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One of my favorite Christmas stories is about a little boy named Benjamin who wanted a baby sister for Christmas so he decided to write a letter to God.  He sat down and wrote:
Dear God, I have been a very good boy. 

But he knew that God wouldn’t believe that, so he crumpled it up and threw it away and started over.

Dear God, I have been a pretty good boy. 

But that didn’t sound very convincing so he came up with a different tactic. He grabbed a towel from the bathroom, walked over to the family nativity scene under the Christmas tree, grabbed the figurine of Mary and wrapped her in the towel and hid her under his bed and wrote the letter again.

Dear Jesus, if you ever want to see your  mother again…

Well, we laugh, but the truth is, we do the same thing. I think we employ the same tactic to get what we want from God. We use bribery and blackmail. God, if you do this, I’ll do that. That is called bribery. Then there is blackmail. God if you don’t do this, I won’t do that. And if we examine our prayers, I think we would be surprised how many times we try to employ those tactics to get what we want from God. What we don’t realize is that God is for us. God is the One who gives good gifts to his children. No good thing will God withhold from those who walk uprightly before Him. All we need to do, I’m convinced of it, is please, sorry and thanks. When we say those words from our heart, it moves the heart of God and God will move heaven and earth.

So, we talked about thanks. We talked about please. This weekend, we are going to talk about sorry. Turn to II Corinthians 7.

Is it ok if I tell you what happened this week? I went out to my car and discovered that my battery was dead. So I asked one of our campus pastors to help me jump it and I won’t mention his initials but his name is Joel Schmidgall and it is up for debate which one of us is more mechanically challenged. So I asked him if he would help jump my car and we tried to do it and it didn’t work so I got on the phone with my mechanic and I told him it was clicking but it didn’t work. He had the gall to ask me if I was sure I had jumped it the right way! I want you to know I’m from Chicago and in the Midwest when it would get 50 below zero, I promise you, I know how to jump a battery. I’ve done it a hundred times so I don’t know what he was thinking! But just in case, just in case, because this was a new car that given to us, I decided to read the instruction manual. It is amazing what you can discover if you open that thing and read it. So I couldn’t get it started and the next morning, I get up and went out to try to jump it again early in the morning. It is high stakes because the car is parked over a construction site, like the orange spray paint, and 10 guys, and one of them pulls up on this big tractor as I’m trying to jump my car. So I was under the hood and it was not working. I don’t know how to say this but whatever I was jumping was not the battery! This was an awesome moment because there were 10 guys, probably all of them master mechanics. After reading the instruction manual, I discovered that in this car, the battery is in the trunk! Who knew! It was awesome to see their faces. The good news is that I got it jumped and I got it running and I pulled out of there with my tail between my legs.
Here’s my point. Sin will drain your battery. Sorry is the way you charge it. Sorry will jump start it! This message has the potential to change your life if you get the power of a simple ‘sorry.’

II Corinthians 7:8

8 Even if I caused you sorrow by my letter, I do not regret it. Though I did regret it—I see that my letter hurt you, but only for a little while— 9 yet now I am happy, not because you were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance. For you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not harmed in any way by us. 10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.

Listen, there are some things you should not feel sorry about. Isn’t it interesting, Paul can’t figure out here whether or not he should feel sorry or not feel sorry. I tell you what happened. Paul wrote a rather harsh letter to the Corinthians and I think he might have second guessed it and wondered if he should have done that, so he is wavering back and forth. Can I suggest that it takes tremendous spiritual discernment to know what to feel sorry for and what not to feel sorry for? And that probably is a good starting point for us. 

Years ago I heard something that was a game changer for me. Never let an arrow of criticism pierce your heart unless it first passes through the filter of Scripture. If it passes through the filter of Scripture, then that rebuke needs to be received and the only right response is repentance. But it if doesn’t pass through the filter of Scripture, listen, you need to get over it and get on with your life. The key is discerning the difference between those two things.

