Revive Us Again #2

“It Is Time to Come Clean”

Exodus 32-33
There is an interesting phrase in our jargon: a “come-to-Jesus moment.” It can mean a number of things, such as

1. A moment when one chooses to accept Jesus Christ as one’s Savior and follow the Christian faith. 

2. A moment of epiphany, enlightenment, or intuition regarding the truth of a matter.
3. A point in time in which fundamental priorities and/or beliefs are challenged, reassessed, or reaffirmed.

4. Any moment or meeting in which a frank, often unpleasant, conversation is held so as to bring to light and/or resolve some issue at hand.

More often than not, though, a “come-to-Jesus moment” is a challenge for one to confess something they have done. Instead of concealing guilt, it is time to come clean and resolve the problem.

For a true revival to happen, there must be a “come-to-Jesus moment” for each person. Often revival meetings will close with an invitation to “come to Jesus” in order to receive Him as Savior and Lord. A big part of such a moment is coming clean with regard to sin in one’s life. This is the subject of our message today.

Last week I mentioned Jonathan Edwards, the Puritan preacher who was a major part of the Great Awakening in the American colonies. One man profoundly influenced by Edwards was Charles Finney, who made a significant impression upon the religious life of 19th century America, and his influence is still evident today.
 Called the “father of modern revivalism” by some historians, he paved the way for later revivalists like Dwight L. Moody, Billy Sunday, and Billy Graham.

One narrator of Christian biography has termed Charles G. Finney’s memoirs “perhaps the most remarkable account of the manifestations of the Holy Spirit’s power since apostolic days. It is crowded with accounts of spiritual outpourings which remind one of the Day of Pentecost.”

Charles G. Finney was born August 29, 1792, in Warren, Connecticut, and heard almost no gospel preaching during his early years. At the age of twenty-six he joined a law office in the small town of Adams, New York. Here he was able to attend church services and prayer meetings regularly, though he himself was not yet saved.

On October 10, 1821, while praying alone in the woods outside the village, Finney experienced a powerful conversion. That evening in his small office he had a vision that he fell weeping at Jesus’ feet. He later wrote, “I received a mighty baptism of the Holy Ghost…Without expecting it, without ever having the thought in my mind that there was any such thing for me, without any recollection that I had ever heard the thing mentioned by any person in the world, at a moment entirely unexpected by me, the Holy Spirit descended upon me in a manner that seemed to go through me body and soul.”

The very next day Finney began witnessing to people. That evening, though no announcement had been made, he saw people from all over the village going to the place where prayer meetings were generally held. Word had spread through the whole village that Finney had been converted. Then he decided to go himself. When he got there the house was packed, but no one said anything. Then Finney arose. As he recounted his testimony, people were gripped by the Holy Spirit. The minister rose to his feet and confessed that he believed he had been a stumbling block in the way of the church. He asked Finney to lead in prayer. God anointed Finney as he prayed his first public prayer. From that time on they had a prayer meeting every evening. Revival had begun. It spread among all classes of people and extended out beyond the village in all directions.

The revivals of Finney’s earlier ministry tended to occur in small-town churches and then spread to other nearby towns. Later in life, Finney directed his ministry to city churches or tabernacles. These revivals spread and blessed churches nearby and throughout the city. Almost always the revivals that began in a local church soon became community wide and brought in many invitations from nearby places.
Like Edwards before him, Finney was not a fiery preacher who thundered doom and damnation against sinners. Those who heard him preach reported he spoke calmly, persuasively—like a lawyer logically arguing the case.
 Finney gave an invitation at the end of sermons for people to come and kneel and pray, to repent and receive salvation.
 But the results were evident: Usually wherever Finney preached, people quickly became convicted of their sins, humbled themselves in repentance before God, and received the assurance of salvation. He taught that repentance involved confession and restitution. In many of his revivals the amount of monetary restitution totaled many thousands of dollars. The first winter that he ministered in Boston, Finney preached two sermons one Sunday on Proverbs 28:13, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy.” Many crimes were confessed, and many restitutions were made.

It is believed that 500,000 people came to Christ through the ministry of Charles Finney.
 And the conversions seemed to stick: While it is said that 70 percent of the converts even in Moody’s meetings became backsliders, it is estimated that 85 percent of the professed converts in the Finney revivals remained true to the Lord.
 

If we want to see revival among us, we must have that “come-to-Jesus moment” ourselves. It is time to come clean about our sin.

Turn to Exodus 32. At this time Moses is on Mount Sinai, receiving the law from the Lord. Reading from verse one,

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.” 

Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.” So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.” 

