
WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE
1 John 1:7,9

Few people, I fear, really know what forgiveness is.  Few 
Christians, even, I believe, really understand forgiveness.  There 
is a very obvious reason.  Too few of us have ever been on the 
receiving end of a good example of forgiveness.

Forgiveness is a legal transaction.  Forgiveness is a promise 
not to hold something against another person.  Forgiveness is a 
commitment not to bring up something ever again.  Forgiveness 
is a promise to allow something to become water under the 
bridge, to use a very common expression.  “That is all water 
under the bridge."  What a wonderful definition of forgiveness. 

When you say to another person, "I forgive you," you are 
really saying, "I promise not to hold this against you, and I 
promise not to bring it up again."  When God says to us, "I forgive 
you," he is saying exactly the same thing.  Few of us, I fear, have 
really experienced that fully, because as human beings, we tend 
to hold on to our offenses.  And we do bring them back up, when 
it is most convenient for our own purposes.  

I’ve known any number of people over the years who never 
experienced that sort of forgiveness, beginning with their parents 
as young children.  Those who grow up in circumstances like that 
have a hard time understanding forgiveness, especially God's 
forgiveness.  If you have never experienced real forgiveness from 
another human being, it is very hard to understand God's 
forgiveness.  That is why I decided to devote an entire sermon to 
the subject of God's forgiveness.  John defines God's forgiveness 
for us:  it's conditions, it's basis, and the results of that 
forgiveness.  First:

I. THE CONDITIONS OF GOD'S FORGIVENESS.
Maybe I should ask the question, "Is God's forgiveness 

unconditional, or not?"  Answer, yes and no.

God's forgiveness is unconditional in the sense that we don’t 
deserve it or earn it.  We are not forgiven on the condition of our 
good works, or penance, as the Romans Catholics would call it.  
We don't try our best to make up for our sins ourselves, and then 
go to God and ask him if he can forgive us on that basis.  

I should add, though, that is exactly what many people try to 
do.  And if you have ever said to yourself, "I just can't forgive 
myself," that is probably what you are doing.  Probably trying to 
make up for your own mistake or your own sin, but the problem is, 
you just can't do it!

Forgiveness, like everything else in the gospel, is a gift of 
grace.  Unmerited favor.  Undeserved.  Unearned.   
Unconditional.  The real conditions of God's forgiveness, 
however,  have to do with our heart, our attitude.  If you want to 
experience God's forgiveness, there are two things that must 
characterize your heart.  First,

A.  There must be honest confession of sins with our 
heart and mouth. 

v.9  "If we confess our sins."
"IF" 
Forgiveness is not granted automatically to every human 

being, just because God is a god of love.  But only, "If we 
confess..."

Let me add, "Keep on confessing,"  "continually confess"
Prov. 28:13   He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but 

whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy. 
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Ps. 32:5   Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not 
cover up my iniquity. I said, "I will confess my transgressions to 
the LORD"-- and you forgave the guilt of my sin.

Forgiveness is not granted universally by God to everyone.  It 
is not something we can just assume will come about, and not 
something that we can take for granted.  So John writes, ”If we 
confess.."

What does it mean to confess?  Literally, to speak the same 
thing.  To confess our sins means to say the same thing about our 
sins that God says about them.  No excuses, no explanations, no 
justification, no plea bargains.  Just an agreement with God's 
verdict.  No blameshifting, which has been around since the 
garden of Eden.  Good old Adam, "She made me do it."  That's 
not confession.

I'm speaking of confessing particular sins, particularly.  Not 
just some general words, "God, forgive us of our sins."  Instead, 
"God, I admit that I was wrong, and I don't want to do it again, and 
I ask you to forgive me."

We're not usually comfortable with that.  We're not comfortable 
when others do it either.  We tend to hide things that are 
embarrassing.  We put on our good clothes to come to church, 
and we hide.  We pretend everything is fine.  We pretend that 
everything has gone perfectly well this week, and there are no 
problems in our lives or in the lives of our families.

Quite a different description of the church in the Bible:  
James 5:16   "Therefore confess your sins to each other and 

pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a 
righteous man is powerful and effective."

That’s hard to do, isn’t it?  Confession of sins with one 
another.  And with God.  But honest confession of sin is the first 
condition for God's forgiveness.  The second condition is:

B.  There must be sincere commitment of obedience in 
our lives.

v.7  "If we walk in the light..."