So Paul sent this letter to the Corinthians. That jogs my memory. I remember reading something years ago about Mark Twain. He was almost as famous for his temper as he was for his writing. He discovered a way that kept him out of trouble because his temper would cause him to say things he would later regret. So here’s what he did. When he was upset with someone, he would sit down and write a letter to vent his anger. Then he would put it on his mantle for three days. Then after three days, he would read it and if he felt like, maybe he over-reacted, he would toss that letter into the fireplace because it wasn’t something he should send. But if he felt like, ok that was the right reaction, he would go ahead and send that letter. I think that is an interesting practice.

So here’s Paul. He sends this letter to the Corinthians. He essentially rebukes them. Sometimes you just need to say what needs to be said. Sometimes you need to hurt someone to help them. This is where I want to be very careful. That is not a license to have at it. There are still these things called inside thoughts. And there is a right way to rebuke. I’m going to tell you two things right now. It better be in the spirit of gentleness. Galatians 6:1. And it better be in the spirit of humility. I’ve found that if there is someone you need to have a tough conversation with, I have found that if I share my failures and faults first, let me tell you how far short I have fallen, it opens the door to actually have a constructive conversation.
Here’s what I’m getting at, there is a right time and a right way, a right place to have these conversations and I should say this because Christmas is around the corner. I don’t think Christmas day at the dinner table with the extended family is the right place or the right time! There is a right way to do this.
Two things that have helped me, and again, it is because I know all of us have to write a letter sometime. There is probably a letter we should write. There is probably a conversation we should have unless we are just going to maintain the status quo and settle for something less than spiritual maturity. So here are two things that have helped me, two verses.

John 1:14 says that Jesus was full of grace and truth. Jot these down. Grace means I am going to love you no matter what. Truth means I’m going to be honest with you no matter what. When you have those two things, here’s what you have, a relationship! I don’t care if we’re talking about marriage or friendship, if you don’t have that, if grace is not part of the equation, get me out of it! Then if there is all grace and no truth, that is dysfunctional. So we need a lot of both. So when I have a tough conversation to have, I will often frame it that way. You know I love you and I’m going to love you no matter what, but I love you enough to have this conversation.

The second is John 16:12. It is another guardrail to these kinds of conversations.

12 “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.”

That has always helped me immeasurably because there are some things you need to say but if they aren’t ready to hear it, it is not time. It will not work. So you have to have a sensitivity. And I think Paul knew that the Corinthians were ready for this. So he sent the letter. 

Let’s flip the coin and talk about the reaction. Ok, here it is, verse 9

9 yet now I am happy, not because you were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance. For you became sorrowful as God intended and so were not harmed in any way by us.
I’ve said this 100 times but let’s make it 101, it is much easier to act like a Christian than it is to react like a Christian. Reactions reveal who you are when you are not acting. I think they are sometimes the best barometer. Sometimes a rebuke, a mistake, your reaction is going to be critical in this moment. Sometimes it is an unhealthy reaction. People go back to the bottle, back to the refrigerator, back to the website. Here’s the danger, sometimes we take a simple step back and then the risk we run is taking two steps back. Then before you know it, it’s backsliding and then you are way away from where you want to be spiritually. 

Repentance. Repentance is this reaction. I love the fact that the Corinthians, and you couldn’t have a more dysfunctional church, they took it on the chin. They took it to heart and it led to a godly sorrow that led to repentance. Let me just say that I want to be that kind of person. I want to be the kind of person that give permission and says speak into my life. Speak the truth in love. I have blind spots like anybody else. I’m thinking about one right now. Someday the other day said, ‘Do you have any shirts that aren’t plaid?’  Well, keep speaking into my life and I will take a look in my closet and see what I can find!
There is an old adage, no pain no gain. But I think most of us operate out of a different philosophy. No pain, no pain. Right? If you don’t go to the gym, no pain! But there is also no gain. And I think in our relationships, we have to open the door to allow people to speak into our lives.
Catch this. It meant enough to me that I would actually quote it. I don’t quote a lot of things. James Houston said: Mature individuals do not resent correction, for they identify more with their long-range selves that profit from correction than with the momentary self that is being advised. In other words, talk to me. Bring it on! I want to become more and more like Christ. And that doesn’t happen without a few difficult discussions.  I’m thinking about the moment when Jesus said to Peter in that loving voice, get thee behind me Satan. Ouch! But sometimes you have to have that tough conversation.

