oppressed and offended, stacking up all of the injustices and wrongs they have ever felt or imagined, and energetically trying to identify who’s to blame. The old buzz word for the past couple of years was “bullying,” remember that? Bullying was bad because it created victims. Any threat, real or imagined was bullying. Or at least it could be labeled a micro- aggression. Even if you simply disagree with my position or fail to affirm my self-identification, you have been bullying me. 


Now the latest buzz word is “trauma.” With all the bullying going on, with all of the micro-aggression, there must be a whole lot of trauma as a result, right? So now we need to be concerned about trauma. A psychologist and author named Diane Langberg has declared trauma as “the greatest mission field of the 21st century.” The thing is to become an expert in “trauma healing.” In our present climate, trauma healers are guaranteed steady work for decades, unless a new buzz word comes along. 


We’ve even had to learn a brand new word: “intersectionality.” It’s so new that my word processor flags it as a misspelling. Intersectionality is a concept created by Kimberle Williams Crenshaw actually way back in 1989, and it’s an astute observation. She was reacting to feminism, and she pointed out that personal, social identities tend to overlap, especially with respect to oppression and discrimination. She noted that feminists tended to be short-sighted in thinking they were the only oppressed class. There were other forms of oppression that also deserved attention and consideration. So, for example, a woman is one class, but what about a black woman? She suffers oppression from two directions, in two distinct ways. Where these converge in her life is intersectionality. 


I’m not sure it was Ms. Crenshaw’s purpose, but this logically, inevitably leads to a hierarchy of oppression, or a hierarchy of victimization, or a hierarchy of blame. The scheme runs something like this, though this is not an exhaustive description. 

	
	PRIVILEGED
	DISCRIMINATED/

OPPRESSED

	GENDER
	Male
	Female

	RACE
	White
	Non-White

	ETHNICITY
	European
	Non-European

	RELIGION
	Christian
	Non-Christian

	ORIENTATION
	Straight
	Gay

	GENDER-

IDENTITY
	Cis (identify with birth gender)
	Trans

	SOCIO- ECONOMIC STATUS
	Upper/Middle
	Poor

	ABILITY
	Able
	Differently-abled

	AGE
	Not old
	Old

	
	BLAMED
	BLAMER



Of course, the white, European male like me is at the bottom. But wait, my father was an immigrant and my grandparents came from extreme poverty. And at any rate, if I live long enough I will become a victim of ageism, so perhaps there’s hope for me yet. I should mention a fascinating documentary I recently saw called “The Red Pill,” produced by a feminist named Cassie Jaye, a somewhat sympathetic look at the Men’s Rights Movement, in which men point out that when it comes to almost all of the dirty and dangerous jobs like firefighting and armed combat, most people expect men to fill those roles and that almost all Americans killed in dangerous jobs or in combat are men, and it’s an unassailable fact that women live on average five more years than men.  

Those who score high in the privileged side of things have no status, no credibility, should have no voice, and are objects of blame. Obviously those who score high on the oppressed side should be accorded status and power. This is really the lingering legacy of Marxist class warfare. 

This explains the clamor to try to stack up street cred on the victim side. Consider the case of Rachel Dolezol, a black activist and professor of African studies who was branch president of her local chapter of the NAACP in Spokane, Washington. One day a reporter asked if she was African American. She froze and replied, “I don’t understand the question.” The reporter then asked, “Well, are your parents white?” She fled. She is a thoroughly white woman who only identified as black. As a white, European, middle class woman, she has little credibility in the blame game. So she decided to up her status. 

Feminists claim that their experience of oppression is unique, that no man can understand it. Along comes a biological man who identifies as a woman. He or she claims to be in solidarity with these feminists, and even more, his or her experience of oppression is even more egregious: no man and no woman can possibly understand him or her. 


Last Saturday, June 10, in Washington DC Black Lives Matter protesters stopped a gay pride march by chaining themselves together blocking the route. Why? Because the gay pride group took sponsorship money from corporations that BLM objects to and because the gay pride group cooperated with the police, the arch enemy of BLM. A representative from BLM explained, “The Capital Pride Alliance (the gay pride group) has consistently demonstrated that it is more interested in accommodating the interests of the metropolitan police and of corporate sponsors than it is in supporting the very communities it supposedly represents.” BLM members chanted, “Hey, hey. Ho, ho. These racist cops have got to go.” Several of the police officers were clearly African American. 


