3

January 4, 2009
“How To Ask For Forgiveness”
Psalm 51:1-19
“The Road to Reconciliation”

Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
Over the next month in my Sunday Bible messages, I will share about reconciliation.  Reconciliation is the Gospel, the core of Jesus' ministry with us.  He came to earth to reconcile us back to God the Father and to each other.  As came to reconcile, so we follow Him in the great ministry of reconciliation.
I have tried many times to come up with an exact order of steps to be reconciled.  Each time I get confused as to which ones to place before the others.  I was thinking linearly, which is no help at all.  As reconciliation is all about healed relationships, we must think not in one dimension or even two.  We must think in the three dimensions in which we live and then add God's fourth dimension to be reconciled.  We must think of a wholeness that encompasses each step as mutual and complimentary.  The road to reconciliation involves the constant practice of each dimension of the reconciliation process.  We don't just forgive once; we forgive over and over again.  We don't just speak the truth in love once; we do so repeatedly.  Reconciliation is more the lifestyle along the road to God's kingdom than it is a set of directions.  How we get to reconciliation is as important as arriving.  In this world, we may never be fully reconciled.  However, we grow more like Christ with each practice of reconciliation and our relationships deepen as the result.

So here are the components of reconciliation of which I will speak about in the weeks to come.  Don't worry about ordering them, but do learn with me how to practice them: love, humility, confession, speaking the truth in love, forgiving, forgetting, sacrificing, rebuilding trust and building up one another - all in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Will you join me on the road to reconciliation?
The road to reconciliation must begin with love.  You won’t forgive if you don’t love.  Hate breeds contempt, revenge and the desire to see the other fail and hurt.  On the other side, as we read in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, “Love is patient, love is kind…  It is not rude, it is not self–seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”  Love motivates us to forgive because we want what is best for the other person as well as for ourselves.  It is much easier to forgive those you love.  Think of anyone you love and how often you overlook their failings, give them the benefit of the doubt, give them repeated chances, and not hold anything against them.  Love keeps no record of wrongs – no report card of the hurts they have inflicted upon you.  You can’t forgive if you don’t love.
This patient, forgiving love only comes from God who is love.  King David had a very close, loving relationship with God.  God chose David to be king because he had a heart of love for God.  Yet, David had great faults too.  Those faults got David into great trouble and hurt his relationship with God.  David had a bad case of lust for Bathsheba.  That lust caused David to commit adultery with Bathsheba and then to murder Bathsheba’s husband.  When the prophet Nathan confronted David about these terrible crimes, David confessed his wrongs to God seeking forgiveness.  Let’s look at how David did that in Psalm 51, 1Have mercy on me, O God, according to Your unfailing love; according to Your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  2Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.  
Imagine what it would be like to be David and have everyone know your wrongs.  I am sure it was terrible for David and all involved back in Jerusalem in 1000 BC.  If this happened today, it would be bigger than Watergate, the Clinton Scandals or any other political scandal.  The news stations would broadcast and speak only about it round the clock for months.
David was most concerned about reconciling with God.  So He began with God’s love.  He knew that the core of God’s character is love and mercy as well as justice.  God is not divided.  He is not sometimes loving and other times just.  He is always loving and always just.  He is the same God.  So, while David knew there must be justice from God, he also knew there must be love and mercy from God, so he called on that love and mercy.  Notice David describes God’s love as unfailing.  Through years of experiences with God, David always experienced God with him.  This was not the first time David had sinned.  God had not given up on David before.  In the loving relationship David knew with God, David realized God would not give up on him again.
We too start with God’s love when we seek forgiveness.  Like David, let us depend on the mercy, unfailing love and great compassion of God to blot out our transgressions, wash away our iniquities and cleanse us from our sins.  In my walk of 40 years with Jesus, I have had my share of ups and downs, sins and triumphs.  I have not always been faithful to the Lord, but He has always been faithful to me.  Speak to any follower of Christ with any experience with Him and they will tell you the same.  In his mercy, unfailing love and great compassion, the Lord forgives his children.
Now, David’s sin was still very serious.  So, secondly to seek forgiveness, David confessed his sin.  He recognized his wrongs as injurious to his relationship with God.
3For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  4Against You, You only, have I sinned and done what is evil in Your sight, so that You are proved right when You speak and justified when You judge.  5Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.  6Surely You desire truth in the inner parts; You teach me wisdom in the inmost place.  

Take your sermon outline and locate the list of the 7 Deadly Sins.  Sin warps the natural, good things of God into unnatural, destructive enslavements.  Sins shows how our lives become unbalanced without Christ as central to our lives.  Whenever we replace God with anything else, these things result:
Pride:
vanity, egocentricity, arrogance, self-adoration, selfishness, self-importance.