When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, “Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.” So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings.  Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ 

“I have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked people. Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation.” (Exo 32:1-10)

It is hard to imagine the people of God sinking to a lower depth than this. After witnessing the ten plagues in Egypt, the parting of the Red Sea, the visible presence of God leading them in the wilderness, manna from the sky and water from the rock, the Israelites have completely gone off the tracks and are worshiping an idol in place of God. Commandments number one and two flagrantly violated. 

God saw what was happening and told Moses about it. And He was prepared to wipe them all out and start over with Moses. Later in the chapter Moses came down from the mountain and confronted his brother Aaron, who gave the lamest story in the history of excuse making about how the golden calf came about in Exodus 32:22-24, “Do not be angry, my lord,” Aaron answered. “You know how prone these people are to evil. They said to me, ‘Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.’ So I told them, ‘Whoever has any gold jewelry, take it off.’ Then they gave me the gold, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!” I’m sure there are five-year-olds shaking their heads saying, “Dude, you gotta do better than that!” Then we read in Exodus 32:30-32, 

The next day Moses said to the people, “You have committed a great sin. But now I will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” So Moses went back to the Lord and said, “Oh, what a great sin these people have committed! They have made themselves gods of gold. But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written.”
It was time to come clean about their sin. There are three simple steps in this process.

Admit Our Guilt

First, we must admit our guilt. People today minimize and redefine sin, often alleging that the “failures” of their lives and certain “disorders” exist because of how others have treated them. The victim mentality reigns supreme as popular culture comforts itself in affirming that people are basically good and whatever may be wrong is not really wrong, but merely a preference of personal freedom. Instead of accepting responsibility for their behavior, people demand to be accepted as they are.

God’s solution to the problem begins with facing the reality of personal guilt by bringing it into the strong light of revealed truth.
 There is no sense in trying to hide our sin or to pretend either that it is not there or that it is not as bad as it first seemed. Sin will not just disappear by itself. Even if we bury it deep in our subconscious, it will still need to be dealt with.

Some people would have us believe that the whole idea of confessing sin is morbid and unhealthy. “It’s such an unwholesome thing,” they say, “to concentrate on your sins; it only adds to the number of neurotics who suffer from a guilt complex.” Well, some forms of confession are unhealthy, especially if we keep raking over our past which should have been long ago confessed, forsaken, and forgiven. But true confession, the honest, shamefaced uncovering before God of the sins of the past day or week, far from being unhealthy, is an essential condition of spiritual health. It is the person who covers his sins who is unhealthy; he “shall not prosper”. There can be no mental or spiritual health without honesty. The confession of sin is a necessary condition of receiving the forgiveness of God. 

Confession and forgiveness are essential to the moral integrity of the soul, to the emotional health of the whole person, and to the well-being of the church as the household of faith.
 Confession must be made to the person against whom we have sinned and from whom we need and desire to receive forgiveness.
 Moreover, what is required is not a general confession of sin but a particular confession of our sins, as we deliberately call them to mind, confess and forsake them.

“Well, I confessed my sin and found forgiveness when I first came to Christ,” you may be thinking.

Confession and forgiveness aren’t just for non-Christians. Believers need them at times too. There’s a familiar verse in 1 John 1:9: “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Did you know that verse was actually directed toward believers? Yes, God knew that we would all fall short of perfection at one time or another. That makes the promise of forgiveness all the more significant.

Confession is not praying a lovely prayer, or making pious excuses, or trying to impress God and other Christians. True confession is naming sin—calling it by name what God calls it: envy, hatred, lust, deceit, or whatever it may be. Confession simply means being honest with ourselves and with God, and if others are involved, being honest with them too.

Do you need to admit your guilt? Or are you playing the blame game? Blame never affirms; it always assaults. Blame never solves; it always complicates. Blame never unites; it always separates. Blame never smiles; it always frowns. Blame never forgives; it always rejects. Blame never forgets; it always remembers. Blame never builds; it always destroys. It’s not my fault. It’s his fault, her fault, anybody’s fault but mine. There is going to come a point in life when we say, “We have sinned. We have committed iniquity. The problem is us.” That’s when things will change for us and change for the better.

Accept His Grace

Once we admit our guilt, the next step is to accept God’s grace. The proper attitude to sin is not to deny it but to admit it, and then to receive the forgiveness God has made possible and promises to us. “If we confess our sins,” acknowledging before God that we are sinners not only by nature (sin) but by practice also (our sins), God will both “forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” In the first phrase sin is a debt He remits and in the second a stain He removes.