If you want God to forgive you, then you have to come to him 
with a commitment of obedience.  

But you might think, If I walk in the light, if I live in obedience, 
what sins need to be forgiven?  Good question.  Answer:  To walk 
in the light does not mean living without sin perfectly.  It doesn't 
mean that a person can attain the state of perfection.  Sermon 
two weeks ago, 

v.8,10

However, the first part of walking in the light is confession.  
Walking in the light means a commitment to turn away from all 
known sin, and to search your heart for unknown sins.  It means 
that you are to make a sincere commitment to obedience, and yet 
you may well not be able to live up to that commitment perfectly.  
That is when you need forgiveness.

But you cannot assume that God will forgive you for 
something you intend to continue doing.  God's grace, and his 
promise of forgiveness do not give us a license to go on sinning.

Rom. 6:1-2   "What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning 
so that grace may increase?  By no means! We died to sin; how 
can we live in it any longer?”

You cannot say to God, "I know I shouldn't do that, I can't help 
it.  That's just the way I am.  ."You cannot say to God, "Please 
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forgive me, but by the way, I'm planning to do it again tomorrow.”  
There has to be a sincere commitment of obedience, and an 
honest confession of specific sins.  But given those conditions, 
what is 

II. THE BASIS OF GOD'S FORGIVENESS?
What assurance is there that God will actually forgive?  How 

do we know that he will forgive?  More personally, How can you 
know, in your own heart, that God has forgiven you?

I am able to live with that assurance, complete assurance that 
in Jesus Christ, God has forgiven my sins.  The basis of that 
assurance is simply my own personal knowledge of God.  And I 
know who God is what he is like from the Bible.

Again, v.9, one of the most important verses in all the Bible for 
Christians.  If John 3:16 is the most important verse in evangelism 
of non-Christians, then this is the most important verse for 
Christian living.  How do we know that God will forgive us?  How 
can you be certain and secure?  

By knowing what God is really like.  Forgiveness doesn't come 
because he is a kind, old grandfather type who isn't really 
concerned about our sins.  We know that God isn't that way, so 
what is the infallible basis of that forgiveness? Two answers:   
God is faithful and God is just.

A.  God is faithful.
What does that mean?  It means that God keeps his promises.  

It means that God doesn't go back on his word. 

Many people do not accurately know God, because if they 
really knew God, they would know that he keeps his promises. My 
encouragement to you is to get to know God.  This is what God is 

like, listen to some of his promises: 

Deut. 32:4   He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his 
ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just 
is he. 

Jer. 31:34   No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man 
his brother, saying, `Know the LORD,' because they will all know 
me, from the least of them to the greatest," declares the LORD. 
"For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no 
more." 

Isa. 1:18    "Come now, let us reason together," says the 
LORD. "Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white 
as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool. 

Micah 7:18-19   Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and 
forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You 
do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy.  You will 
again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot 
and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea. 

Ps. 103:2-3   "Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all 
his benefits--who forgives all your sins and heals all your 
diseases." 

Ps. 103:8-12   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. 
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Hebr. 10:17-18   "Their sins and lawless acts I will remember 
no more."  And where these have been forgiven, there is no 
longer any sacrifice for sin. 

Hebr. 10:19-23   Therefore, brothers, since we have 
confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by 
a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, 
his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 
let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of 
faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty 
conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.  Let 
us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who 
promised is faithful. 

Illus:  Greatest illustration of that:  story of the prodigal son.  
Luke 15:17-20    "When he came to his senses, he said, `How 

many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am 
starving to death!  I will set out and go back to my father and say 
to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of 
your hired men.'  So he got up and went to his father. "But while 
he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with 
compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him 
and kissed him." 

That is what God is like.  God is faithful.  And,

B.  God is just.
What does that mean?  We usually think of justice in terms of 

punishment.  If we think that God is just, we are liable to be afraid 
that we are going to get punished for everything we do.

Well, God is just.  Every sin ever committed has to be 
punished.  That is justice.  God cannot overlook sin.  God cannot 

be just and allow sin to go unpunished.  God's holiness and God's 
justice require a penalty and punishment for every sin.

Illus:  God knows nothing of plea bargains.  In our court 
system, most cases end up in plea bargain.  A person pleads 
guilty so that his sentence can be reduced, he pleads guilty in 
order to receive a known sentence.  If a person is facing a trial, 
with the possibility of a 20 year sentence, he might agree with the 
prosecutor to plead guilty to a lesser charge and receive a 5 year 
sentence.  That is not justice!

