The title of this evening’s message is Debt Free.  The verse for this evening’s message from the Lord’s Prayer “forgive us our trespasses.”  
The outline, number one:  the case for forgiveness.  Number two:  the cost of forgiveness.  Number three:  the call to forgiveness.  

Number one, the case for forgiveness.  Forgiveness is our greatest need.  You may not think that.  You may not believe that.  But the Bible states over and over again that mankind, made in his image and likeness, who’s fallen far from him, now desperately needs God’s forgiveness.  

Now Alan was an atheist.  He believed that science is wonderful, evolution unchallengeable, therefore God is non-existent.  He believed what Bertrand Russell, the atheist, taught, that all we are are [sic] an accidental collocation of atoms.  Human beings are nothing more or less than glorious cosmic freaks, an accident in the backwash on the treadmill to oblivion, made by no one, here for no reason, going nowhere.  But one night he had a dream.  It wasn’t a dream, in fact it was a nightmare.  You see, he loved fishing, and he loved Scotland.  And in his dream, he dreamt that he was fishing in Scotland.  Where?  At Loch Ness.  And there he was in the middle of Loch Ness fishing to his heart’s content when in his dream he felt the waters rumble.  Then all of a sudden, some huge object came from the waters underneath his boat, pushed up the boat tossed the boat up into the air.  It was none other than Nessie, the Loch Ness monster.  In his nightmare, the boat was tossed up into the air, he was flung out of the boat, and as he looked down, he saw the enormous jaws of Nessie, the Loch Ness monster, about to swallow him up, when in the middle of his dream, suddenly, it froze.  There he was, frozen in the air about to go into the jaws of Nessie.  And all of a sudden, a finger from the sky came down and a voice from heaven said, “This is God speaking to you.”  Alan the atheist said, “Oh, God, help me.  Oh God, save me.  Oh, God, please forgive me.”  The voice said, “I thought you didn’t believe in God.”  He said, “Oh, give us a break.  I didn’t believe in Nessie until two minutes ago.”  
You see, it wasn’t until something happened that he thought he could believe.  People don’t believe, they say, until something happens.  A bit like the woman who said “My conscience is on fire.  I’ve been cheating on my husband.  It’s been going on for well over a year.  I’ve been lying through my teeth.  I’ve been sleeping with my boyfriend in the daytime.  I’ve been lying to my husband at night.  I’ve had an abortion this year.  And now my whole world is about to come to an end because through the door’s come a package and in the package is some photographs and a video and a note saying ‘I know what you’ve been up to.  Pay up, or else.’  Will God forgive me?  Will my husband, my kids, ever forgive me?  Will I ever be able to forgive myself?”
Listen, whoever you are, at some time or other, in some place or other, for some reason or other, your conscience one day will accuse you and somehow in your conscience God will speak to you.  Like the people who are going out to war and they say, “Oh God, if there is a God, save my soul if I have a soul.”  Sometime, someplace, somewhere, somehow, God will speak to you.  The Bible says that your need and my need is the need for forgiveness of sins.  The Bible says, “All have sinned and come short of the glory of God.”  The Bible says, “There is none righteous, no, not one.”  And here, when Jesus taught his disciples to pray, “Forgive us our trespasses” or “Forgive us our debts” or “Forgive us our sins”, he was making it plain that one day you and I, somewhere, somehow at some place will pray that prayer.  In fact, true Christians will pray that prayer every day because the Bible teaches that sin is deceitful, that it promises much but it delivers very little and it fails to satisfy.  And the Bible teaches that sin is infectious, that it’s like a deep-rooted cancer that’s very aggressive.  It spreads.  And the Bible teaches that sin is like slavery.  It has us in its vice-like grip.  And the Bible teaches us that sin is deadly:  “The wages of sin is death.”  
