Living Debt Free: Receiving Gods’ Forgiveness
In 2000, a homeless man living on the streets in Bolivia (Tomas Martinez, 67) fled police who were bringing him news of a $6-million inheritance. He apparently thought the police were about to arrest him for his alcohol and drug habits. The man disappeared without a trace and hasn’t been found since. The inheritance was eventually given to his ex-wife. Talk about a bummer… to live out your life in hiding without knowing of the great gift that has been given to you. 

We begin this series of messages on forgiveness by focusing in on the unspeakably great gift that God offers each of us: the forgiveness of our sins. 
“Sin” is such an ugly little word, I think. Part of me wants to abandon using the world altogether. For some people when they hear the word “sin” it brings to mind a way of approaching faith and life with God that is shame-based, guilt-driven, and fear-oriented. This approach to a life of faith is far from Jesus’ vision of relating to God as a loving parent who places infinite value and worth on us and desires obedience from us out of trust and gratitude and love- not fear and guilt. So, as a pastor who wants to be sensitive to the ways in which people have been turned away from God through the bullying misuse of the language of sin, I have noble reasons for wanting to drop the language of sin.
But, in a spirit of confession, I also have less noble reasons for wanting to drop the language of sin. I would rather think of my shortcomings as, say, the result of genetic determinations or environmental factors in my upbringing. The truth is that I sin, and I don’t want to call it that. One of the reasons why I think sin is such an ugly little word is that deep down I know that it points to realities in me and in the world around me that are even uglier. As much as I don’t like the word, I know that getting rid of the word will not get rid of the realities it points to. But if we are going to use the word, then what do we mean by that? What makes sin, sin? 
I would like to structure this message around four central questions:

What is sin? What is God’s attitude towards sin? What is God’s way of dealing with sin? What should our response to God be?

First, what is sin? As an initial answer you might could say that what makes something a sin is if God says don’t do it, and you do it, that’s a sin. Or if God says do it, and you don’t, that’s a sin. Fair enough. That’s right as far as it goes. But I want to go deeper. The four-year-old inside me still wants to ask, why does God say to do some things and not others?

The Greek word used most often that is translated as “sin” in the NT is the word “hamartia,” which was an archery term used to describe an arrow that fell short of its target.

The fundamental idea, then, is that God has aims or purposes or goals for what a fully human life is, and to sin is to live in a way that falls short of God’s aim for us. So let me offer this definition at this point: to sin is to settle for less than God’s best for our lives. There is one story in the OT which for me provides one of the most penetrating insights into the nature of sin, and that is the story of Jacob and Esau and bowl of lentil stew. (Gen 25:24-34) Esau was the firstborn son and so in that culture that meant that his birthright entailed the largest part of the family inheritance and it entailed that he would be the head of the family after his father died. His birthright was his destiny, his God-given identity. He comes in hungry one day and finds that Jacob is cooking a lentil stew and he asks Jacob for some, and Jacob says, “If you want my stew, you have to give me your birthright.” And Esau, comically and tragically, trades his birthright for a bowl of lentil stew. The chief cause of human unhappiness, someone has written, is trading what we want most for what we want in the moment. To sin is to choose the bowl over the birthright; it is to settle for far less than God’s best for us.
This leads to several implications. If sin is settling for less than God’s best, if it is spurning God’s aims and loving purposes for our lives, then sin isn’t primarily about breaking God’s law, its about breaking God’s heart, and this means that God’s basic attitude towards sin isn’t vindictive anger, but anguished grief. As I read through the Scriptures and prayed for wisdom about how to best think about God’s attitude to sin, a certain image kept popping up: that of God grieving over the waywardness of his people. This image runs throughout the Bible, and is found within each major section- the torah, the prophets, the gospels, and the letters.
Genesis 6: 5 The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 6And the Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart.