Justice requires, demands, that this particular crime must be 
punished by this particular punishment.  God's justice is pretty 
simple.  Every single crime has the same punishment.  Goes 
back to the Garden of Eden, 

Gen. 2:16-17   And the LORD God commanded the man, "You 
are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat 
of it you will surely die."

God's penalty for sin is death, death is represented by blood.
Hebr. 9:22   "In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be 

cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is 
no forgiveness." 

Lev. 17:11   "For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I 
have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the 
altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one's life."

The question is this:  If God's justice requires death for as the 
punishment for sin, how can he be just if he forgives sin? Answer 
is simple:  For God to forgive our sin, someone else has to pay 
the punishment.  And someone else did just that.  A substitute.  
Jesus Christ shed his blood and died to satisfy God's justice.  
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Rom. 3:23-26   "For all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  God presented him as a 
sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to 
demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left 
the sins committed beforehand unpunished--he did it to 
demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and 
the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus."

The reason that Jesus Christ had to die upon the cross is that 
is the only way that God be just, and still forgive sins.  He sent his 
own son, who lived without sin, to die on the cross for my sins.  
That is how I know that my sins are forgiven.  Jesus Christ has 
already paid for them.  

Sometimes we are tempted to think, or feel, that things are not 
true.  We think that if we were really a Christian, we wouldn't have 
done that particular sin.  We think, or feel, like maybe this sin was 
too great, maybe God won't forgive it.  And so, were ashamed, 
especially in the church.  We assume that we are the only one 
struggling with sin, and that just isn't the case.

Illus:  I still remember very early in my ministry, many years 
ago, as I was preaching one Sunday morning, I watched a man 
sitting near the back of the church trying to hide the fact that he 
was crying.  In fact, he was sitting with his son and daughter-in-
law, and it was obvious that they were all crying.  I didn't know 
quite what to think, or what to do.  Very discouraging as I went 
through the worship service.

As I talked to each of them later, I found out the problem.  
Basic reason, they were ashamed.  It turned out that this man's 
son had committed a rather public sin, actually a crime for which 
he had been arrested.  In terms of civil crimes, it wasn’t a major 

crime nor a violent one, but the family's reaction was one of being 
ashamed.  Being in church and being with their life-long Christian 
friends brought on that shame.  What if someone found out?  
They couldn't admit to anyone what the problem was.

Well, I did find out what the problem was, and, I should add, 
there had been immediate repentance.  In God's eyes, the sin 
had already been forgiven, it was already water under the bridge.  
But the shame was there, shame of having his sin exposed.  And 
for the father, shame of having the sin of his son exposed.

They all knew Jesus Christ, and in time, God brought healing 
to that whole family.  But the initial reaction was one hiding from 
the shame of sin without the full assurance that in Jesus Christ, 
those sins are washed away.  That full assurance of forgiveness 
comes only to those who fully understand and believe that God is 
faithful and God is just.

Do you believe that God is faithful, that he keeps his 
promises?  Do you believe that he is just, and that the penalty for 
your sins has already been paid?  If you can't forgive yourself, 
then perhaps you don't really believe that!  If you are ashamed to 
admit to others that you are struggling with sin, then perhaps you 
don't believe this verse.

v.9  
BELIEVE IT.

Say it to yourself over and over, put it up on your refrigerator 
or mirror.  Believe it.  One more thing that is important in these 
verses, and that is:

III. THE RESULTS OF GOD'S FORGIVENESS.
What happens as a result of forgiveness.  Lot's of people say, 

"I don't feel forgiven.  I still 
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feel guilty.” Lot's of people say, "I still feel ashamed.  I still feel 
dirty."

Others say, "I am still afraid that God is going to get me, or 
that he still holds it against me."  "I'm afraid that God is going to 
yell at me for doing the same thing over again."

Problem:  Many people do not understand God's forgiveness.  
Let me ask you a couple questions:  "As Christians, when we 
stand before God at the final judgment, will he bring up our sins?  
Will we face God's judgement seat at all?" 

More simpler:  Does God remember our sins?  Answer clearly, 
the Bible says that everyone will stand before God's judgment 
seat.  Those without Jesus Christ will be condemned.  Those who 
trust in Jesus Christ for their salvation will be brought into heaven.  
And those who are condemned are condemned for their sins.  
God reads the indictment and the charges, he already knows the 
evidence, and he announces the guilty verdict and the final 
sentence.