The problem is highlighted even more when you consider the fact that victim very often becomes oppressor. In an infamous example, a Muslim man, Omar Mateen, aged 29, living as a minority in a majority Christian America opened fire in a gay nightclub in Orlando on June 12 of last year killing 49 and wounding 58 others. How does all that play out on the intersectionality hierarchy? Or as one commentator asked, “What happens when the various patches of the diversity quilt start shooting each other?”


This is the blame game. There are very valuable rewards to be accumulated through blaming others. That’s macro blaming, groups banding together to blame other groups for perceived oppression and injustices, real or imagined. 


For the balance of this seminar, I want to focus on micro blaming, a situation that holds more hope for resolution.

II. THE ORIGIN OF BLAMING.


A. The blame game has been a firm fixture in our race almost from the beginning. It seemingly flows from the level of instinct, so quickly and so naturally did it erupt from our first parents after they had fallen into sin. 


Let me give you three core principles that will be instrumental in our discussion. 

1. We sin against God and others.

2. We are sinned against by others. 

3. We often react sinfully to being sinned against. 

Another’s sin against me does not excuse or justify my sin in response, or as my grandmother drilled into my head: “Two wrongs do not make a right.” 

B. So the blame game began with our first parents in a perfect garden paradise where all of their needs were being met. And we need to look at this situation carefully, so let’s go to Genesis 3: 


1 Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made.  
He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” 2And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, 3but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

Oh, there’s a lot there about Scripture twisting and about not trusting God’s Word. But we have other purposes so we must let that wait for another context. 


“6 So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate.” 

That’s an important detail we must not miss. When Eve was being tempted, when the Lord’s Word was being denied and his motives impugned, Adam stood right there and let it all happen. For the longest time I thought that Eve was alone, that Adam was off somewhere playing with the tigers or skipping stones on a pond. And wicked old Eve disobeyed God and immediately became the temptress herself and went looking for her husband. “Adam, O Adam? Where are you, Dear? Oh, there you are. Now, ‘Open your mouth and close your eyes and you will get a big surprise!’”


But that’s not it at all. Adam stood right there. He not only failed to rebuke that lying serpent, he failed to protect his wife. And he embraced the same folly. 


What are our three core principles again?

1. We sin against God and others.

2. We are sinned against by others. 

3. We often react sinfully to being sinned against. 


And both Adam and Eve became guilty of all three. They both sinned against God and against each other. So both Adam and Eve were sinned against by the other. Adam failed to protect his wife, the wife God had entrusted to him. And Eve tempted her husband, the very man she was supposed to honor and respect. 


So let’s see how they both react sinfully to being sinned against.


“7  Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths.” 

8 And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?” 10  And he said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” 11 He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12  The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” 13  Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

C. So, first, Adam, caught red-handed, instinctively blamed his wife. Do you see how deep and primordial, how instinctual this is, almost to the level of a reflex? But it’s even worse than that. Adam said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.”  Adam not only blamed Eve, he blamed God for his sin. It was her fault. Ultimately, it was God’s fault. Adam was only the poor, innocent victim in all of this. 


And Eve also turned to blame another. “It was the serpent’s fault. He deceived me. He’s to blame, not me. I also am the victim here.” Now in terms of intersectionality, who was more of a victim here, Adam or Eve? Who was the more oppressed? Who had the higher claim to victimhood? And what would that claim be worth? 


So each one sinned and each one was sinned against by the other. And each one responded sinfully by creating the first version of the blame game. 


D. I did not ask the question of intersectionality in a sarcastic way. I want to know the purpose of trying to climb up to the top of the hierarchy of the pyramid of oppression and victimization. Suppose we could find the most oppressed person (or group) of all. Suppose we pulled them out on stage and gave them an award, the congressional medal of honor for victimhood. Now what? What is that worth? Are they then due all sympathy and pity? Is there a cash prize? Do they then become the final judge who can definitively declare right and wrong and punish oppressors? I want to know, what do they get for it? 


Here’s a better question: “What do they want?” It sure seems like most everybody is lining up for a shot at the top. “You were neglected by your parents? That’s nothing, I was abused by my parents!” “You were only abused? That’s a cake walk. I was misunderstood by my parents!” Why? Why the contest? Why did the Black Lives Matter group interrupt the gay pride march last week? Why did the oppressed, minority Muslim man kill and wound all of those oppressed, minority gay men? 


Why play the blame game? (We all do it!) Who wins the blame game? And what’s the great prize when it’s all over?