Of course, some of you went to church and some of you did the catechism and all of you know the answer to the question:  what is sin?  The transgression of the law.  Trespasses will be prosecuted.  Transgressors will have to pay.  Imagine standing before almighty God thinking that you have kept his law.  He says, “No gods but me.  Put me first in your life.”  He says, “No idols.  No substitute gods.”  Not the gods of fame or fortune or ambition or popularity or success.  Like when Liverpool played Juventus, Michael Platini came onto the pitch.  As he came off the pitch, someone ran and knelt down before him.  People actually have gods of footballers and gods of film stars and gods of pop stars.  God says, “Do not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.”  No saying “Oh, God” or “good Lord” or “Oh, Christ” or “Jesus wept”. No vulgarity, no blasphemy, no obscenity.  God says, “Keep Sunday special.  Have an amen corner in your week just for me.  God says, “Honour your father and your mother.”  Let me visit your home and see what it’s really like.  God says, “Do not murder.”  And Jesus said, “That means being angry with your brother without a cause.”  Jesus said it’s like bad temper.  A short fuse, a loose tongue, a road rage, a phone rage.  The law says, “Do not commit adultery.”  Jesus said, “When you look upon a woman to lust after er … her in your heart, the same for a woman, if you look upon a man to lust after him in your heart you’ve committed adultery already.  The law says “no stealing”.  We interpret that “Thou shalt not be caught.”  You can steal on the tax.  You can borrow equipment from work and never return it.  You can not pay and sneak in.  You can take home the towels from the hotel.  We can fill our pockets.  Nobody’s gonna find out.  “Thou shalt not be caught.”  That’s what it means, “you shall not steal.”  “You shall not lie.”  But when a half truth is presented as a whole truth it becomes an untruth.  Exaggeration.  Deceit.  Little white lies, so called.  God says, “You shall not covet.”  Don’t be discontent.  Don’t be greedy.  Don’t be jealous of what others have got.  Don’t be craving for things you don’t need.  Now that’s just the law.  I mean, add to that the sort of private sins of envy and betrayal and gossip and dishonour and pride and arrogance and slander and selfishness and bitterness and cowardice.  We’ve all sinned and come short of the glory of God.  “There’s none righteous, no not one.”  Just imagine, if you slipped up just once a day.  Do you slip up once a day?  Guilty.  Seven times a week, three hundred and sixty five times a year, three thousand six hundred and fifty sins by the time I’m ten years of age.  Eighteen thousand two hundred sins I’ve got to account for before I’m fifty years of age.  Imagine if I just slip up once an hour, in thought or word or deed, just once an hour.  If you slip up once an hour, guilty.  Twenty-four sins a day, hundred and sixty-eight a week, eight thousand seven hundred and thirty six a year, eighty seven thousand plus before I’m ten years of age, four hundred and thirty-six thousand eight hundred before I’m fifty years of age.  What if I believe what the Bible says, that “the heart of man is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked”, and “there’s none righteous, no not one” and imagine if I believe that nothing good that I could do could ever please God but that all my good deeds are “but like filthy rags”.  So in other words every second I’m sinning.  One thousand four hundred and forty per hour [?].  Two million … two hundred and sixty two million sins to be accounted for by the time I’m fifty.  At school you learned “Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall.  Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.  All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again.”  The case for forgiveness is simple.  You and me have fallen short.  We’ve missed the mark.  We’ve transgressed.  We’ve got a whole load of sin written against our account.  And we need God’s forgiveness.  
Number two, the cost of God’s forgiveness.  You see, the Bible says, it is God, not us, who pays the debt and removes the sin.  You see, the Apostle Paul was someone who at one time in his life thought like you and I sometimes think.  We think that if we become a goody two-shoes, we think that if we don’t do this and do do that, we think if we try t… our very best, not to drink, not to smoke, not to swear, not to gamble, if we think, well, I’ll go to church once a week, if we think, look, I’ll pay my taxes and I’ll do my bit, I’ll even bake apple pies for my next door neighbour and I’ll help old people across the road and I will build up my book of Greenshield stamps and I’ll take it to God in the sky and say “look how good I’ve done”, or else I will start climbing this mountain, it’s called the Mountain of Merit.  And I’ll get ticks, and I’ll get stars, and I’ll get commendations and I’ll get God writing in red:  “Good boy.  Well done.  Improving.  Doing his bit.  Doing his best.”  Or better still:  I’ll apply to do something that no one in this room has done.  Did you know, two people today went on a bike ride to Chester to raise money?  Did you know from this congregation somebody actually once rode from Land’s End to John O' Groats?  Did you know someone who used to be in this, in this congregation actually swam the length of Loch Lomond?  Did you know, a group from this church, John Sumner, went and marched up the Peaks in the Lake District and one of them came back and said “There’s a trip to Everest”?  What sort of person are you?  Are you one of the daredevil crew?  Do you ever dream about doing things no one else has done?  Do you ever dream about swimming across the Channel, or climbing Mount Everest?  I was told that if I saved up hard enough and trained long enough I could go to the first summit on Mount Everest.  Now look, imagine I am able to climb an Everest of ethics, thinking the right thing, saying the right thing, doing the right thing, going to the right places.  The man in the Bible who wrote “Christ died for our sins” was a man who thought he had a mountain of merit and an Everest of ethics to his name.  He believed that he was top of the bill in the DIY religion stakes.  “I’ll do it myself.  I have a do it yourself religion based upon what I do and where I go and what I say and what I don’t do and where I don’t go.”  Until he met Jesus Christ and realised that the DIY religion was no good because Christianity is not a DIY religion, it’s a done religion.  And he said, “This is the good news.  Christ died for our sins.”  You see sin pays dear wages and the cost of forgiveness is for God himself to come because a righteousness had to be fulfilled and wrath had to be borne and justice had to be satisfied.  And someone had to come to live the life we couldn’t live and pay the debt that we owe and die the death we deserve to die and bear the wrath of God and bear the judgement of God and satisfy the justice of God and that person was none other than the Lord Jesus Christ.
