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Sermon: “ I Believe in the Forgiveness of Sin”
Scriptures:  1 John 1:5-10

This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. 

Psalm 51:1-12

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 

For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment. Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me. You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. 

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit. 
Introduction: 
The story is told about Thomas A. Edison who had just finished inventing that crazy contraption called a "light bulb." It had taken a whole team of men 24 straight hours to put just one of these light bulbs together. Well, the story goes that when Edison was finished with this first light bulb, he handed it to a young boy helper, who nervously began to carry it up the stairs. 
Step by step he cautiously watched his hands, obviously frightened of dropping such a priceless piece of work. You've probably guessed what happened next: the poor young fellow dropped the bulb just when he reached the top of the stairs. It took the entire team 24 additional hours to make another one like it. 
Finally, tired and ready for a break, Edison was ready to have his bulb carried up the stairs. And can you believe it? He gave it to the same young boy who dropped the first one. Now that's forgiveness! 
It reminds me of a certain video that I saw on TV this past week. 

Phillies fan Steve Monforto took his 3 yr. old daughter Emily to his favorite team's game this past week. He and she played ball together a lot in their backyard at home, he said. He would throw the ball to her, and she would throw it back--over and over again. This had become automatic. She had it down. So on this special night, Steve and Emily went to see a real baseball game. 
There they were--standing in the stands. It was the fifth inning when Steve’s chance of a lifetime came: He caught a foul ball off the bat of Phillies' Jayson Werth! He was elated! After high-fiving his fellow baseball fans, this did what any good parent would have done. He bent down and handed it to his child. And what did she do? What she always did, she threw it back where it had come from—out onto the field!
Well, the look on Steve’s face was a mixture of unbelief and pure pain.

His little girl didn’t know what to think—she had done what she always did. But this time something was wrong. And what did her dad do next?  He immediately bent down and comforted his daughter, taking her into his arms to let her know that he still loved her. This is true forgiveness.
And this is what our lesson today is all about. 
It’s part of the Apostles’ Creed, which we find at the back of our Hymnal, p. 881. Today we are looking at the 3rd paragraph, which begins with the words: “I believe in the Holy Spirit.” (Direct the congregation’s attention to the phrases that follow, including “I believe in the forgiveness of sin.”
So, we have an important question before us today: 

What do we mean when we say that we believe in the forgiveness of sin? And…once we come to an understanding of this, what does it mean to us? 

Today’s scripture will help us discover the answers to these questions.

Let’s take a closer look …
So… what do we mean 

when we say that we believe in the forgiveness of sin?

Well, the logical place to start 

is with a definition our key words:
 “forgiveness” and “sin.”

According to the dictionary, 

“sin” is defined as 



a transgression of the law of God; 

b a state of human nature
in which the self is estranged from God.
And… according to the same dictionary,

 “forgiveness” is defined as 

“the excusing of a fault or an offense; a pardoning

--a renouncement of anger or resentment against.”

We could just stop right here and accept these two definitions, 

but if we do,

will miss the true meaning of the words.
…because the truth is,

the dictionary definitions are lacking

--not wrong

--just incomplete.
Forgiveness of sin is a holy act.

We need the Holy Bible to expand the definitions for us.

This morning’s scriptures paint a clear picture of sin for us.

They show us what it really means 

to forgive and be forgiven. 


Writer John, in his first letter to the churches, 


defines sin not only as a transgression or a specific act

but as a state of being.

The dictionary defined it this way too, 

(we remember)
--asb “a state of human nature.” 

But there is one huge difference:

The dictionary defines this 

as a state in which 

the self is estranged from God.

But as we know, this is not true for everyone:

It is not true for those who are in Christ Jesus.
For us, 

there is no estrangement 
between us and God.
At least not on God’s part.

We know that this is true.
We are reminded of this
Every time we attend a funeral and memorial service



--when we hear those words of promise

that have been given to us.
“Who will separate us from the love of Christ?” 

Paul asked the Christians who worshiped in Rome. 

“Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 

or peril, or sword? 

“No,” Paul answers,
“…I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

For the Christian, 


estrangement is not a part 

of the definition of sin.

Nothing can separate us from the love of God.

Writer John,

some years later, 

 
went on to illustrate this truth.

He did so in his first letter to the churches,


which our liturgist Jim 

has brought to us this morning. 