For that you’ll have to wait until after the break, to give you time to think on it.

III. THE TRAP OF BLAMING OTHERS.


A. I want to take you to another text from God’s Word, a text that clearly explains the origins of the blame game that is so instinctual and comes so naturally to all of us. It’s from the fourth chapter of the book of James. 


“1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you?” So here it is stated in another form, this is our question. Why play the blame game? Where does all of this conflict and fighting come from? Why do BLM members interrupt a gay pride march? Why does an oppressed Muslim gun down oppressed gays? And lest you think that James is only writing about those people out there, remember he is actually addressing Christians. “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among YOU?”

So what’s the answer? “Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you?” It has nothing to do with those people out there, and has everything to do with the conflict in here. 


B. The root of the problem is our desires. That’s why the operative question about the blame game is “What do you want? What do you desires?” “2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. (Sometimes literally!) You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 4  You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

The problem is our desires.

C. Now my Sunday School class has seen this so often that they could do it in their sleep, but I want to show you the process from desire to the rather explosive reactions of quarreling and fighting.

(Response  

(Reaction

(Assumption 
(Attitude

(Expectation

(Entitlement/Excuse

Desire


(Demand/Deserve/Need
Desire ( Reaction

The process starts out innocently enough. We have a DESIRE. Perhaps it is only a desire to be loved, affirmed, or appreciated. The truth is that we all have many, many desires. Just take a young child through a department store: they want everything. Some of our desires are right and good, many of our desires are sinful and utterly self-centered. A desire, any desire is only a short step away from a DEMAND. If we want something badly enough and if we can somehow justify it in our own minds, we may imagine that we really need it, and so a desire becomes a demand.

But after time, the demand becomes a general EXPECTATION. Things should be this way. In a rightly ordered universe, when I have a need, it gets met. If it doesn’t then something has gone wrong, and someone is at fault. And this general sense of expectation then leads to one of the worst places on the planet, the dark valley known as “ENTITLEMENT” where I truly deserve this thing I desire. For the valley of entitlement has another name known by all but seldom spoken, it is the place of “excuses.” My unmet desire really excuses all kinds of bad behaviors, from laziness and inaction to recriminations, blaming, and hatred. 

And this sad trail then leads to ASSUMPTION.  Assumption says things “will be” the way I think they should be. Assumption generally sets us up for disappointment, for in a fallen world, things are seldom the way we think they should be or will be. And assumption then creates a general ATTITUDE where “should be” and “will be” become “must be.” And if things must be a certain way, but they are not that way, then we most naturally enter the blame game. 

This creates a necessary RESPONSE to others which is to blame them. If things are not the way they must be, the way we assume they will be, the way we are entitled to have them, the way we expect they should be, the way we demand they should be, the way we desire them to be, then watch out! Somebody’s got to be at fault. There has to be someone to blame. And this inevitably leads to a REACTION, usually an explosive reaction: somebody’s got to pay. 
                                 (Reaction (punish)
                             (Response (blame)
                        (Attitude (“must be”)
                   (Assumptions (“will be”)
              (Entitlement (deserve)
          (Expectations (should)
     (Demands (need)
Desires(want)

And this, I believe, explains the blame game on both a macro and a micro level. 

IV. EXAMINE YOUR DESIRE: WHAT DO YOU WANT?


And so when you are tempted to start pointing your finger and calling people out, when you instinctively start to blame others, first ask yourself about your desires. That’s why the operative question is “What do you want?” 


A. Most often in that reactionary stage, what we really want most is revenge. Somebody hurt us: we want them to hurt as well. This desire is quite common in times of quarreling and fighting. But is revenge, is vengeance ever a godly or worthy goal? The answer unequivocally is NO. The Lord God alone is the judge and he claims absolute right to all vengeance. In Romans 12:19-21 we read: “19  Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20  To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” That sounds pretty absolute, and it is. 


What we may forget is that many of our desires are sinful, unworthy, and when we encounter these desires, we must practice self-control. 


B. Let’s imagine a situation, one that is all too common. Let’s suppose a husband and father abandoned his family, ran off with another woman, and left his wife and young daughter alone, unsupported, unprotected. And the young girl suffered greatly as a result, as you can imagine. She felt unloved. She felt unworthy next to her peers, most of whom had a partner for the Daughter – Daddy Dance in Middle School. Often she cried herself to sleep longing for a father.


