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7 I do not understand my own actions.  
For I do not do what I want,
but I do the very thing I hate. 
16Now if I do what I do not want,
I agree that the law is good. 
17But in fact it is no longer I that do it, 
but sin that dwells within me.  
18For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh.  I can will what is right, 
but I cannot do it.  
19For I do not do the good I want, 
but the evil I do not want 
is what I do.  
20Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, 
but sin that dwells within me.
21So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, 
evil lies close at hand.  22For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, 
23but I see in my members another law at war 
with the law of my mind, 
making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  24Wretched man that I am!  
Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
 25Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!
Arrrggghhh

In the first Confirmation class this year, I explained what we would be doing and the list of topics for the year.  We discussed what were their favorite topics and their least favorite topics.  Then I asked them to write down one question or thought they wanted to address during the year.  Let me read 3 of them to you: Bad=Sin Good=Bible; will God forgive my sins?; why is doing bad sometimes easier than doing good?  That was not what I expected.  Honestly, I was surprised half of them wanted further discussion of sin.  But then, let’s be honest, sin is an issue; it’s a topic of relevance.  It’s part of all of our lives, it’s a concern, and it causes problems; that’s true no matter what age you are, so it is no wonder the youth had questions.


So, I’d like to start today by doing something we did in confirmation when we talked about sin: let’s define the word sin.  How do you define it?  My definition is this: sin is selfishness; choosing yourself over everyone else, including God.  Sin is going against what God wants for us and for those around us.  You see, our God is good and holy and pure and perfect.  And sin is not – sin is the opposite of that.  You know, our God cannot stand sin – God hates sin because it breaks the relationship we have with God and with each other.  Because God is holy and pure, he can’t be in the presence of sin. Sin is behavior that separate us from God by our selfish choices.  And that is both hell and death – in God is all our joy and peace and comfort – when we sin, we are separated from all that – which is really death and hell, right?  And since we are in Lent, since we are marching with Jesus to Jerusalem and the cross, it is good and important that we talk about sin.

So if sin is so bad, causes pain, brokenness and separation from God and death, if it feels so bad, then the first thought has to be: STOP DOING IT!!  Right?  Well, as we all know, as we all have experienced, it’s not that easy.  If it were that easy, if it were just a matter of the will and trying harder we all would have stopped a long time ago.  I love the story of Jesus and the woman caught in adultery – he saves her, forgives her and then at the need of the story tells her what? “You have been forgiven, go and sin no more.”  Really?  Maybe we missed something in the story, but as we heard Paul say today, it’s so much more than that - it’s impossible to stop.  Paul describes the problem as sin being something powerful, something alive.  

It is something that lives within each of us – I read one person describe it as like a parasite that lives off the host (us) and will not stop being destructive and creating death until it kills the host or is removed by something outside of the host.  So, like the sick patient infected by the virus or parasite, we need something to come to us from outside of us – like surgery or medicine like antibiotics.  Sin is something deep within us and we need help from outside of us to overcome it.  The Apostle Paul sees sin as an aggressive, active power that marches toward death.  So, sin dwells in us, is against God in every way and creates chaos in the world; and we are powerless to overcome it.  Paul understands that this force is beyond ourselves and can take over and prevent us from doing good and lead us into doing wrong.  That why he writes: 19For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.  20Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.  

Now, we have to be careful at this point as we think about what Paul is saying – when he says it’s not me doing the sinning but sin that dwells within me.  If we are not careful we can sound like Geraldine from the Flip Wilson show, right?  “It wasn’t me that bought the dress, the devil made me do it.”  This idea of sin being something within us that is a powerful force can become an excuse for sinning, for behaving badly.  But that's not what Paul is talking about.  It’s not an excuse or a way to rationalize our choices, but more of an explanation – Paul explaining and describing what is going on – and an understanding of the power of sin and of our need for help – help from outside of us.

Which leads us to the brilliant end of this passage.  As Paul is lamenting this sinfulness that we all fall into; as he painfully recognizes how lost we are, how powerless, and how dead we are in our sins, he shouts out: “Arrggghhh, 24Wretched man that I am!  

Who will rescue me from this body of death?  At that moment of desperation when Paul is considering how there is no way out of sinfulness and how it leads to death, he asks this rhetorical question – is there someone who can save him and us?  And what is his answer to the question?  I believe he is pointing straight to the cross when he says: “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  In other words, he is referring to Jesus overcoming and defeating sin through his life and death on the cross and the resurrection.  Paul is giving thanks that through Jesus Christ and his sacrifice on the cross, the power of sin and death have been defeated and now that sin which dwells in side of us can be removed – kind of like going in for surgery and having that parasite we mentioned earlier removed.  With Jesus the Christ in our lives, sin no longer has that power over us.  We are free to do the good we want and avoid the evil we don't want to do.  There is freedom and salvation is Jesus’ death and resurrection.  As Paul said, Thanks be to God.

So what does this all mean in our daily lives?  Well, let’s start with this: Sin stinks.  When we sin, we bring pain and brokenness into our lives and the lives of those around us.  Sin stinks.  Sin hurts.  Our sinfulness – our words, our actions, our attitudes – makes the world a worse place for everyone, including ourselves.  That’s not who we are called to be.  I’ve said it many times before, but I believe that our call is to bring God’s love and blessing to all the people of the world. In order to do this, we need to overcome sin; we need to be healers, not wounders.  When we invite God in Christ into our lives, into our hearts – through prayer, study, trust and faith – we have the power of Christ in our lives and we can overcome sin.  In our baptism we believe that we died with Christ and have been raised with him – which means sin and death have been overcome.  When we trust God with all our wants and needs and not try to find our satisfaction elsewhere, we can overcome sin and make the world better.  So we really can “go and sin no more” because sin has been defeated by Jesus’ sacrifice, death and resurrection on the cross.

Like when we are hurt by someone and so want to lash out and hurt them back, but we choose instead to trust God and to let God heal our wounds and give the situation over to him; by doing that we overcome sin and we bring the kingdom of God to a difficult situation – and we create healing where we could have created pain.  Or when we feel emptiness and brokenness inside, instead of turning to alcohol or drugs or sex or money or whatever your vice is to find wholeness, we turn to God’s comfort and care as we talked about last week with the 23rd Psalm and let God fill that emptiness; then we overcome sin and are healed and fulfilled truly and wonderfully.

Sisters and brother, I don't like to talk about sin – especially from the pulpit.  But our job is to bring God’s love and blessing to all the people of the world.  When we act sinfully, we don't do that.  When we sin, we bring pain and brokenness, not love and blessing.  It is up to us to trust and accept the benefits of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, a sacrifice which allows the power of God in our hearts and helps us overcome the power of sin.  When we do that, we lead lives which are holy and worthy of God and we bring God’s love and blessing to all the world.  Let us live into that and live out of that and fully be God’s co-workers in building the kingdom.  Thanks be to God, Amen.