And the way John illustrates this truth

is through the use of metaphor 
and contrast:

He begins:
“God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” 

So this is what sin looks like:



walking in darkness.

Could it be…

that we have just discovered 

the most accurate definition 

of sin of all?
I believe that we have!

…because it so happens…

that right here, 

in this very same scripture,


we can see a vivid image 

of what forgiveness looks like:

“…if we walk in the light as God himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” 


Walking in the light of God, having fellowship with one another,




being washed clean by the blood of Jesus. 

This is what forgiveness looks like.
So, how do we get from here to there?



(from walking in the darkness to walking in the light?)

The Psalmist David 

sheds some light on this question,




and the way that he does this





is by allowing us to hear his prayer.

But before we take a closer look at this prayer,

a quick review of the situation of David’s life


will help us will help us capture a picture 

of where the words have come from.

David, as we remember, 


is now king of Israel.

He has been walking in darkness

--after taking another man’s wife for himself.

He is living a life of sin. 
The woman, as we remember, was named Bathsheba.
And David was attracted to her while seeing her bathe on the rooftop.

As the story goes, 

David, wanting her for his own, 

had her husband, Uriah the Hittite, 


moved to the front lines of battle



where he was killed.  
Within a few months, 

Bathsheba bore David a son,



…but just as prophesied,

that son died.

The grief that David felt was multiplied 

--many times over



--when suddenly, 

realizing what he had done,

he “woke up”

and felt the heavy weight of guilt 

that came from his transgressions.

David had been living a lie

--believing that what he had done 

was OK. 

What he needed now was forgiveness.

And he somehow knew that God wanted this for him.
“You desire truth in the inward being;” David prayed.

“therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 

Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.” 

To have truth in our inward being. 
To be washed whiter than snow.

This is what it means to be forgiven.

If God could forgive David, He can forgive us too.

God will forgive us.
But, as we can see from David’s prayer,



it isn’t something we can do ourselves.

It is something only God can do.

And the way God does this is through the work of his Holy Spirit.

It is an ongoing process.
We see the progression as it transpired in David’s life.  

We have seen the way in which he was “awakened” by the Holy Spirit

and shown the sinfulness of the life he was living. 

We have seen the way that same Holy Spirit 
made his feelings of sorrow and grief known to God.
The part the scripture doesn’t show us 

is how God responded to him after his prayer.

In time, David and Bathsheba had a son.

His name was Solomon.



And he was one of the greatest, wisest kings 

who ever ruled the kingdoms 

of Israel and Judah.

So, now that we have a better understanding of what forgiveness means,

we are ready to answer our second question,




“What does this have to do with us?”

Or perhaps a more helpful way to ask the question is this:


“How do we apply what we have learned to our own lives?”

First of all, 

we must agree on one thing

--that we are all sinners. 
Scripture teaches us that 

“All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”

And writer John brings the point even closer to home, saying it this way:

 “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.”

Hopefully, we will be awakened to our sin before we reach the pearly gates.

I am reminded of a poem that was written by a person imagining that he wasn’t.
I was shocked, confused, bewildered
As I entered Heaven's door,
Not by the beauty of it all,
Nor the lights or its decor.

But it was the folks in Heaven
Who made me sputter and gasp—
The thieves, the liars, the sinners,
The alcoholics and the trash.

There stood the kid from seventh grade
Who swiped my lunch money twice.
Next to him was my old neighbor
Who never said anything nice.

Herb, who I always thought
Was rotting away in hell,
Was sitting pretty on cloud nine,
Looking incredibly well.

I nudged Jesus, 'What's the deal?
I would love to hear Your take.
How'd all these sinners get up here?
God must've made a mistake.

'And why's everyone so quiet,
So somber - give me a clue.'
'Hush, child,' He said, 'they're all in shock.
At the thought of seeing you.'

So, yikes! What can we say?

Thankfully, we have been given words of wisdom 

on how we can keep this from happening to us!

Writer John tells us more

--giving us guidance 

on what we need to do 

to be forgiven of our sin, saying:

If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

…sounds simple enough



--all we have to do is confess them.

“But we are Methodists!” we say.


“Unlike our Catholic brothers and sisters,

we do not go to “confession”!

This is true, 

(as far as Sacrament is concerned.)  

And I, for one,



feel that this is an unfortunate reality.

We all need someone we can trust to whom we can confess our sins aloud.

Confession is cleansing to the soul,



and we need opportunities for doing this.

