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It happens every week or so to me.  Sometimes it doesn’t get to me for a few hours, and sometimes it hits almost immediately.  I see something that looks good, and I eat too much of it, and sooner or later I regret it.  Sometimes it’s because I simply feel fat, and sometimes it’s because it makes me feel sick.  Maybe it was pizza – deep dish pepperoni pizza, thick with cheese, piping hot.  It tasted so good, and I didn’t want it to go to waste, so I had three pieces, then four, then … well, then I stopped counting.  The pizza made me thirsty, so I drank more Coke than I usually do.  All the pizza made me crave something chocolate, so I had a bowl of chocolate chip ice cream, and that made me thirsty again.  And it’s not as if I don’t know this isn’t good for me; it’s not as if I don’t realize just how sick I’m going to feel, because I did the same thing the week before, and the week before that, and the week before that.  In fact I will often hear this little voice inside my head telling me even before I take my first bite of pizza, “You’re going to regret this.”  But it doesn’t stop me.  And the voice is right – I regret it.  
But at least that kind of regret passes; it usually passes within about 12 hours or so.  That first night is uncomfortable, but by the next morning my overindulgence is just another memory.  But most of our regrets have more staying power than that.  Not long after we moved into our house we got some dirt on the carpet in what we call our bonus room that we couldn’t seem to get out.  Shortly after that a college kid came to our door selling this miracle product he claimed could get any stain out of anything.  Did we have any tough stains we wanted him to get out as proof, he wondered?  As a matter of fact, we did.  So we invited him upstairs to show him our dirt.  We figured this was a win-win situation for us.  If it worked, our carpet would be clean, and we would have gotten it cleaned for free.  If it didn’t work, we’d still have dirt, but we could always try something else.  

Twenty years later, I still regret that decision.  That college kid went to work on our dirt with his miracle product.  He scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed.  I suppose you could say he got the dirt out, but in doing so he turned our brown carpet into some shade of white.  He removed one stain, but he did it by turning it into a different stain.  

And that’s how most of our regrets work – they are stains on our soul.  We’ve tried to rub them out, but all we’ve done is to turn the stain into a bigger mess.  

Here’s something interesting about our carpet stain.  Most of the time, I am completely unaware of it.  After twenty years, I’ve learned to look past it when I walk into that room.  But do you know when I do notice it – when I vacuum.  I know – I can hear my wife saying, “Well then you don’t notice it very often,” and she’s probably right.  But when I do vacuum, I do my best to make things look as good as they can.  I try to make the lines in the carpet look just right.  I want people to be able to see that I’ve vacuumed, I want them to walk into the room and think, “Oh, someone vacuumed; that looks nice.”  But when I vacuum that room, all I can see is the stain, the stain that cannot be vacuumed and that cannot be cleaned.  

 And that’s how it is with my soul.  Most of the time I’m not aware of all the stains.  I’ve learned to live with them, I’ve learned to look past them, I’ve learned to ignore them.  But then I spend some time doing some housecleaning of my heart, and no matter how hard I try to put everything in order, all I can see are my regrets, those lingering, stubborn, uncleanable stains on my soul. 
Here’s one way I’ve tried to resolve my regrets; maybe you’ve tried it yourself.  I compare myself to someone else, someone who I think might have done some worse things than I have.  Ravi Zaccharias tells the story of two particularly immoral brothers.  They spent their lives stealing, cheating, lying and taking advantage of people.  Then one of the brothers died.  The other brother was left with the task of arranging his brother’s funeral, and in his conversation with the pastor about the funeral he had this request: “I would really appreciate it, Pastor, if sometime during the service you could refer to my brother as a ‘saint.’”  Well the pastor was quite aware of the activities of these two brothers, so he found this to be a strange and a challenging request, but he agreed to see what he could do.  The day for the service came, and the pastor began his message with these words: “We are here to pay our respects for this man.  We all knew him.  We all know that he was a liar and a thief and a cheat.  But I want you to know this – compared to his brother, he was a saint!”