The result of this attitude toward sin is not, for the Christian, a guilt complex or depression, but rather the realization of forgiveness. God said in Isaiah 1:18, “Come now, let us reason together…though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.” There is no greater blessing in the Christian life than that of realized forgiveness! It can only come to one who will stop rationalizing and realize his own personal responsibility, his own guilt, for his own misdeeds.
 If you are harboring some sin—if you are keeping hidden a few secret regions of wrong—don’t expect to enjoy freedom from guilt, child of God. There is an unspoken axiom threaded through Scripture: secret sin cannot coexist with inner peace. Peace returns only when our sins are fully confessed and forsaken. Few grinds are more galling than the grind of an unforgiven conscience. It’s awful! And few joys are more relieving than having our sins forgiven. It’s wonderful!

Alter Our Going

The final step is to alter our going. This is often a hindrance to revival. People often think they have confessed their sins when they haven’t. Why? Because they think confession is merely acknowledgment. They sin, get caught, and say, “All right, you caught me. I confess that sin. It was a bad thing, and I won’t do it again.” Then they go out and do it again and again saying, “I did it again. I confess that sin.” That’s not confession. They are just acknowledging it, recognizing the obvious. Confession means to see sin for what it really is, to be sorry for it, and to turn from it. We have to take sin to the cross and recognize our offense against our holy God. We must turn from sin and stop making excuses for it. We have to be sorry enough to change. Then God will forgive us.

God’s promise to forgive us when we confess our sins should never be interpreted as an invitation to an all-you-can-sin smorgasbord for which Jesus paid the check. It isn’t an infinite supply of instant sin sanitizer you simply squirt on your wicked deeds as you continually get your hands grubbed up in unrighteousness. This verse is embedded in a context that puts it in its proper perspective.

The God who is Light wants us to walk in the Light, not in darkness. He wants us to have constant closeness with Him. In our intimate relationship with Him and with fellow believers, God wants us to be aware of our sinfulness, to speak the truth about our condition, to walk in the light of His Word, and to strive for righteousness by His Spirit. But when we do inevitably sin, He wants us to go to Him for cleansing so we can maintain our fellowship with Him.

Repentance leads first to spiritual conversion and thereafter to forgiveness of sin incurred in the believer’s daily life. Repentance affects the total personality and represents the outward turning away from sin.
 The reason why we are to uncover our sins is not only that God may forgive them, but that we may forsake them. There is a closer link than we often realize between the confessing of sins and the forsaking of them. How can we expect to overcome in the future if we do not deal seriously with our failures of the past? The condition of receiving cleansing through the blood of Christ and of enjoying fellowship with each other is to walk (that is, to habitually live) in the light, to be sincere, open, honest, transparent.

Remember the first sin and its aftermath? “Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God amongst the trees of the garden.” “I was afraid,” Adam said, when God called him, “…and I hid myself.” Self-consciously aware of their nakedness (the physical counterpart, no doubt, to a sense of moral shame), Adam and Eve even “sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves coverings” (Gen. 3:7-10). It is easy for us to shake our heads and smile at their naïveté; yet we too have our coverings of fig leaves, pathetic attempts to cover up, to conceal from God what we know ourselves to be.

The alternative between “covering” our sins and “confessing” them is set before us very clearly in Proverbs 28:13, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy.”  As so often in the book of Proverbs, the contrast is not merely between two opposite courses of action, but between the consequences of each. No one who covers his sins will prosper; it is he who confesses them who will find mercy. What is at stake, we are told, is our spiritual prosperity, whether we receive or forfeit the mercy of God. Many of us are not prospering in our Christian lives. We are making little or no progress. We have got stuck and do not appear to be enjoying the mercy of God. Is the reason partly or wholly that we have neglected the plain teaching of this Scripture about the confession of our sins to God?

Perhaps this explains the statistic I mentioned earlier regarding Charles Finney and his converts: While it is said that 70 percent of the converts in Moody’s meetings became backsliders, it is estimated that 85 percent of the professed converts in the Finney revivals remained true to the Lord. Finney preached confession and restitution—making right what was wrong—and perhaps that helped these converts from returning to sin.

Nothing so separates us from the Lord as sin. It is this thief that robs us of the benefits of our standing in the Savior. It is this blockage that renders us impotent before the present system of evil and wickedness. Alas, due to the corrosive and corrupting power of sin, the believer with all his mighty potential, the salt and light for which this world hungers, is unable to function as intended. These two tragedies, the tragedy of our separation from God and the tragedy of our uselessness, are reasons enough to call for an immediate confession of sin and a prayer for God to begin His reviving work in every one of us.

Revival would come to our church, our community, and our country, if we obeyed the injunction of Scripture and confessed our sin. How foolishly Israel acted and how stupid she appeared when she did not quickly own up to her sin and seek the Lord’s offer of forgiveness. Are we not equally foolish if we also refuse to repent?

It is time to come clean. 

Admit your guilt. 

Accept His grace. 

Alter your going. 

And watch a revival sweep across your life!
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