13th March 2011

 Psalm 32 
Five steps to forgiveness
Many believe that this Psalm, like many others, was written by David. It is one of many penitential Psalms, and perhaps very poignant at this time of Lent. As I read the Psalm preparing this sermon I came to realise that like all Psalms there is a clear structure and to me it seems this structure points to five stages or steps that we need to be aware of in our understanding and realisation of Gods forgiveness in our lives. 

To me these steps are:

1. Recognise our sinfulness and tendency to do wrong

2. Realise that sin is a rebellion against God

3. Admit our sins to God

4. Trust in God’s willingness to forgive, and

5. Accept God’s forgiveness

David as we know had plenty of reason to be penitent and seek forgiveness. On one occasion he had fallen in love with another man’s wife, he had summoned this woman to his chambers and he had made her pregnant. If that wasn’t enough David had then sent that woman’s husband to certain death in battle against the Ammonites, all so that David could have her as his own.

We do not know from the Psalm if David sought forgiveness from any of the people affected by his actions, but it is obvious that he did seek forgiveness from God. To seek God’s forgiveness he must have felt guilt for his actions and come to a conscious decision to try to right the wrongs he had committed. We know God did forgive David because in the first two verses of the Psalm David is clearly rejoicing at being forgiven, he feels blessed that his sins are covered and no longer count against him, he expresses relief of being released from his guilt, even for the great wrongs that he had committed. So how do we go about gaining forgiveness from our own sins? Well we may try a similar way as David of course.

1. So the first stage or step in seeking God’s forgiveness is to recognise our sinfulness and tendency to do wrong. To do this we need to understand what sin is, not only from our standpoint but also from God’s. We need to understand that we can’t help ourselves, in fact sin is an inescapable part of our lives in this world although we can consciously choose not to sin, we may sin unconsciously as well. Only when we become fully aware of the sins we commit and gain comfort in the knowledge that God wants to forgive us, then we must continually seek to give him the opportunity to do just that.

2. The next verses of the Psalm are concerned with David’s obvious remorse for his actions. He speaks of God’s hand being heavy upon him and sapping his strength so he is obviously feeling that God is making it quite obvious that He is not pleased with David’s actions. This then hints at the next stage in seeking God’s forgiveness, we must realise that all sin is a rebellion against God and as such God is going to take all sin very seriously. We could think of sin like a layer of dust that continues to settle relentlessly on a fine piece of wooden furniture eventually hiding the beauty of the wood until that piece of furniture looks just like any other. So to, the dust of our sin settles onto our relationship with God hiding the beauty of that relationship until we can no longer see God and worse he may not be able to see us.

3. The Psalm now moves on again, and here we get a hint of the third action, that is our admittance of our sins to God. In verse 5 we read that at last David is acknowledging his sin to God and stops trying to hide it from those sins from God. Perhaps this is a mistake we all make, trying to hide something from God just like we sometimes try to hide things we are less than proud of from others. But of course God cannot be deceived in this manner and we are foolish to even try. As we have been subject to sin from the very first days of our lives, we can thank God that all that time he has also been present in our lives. He knows each one of us intimately, probably better than we know ourselves, he is going to know every blemish, every scratch, every mark. But he is also going to love us unconditionally anyway. 

What God waits for, is for us to recognise all of these blemishes for what they really are, until we see them in ourselves how can we ask God to remove them? Once recognised we can then come into God’s presence and humbly confess to Him. Confession is not just a conversation with God listing all the things that we know we have done wrong, it is also an admittance to God that He is right and we are wrong, to recognise that we have sinned and have fallen short of his expectation. This admittance of our wrongdoing is key to our ongoing relationship with God and it also forms the basis for us asking for his forgiveness. But it should go further than that; we should confess our sin’s with the intention of not sinning again. If we confess and ask for God’s forgiveness and gain that forgiveness we should remember His grace if we are to deepen our relationship with Him. If we confess and gain his forgiveness only to sin again then how can we hope to move forward in that relationship? 

When I was young and still at school my walk home used to take me past an orchard. For weeks I walked straight past not even noticing the apple trees, then one day I walked past and noticed some boys in the orchard picking apples, I remember feeling a little disgruntled at them so obviously stealing the fruit. Then one day some weeks later I walked past and thought, well one apple less won’t make a difference, I climbed the fence and picked an apple then ate it as I walked. I did feel guilty but consoled myself in thinking that well I wasn’t the only one doing the stealing. As the weeks went past it became easier and easier to climb that fence and take apples and I found I didn’t even feel any guilt any longer. Our sin, if we are not careful can often become acceptable to, if this happens we may not even recognise that sin for what it really is and not even feel the necessity to ask for God’s forgiveness.

4. Number 4 on the list of things we must do is to trust in God’s willingness to forgive. In verse 7 of the Psalm we read that God is our hiding place and He will protect us from trouble and surround us with His deliverance. Throughout the Bible, both the Old and New Testaments, we can read repeatedly of God’s willingness to forgive us, there is no sin too great that God can not forgive. Right from the point where sin entered the world, we read of how God cannot endure the presence of sin and the result was our removal from his direct presence. But God doesn’t abandon us to sin, he repeatedly offers forgiveness and deliverance from our sin. God wants to forgive sin. Forgiveness has always been a part of His loving nature. He announced this to Moses and he revealed this to David, but more than anything else he made His love and His willingness to forgive unmistakably obvious through Jesus Christ. Paul reminds us repeatedly that we can have a joyous experience of forgiveness through Jesus the only man after all that was born without sin and who fulfilled prophecy and went willingly and in full knowledge of his death to be the final act of sacrifice for sin.

In Verses 8, 9 God actually says He will instruct and teach, counsel and watch over you. But it also contains a message that we should all heed. Through the example of a horse or a mule that have no understanding and must be bridled so that they may be controlled, similarly if we do not listen or heed to what God is trying to tell us, then we may also find ourselves more forcibly reminded by God. Like a Father trying to teach his children, there may come a point where the Father decides to use more drastic measure to ensure that his children understand what he is trying to instruct. 

5. Finally, now that we recognise our sinfulness and tendency to do wrong; now that we recognise sin for what it really is, a rebellion against God; now that we admit our sins to God through confession; we then must trust in God’s willingness to forgive us; then finally we should accept God’s forgiveness with an open mind and open heart. Verse 10 tells us that the Lord’s unfailing love surrounds the man who trusts in Him.

Forgiveness brings true joy. When in a full understanding of the complete picture and in a true spirit, if we ask God to forgive our sins He will grant that forgiveness and we will gain true happiness and total freedom from guilt.
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Questions
1. The message of this psalm can be seen in different ways. Discuss how you read these words – what are they saying to you?
2. Look at verses 3-5 – how much do they convey a sense of the enormity of a broken relationship through the effects of sin?

3. What positive effects of God’s protection can be taken from verses 6-7 and 10?

4. Take some time to rejoice in forgiveness (v11)
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