Whatever Happened to Sin #1

“The Existence of Sin”

various texts


Remember when you were growing up the times you had to do something you didn’t really want to do?  Perhaps it was going to the doctor or the dentist, or maybe it was eating those disgusting vegetables your mother put on your plate.  At some point in time we probably all experienced something rather painful or distasteful, but we had to because it was good for us.  Only later did we realize that our parents were being neither mean nor sadistic but rather looking out for our best interests.


This same principle applies in the church.  There are certain subjects that are, frankly, not easy to hear.  I might add that these are not easy to preach, either.  But like those trips to the doctor or dentist and those foul-smelling and tasting vegetables at dinnertime, we need it.


For the next few months I would like to focus our attention on the subject of sin.  We will consider the existence of sin, the essence of sin, the entrance of sin into our world, the extension of sin throughout humanity, the effects of sin, the enticement to sin, the enslavement of sin, and finally the extermination and extinction of sin.  While sin itself is a negative subject, we will attempt to present these messages in as positive light as possible.

The Scandalous Silence about Sin


This may be the first sermon series you’ve ever heard on the matter of sin—even if you’ve been faithfully attending church for years.  There is in our day and culture a scandalous silence about sin.  Bernard Ramm writes in his book, Offense to Reason,

Apart from works on Christian theology and preaching the word sin has dropped out of common discourse. One reason is that the word has suffered an inflation of meanings. Another more important reason is that a secularized culture and a secularized educational system avoid theological terms.
 


And because our secularized culture doesn’t want to hear about sin, secularized churches and their secularized preachers don’t mention it.  The words of Paul in 2 Timothy 4:3-4 ring tragically true:

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.


Perhaps the best (or worst) example of this is Dr. Robert Schuller, famed pastor of the Crystal Cathedral in California.  In 1982 he published a book entitled Self-Esteem: The New Reformation in which he wrote,

It is precisely at this point that classical theology has erred in its insistence that theology be ‘God-centered’ and not ‘man-centered.’ …This master plan of God is designed around the deepest needs of human beings—self-dignity, self-respect, self-worth, self-esteem…. Success is to be defined as the gift of self-esteem that God gives us as a reward for our sacrificial service in building self-esteem in others. Win or lose: If we follow God’s plan as faithfully as we can, we will feel good about ourselves. That is success!
 ﻿

Elsewhere he has said, “The most serious sin is the one that causes me to say, ‘I am unworthy. I may have no claim to divine sonship if you examine me at my worst.’ For once a person believes he is an ‘unworthy sinner, it is doubtful if he can really honestly accept the saving grace God offers in Jesus Christ.”
  Finally he concludes that, “too many prayers of confession of sin and repentance have been destructive to the emotional health of Christians by feeding their sense of non-worth.”
  Notice the emphasis on self?
Such theological trash makes me shake my head in disbelief, but consider the response Schuller has received: His congregation numbers well over 10,000 and was, at one time, the largest single church in America!  It worked!  He was successful in saying, “what their itching ears want to hear.”  And many other preachers aspiring to similar “success” have followed in his footsteps.

The late Francis Schaeffer called this phenomenon “the great evangelical disaster.” He succinctly summarized the situation:
Here is the great evangelical disaster, the failure of the evangelical world to stand for truth as truth. There is only one word for this, namely accommodation: the evangelical church has accommodated to the world spirit of the age. First, there has been accommodation on Scripture, so that many who call themselves evangelicals hold a weakened view of the Bible and no longer affirm the truth of all the Bible teaches, truth not only in religious matters but in the areas of science and history and morality. As part of this, many evangelicals are now accepting the higher critical methods in the study of the Bible. Remember, it was these same methods which destroyed the authority of the Bible for the Protestant church in Germany in the last century, and which have destroyed the Bible for the liberal in our own country from the beginning of the century. And second, there has been accommodation on the issues, with no clear stand being taken even on matters of life and death.


Certainly there has been in our generation a scandalous silence about sin.

The Stark Stains of Sin


Yet for all the fancy theological footwork on the subject, one cannot escape the stark stains of sin all around us.  I challenge you to pick up a newspaper without reading about corruption, war, brutality, or negligence.  Our jails and prisons are bursting at the seams…and those only represent the ones who’ve been caught!  Families are torn apart by strife and violence between spouses and between parents and children.  Violence has crept into our homes, our schools, and our workplaces.  People inflict unthinkable agony on others, seemingly without remorse.


Sounds an awful lot like what Paul predicted in 2 Timothy 3:1-5,

But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God—having a form of godliness but denying its power.


