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So, we are talking about forgiveness. How to receive it from God, and how to give it to others. Today we focus on ourselves, and the need for self-examination so that we can find the renewal that comes from knowing that we are forgiven.


So, how do you receive forgiveness from God? Where do you start?

There was a little boy who was somewhat bored with the Sunday School class, and his mind wandered off. The teacher asked him that question: What do you need to do in order to be forgiven?

He might have been day dreaming, but he was quick with his answer. What do you need to do in order to be forgiven? (What do you think he said?)

“Well,” he said, “first you gotta sin!”


He got that right! 


And our Bible passage was written by a man that surely knew the truth of that statement. King David. What a life he had lived up to the time he wrote this Psalm. So much had happened since the day when he was watching sheep as a young boy, and the prophet Samuel came and anointed him as the next king of Israel. Since that day he had conquered giants and fought many battles, he had learned to be a leader of his people. And he had learned to sin.

Perhaps like a lot of people, the power went to his head. Perhaps he thought he was above it all. He could have what he wanted when he wanted it. He wanted Bathsheba, so he sent for her, and committed adultery with her. She became pregnant, and her husband Uriah was off to war, so he couldn’t be the father. David tried to get Uriah to come home from his duty at war, and spend quality time with his wife. When that failed, David sent Uriah into the thick of the battle to be killed, so that Bathsheba could become David’s wife. So he got away with murder. Almost. God saw what was done in secret. And God sent the prophet Nathan, to confront David with his sin. 


To his credit, David then faced up to what he had done. And today we are going to read a portion of the psalm David wrote as a confession. Psalm 51. 

Self-Examination
Psalm 51


Jim Fixx was the author of the best selling book called The Complete Book of Running.  For fifteen years he ran eighty (80) miles a week. By all appearances, he was in top shape. Yet at age fifty-two, Jim Fixx died of a massive heart attack while running alone on a Vermont road. His wife Alice later said that she was certain that Jim had no idea he suffered from a heart problem. Why? Because he refused to get regular check ups! After his death, doctors speculated that his heart was so strong that he may not have had the telltale chest pains or shortness of breath that usually signal heart disease. (Today in the Word, May, 1990, MBI, p. 7)


On the outside, everything seemed fine. Better than fine. On the inside, he was dying because he wouldn’t get a checkup! 

My sermon today is titled “self-examination.” But what I really want to encourage you to do is to go to the doctor and get a checkup. Doctor God, that is!  You look pretty good on the outside, but what’s going on inside? 

Are there some unresolved issues there? Some dark secrets lurking?  Some hardening of the spiritual arteries? 


Let’s make an appointment with the doctor. But before you go for your exam, I want to talk to you about two things that you need to believe in order for the exam to be productive. 

I can’t make you believe these things. I can only tell you that they are true and that they will set you free.   

Ready?


Belief number one. God loves you. 
Now, that’s not a news flash, is it? Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. But do you believe it, in your heart of hearts? God loves you without condition. There is no place you can go, nothing you can do, that will place you outside of God’s love. God’s love is like a big circle that encompasses everything and every one. 


No exceptions! God loves you. Period.

You can’t earn God’s love. You don’t deserve God’s love. It’s a gift. You have to simply accept it.  So, David says in Psalm 51, Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions.  Steadfast love means covenant love—God has made a promise to love us, and God won’t break that promise. Abundant mercy literally means motherly love, or compassion. God’s compassion is like a mothers’ love for her child. 

God loves you.  (Big circle)

Belief #2 comes within the big circle of God’s love. Here it is. You are a sinner (so am I). And once again, there is no exception. We all fall short of the glory of God.  I would like for this not to be true. I would like to think that I could live up to God’s expectations all the time. But I don’t. 
Sin is not exactly a hot topic these days. It’s hard to even define it because there are so many differing viewpoints.  But here’s a description of sin that I read this week, and I think you’ll find it helpful. It comes from the Bible Study lesson that we are using for Lent:  “Sin is a deeply rooted disorientation in which we tend to see all things primarily in relation to ourselves rather than in relation to God. Everything revolves around the central sun of our little egos. Whether we tend toward the illusion of grandiosity or the illusion of worthlessness, the essence of sin is self-absorption. In its ten thousand expressions, bold and subtle, it remains a persistent framework of the human condition.” 


I like that description. Sin is a disorientation. It remains a persistent framework of the human condition. Because of that disorientation, human beings tend to look at sin from the standpoint of self. Usually that takes one of two basic perspectives.

One is the Garden of Eden approach (denial). “Who, me?” I wouldn’t sin, it must have been someone else! Adam said, it was Eve. Eve said, it was the snake. 


That was David’s approach, too. Deny it, see if it will go away.  Then, cover one sin with a worse infraction. 


There was a woman in Oregon who was arrested 12 times in one year for forgery and theft. She was arrested and then released after posting bond with $2,000 worth of bogus money orders. Last I heard, they were still looking for her, but Clackamas County Oregon is no longer taking money orders to cover bail.  (Crosswalk) 


So denial, and its partner the cover up, is one approach to sin.


The second approach that many people take relative to their own sin is something that you might call Abject Guilt. What I did was so bad, that no one can forgive me. Not even God.  I need to be punished, and if no one else will do it for me, I will do it myself. (Unforgivable, that’s what I am. Unforgivable.)


As William Wordsworth once said, “From the body of one guilty deed a thousand ghostly gears and haunting thoughts proceed.” 

Guilt can be a great motivator. But it leads in the wrong direction. 
Here’s a letter that someone supposedly sent to the IRS. Dear IRS: Enclosed you will find a check for $150. I cheated on my income tax return last year and have not been able to sleep ever since. [Abject guilt? But the letter goes on] If I still have trouble sleeping I will send you the rest. Sincerely, A Tax Payer.


So, what’s your poison? Denial or Abject Guilt? Either one will kill you, just as surely as heart disease killed Jim Fixx. Neither denial nor guilt will fix the problem, because neither is the antidote for sin. 


It’s kind of like it was with Goldilocks. One is too hot, the other is too cold. 

But there is something that is just right.

 And that something is forgiveness, which comes in the context of God’s love. Did you notice in Psalm 51, everything that David says is a request for God to act. The only thing that David can do is to be honest about his sin. To confess it. He can’t atone for it. He can’t undo it. Only God can forgive it. So he asks God to blot out his sin, as one would erase a debt on a ledger; he asks God to wash him from his iniquity, as one would launder clothing; he asks God to cleanse him from sin in the same way that imperfections are smelted from precious metals. 

God forgave David. 


And God forgives you. The only thing for you to do is to accept this gift. 

Remember that God’s love encompasses your sin. And this sets the stage for forgiveness and renewal. Without knowing God’s love, how could you be honest about your failures? How could you dare to look squarely at yourself? Without acknowledging your own sin, how could you have a real relationship with God?


So, can you believe that God loves you, no matter what?


Can you accept that you are a sinner?


 Then you are ready for today’s challenge. For the rest of the season of Lent, I want to challenge you to join me in undertaking a 500-year-old spiritual exercise that comes from the Jesuits. It’s called the examen.  And it simply means to open yourself to God. To let God take a look around inside you and guide you into thanks, confession, and renewal. 


Here’s how it works. At the end of each day, take a few minutes to do these five things: (Bookmarks)
1. Remind yourself that you are in the presence of God. 

2. Thank God for the gifts of the day.

3. Ask for the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

4. Review the day. Be honest with God and yourself about your actions and interactions, your awareness of God’s leading and your responses to God.

5. Have a heart to heart talk with Jesus. 

Closing Prayer: David’s prayer, as printed in the bulletin.
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