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I heard a true story about a case that happened in the San Diego superior court.  Two men were 

on trial for armed robbery.  An eye witness took the stand and the prosecutor got up and began 

his questioning.  First he asked the eyewitness, “You were at the scene of the robbery?”  “Yes,” 

answered the witness. 

 

“You saw the vehicle and observed the occupants leave at a high rate of speed?”  “Yes.”  Then 

the prosecutor in a booming voice asked, “And are the ones who did this in the courtroom 

today?”  At that point the defendants sealed their fate—they both raised their hands. 

 

This morning we are going to talk about guilt and about the truth of forgiveness.  The truth is that 

all of us at times have had to honestly say, “I did it.”  There are things in every one of our lives 

that we struggle with.  James 2:10 says, “The person who keeps every law of God but makes one 

little slip is as guilty as the person who has broken every law there is.” 

 

The truth is, my friends, that all of us are in the same boat.  We all have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God.  We all have failed; have blown it; have dropped the ball in many places.  So 

we all know what it is to feel guilty about things we have done. 

 

In our Walk Through the Bible it is again the Book of Psalms which often capture these feelings.  

For example, Psalm 130 says, “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord; O Lord, hear my voice.  

Let your ears be attentive to my cry for mercy.  If you, O Lord, kept a record of sins, O Lord, 

who could stand?  But with you there is forgiveness; therefore, you are feared.” 

 

An unfortunate thing, of course, is that many people hang onto the guilt of their sins.  Dr. Russell 

Maltby, a pastor from England, says that many people give their sins a “prolonged funeral.”  

They brood over what they have done for long periods of time before taking action. 

 

In the case of Judas in the passion story it says, “he repented and brought back the thirty pieces 

of silver…”  He even cried out, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood.”  Yet even though 

Jesus offered Judas forgiveness for his betrayal, he could not forgive himself.  Filled with guilt 

and shame he went out and hanged himself. 

 

On the other hand, the disciple Peter also committed a terrible sin by denying Jesus.  When the 

rooster crowed he was so filled with guilt that he went out and wept bitterly.  Yet Peter, even 

after his terrible sin, was able to return and receive Jesus’ forgiveness.  He was able to forgive 

himself; he put this sin behind him and became a great leader for Christ’s church. 

 

The key to guilt and forgiveness, my friends, is that we can easily look at Jesus’ death on the 

cross as simply an objective truth, without experiencing its cleansing power in a personal way.  

Only through forgiveness can we be set free from guilt and live as new creatures in Christ. 



 

Arthur Miller’s well known play, “Death of a Salesman,” features the character, Willie Loman, 

who is coming to the end of his life with the realization that he is a failure.  Early in his career he 

had an extra-marital affair while on a business trip.  His son, Bif, on a surprise visit catches his 

Dad in a hotel room with this woman. 

 

His son sees his father as a cheap, pathetic man.  Willie Loman is wracked with guilt for his sin 

and for the damage he has done to his son.  In one part of the play, while Willie is talking to his 

adoring and faithful wife, the woman with whom he committed adultery walks across the stage, 

invisible to all but himself.  She is talking to him, plaguing him with the memory of his sin. 

 

This whole scene is an accurate depiction of guilt.  All Christians, like every individual, have 

ghosts of past sins that haunt and torment our daily living.  These voices of yesterday can be so 

piercing that they drown out the voice of Jesus who can wipe away our sin with his amazing 

grace. 

 

A commercial a few years ago for a financial firm made the statement, “We make money the old 

fashioned way; we earn it.”  You know, my friends, this idea that we get what we deserve has 

been hammered into our minds; the idea that we’ve got to somehow measure up. 

 

Yet then we hear the Gospel which tells us that we cannot earn God’s forgiveness by working 

harder.  God accepts us on the basis of what Jesus did, not on what we try to do.  Ah, but Satan is 

the master of deception.  He keeps telling us we need to do more; suffer more for our sins. 