Lust:
pornography, titillation, adultery, indulging sexual desires, fantasizing.

Gluttony:
unbalanced pleasure seeking; food, drinks, drugs, sweets, highs of any kind.

Anger:
enjoyment of violence, judgmental, deprecating humor, gossip, rudeness,

Sloth:
lazy, apathetic, callused, unresponsive, fear of getting involved.

Envy:
coveting, desiring someone else's spouse, house, car, family, work, lifestyle, etc.

Greed:
grasping, hoarding, stuffing away like a rodent.

Do you recognize any of these that cause problems in your life?  Would you like God to break their hold on your life?  All of us have at least one of these areas that compromise our relationships with God and each other.  Begin with being honest with God about these behaviors.  Get serious!  God knows they are breaking down your life, your relationships with those around you, and keeping you from enjoying a full relationship with Him.  Before you seek a doctor’s help, you have to admit you suffer.  Before you seek the Lord’s help, you must admit you need Him.  God already knows our wrongs.  Confession is for us, not for God – so we will seek Him.  Did you know there are two types of guilt - good and bad guilt?  Bad guilt keeps us trapped in our wrongs and causes depression and despair.  Good guilt motivates us to seek healing from God.
If we, like David, recognize that God desires truth, wisdom, cleansing and joy for us, we confess our sins to Him.  In his book Great Themes of the Bible, Louis Albert Banks wrote of D. L. Moody visiting a prison to preach to the inmates.  After speaking, Moody talked with a number of men in their cells.  He asked each prisoner, "What brought you here?"  Again and again he received replies like this:  "I don't deserve to be here."  "I was framed."  "I was falsely accused."  "I was given an unfair trial."  Not one inmate would admit he was guilty.  Finally, Moody found a man with his face buried in his hands, weeping.  "And what's wrong, my friend?" he inquired.  The prisoner responded, "My sins are more than I can bear."  Relieved to find at least one man who would recognize his guilt and his need of forgiveness, the evangelist exclaimed, "Thank God for that!"  Moody then had the joy of pointing him to a saving knowledge of Christ - a knowledge that released him from his shackles of sin and changed his life.  Confession is indeed good for the soul.
Do we need to confess every sin, from the smallest to the largest?  Some will tell you God won’t forgive you until you have listed every sin you have ever committed.  Martin Luther tried that.  He drove every other monk crazy because he would go to the confessional booth for hours every day.  None of the other monks wanted to listen to Luther recite every little thought and action he felt was wrong.  Luther then read in the New Testament how we are saved by God’s grace alone.  That grace covered every sin large to small.  We should confess as soon as we can any sin we can think of, but we don’t have to get legalistic about it.  What we mostly need to do is be serious about our sin, want to be rid of them and ask the Lord to do that for us, because we can’t by ourselves without Him.
After trusting in God’s unfailing love and mercy and confessing our sins, we can ask the Lord for forgiveness.  David wrote, 7Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  8Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones You have crushed rejoice.  9Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity.  

We can remove the false fronts and the masks we use to pretend we are OK before God and everyone.  Because of God’s forgiveness, we no longer need to cover up our weaknesses, insecurities and failings.  We no longer need to put-down others to falsely elevate ourselves.  Chip Heim wrote about the games we play to look good when we all really are not good;
 They laugh and smile and talk and embrace and I do too. 

 But sometimes my smile covers a tear and no one knows.
 Right now my tear is from an IT.  I'm sorry, so very sorry I did IT. 

 I feel like a broken record and the skip is the IT that never completely goes away. 

 What would they think if they knew my IT? 

 Would the laughs vanish?  The smiles disappear? 

 Would the talk be hurled at me?  The embrace taken back? 

 Do they have an IT?    What do they do with IT? 

 Why do we act for each other when there is no play? 

 There is only life.  And that life includes a lot of IT. 

 The point is not to celebrate IT but only to admit to IT. 

 I am told Jesus knows everything, which means he know about IT. 

 And yet He whispers in words too good to be true “I died for you - don't worry about IT.”
Recognize the price God paid to cleanse us of sin – his only Son died to remove our sins.  Then we realize how much the Lord does love us; how much He does want only the best for us.  Jesus said in 1 John 3:17, “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him.”  This God forgives.  This Savior saves.  We can be forgiven in Him.
Next, David asks the Lord for a pure heart and renewed spirit.  10Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  11Do not cast me from Your presence or take Your Holy Spirit from me.  12Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.  