Now she is an adult woman. What does she want? Maybe she wants revenge. That may seem very natural, but it is a sinful desire, and she must master it, or she will be trapped in the blame game. Perhaps she wishes that her life had been different. That, too, is a very natural desire. But is it possible? No, it can never be because it was not that way. Time only moves forward, not backward. Maybe she desires for her father to return, to say he was sorry, to take responsibility for his actions, to deeply apologize to his wife and his dear daughter. Is that a reasonable, good and worthy desire? Yes, of course! Is it possible? Yes, it’s possible! But is it certain? No, it is not certain because it is completely beyond her control. She can wish for it, work for it, pray for it, and may realize it. But she cannot create it on her own. So she cannot, cannot, cannot allow her good and reasonable desire ever to become a demand, or she will be lost in the blame game. 


C. Let’s take the same story only from the viewpoint of the offender, the deadbeat dad who abandoned his dear family. Let’s say he has a moment of truth, he truly sees the hurt and destruction he has caused his wife and daughter, and is gripped with grief. What does he want? He wishes it had never happened. But, again, that desire, as real and as powerful as it may be is not possible. Maybe he wishes he could merge his two families, have two wives? But this would be a sinful, wicked ungodly passion and lust. He probably desires that he would be forgiven. He would gladly go, and repent and confess his terrible sins against them, and implore their forgiveness. He would start to repay all of the child support he’d skipped out on and would impoverish himself to enrich them, to pay them back if he could. Is this a good and worthy and righteous desire, to be forgiven and reconciled? Sure it is, and he should pursue it. But can he guarantee it? No, he cannot. It is not in his power to create forgiveness on the part of his dear daughter. She may instead blame him for the rest of his life. It is beyond his power to change that situation. He can do something, but he cannot do everything.

D. What do you want? We need to think carefully through our many, many, seemingly limitless desires. We need to deal with them wisely and biblically.


1. Some desires are sinful. They may be very real and powerful, but God calls us to reject them and to practice self-control. A married woman may have a strong attraction toward and deep desire to be with a man other than her husband. But it is a sinful desire, arising from her own sinful passions. A gracious God would have no part in helping her to achieve it.


2. Some desires are impossible. Many “if onlys” fall into this category. “If only I had chosen another path. If only I had not made that serious mistake in my life. If only I had bought a Ford instead of a Chevy.” But the past cannot be changed. What’s done cannot be undone. So these desires, these wistful wishes are useless. Wishing things had been done differently is worthless: they weren’t done differently. 


3. Some desires may be unattainable, mainly because they do not depend upon us. I’m so thankful for the realism of God’s Word. Romans 12 also acknowledges this dynamic. In verse 18 we read: “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” Do you see how practical this is? If God had simply commanded “Live peaceably with all,” then we would be in trouble because in some instances it would be impossible to obey God. But instead God said, “If possible, so far as it depends on you….” Sometimes it does not depend on you, so it is not possible. And that can be hard to accept.

4. Some desires may be providentially overruled. In 2 Corinthians 12, Paul tells that he had a “thorn in the flesh,” which he does not define. It was some kind of pain or problem or infirmity, I happen to think it was an eye problem, very poor eyesight, and there is some small support for that in Scripture. But Paul says that three times he prayed that God might remove it, that God might heal him or take this problem from him. Was this a good desire on his part? I think so, otherwise he would not have taken it to God in prayer! But God providentially overruled him and left the problem in place. Paul lived with this desire unfulfilled, presumably for the rest of his life. And God told him this, “9  But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10  For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 



Here is the real cure to quarreling and fighting, to avoid getting mixed up in the blame game: trusting in the goodness and wisdom of God.


5. Some desires God will always fulfill. And these desires are those which are in conformity to God’s will, God’s promise, God’s announced plan. Do you desire that God would glorify himself? Done. Do you desire that God would forgive all your sins as you trust in his Son and his completed work on the cross? Got it. Do you desire to participate in the resurrection unto eternal life on the last day through faith in Christ? Granted, guaranteed. Do you desire that God would work grace in your life through his Holy Spirit and conform you to the holy character of Christ as you yield to him and seek him with all your heart? Absolutely certain. Nothing can stop it. 

V. WHAT TO DO ABOUT THE BLAME GAME: THE ROAD TO RECONCILIATION. 


Let’s review our three core principles: 


1. We sin against God and others.

2. We are sinned against by others. 

3. We often react sinfully to being sinned against. 


In view of all that, conflicts and offenses are certain to abound. But instead of the blame game, God’s Word invites us to work toward reconciliation. Let’s work through the various combinations. 