I wish I was good at the computer.  We’ve had a boy staying in our house.  He’s brilliant on the computer.  Really good.  He can listen to music.  He can type a letter.  He can interact with his friends.  He can get all sorts of information from the computer.  Do you know, I wish I was good at the computer because I would’ve gotten all the facts for you tonight about Evel Knievel.  Now I know the story vaguely but I wish I knew it in detail.  Evel Knievel has broken every single bone in his body.  Every single one.  Because he’s a daredevil rider.  He gets on his motorbike, brrm brrm brrm, he drives, and he tried to jump over a little molehill, then he tried to jump over some bricks, then he tried to jump over a little wall, then he went to jumping over a bike, then he went on a big long run to jump over cars and then multitudes of cars and then lorries and then buses and lorries.  And he was going at breakneck speed and jumping right over these buses and lorries.  But one day, he thought he could do what deep down he knew he couldn’t do and that was to ride over Snake Canyon.  He thought he could make it.  He revved up his bike, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, ninety, hundred and twenty, zoom.  And he flew through the air and landed flat on his face and broke every bone in his body.  He tried to breach this great canyon, but failed.  You and I by our good works, by our church attendance, by being good, by being religious, by saying the Lord’s prayer, by trying our best, we think we can bridge the great canyon between us and God.  And we can’t.  We’ll fall flat upon our face.  But someone has breached that gap.  Annie Johnson grasped it.  This is what she wrote:  “Man fain would build a bridge to God across the fathomless abyss, that lies between his earthbound soul and heaven’s perfect bliss.  He takes his knowledge, small and vague, the great inventions he has wrought, his mightiest efforts, finest plans, and even his profoundest thought.  He binds them with his strands of straw, he … his strings of tow, his ropes of sand, with all the power and all the skin of cunning, of brain and hand.  But when he seeks to cross the chasm, with eager heart and step elate, he finds his bridge too short to reach, too frail to bear his sin and weight; what a useless dream, what a useless toil, of utter and eternal loss, but God has laid to span the void, by his Son and his death upon the cross.  So when man’s broken bridges fall and sink into the gulf at last, still wide and long and safe and strong, the cross, God’s bridge, that stands so fast.”  “There was no other good enough to pay the price of sin.  He only could unlock the gate of heaven and let us in.”  What can wash away my sin?  Nothing but the blood of Jesus.  Nothing but the cross of Jesus can get us right with God.  
Thirdly, forgiveness, the call.  The call to forgiveness.  You see, once there was a man; his name was Peter.  He was a rough and ready fisherman.  But Jesus Christ called him to himself.  He said, “Hey, fisherman.  Follow me and become a fisher of men.”  This man was a rugged man’s man.  He knew all about sin.  He said to Jesus on one time [sic] “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man.”  He blew it big style.  But he wept his way back to God.  After Jesus rose from the dead, and after the day of Pentecost, he was walking to a gate and passed the gate, when suddenly the man at the gate said “Look, will you give me something?”  This man had been lame from his birth.  Peter said, “Silver and gold have I none.  But such as I have I give to you.  In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk.”  And he went walking and leaping and praising God.  And everybody gathered round to see what had happened.  And Peter turned to the crowd and said “Look, if you want God’s forgiveness which comes through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, this is what you must do:  ‘repent, therefore, and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out.’”  Here is the call to forgiveness.  Your sins can be blotted out, if we repent and call upon the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and say from our hearts, “Forgive me my sins, my debts, my trespasses.”  
I love the story of Joan of Arc.  Charles, the king of France, so impressed with this woman that he asked what would she like?  She said she would like all the debts that were owed by the poor people of Remes to be cancelled.  So the king went to the cathedral in Remes.  He brought the Lord Mayor, he got out the ledger of all the people who owed debts to the king and with his pen for the sake of Joan of Arc he wrote over each debt “Debts remitted for the maid’s sake.  Debts remitted for the maid’s sake”  You can be debt free for the maid’s sake.  When a man or a woman, a young person, a boy or a girl from their heart with sincere faith with a broken and contrite heart prays “Forgive my sins.”  When we pray “Forgive us our debts, our trespasses” God for Christ’s sake writes over a ledger of your sin, “Sins forgiven, for Jesus’ sake.”  
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