Like David we worry that, when we have done something wrong, the Lord will give up on us as hopeless cases deserving only punishment.  We worry that the Lord would take His Holy Spirit from us.  I have a temper problem I have fought since I was small.  Others in my family had it and modeled it poorly to me.  Often I thought I would ruin my relationship with God, my wife and others.  Sometimes I did ruin a relationship, but never with those who truly loved me.  My wife has been a constant source of forgiveness and encouragement for me to overcome my temper.  She is a great model of forgiving love.  God has always done the same for me; not withdrawing from me, but helping me even more.  I have asked the Lord to make me more like Christ, a child of God with a pure heart and a renewed spirit.  He has heard my prayer, forgiven my sins and helped to change me dramatically over the years.  It did not happen all at once, nor am I perfect yet, but the Lord is changing me.
To be pure at heart means to have wholeness at the center of life because Christ lives at the center.  It means truth in the inner parts with no secrets of shame to hide from God.  It means we can start over again and get it right this time.  Isaac Stern was playing Mozart’s Violin Concerto #3 in G with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra.  Midway in 1st movement, he had a lapse of memory and forgot his music.  He stopped playing and asked Conductor Zubin Mehta if could start over.  They did and got it right for everyone’s enjoyment.  Isaac could have faked it until he recovered, but he wanted a right playing; a right conscience to Mozart’s music.  The Lord wants us to experience the right, joyful, healthy way of living too.  He gives us many do-overs, 2nd, 3rd, 4th chances and more to get it right.
King David next tells us something amazing.  He wants to witness to God’s forgiveness in His life: 13Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will turn back to You.  14Save me from bloodguilt, O God, the God who saves me, and my tongue will sing of Your righteousness.  15O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare Your praise.  16You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; You do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.  17The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  

When we have been loved that much by someone who forgives us of great wrong, we want to tell of their wonderful behavior toward us.  David does that as he speaks of God’s forgiveness and praises God for his salvation.  If a hungry person finds a place to be fed, he will tell another hungry person.  If an ill person finds a place to get well, she will tell other ill persons.  David has found the God who forgives, cleanses, loves and accepts him even after he has failed so miserably.  He will share about that love.  We will do the same if we have been truly forgiven.  Many people around us dwell in darkness, trapped in destructive behaviors.  Who will tell them they can be freed?  Who will tell them of God?  Why, most certainly those who have been freed themselves.  Have you been freed from a compulsion to drink, gamble, eat or lust?  You have a testimony someone else needs to hear.  Have you been freed from selfishness, egotism, pride or greed?  You have a testimony someone else needs to hear.  Wherever the Lord forgave and freed you, you have a message of good news that others need to know.  Prepare and share your witness to the Lord’s love for you.
Why is humility is so important to God?  Why does the Lord desire not sacrifices of animals or burnt offerings but a spirit given to God?  Because God wants you more than anything.  He loves you and wants to help you.  When you are humble, it opens the door for God to help you right where you need help the most.  Saying you don’t need God keeps that door shut, because the Lord won’t break down the door to your life.  If you hear Jesus calling you to forgiveness today, open your life to Him and He will cleanse you.

Finally, in his forgiven and reconciled relationship with God, David can receive the Lord’s blessings again.  18In Your good pleasure make Zion prosper; build up the walls of Jerusalem.  19Then there will be righteous sacrifices, whole burnt offerings to delight You; then bulls will be offered on Your altar.
Forgiveness opens the door to receive the Lord’s blessings again for joyous and abundant life.  Maxie Dunnam wrote ("I Am the Door") about a bright, young couple, handsome, with everything going for them.  But “They played loosely with love, and she became pregnant before they were married.  Without counseling with anyone, they decided to have an abortion.  Later they married, and everything went beautifully.  They were so successful in their vocations.  Then they decided to have children.  When I met them she had been pregnant twice, but she had lost both the babies about eight or ten weeks after conception.  And now she was devastated with anxiety because she was carrying the third child, and she was overcome with fear that she would lose that child also.  I never will forget the occasion when in torrents of tears, years of guilt poured out of her.  It was guilt over that past sin, and fear - anguishing fear, a kind of hellish fear - that God was punishing her in the loss of those two previous children because of her past sin.  And I will never forget, either, the restoration of their joy when out of that remorse and repentance they claimed the forgiveness of God in Jesus Christ.  They renewed their commitment to Him and allowed the door to be shut to that past.

The deepest, darkest places of your past can be opened to God’s light and cleaned away in forgiveness.  Your guilt and shame can be removed.  Your fear of God abolished.  In its place you will find God’s mercy, love and encouragement.  You will find hope and new life in Jesus Christ.  Seek the Lord’s forgiveness like King David.  And, by the way, you can use each of these steps to ask for forgiveness from those you have wronged.
Let us pray:
