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This morning I’m preaching on just one verse from this morning’s epistle lesson from I John: “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1:9).  That’s one of my favorite verses in the whole Bible, because I’m a sinner saved by grace, a sinner who needs God’s forgiveness every single day, and this verse promises us that when we confess our sins to God, he forgives us, period, full stop.  This makes me happy, as Psalm 32:1 puts it, “Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, and whose sin is put away” (BCP 624).

In my early 20’s when Steph and I lived in Fairfax, Virginia I would occasionally visit the Fairfax County jail—always a sobering experience.  One time after I visited some inmates I stopped by the chaplain’s office to say hello to the chaplain of the jail, Pastor Karl.  Pastor Karl was crazy, but in a good way.  He loved his ministry there and when it came to his energy level he was a combination of Speedy Gonzalez and the Energizer Bunny.  He talked a mile a minute.  While he was talking to me he told me he needed someone to fill in for him at the weekly Sunday afternoon service for the inmates, and before I knew what had happened he thanked me for volunteering and told me to be there at 2:00 sharp Sunday afternoon.  Before I could ask any questions, he thanked me again and left.
Sunday afternoon came and I showed up with my shirt and tie, a Bible lesson, and sweaty palms.  The guards led me to the room where the service was and left me there alone as about 40-50 inmates walked in, all wearing their teal-colored prison clothes, complete with white slippers.  They sat in a circle and after the initial chatting subsided, there was an awkward pause.  One of them stated, “Okay, preacher boy, you’re up!”  I got up, thanked them for coming, and started stumbling through my teaching.  I was immediately cut off by another inmate, “We always sing first!”  (Thanks for letting me know, Pastor Karl ().  A bunch of dilapidated old Methodist hymnals were quickly taken from a dusty bookshelf and passed around.  Then someone shouted a hymn number, and everyone turned to it and started singing.  I was simply along for the ride.  Amazing Grace, Rock of Ages, A Mighty Fortress—one hymn after another.  Different inmates shouted various numbers and everyone just started singing.  They sang loudly, from their hearts, several of them with tears running down their faces.  I was blown away.  
After five or six hymns, the singing stopped and one of the inmates said to me, “Okay preacher boy, you can talk now.”  I gave my teaching, and for the life of me I can’t tell you what it was about, and I suspect those present couldn’t either.  When I finished, there was another awkward pause.  I had learned my lesson.  “Want to sing some more hymns?” I asked.  An inmate shouted out a number and off we went, another three or four hymns.  When the service was over, they filed out of the room, and one of them pulled me aside for a moment and, seeing the dumbfounded look on my face, asked me, “Do you know why we’re so happy when we sing?”  I shook my head.  “We’re happy because we’re forgiven.”  He slapped my back and hummed as he walked out.  I didn’t teach the inmates anything that day, but they certainly taught me.  “We’re happy because we’re forgiven.”

Sometimes knowing a little bit about an author can help us appreciate their work more fully.  With that in mind, here’s a little bit of background about John… John was a fisherman, the youngest of the twelve disciples, and the brother of James.  Along with Peter and James, John was one of the “inner three” disciples, the only disciples present with Jesus when he raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead, when he was transfigured and appeared with Moses and Elijah, and when he prayed in Garden of Gethsemane.  John was the only one of the disciples who stood at the cross as Jesus suffered and died.  Jesus asked John to care for his mother, Mary.  John was the only one of the disciples, except Judas, who was not martyred.  John lived to be a very old man, and as an old man John wrote his five books in the New Testament: his account of the gospel, I, II, and III John, and the Book of Revelation, the last of which he wrote while in exile on the island of Patmos.  

John’s New Testament writings emphasize that Jesus is the Bread of Life, Light of the World, Good Shepherd, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and the Resurrection and the Life.  John’s writings also emphasize that Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, the Son of God who loves us and saves us through his death on the cross.  Twice in his first epistle John emphasizes that Jesus’ death on the cross is the atoning sacrifice for our sins:

I John 2:2—“He (Jesus) is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for our sins only, but for the sins of the whole world.”

I John 4:10—“In this love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.”

Because Jesus in his death on the cross is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, when we confess our sins to God, he forgives us, totally, completely, head to toe, 100%.  Scripture uses many images to describe what God what does with our sins.  When we confess our sins to God he blows them away like a cloud (Isaiah 44:22), removes them as far as the east is from the west (Psalm 103:12), treads them underfoot, hurls them into the depths of the sea (Micah 7:19), puts them behind his back (Isaiah 38:17), and remembers them no more (Jeremiah 31:34).  
God’s forgiveness of our sins because of the atonement of Jesus death on the cross on our behalf is the heart of the gospel.  In other words, as was preached recently at the Mockingbird Conference in New York City, “You are forgiven.  Go home” (.