This is an image of God looking on to God’s creation, and seeing that the hearts of people are continually bent towards wickedness- towards neglecting others, harming others, abusing others, overlooking others, using others… and God is grieved to God’s heart and is filled with anguish because God knows that humankind is capable of so much more; that we are falling short of the potential that God has created us with. (Never once in the book of Genesis, by the way, does the text say that God was made angry. This is very telling for a book that has as a lage part of its storyline the downward spiral of humanity in disobedience and sin.)
Look at how the prophet Hosea described the heart of the divine towards God’s people:
God’s Compassion Despite Israel’s Ingratitude

11When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. 2The more I* called them, the more they went from me;  they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols.  3Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them. 4I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them. 5They shall return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria shall be their king, because they have refused to return to me. 6The sword rages in their cities, it consumes their oracle-priests, and devours because of their schemes. 
7My people are bent on turning away from me. To the Most High they call,  but he does not raise them up at all. 
8How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? How can I make you like Admah?
 How can I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender. 
9I will not execute my fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in wrath. 

Like a loving parent, God has goals for us. God has a vision for the kind of people God made us to be. Hosea gives us a glimpse of the emotional turmoil and pain within the divine heart over our blindness and our badness. Now notice what the response of Jesus is to the disobedience of the leaders of God’s people in Jerusalem:

Luke 19:41 As he came near and saw the city, he wept over it, 42saying, ‘If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes. 

Jesus embodied the heart of the divine when he wept over Jerusalem. Jesus looked at the city through divine lenses and he saw people who were capable of so much more, who were made for so much more, and they weren’t living up to God’s intentions. 
Sin makes God angry, not in the sense of vindictive or petty anger, but sin makes God angry in an anguished sort of way. When God looks on human sin, God doesn’t reach to grab a lightning bolt, God clutches his chest in agony. God’s anger towards sin comes from love towards sinners. Sin breaks God’s heart. It breaks God’s heart because it corrupts the human heart and keeps us from living in peace and fullness.
Ephesians 4: 25 So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. 26Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 27and do not make room for the devil. 28Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy. 29Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up,* as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. 30And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. 31Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, 32and be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.

In this discussion from Paul about attitudes and behaviors that are not fitting for someone who has come to know God through Jesus Christ, he puts right in the middle of it the warning that to refuse to let go of these ways of living grieves the Spirit of God. 
The reason that I am trying to drive this point so persistently is that some of us may have grown up with this idea that God’s attitude to sin is that God is offended and ticked off and wants to punish people for their sin. As I read the Scriptures, the fundamental image that keeps coming up concerning God’s attitude to sin is not tyrannical anger, but tearful anguish. God created us with aims and purposes in mind and invested great potential in us, and is deeply saddened to see us refuse to claim and live out our birthright as children of God.
So what, then, is God’s response to dealing with the sin corrupts the hearts of his people and breaks his own heart? If God’s attitude is one of grief and anguish over all the ways that we settle for less than God’s best for our lives, if God hates sin because of its disastrous and destructive consequences in our lives, then what is God to do? The assurance of Jesus, along with the scriptural witness that came before him and came after him, is that God forgives us of our sin.

Just as we have perhaps refined our understanding of what sin is and what God’s attitude towards it is, so we now turn for a moment to refining our understanding of what it means for God to forgive us of our sin. One of the dominant images used in the Bible for describing forgiveness is that of cancelling a debt. “Forgive us of our trespasses [debts]…”
But we need to remember that although this metaphor is very powerful and speaks to a sense of release and relief that comes when someone does for us what we cannot do for ourselves, it shouldn’t cause us to lose sight of the fact that this economic  metaphor points to an experience that is relational. Jesus taught us to relate to God as a loving spiritual parent- “Our Father in heaven” not “Our Accountant in heaven.”
This means that for God to forgive us, it isn’t just a matter of God sort of impersonally taking a debt off a ledger. God’s forgiveness of us will require that God be willing to endure the pain that our sin causes him without throwing it back at us. In a couple of weeks we will go into this in more detail, but we need to see that forgiveness is never easy, even for God. It’s easy for God in that forgiving is what God wants to do, but it requires that God be willing to suffer the pain of our sin so that we can be set free from it.

From the beginning of God’s experience with his people as it is recorded in the OT, God showed himself to be a God who was merciful and gracious and abounding in steadfast love. But the climax of God forgiving love is revealed in the life and death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Throughout Jesus’ ministry he shared with people the good news that they are forgiven, such as with the paralyzed man in Mark 2:1-12 where he proclaims the man forgiven without requiring the man to go to the temple and make the proper sacrifices (this is what got many of the religious leaders ticked off and started their conspiracy to murder Jesus- because he offered access to God’s forgiving presence outside of the institutional means in the temple); and in his death on a cross and in his resurrection from the grave he showed the world that God’s forgiving love is unbounded. The bloody cross and the empty tomb was God’s way of saying- even if you kill me, my love for you will not die. You can do your worst to me, and I’ll still offer you my best in return. Your evil against me will be swallowed up by my love for you!” 

