Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Introductory Sermon: “The Problem of Sin”

Romans 7: 15-25

 Today we begin a series of sermons that will take us through the season of Lent. No, you did not miss Ash Wednesday, which comes on February 17. Lent has not yet begun. However, from a sermonic standpoint, we are extending the season of Lent this year, so that we might consider what we have traditionally called “the seven deadly sins.”

 In case you’ve forgotten what they are, the seven deadly sins include: Pride, Envy, Anger, Sloth, Greed, Gluttony and Lust. Each Sunday, we will take a look at one of these vices and what the Bible has to say about them. More importantly, we will consider an “alternative” virtue – what we might pray that the Lord will put in the place of that deadly sin in our lives. Since Lent is a season characterized by repentance, it seems a good time to ponder what new and good things are possible in our lives. So let us begin. As an introduction to this series, I’d like to speak with you this morning in a general way about the matter of sin.

 Sin is by no means a marginal matter in Holy Scripture. In fact the word appears 389 times in the Bible. Sin is a grave matter in the Bible, and for most of history was taken quite seriously by Christian people. Catholics lined up to confess to the priests. Protestants – especially Calvinists, like us Presbyterians – prayed the corporate prayers acknowledging publicly our sin (and by the way, I’m glad we still do that here!). But today, in the general culture around us, sin seems to be of little or no concern.

 In our culture, the concept of sin has all but disappeared. Sin has been reduced to something like bad taste – serving the wrong wine with a meal, or making an embarrassing faux pas in public. What used to be called sin and would have been considered shameful and damaging to someone now seems to have little impact. Folks, for instance, label adultery, as a “bad choice.” And greed, well, greed is good. And pride is considered a virtue. You can now cheat by using steroids, break home run records and still think you should be in the Major League Baseball Hall of Fame (ala Mark McGuire). You can pose nude for the Cosmopolitan magazine and still get elected to the U.S. Senate! (ala Scott Brown).

  In some ways, sin has become a joke. More than describing a failure in our behavior, the term “sinful” now is used to describe our desserts. “Peanut Butter Binge,” and “Death by Chocolate” are said to be “sinful.” But cheating on a test? Hey, everybody does that; it’s not a sin, is it? Sin has become less a measure of our internal character than a measure of our caloric intake! (see Cornelius Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Suppose to Be: A Breviary of Sin, p. x)

 But, as Christian people, we cannot afford the luxury of such a namby-pamby view of sin. Sin has to be taken seriously by us Christians, for it is a life and death matter spiritually for us.

 I’ve chosen a passage from Paul’s epistle to the Romans to frame our thoughts on what the Bible says about sin. In this particular passage, the Apostle Paul reflects deeply and personally about sin. Paul speaks in the first person singular in this passage about his own struggle with sin. And I am grateful that he does – for he speaks for each one of us. He certainly speaks for me and, I dare say, for you as well. He shares from the heart a great human truth –the truth of…

…The Universal Dilemma of Sin (vv. 14-24)

Way back in the 3rd chapter of this epistle, Paul laid out a categorical statement:

“All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”(Romans 3:23)

 And now, here, in the 7th chapter of his letter, he is sharing the dilemma that presents in the human soul. Speaking personally, yet speaking for each one of us sinners, Paul says:

 “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.”(v.15, 18b-19)
 This dilemma – this quandary – that Paul describes is universal to the human being. We know the right thing to do, but we so often do not do it. There is a part of us that wants to be virtuous, but there is another part of us that is tempted toward vice. There is a spiritual war going on in each of us – the battle between good and evil; right and wrong choices; thoughts and actions. This dilemma is universal. It transcends the bounds of religion.

 Did you know that long before Paul’s time, the Roman writer named Horace reflected on this same struggle? In his Epistles, he wrote:

 “I pursue the things that have done me harm; I shun the things I believe will do me good” (as noted in “The Blame Game,” by Bill O’Brien in The Christian Century, June 28, 2005, p.20)

  The Roman poet Ovid, in his Metamorphoses put these words in the mouth of his character Medea:

I see the right, and I approve it too

Condemn the wrong, and yet the wrong pursue.

Currently I’m reading William Faulkner’s Requiem for a Nun. In this novel, Faulkner so accurately describes this universal human dilemma. He has a character in the book say paradoxically about sin. “You ain’t got to. You can’t help it.” (see Shirley Guthrie, Christian Doctrine, p.213)
 Do you sense that universal human dilemma described by Paul - by Horace, by Ovid, by Faulkner - in your own life? I know that I do in my life and maybe you do as well.