Here’s where we are at, right now we are on a horizontal plane. We are talking about tough conversations and rebuke, giving it and receiving it, and I will tell you this, ‘sorry’ is right in the middle of this whole thing but we are going to go vertical right now because that is what Paul does.  The vertical dimension is this, verse 10

10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads us away from sin and results in salvation,
Then we keep reading as if nothing just happened. Let me say the word again, salvation. That’s where we should get excited because here we are, Christmas time, and there’s that question – what’s the greatest gift you’ve ever gotten? Then your brain probably goes blank. The next time someone asks you that question, tell them that the One we celebrate on Christmas gave a reverse gift and it is called salvation and it is as simple as please, sorry and thanks. 

Sorry.  I’m a sinner in need of a Savior. There you have it. Please forgive me for my sin. And He is able to do it because He went to the cross to pay that penalty. And then thanks. That is your whole life. Your life is the way you say thanks for the gift of salvation that God has given. I felt like maybe this weekend, we needed to circle this idea of salvation because there might be someone here who has never received that gift. It is as simple as sorry, please, thanks, and the gift is given and received. 
So let me talk about this. I love the language, the word ‘salvation’ you didn’t have to go to seminary for this, it means saved. But think saved document. Think saved document. The reason I’m thinking about that is because I just finished final line edits on the book I wrote with Dick Foth. It comes out in May. Dick will be here the weekend before and there might be a late Christmas gift coming your way! It is 200 pages. Can I tell you as a writer, the greatest feeling in the world is the last time you hit save. Oh! Wow that feels good! I like writing but I love having written. When you save it and it is signed sealed and delivered by email to your publisher, what a feeling! You are saved and it is signed, sealed and delivered. 

It also means pardoned. Think Presidential pardon by executive order. It means remission of sin. If that doesn’t make sense to you, maybe think of the remission of cancer. The remission of some kind of illness. It is a clean bill of health. It is a new lease on life. ‘Sorry’ does that and a thousand other things. It makes what’s wrong right. It brings reconciliation. Did you know that one ‘sorry’ can mend years of pain? If you look someone in the eye from the depth of your soul and you apologize, something powerful can happen in that moment. 

I love this last little tag line. It says there is no regret for that kind of sorrow.

I John 1:8-9 says

8 If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 
There is a saying born in baseball, three strikes and you are out. And it is so ingrained in our psyche that I think we play the game of life the same way. We give people three chances, no more. But God never gives up. It is not in his nature. When Peter asked Jesus how many times he should forgive his brother, Jesus sets the gold standard. Peter answers his own question by saying seven. You know that Peter is feeling like he is being generous right here. Then Jesus throws it back at him, try seventy times seven. It just blew his mind. Then He ups the ante again by telling a story about a master who forgave his servant a 10,000 talent debt. It’s in Matthew 18. 
Let’s have fun with this because we are talking about the gift of salvation. You can’t put a price tag on that. Let me do the currency exchange. One talent in that economy was 180 months wages. That’s 15 years and that’s just one talent. So a 10,000 talent debt is 150,000 years of wages. You take your salary and you do the math and you tell me what number you come up with. Maybe about whatever your college loan is! Using average life expectancy, it would have taken this servant 2,232 lifetimes to pay off this debt. Of course the average if expectancy in the 1st Century was less than half what it is now so it would have taken twice as long. Let’s put it into numbers. The Federal minimum wage is $7.25. That’s an annual income of $15,080 just above the poverty line for a single taxpayer in the United States. That might not seem like much but when you multiply it by 150,000 years, 2,262,000 dollars. Now hold that thought. Think about Ephesians 2:4. It says that God is rich in mercy. Maybe we should interpret that a little bit more literally to the tune of 2,262,000. That’s just you. By virtue of what Christ accomplished on the cross, your debt is paid in full. What did Jesus say when He was on the cross? He said, ‘It is finished.’  It is one word in Greek. It is the word that in the 1st Century was written across a receipt when it was paid in full.  He has paid off your debt down to the red cent. The cross was the final installment on sin. And all we have to do is say ‘Sorry.’  That’s it. He was flogged and a crown of thorns was put on his head. He endured tremendous pain and suffering and all we have to do is say sorry. That’s the gift of salvation. That is the good news and that is the gospel truth.