The cross of Jesus reveals the heart of God- a steadfast heart that will endure suffering rather than inflict it, a strong heart that will absorb all our wrongdoing and offer back the promise of forgiveness. The cross is God’s way of telling us that nothing will change God’s heart of forgiving love towards us. Nothing. Our sin hurts God deeply. God’s response is not to retaliate against us. God’s response is to offer us the costly gift of forgiveness. God condemns our sin, but refuses to condemn us. God’s forgiveness of us involves judging our sin for what it is while refusing to condemn us along with it.
So does that mean that there are no consequences to sin? That God just sort of ignores our wrongdoing? No, it doesn’t. God’s grace doesn’t magically erase the painful consequences of our sin. Gal 6:7 “Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow.” Sin has consequences. If you ignore the law of gravity, there will be serious consequences. If you ignore the moral laws God has established, their will be consequences. God’s offer of forgiveness isn’t about God saying to us, “You know, let’s just pretend that didn’t happen, and everything will be fine now.” No, God’s offer of forgiveness is God saying to us, “What you did was wrong and it hurt me and it probably hurt others and it hurt yourself, but I am not going to let it break this relationship apart. You are worth more to me than what you did.”  Grace is God’s refusal to let our sin define our worth. God’s grace assures us that our value isn’t dependent on what we do but rather our value is grounded in God’s unconditional and unbreakable love for us. That’s what the gift God’s forgiveness of our sins is all about. 

How do we receive that gift of divine forgiveness?
Asking for it. This is harder than it appears. But I think part of the difficulty for us sometimes comes from the misunderstanding that we must confess and repent in order to get God to forgive us. But the insistence of Jesus is that God has already forgiven you, even before you ask.
Confession should not be seen as something that God needs or requires in order to appease his anger. Confession isn't about trying to change God's heart toward us. God is not clutching tightly to is mercy, as if we have to try to pry it from his fingers through confession.  Repentance doesn’t change God’s attitude towards you, it changes your attitude towards God. You don’t have to grovel and beg and plead and try to twist God’s arm into forgiving you. You just have to come to your senses, see your sin for the pig slop that it is, and start walking home and God takes care of the rest. That walk home is the road of confession. Confession isn’t important because it informs God of what we’ve been up to, but because it transforms us and restores our relationship to God. To keep from confessing our sin to God holds us back from walking in the freedom of grace. Guilt, unconfessed sin, is paralyzing (Mark 2:1-12), and God wants us off our mat of guilt and walking with the lightness of grace.
 

Confession is something that God intends for us to engage in regularly. There is good reason to think that Jesus intended his followers to pray the “Lord's prayer” 3x daily. (This is because the Lord’s Prayer was an abbreviated and adapted form of a Jewish prayer that all Jews prayed morning, noon, and evening. That means that Jesus expected that his followers would ask God to "forgive us of our sins" very regularly. I challenge you to do this; to let the holy spirit do a "moral inventory" of the day. Ask God: "Lord, how have I acted in ways that drew me away from your freedom and peace? Lord, where have I settled for less than your best?” This kind of spiritual self-examination isn't about beating yourself up. It may be difficult and at the time unpleasant, but the purpose is to be set free from lingering guilt, and to enable you to take one more step away from whatever sin you committed. We'll talk more about this in a few weeks, but I think that we might find it a bit easier (at least in many cases) to forgive others if we are regularly confessing our own sins to God and acknowledging the ways in which we need God’s forgiveness for choosing the bowl over the birthright. A deep awareness of our own debts that have been cancelled is foundational for developing our capacity to offer forgiveness to others, and to cancel their debts.
As we begin this journey of forgiveness through Lent, my deep hope and prayer is that you know that God has forgiven you of your sins. You are forgiven! You have been given an immense gift. You have no reason to run from God and hide, and every reason to run into his arms and live on the inheritance of grace you have been given.
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