A. Let’s start with the offender. So you have committed a sin against another. What do you do? The answer is simple, you confess your sin to them and you repent of it, asking for their forgiveness. 


Now confession is not simply acknowledging the offense itself, it is also acknowledging the brokenness it has caused, the pain and loss that have resulted. You actually describe the hurt you have brought to the relationship through your sin. “David, I’m really sorry that I broke your confidence and shared the struggle you entrusted to me. I realize that I have damaged your ability to trust me in the future, but I have also brought embarrassment to you and understand that I may have damaged your reputation. It was wrong of me, I make no excuses for myself, and I’m asking you to forgive me.” 


Now be careful at this point. Ask yourself, What do you want to happen here? What do you desire? Do you want this never to have happened? Not an option. Do you want to things to be back the way they were? It’s possible, but it will probably take time to rebuild trust, and it may never be the same. Do you want to be off the hook and to feel better about yourself? I think that’s a sinful desire, unworthy of asking God. Do you want reconciliation with your brother? Sure, a good desire, but it cannot be guaranteed. You cannot demand it, because when you do, you will have commenced playing the blame game with them. 


What if they say that they really cannot forgive you, that you have ruined their life, and that they blame you for all of it? What if you must endure it, you must live as the object of their blame for the rest of your life? Well, if you have sincerely confessed your sin and repented of it before them, asking for their forgiveness, you have done all you can, and you must leave the matter to prayer. 

If the other person is a believer, in time, you will need to confront them on the sin of unforgiveness. Remember we are sinned against, and often sinfully respond to being sinned against. So, in time, you must pursue forgiveness and help the other overcome their sin of unforgiveness, eventually involving the church. In Matthew 18, Jesus explains how we are to involve the church when someone sins against us and refuses to repent of it, and unforgiveness is a sin against us. 


“15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16  But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”

What we must not do is to apologize again. Why not? Because it means that we were not sincere the first time. This may be hard to handle. We may desire forgiveness so badly that we will do anything to get it. But, again, the desire to be “off the hook” is not a good and righteous desire. And if we go chasing it we will be playing the blame game, and it will not end well. 

What if we are the object of blame, but we do not think we have done anything to deserve this treatment? I’ve been living in this situation with someone close to me for over five years. I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to have done wrong. I have made overtures toward reconciliation, but they have been rebuffed. The other person wants to play the blame game with me, but I’m not joining in. I’m still in the prayer stage, and I pray for this person and their family every week. 


B. Okay, let’s look at the other side of the equation. You are not the offender, but the offended. Someone has sinned against you. What do you do? 


Remarkably, you really have an obligation to the person who has sinned against you. You are required to take action for their benefit. Again, check your motives. What do you desire? Why are you concerned about this offense? Do you want revenge? Give it up. Do you want it not to have happened? Sorry, that’s impossible. It did happen in the providence of God. Do you desire that they confess and repent of their sin against you and the hurt they have caused you? Okay, that’s biblical, at least. And it may happen, or maybe not. Do you desire that you would be reconciled in Christ? That’s a fine, worthy, godly desire. Work and pray to that end. 

There are three stages to this process of reconciliation when you have been offended by another. The first is confrontation. You, alone, personally, go to the other and gently show them their fault, inviting them to the next stage.


The next stage is on their part. It is confession and repentance. They acknowledge both the offense and the brokenness it has caused, and ask for your forgiveness. 


And the third stage is forgiveness. It is releasing the debt and the debtor. It is your promise and pledge that you will no longer hold this against them. 

CONCLUSION


Nobody, nobody, nobody…wins the blame game. So refuse to play. If you have sinned another, confess and repent of that sin. If another has sinned against you, confront them lovingly, gently, for their sake. The greatest commandments have never been revoked: Love the Lord your God, and love your neighbor as yourself.


Jesus Christ, the only truly innocent man ever to walk the earth. Every sin against him was entirely the fault of the other, and there is no question about this. What’s more, as the Son of God, every sin against anyone was also a personal sin against him. It was primarily a violation of his law. He was sinned against repeatedly and never once responded sinfully himself. And Jesus himself absolutely refused to play the blame game. According to John 3:17, “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”   

And from the cross, from the cross you deserve, from the cross I deserve, he prayed for his tormentors: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 

Nobody wins the blame game. Everybody can win in the way of confession, repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