We’re pretty careful about who we compare ourselves to.  We don’t compare ourselves to the Mother Theresa’s of the world; we compare ourselves to the Bernie Madoffs.  And compared to the Bernie Madoffs, we’re not so bad.  But then we look a little closer at our lives, and there they are – those stubborn stains, those unrelenting regrets that cover the hallways of our hearts.  
Today is Good Friday.  We sometimes wonder why it’s called “Good.”  We don’t usually call the day a person dies a “good” day, especially someone who was executed for no good reason.  If today were the anniversary of the day Jesus was born, it would make sense to call this Good Friday.  If today were the anniversary of the day Jesus did his first miracle, we could understand why we called it Good Friday.  But today is the day Jesus died, the day he was crucified, the day the only truly innocent person in history was tortured and killed for no legitimate reason.  So why is today called “Good Friday?”
It turns out that while his captors had no good reason to kill Jesus, Jesus had a good reason to die – you.  You were the reason, the Bible tells us.  Jesus died to save you and to save me from our sin.  He died to redeem our regrets.  He died to scrub the stain out of our souls.  Listen to how the Apostle Paul explains it in the short New Testament called Titus:
But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.  He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  (Titus 3:5-7)  
Jesus knows how to save a life.  Paradoxically, the way he saved our lives was by giving up his.  There was nothing we could do to save ourselves.  No amount of “righteous” acts can remove our regrets.  We could go to great lengths to decorate our bonus room with the best furniture and the most modern window coverings, but none of our decorations would change the fact that there is a stain in the carpet.  No amount of good can undo the bad that we’ve done.  Our righteous acts can’t redeem our regrettable conduct.  We were saved, the Bible says, because of God’s mercy.  We were saved through the washing of rebirth.  Jesus’ blood washed away the stains our best efforts could never remove.  
One of Paul’s favorite words to describe what happened in our lives when Jesus saved us is the word “justified.”  Here’s one way Bible students have come up with to remember what that word means.  When I am justified by God’s grace, God sees me “just as if I’d” never sinned.  Because of what happened on Good Friday, I can stand before God as innocent as if I’d never sinned.  I would love for something like that to work on our carpet.  I would love for our carpet to look just as if it had never gotten dirty, just as if it had never been stained.  I would love for our carpet to look as clean and fresh as it did the first day the installers laid it out on our bonus room floor.  

But far more than that, I would love to for the hallways of my heart to look just as if I’d never sinned.  I would love for my soul to be spotless and unstained.  And because of Good Friday, it can be.

Now there is something I need to do with my regrets in order to experience the miracle of justification.  I mean, the whole world isn’t automatically forgiven because Jesus died on the cross 2000 years ago.  Here are two steps the Bible insists we take in order to experience God’s mercy and grace.  First, we need to regret our regrets.  Here is how the Bible puts it:  “Come near to God and he will come near to you.  Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.  Grieve, mourn and wail.  Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom.” (James 4:8-9)  The right response to an action we regret is to regret it.  We should never become so cavalier about our sin that we simply shrug it off because we know God is going to forgive us.  If we want to make peace with our past, the first step is to regret our regrets, to grieve and to mourn over those things we did that we shouldn’t have done and those things we didn’t do that we should have done.
And here’s the second step we need to take – we need to repent of our regrets.  Repentance is not, I understand, a popular word.  It’s not something we often talk about with each other.  We might ask each other, “How’s your day?” but we never sidle up to someone at Starbucks, a latte in hand, and ask, “So, do you need to repent of anything?”  But it is a hot topic in the Bible, and not because God wants us to feel bad.  It is a hot topic because God wants us to get beyond our regrets, to experience the salvation that “leaves no regret.”  And so in Jeremiah 15:19 God says to his people, “If you repent, I will restore you that you may serve me.”  The first recorded words of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark are these: “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15)  On the Day of Pentecost, after Peter gave his first sermon to the crowds in Jerusalem and the people asked how they should respond to the message he had just given, Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” (Acts 2:28)  If we hope to live a life without regrets, we need, the Bible says, to repent of our regrets.

And when we take those two steps – when we regret our regrets and repent of our regrets – Jesus does what only he can do: Jesus redeems our regrets.  He removes the stain from our souls.  He justifies us so that the Father sees us just as if we’d never sinned.  Jesus alone knows how to save our lives, and he did it by dying on the cross for our sin.

As we celebrate communion tonight, let’s not pass up this opportunity to make sure our hearts our right with God.  If we haven’t already, let’s regret our regrets.  If we haven’t already, let’s repent of our regrets.  And then let’s bring our regrets to Jesus, and ask him to redeem our regrets and to set us free from them once and for all.  
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