You see, the stark stains of sin we see today are not new.  As we will see later in this series, from the beginning of time human history has been tainted with tragedy that is largely self-inflicted.  Yes, our culture seems to be getting worse, but the core problem has been the same.  I believe our technological advances have not made us better people, only more efficient in our evil.


I also believe it is time to call a spade a spade.  Rather than tiptoeing around it, let’s admit to the existence of sin so we can deal with it.  As Ramm puts it,

If a person wishes to carry on a thoughtful and responsible discussion of the great disorders and fracturings of the personal psyche and corporate humanity, what term does one use? After paging through thesauruses with their lists of synonyms about human evils, the word sin still survives as the best word. For all its limitations, the word sin best describes evils in human experience.

The Scriptural Stand on Sin


Certainly the Bible is not silent or hesitant on this matter. One resource proclaims, “The Bible is nearly as full of sin as it is of grace.”
  Another goes in a bit more detail:

Preoccupation with sin is one of the hallmarks of biblical religion. Denunciation of sin and the announcement of ensuing woes occupies more than half of the prophetic books; the psalms and wisdom writings include many confessions of and reflections on sin; the sacred history emphasizes the consequences of disobedience on the part of rulers and people; the focus is basically the same in the NT, which has a frightening finale in the book of Revelation.


Furthermore, “sin is never viewed in Scripture from fatalistic or deterministic perspec​tives. If we are totally determined chemically, physiologically, psychologically, or sociologically, then the concept of sin evapo​rates.”
  Much of our secular society (particularly in the fields of psychology and sociology) tries to excuse sin or blame the environment or genetics or someone else.  It seems that the world’s motto is, “It’s not your fault!”  The Scriptural stand on sin more closely resembles the classic cartoon in which Pogo says, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”  We will study this passage in detail in a later message, but just consider the assessment of humanity in Romans 3:9-23,

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”  “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.”  “The poison of vipers is on their lips.”  “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.”  “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.”   “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”  Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin…. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…

All the world’s religions pre​sume something is amiss with humanity, and the Chris​tian word for it is “sin.”
 Moody Monthly ran this contrast of perspectives on sin:

Man calls it an accident; God calls it an abomination. 
Man calls it a blunder; God calls it blindness. 

Man calls it a chance; God calls it a choice. 

Man calls it a defect; God calls it a disease. 

Man calls it an error; God calls it enmity. 

Man calls it an infirmity; God calls it an iniquity. 

Man calls it a liberty; God calls it lawlessness. 

Man calls it a trifle; God calls it a tragedy. 

Man calls it a mistake; God calls it a madness. 

Man calls it a weakness; God calls it willfulness.


Fortunately the Scriptural stand on sin does not end with its existence.  The Christian doctrine of sin adds a necessary element to human self-understanding. It declares that every person is a sinner and that without this knowledge each of us lacks a funda​mental ingredient in our self-understanding. Knowing that we are sinners means we can then understand our relationship to God. We can understand why humans do certain things, from the milder trespasses to the actions of a very ruthless criminal. The Prodigal Son represents an excellent example of this. In the far country the prodigal came to himself (Luke 15:17). To come to one’s self is to repent; to repent is to see one’s life in the perspec​tive of its sinfulness. In the process of “coming to himself” he achieved self-clarification.
  Jeremiah 17:9 states simply, “The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked; who can know it?”  In the words of Warren Wiersbe, “The heart of the problem is the problem of the heart, and until the heart is changed by grace, society will not change at all.”


This message—as well as this entire series—is not just about sin, but about our salvation from sin.  Redemption in Christ is predicated upon a definite theology of sin, and to undermine the theology of sin undermines redemption and thus the whole Christian system.
  One author writes, “Just so long as we deny the reality of sin, we cut ourselves off, it seems, from the possibility of radical redemption.”
  C. S. Lewis adds,
A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for granted that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, though we are part of the world He came to save, we are not part of the audience to whom His words are addressed. We lack the first condition for understanding what He is talking about.


And so we begin a study of sin from a Scriptural perspective.  Despite the scandalous silence on the subject, we can see the stark stains of sin all around us.  The title of this sermon series may sound familiar; I have adapted it from a popular book by a psychologist named Karl Menninger entitled, Whatever Became of Sin?  In it he writes,

I believe there is “sin” which is expressed in ways which cannot be subsumed under verbal artifacts such as “crime,” “disease,” “delinquen​cy,” “deviancy.” There is immorality; there is unethical behavior; there is wrongdoing. And I hope to show that there is usefulness in retaining the concept, and indeed the SIN, which now shows some sign of returning to public acceptance. I would like to help this trend along.


We will all be better off having done so.
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