· Sin is what causes me to gossip when I know I shouldn’t. 

· Sin is what leads me to cheat on an exam against my better judgment.

· Sin is what causes me to waste time on the job when I want to be productive.

· Sin is what causes me to snap at my kids or my spouse even though I love them.

Indeed, even with my best intentions and bests efforts the dilemma of sin is at work in my life.

· Sin is what causes my good desire to work hard to turn me into a workaholic.

· Sin is what causes me, even when I have done a good deed, to hope I will be rewarded for it.

· Sin is what drives me, even when I sacrifice, to the feel selfish pride about my selfless act. (see Homiletics, July-August, 2005, p.12)

And so as we listen in while Paul describes sin at work in his own life, can you not identify with him? You see, Paul is writing here about not merely sins – the wrong acts we do. He is writing about Sin with a capital “S.” He is describing something that is more than the sum of our misdeeds. He is describing a force – 

a principle, 

a power, 

a predilection, 

a penchant (shall I go on?), 

a proclivity, 

a propensity, 

a predisposition – 

that is at work in our lives, in our world. (Ibid.) It is an inescapable human dilemma. “We ain’t got to. We can’t help it!” Its name is Sin. 

I suppose this dilemma could lead us to the point of despair. And you have to wonder, if maybe Paul is on the edge of that when he cries out in verse 24:

“Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”

However, in Paul’s agonized question lies another great truth in the text today. While the first is the universal human truth of the dilemma of sin, the second is the divine truth of…

The Unique Delivery from Sin (v.25)

 Paul asks the essential question; it is the question every Christian must face given the dilemma of human sin. “Who will rescue me?”

 The Christian poet, W.H Auden wrote:

“The motives of the heart are as crooked as a corkscrew.”

And, you see, our Christian faith tell is that we cannot straighten ourselves out. More education, 

more money, 

more discipline, 

more time, 

more energy… 

…will not straighten us out. We have to be “rescued.” Or as the KJV puts it, we have to be “delivered.” Someone beside ourselves needs to step in. Someone from beyond ourselves needs to come to the rescue, to deliver us. And the Apostle Paul proclaims the answer to his own agonizing question of who will rescue; who will deliver; with a shout of doxology:

“Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! (v.25a)
Here is the good news of the gospel, my friends. We may be cornered by the dilemma of sin. It is a reality. It is a problem. But it is not insurmountable. There is an answer to the power of sin. And it is the greater power of God at work in us through Jesus Christ. As my theology professor at Columbia Seminary, Shirley Guthrie put it:

 “Sin distorts, twist, corrupts and contradicts the created image of God in us, but it does not change into something else this human life God has made. Sin is not stronger than God!” (Christian Doctrine, p.205)

The final word is not sin’s, but God’s! Though the dilemma persists, the delivery is promised! Thank be to God, through our Lord Jesus Christ!

 I do not know what dilemma sin presents to you in your life this morning, but I want you to hear this good news: One stronger than you has delivered you! You have been rescued from sin’s power. Live into the promise of that deliverance!

 John Ortberg, the Senior Pastor at Menlo Park Presbyterian shares about something that happened this past year at his daughter’s graduation from Azusa Pacific University. At the commencement, the president of the university, Jon Wallace pulled three seniors from the graduating class and had them stand before the assembly. He faced the audience told everyone that these three students were going to serve under-privileged people in impoverished areas of the world following their graduation. 

Then, Jon Wallace turned to face the three students and said. “Somebody you do not know has heard what you are about to do. He wants you to be able to serve without any impediment, so he’s giving each of you a gift.” Then he turned to the first student and looked her in the eye and said, “You have been forgiven your school debt of $105,000.”

 It took a moment for the words to sink in. The student shook her head, and then began to cry. Dr. Wallace then turned to the next student and said, “You have been forgiven your debt of $70,000.” Then, he turned to the third student, “you have been forgiven your debt of $130,000.”

 John Ortberg says all three students were trembling and crying. Before long there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. In the twinkling of an eye, these student’s lives had been changed.

 An unpayable debt; an unseen giver; an unforgettable gift. The freedom of debtors becomes a blessing to the world. (Christian Century, December 15, 2009, p.21)

 Thanks be to God, through our Lord Jesus Christ, that is what has happened for each and every one of us debtors; sinners. Our dilemma has been resolved. Someone unseen but gracious has stepped forward on our behalf.  We have been set free, rescued, delivered, from the debt of our sin. Now, let us go and be a blessing to the world!
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