But what about those who are saved?  Does God remember 
the sins of Christians?  One word answer:  NO.  That is a 
definition of forgiveness.  Praise the Lord.

A.  Our sins are no longer held against us.
v.9a

To forgive means to release, to forgive a debt means to 
release a person from the obligation of the debt.  It means that 
you tear up the note, and the debt no longer exists.  To forgive a 
sin means to release a person from the obligation of that sin.

Forgiveness is God's promise that he will never again hold 

that sin against us.
Micah 7:19  "You will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our 

iniquities into the depths of the sea." 

Ps. 103  "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." 

Hebr. 10  "Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no 
more."  

Is that plain enough?  Why don't we always feel that?  
Because on a human level, few people really forgive in this way.  
Forgiveness, on a human level, usually means, "I won't stay mad 
at you, but I reserve the right to bring this up again."

Arguments and fights, especially among married couples, are 
usually the result of a long list of rather small offenses, piled on 
top of each other.  Finally, some little thing becomes the straw 
that breaks the camels back, and out come a long list of past sins.  
But,

1 Cor.13:5  "Love keeps no record of wrongs."

When you say to someone else, "I forgive you," you are giving 
up your right to ever bring that sin up again.  It is water under the 
bridge.  It is past, it is gone.

But what if you say, "I just can't forget it."  I'm not telling you to 
forget it, I'm telling you never to bring it up again.  You can't 
automatically erase your memory, but you can promise not to 
bring it up again.
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That is what God does, perfectly.  Our sins are no longer held 
against us.  PRAISE THE LORD.  But it even gets better.

B.  We are cleansed from the stain of our sin.
v.9  Purify, cleanse
v.7

Meaning?  God takes away the stain, God actually takes away 
the sin itself.  Cleansing is a life-long process, and that is the 
process that is taking place in the life of every single true 
Christian.  God not only forgives you, but he cleanses you.

God actually changes his people.  He actually makes us holy, 
by washing away the sin from our life.

Titus 2:14   "[Jesus Christ] gave himself for us to redeem us 
from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his 
very own, eager to do what is good."

Col. 1:22   But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical 
body through death to present you holy in his sight, without 
blemish and free from accusation. 

Eph. 5:25-27  "Christ loved the church and gave himself up for 
her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water 
through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless."

Hebr. 9:14   "How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, 
who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to 
God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so 
that we may serve the living God!"

Ezek. 36:25   I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be 

clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your 
idols. 

I look forward to the day when that cleaning process is 
completed, and I can stand before God in heaven without any 
stain of sin at all.  Not only will I be forgiven, but I will be perfectly 
cleansed.  He has already started that process in my life, and will 
continue it until the day thatI die.

Illus:  I wasn't a real troublemaker when I was a boy, but I had 
my moments.  One thing in particular I remember.  We always 
had a piano in our our home, and one day, when I was perhaps 7 
or 8, I decided to take a door key and play the piano with it.  I 
don't have any idea why I did it, but I took that door key and made 
a very deep scratch in every single piano key.  Not just a few 
small scratches on a few keys, but every one.

I know that I was punished, but I also know that I was forgiven.  
I played the piano for many years after that, and the scratches 
were not ever brought up.  With six children, I'm not even sure 
remembered that I was the one who did that.  

But that piano remained in my parents home until their death, 
just a few years ago.  Every time I went to their home as an adult, 
into my 50s, if I looked at that piano, I could see those scratches 
just as clearly as the day I put them there.  

You see, on a human level, we can forgive sin, but we can't 
cleanse sin.  We can't take away the scratches.  God can.  God 
not only forgives, but he also washes away the very evidence of 
our sin.  What a wonderful promise!

1John 1:9   If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and 
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.
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Believe that promise, and therefore come to God confessing 
your sins.  Whatever the sin, however great or small.  Don't come 
to church pretending that you aren't struggling with sin.  Don't put 
on your best appearance so that you won't have to be ashamed 
to admit that you are struggling with sin.  Don't be terrified of God, 
or of me, or of anyone else.  But believe these promises.  

We make things too difficult sometimes.  Peter says very 
simply,

Acts 3:19   "Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins 
may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the 
Lord."

Times of refreshing will come when we know that if we 
confess our sins, God “is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

Page �  of �8 8