Our ushers are going to come and we are going to serve communion in just a few minutes. If you are a guest, you are free to celebrate communion. In fact, maybe this weekend, you received that gift of salvation. I can’t think of a better way to celebrate communion maybe for the first time. 

First, give me five more minutes. A number of years ago, I was in Wittenberg, Germany on Reformation Day. That’s where a parish priest by the name of Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the castle church. Before that trip, I decided I wanted to know a little bit more about Martin Luther so I read a rather detailed biography and he certainly had his blind spots like any of us but what struck me was that Martin Luther would sometimes spend as much as six hours in a single sitting confessing his sin to God. I’m going to tell you why that struck me. I couldn’t remember the last time I had spent six minutes confessing my sin to God. His biographer put it this way, if you can focus, can you do two things at the same time? Martin Luther said, every sin, in order to be absolved, was to be confessed. Therefore the soul must be searched and the memory ransacked and the motives probed. When we the last time we confessed like that? What does that have to do with communion? Paul said that before we come to the Lord’s Table, we should examine ourselves. I’m not sure that that’s our cursory ‘sorry.’ I wonder if it is more than that. Maybe a little bit of soul searching is in order. Don’t get me wrong, God can answer a simple ‘I’m sorry for all my sins.’  But sometimes our very nebulous confessions of sin result in very nebulous feeling of forgiveness. The reason is because we haven’t probed. We haven’t searched our soul.
Here’s what I want you to understand this weekend. God doesn’t want to just forgive you. He wants to change you. But to change you, you have to understand what you are sorry for. Confession is like an autopsy on your sin. You have to understand why it happened and what happened so that you don’t do it again. Can you imagine going into the doctor’s office saying you don’t feel good. The doctor asks what’s wrong. You just say I don’t feel good. You want the doctor to diagnose you when all you have told him is you are not feeling good. We need to give specifics so that we can diagnose the problem.

Let’s make sure this one doesn’t get misquoted. When it comes to confession, I believe in name it, claim it. You have to name it so you can claim the grace and the mercy that God offers. 

My 18 years of pastoring, I think the most powerful communion experience was one where we did a written confession of our sin. There was something so cathartic about it, in fact, we set up that experience in a unique way. We had stations of the cross and gave everybody some paper and a pen and as we wrote out our confession and what I found was the writing demands specificity. As I wrote out that confession, it was a little awkward. But I remember writing it out and then we went to these crosses and the sound of the hammer hitting the nail and then the sight of a confession plastered cross, it was such a powerful thing. I think it helped me appreciate Colossians 2:14, Our sin is nailed to the cross.

So here’s one last thought as we prepare to celebrate communion and as we worship the Lord. Quit living as if Christ is still nailed to the cross. He is not. He is seated at the right hand of the Father in power and in glory. There is only one thing nailed to the cross, my sin. And God’s hammer of mercy has no claw. Once it is nailed, it is nailed. And it is not just forgiven, it is forgotten.

Lord, help us receive your grace and mercy in these moments. Lord we thank you for the gift of salvation. We rejoice with those who have received that gift for the first time. We pray that you will prepare our hearts to make this pilgrimage back to the foot of the cross where we get closure on our sin and to celebrate the precious blood of Christ and the body that was broken so that our sin could be paid in full and we can be forgiven. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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