My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:1-2)
Dear Friends in Christ,
Sin is a powerful force with which Christians struggle our entire lives.  Early in his life as a monk Martin Luther suffered deeply as he grew more and more conscious of his sin. He would confess his sins daily – for as long as six hours – searching his memory and analyzing his every motive to be sure he had not missed a single sin. Roland H. Bainton underscores this in his biography of Luther, Here I Stand.
“There is, according to Luther, something much more drastically wrong with man than any particular list of offenses which can be enumerated, confessed and forgiven. The very nature of man is corrupt. The penitential system fails because it is directed to particular lapses. Luther had come to perceive that the entire man is in need of forgiveness.”
We need forgiveness.  Why? We need forgiveness because we are sinners!  We are forgiven of our sin, but not because we are remorseful.  That would make our justification based on something we do.  If forgiveness were based solely on our being sorry for our sin, then there would be no reason for the incarnation, no reason for the life of Christ, and certainly no reason for Christ to be crucified.  We are forgiven by the blood of Jesus Christ shed on Calvary’s cross. This is what the apostle Paul teaches us in Romans 2:23-26,  for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. 
We confess our sin.  Why? We confess our sin because we are real sinners! Confession begins with godly sorrow over our sin.  Luther’s freedom from the condemning power of sin began when he finally, not only faced the reality of his depravity, but also grasped the power of Christ’s sacrifice. Jesus’ sacrifice had the power to atone not only for Luther’s actual sins but also for his sinful nature.  Sin is real and we see what it does to us and to those we love.  God gives us the gift of confession as a means to relieve our guilty conscience of sin.  If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:8-9 NIV) As Luther says in the Small Catechism, Confession embraces two parts: the one is, that we confess our sins; the other, that we receive absolution, or forgiveness, from the confessor, as from God Himself, and in no wise doubt, but firmly believe, that our sins are thereby forgiven before God in heaven.  
We live with sinners. Matthew 18:15 If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.   Jesus is reminding us that when a Christian is caught in a sin, the goal is not to punish the sinner but to gain the sinner, to repair that which is broken.  When sin becomes public it almost always leads to other sins, in particular sins against the 8th commandment.  
Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. 
What does this mean? We should fear and love God that we may not deceitfully belie, betray, slander, or defame our neighbor, but defend him, [think and] speak well of him, and put the best construction on everything. 

In order to move on from despair of sin, we need to accept its reality.  We are sinners.  Each Sunday in the Divine service we are reminded of this when we confess;  
Most merciful God, we confess that we are by nature sinful and unclean. We have sinned against You in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have left undone. We have not loved You with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. We justly deserve Your present and eternal punishment. For the sake of Your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy on us. Forgive us, renew us, and lead us, so that we may delight in Your will and walk in Your ways to the glory of Your holy name. Amen.

But we don’t stop there.  As Luther reminds us Confession has two parts. The pastor announces:
Almighty God in His mercy has given His Son to die for you and for His sake forgives you all your sins. As a called and ordained servant of Christ, and by His authority, I therefore forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

And we all say together Amen.  This is most certainly true.  Then we can fully comprehend the even greater assurance of forgiveness in Christ. Christ’s blood covers the guilt of our sinful nature just as much as it covers actual sins. We no longer need to be paralyzed by an inward focus on the depth of our sin or consumed with anger contemplating the sins of others.  We must move on. Our faith in Christ is what enables us to move from the depths of sin into the forgiving arms of Jesus.  This truly frees us to live and act as Christians.

Always in Grace, 

President Steve Turner