Some people don’t think they need God’s forgiveness, like the words of a bumper sticker I saw a few weeks ago that stated smugly, “Born Fine the First Time.”  Or like Roger Daltrey of The Who sings in Baba O’Riley, the classic opening track of the classic 1971 album, Who’s Next, “I don’t need to be forgiven, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.”  
But thinking we do not need God’s forgiveness is wishful thinking.  It’s like a hilarious statement I read recently, “When you wish upon a falling star, your dreams can come true. Unless it's really a meteorite hurtling to the Earth which will destroy all life. Then you're in deep trouble no matter what you wish for, unless it's death by meteor.”  

Thinking we don’t need God’s forgiveness is not just wishful thinking, it’s dangerous, even more dangerous than “a meteorite hurtling to the Earth.”  In this morning’s epistle lesson John puts it this way, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1:8).  
The problem is not just that we sin, but that we sin against God.  As it says in Psalm 51:4, “Against you (God) only have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight.”  Or as we pray in the confession each week:
(Rite One) “We acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins… against thy divine majesty” or “we confess that we have sinned against thee” (BCP 331).

(Rite Two) “Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you” (BCP 360).
When we sin we commit cosmic treason, we mock the Creator and Sustainer or the universe, we grieve the Holy Spirit… we sin against God.
But the good news of the gospel is that God is merciful.  That’s why John writes in I John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  God forgives us because he is faithful.  When Jesus shed his blood on the cross he established a new covenant with us, a covenant marked by God’s forgiveness.  God is faithful, always, always, always.  God is faithful even though we are fickle.  As Paul wrote to Timothy, “If we are faithless, he remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself” (II Timothy 2:13).  God forgives us because he is faithful.

God also forgives us because he is just.  In the same way we see the faithfulness of God in the new covenant Jesus established on the cross, we also see the justice of God in Jesus’ death on the cross.  Listen to what Paul writes in his Letter to the Romans: “God presented him (Jesus) as a sacrifice of atonement through faith in his blood.  He did this to demonstrate his justice… so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus” (Romans 3:25-26, New International Version).
When we confess our sins God forgives us not because we are faithful, but because he is faithful, not because we are just, but because he is just.  God loves us that much.  
Not only does God forgive us, he also cleanses us “from all unrighteousness.”  

One summer many years ago I was a camp counselor at a summer camp in West Virginia for a week.  One afternoon I went tubing down a river with a bunch of middle school students—a total blast (.  At one point we came across a bunch of moss that was floating on the river and found that it was a lot of fun to throw the moss at one another.  We laughed and threw the moss at one another for quite awhile—there was so much of it.  Then we rounded a bend in the river and saw a herd of cattle wading in the water.  To our horror we realized the “moss” we had been throwing at one another was not moss at all—I’m sure you can figure out what it was.  When we arrived back at the camp I took the longest shower of my life (.

When we sin we not only need God to forgive us, we also need him to cleanse us.  The sins we’ve committed make us filthy, and the sins committed against us make us filthy too.  It’s all a big mess.  Sometimes the sins we think are harmless fun are making us incredibly filthy, and we don’t realize it until we go around a bend in the river.  But that’s exactly where God meets us, in the messes of our lives—the messes we make, and the messes others make for us, the mess of sin.  Through the blood of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, God forgives us, and makes us clean.
God does this because he is faithful.  God does this because he is just.  God does this because he loves us that much.

God’s forgiveness is comprehensive, because the blood Jesus shed on the cross is comprehensive—it atones for the sin of the whole world, including you and me.  
In the early seventeenth century there was a famous Anglican priest and poet, John Donne, who served as Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and was a favorite preacher of Kings James and Charles.  He wrote a poem, or prayer, in the early seventeenth century about the comprehensiveness of God’s forgiveness, which serves as the text of Hymns 140 and 141 in our hymnal.  Listen to the comprehensiveness of God’s forgiveness as Donne asks God,  
“Wilt thou forgive that sin, where I begun, which is my sin, though it were done before?

Wilt thou forgive those sins through which I run, and do run still, though still I do deplore?

When thou hast done, thou hast not done, for I have more.

Wilt thou forgive that sin, by which I won others to sin, and made my sin their door?

Wilt thou forgive that sin which I did shun a year or two, but wallowed in a score? 

When thou hast done, thou hast not done, for I have more.

I have a sin of fear that when I’ve spun my last thread, I shall perish on the shore;

Swear by thyself, that at my death thy Son shall shine as he shines now, and heretofore

And having done that, thou hast done, I fear no more.”  

“If we confess our sins, he (God) who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  God’s forgiveness is comprehensive, and like the inmate told me in the jail years ago, “We’re happy because we’re forgiven.”
Let us pray…
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