 

An old illustration of God’s forgiveness is to think of ourselves living in a rented house.  The 

landlord is a tyrant who makes life miserable for us.  Yet one day a stranger knocks at the door 

and tells us that he has purchased the home.  We can live there free of charge; the rent has been 

paid in full.  We accept this offer, even though it makes no sense to us. 

 

Yet a couple weeks later the old landlord appears; he comes to collect the rent.  He blames us for 

the problems with the house; he harasses us.  What should we do?  Should we feel sorry for him?  

No, the only answer is to tell him to take up his problem with the new landlord. 

 

You know, my friends, Satan comes to prowl around the premises of our lives seeking to collect 

rent that has already been paid.  He wants us to worry over back payments.  He wants us to try 

harder, to think we can earn our own forgiveness by being better.  Yet our only defense is to 

keep telling Satan, “Take it up with Jesus.  He’s paid for it all.” 

 

Another misnomer about forgiveness which is often proclaimed is the idea that God is keeping 

records on us; the idea that he records the date and hour of each sin in his big book; the idea that 

one day the files will be opened up and we will have to face up to every sin we have ever 

committed.  Sometimes this thought may plague us and cause us to worry about our own death. 

 

Yet this is not what the Bible teaches.  It says that God forgives penitent sinners and does not 

mark down our sins against us.  It says that God has cleared the record; he has wiped it clean 

with his blood.  It says that as far as the East is from the West, so far has God cast our sins away. 

 



A final roadblock to personal forgiveness is the common perception, “I just don’t feel forgiven.”  

Yet the truth, the fact of forgiveness, has really nothing to do with whether we feel it or not.  

Martin Luther once said that he didn’t feel that his sins were forgiven.  Rather, he said he knew 

they were forgiven because God promises it in his Word.   

 

Being forgiven has to do with what Jesus has done for us, not how I feel from day to day.  My 

feelings, of course, are always up and down.  To know that truth; to trust in Jesus can lead us to 

receive that gift of forgiveness.  It can help us know the healing peace that only God gives. 

 

Two closing illustrations:  In medieval times there was a rule that people coming to church 

needed to leave their weapons and supplies outside; then they could enter into worship.  There 

was even a place for these things to be left.  Then after the service was over, these people would 

again pick up their weapons, their goods and continue on their way. 

 

That is still so true of our lives today.  We often leave our burden of sin at the door as we come 

to worship.  We sing, pray, confess, and hear God’s promises.  Yet then as we leave we pick up 

our burden again, sometimes even our anger and hurt, and go home.  Rather, we need to leave 

our burden at the cross.  We need to give it all to him.  Jesus wants to take our burden, whatever 

is hurting us, so we can be completely free. 

 

A second illustration is of the person I spoke with one time who told me how he often goes 

hunting out West in Wyoming each fall.  He said that he knows a farmer out there who lets him 

hunt on his hilly, mountainous land.  The only stipulation this rancher has given him as he moves 

from one area to another is to make sure that he shuts the gates behind him. 

 

That is also the message of Jesus to us.  As we confess our sins and hear his promises of 

forgiveness, we need to shut the gate behind us.  Judas could not do that and his life was 

destroyed.  We need to let those sins go and forget about them.  We need to leave the past behind 

and move into the wonderful opportunities God has for us. 

 

Psalm 130 says so well, “If you, Lord, kept a record of sins, Lord, who could stand?  But with 

you there is forgiveness; so that we can, with reverence, serve you.”  Without God and his 

forgiveness none of us could stand.  He is our only hope. 

 

And Psalm 103 says so beautifully, “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, 

abounding in love.  He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; he does not 

treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.  For as high as the heavens 

are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the 

west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.” 

 

May each of us, my friends, find personal healing, and newness, in God’s love and forgiveness.  

Then as God has forgiven us, may we be able to find release from our guilt and be able to forgive 

our own selves.  