When I was a full time counselor….[expound, talk about the “unforgiveable sin”

The sin that is “unto death” and what that means] 

The truth is: Sin is sin. 
Had it not been for Christ’s death on the cross, 

we would have been estranged from God

—forever and ever. 
But because Christ died for our sins,

no sin is so bad that God will not forgive us.

Sin will never separate us from the love of God.

When we sin, 

we are missing the mark,

and the Holy Spirit will help us 
get back on track.

Our Father God will reach down and comfort us,


His children, 

and hold us close,

showing us that he still loves us. 

And once we know in our hearts that we have been forgiven,


we will be able to do the same for others.

How very important this is --for the well being of our hearts, minds, soul and body.

We must forgive others.

For as Jesus said in his prayer to the Father,


“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”

This can frightening

—knowing that God will not forgive our sins unless we forgive others.

Perhaps you have tried our best to forgive someone 

but it still doesn’t feel like you have.

Well, be assured 
that we certainly aren’t the only one 

who struggles with this! 
Every person alive struggles with it.

Corrie ten Boom, Holocaust survivor, told of her own experience of not being able to forget a wrong that had been done to her and something that helped her with this:

She had forgiven the person, she said, but she kept rehashing the incident and couldn't sleep. Finally, Corrie cried out to God for help in putting the problem to rest. "His help came in the form of a kindly Lutheran pastor," Corrie wrote, "to whom I confessed my failure after two sleepless weeks." "Up in the church tower," he said, nodding out the window, "is a bell which is rung by pulling on a rope. But you know what? After the sexton lets go of the rope, the bell keeps on swinging. First ding, then dong. Slower and slower until there's a final dong and it stops. I believe the same thing is true of forgiveness. When we forgive, we take our hand off the rope. But if we've been tugging at our grievances for a long time, we mustn't be surprised if the old angry thoughts keep coming for a while. They're just the ding-dongs of the old bell slowing down." "And so it proved to be. There were a few more midnight reverberations, a couple of dings when the subject came up in my conversations, but the force -- which was my willingness in the matter -- had gone out of them. They came less and less often and at the last stopped altogether: we can trust God not only above our emotions, but also above our thoughts." 

This story, told by one of the strongest Christians who ever lived, 

offers us much encouragement.
It shows us that

forgiveness is both an action 

--and a process. 

And we can’t do it by ourselves.


It requires the help of the Holy Spirit.

A story is told about two brothers: 

They lived on adjoining farms, but they had a deep quarrel. They had often shared their resources, but that practice stopped; and there was nothing left but bitterness. One morning a brother we will call John answered a knock at his door. It was a carpenter. The carpenter asked if there was any work to do. 

John said that there was something he could do. He took the carpenter to where the two properties met and showed him how the other brother had taken a bulldozer and created a creek where the meadow used to be. John said, “I know he did this to make me angry. I want you to help me get even by building a big fence so I won’t have to see him or his property ever again.” Advertisement
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So the carpenter worked hard all day. When he reported back to John, John noticed there was no fence. The carpenter had used his skill and built a bridge over the creek instead of a fence. John’s brother saw the bridge and was quite moved that his brother would do such a thing. The two brothers met in the middle and embraced. They saw the carpenter packing his tools and asked him to stay a while and do more work. The carpenter replied, “I’m sorry, but I have other bridges to build.”

Is there a bridge that needs to be built in your life?

Jesus the carpenter 

and the Holy Spirit of God 

are eager to help you.

It really doesn't matter if the person who hurt you doesn’t deserve to be forgiven.
Waiting for him or her to earn forgiveness can keep us stuck forever.
We have important things to do,

and it’s time for each of us to move on. 

We are all being formed into the image of Christ.

It is our goal to become holy as he is holy.

So hear now these words, 

written an insightful poet



who knew the reward that comes from forgiving and being forgiven:

If anyone speaks ill of you,

Praise him always.

 

If anyone injures you,

Serve him nicely.

 

If anyone persecutes you,

Help him in all possible ways.

 

You will attain immense strength.

 

You will control anger and pride.

 

You will enjoy peace, poise and serenity.

 

You will become divine.
 

Holy and divine like our Lord Jesus, 

whom we dearly love.
He is our soul’s glory, joy and crown! 

Let us honor him now,

as we join our voices in the singing of a favorite hymn by that name,



which you will find on page 189 of your hymnal, 




“Fairest Lord Jesus.”
