Unpleasant Ideas: Sin/Repentance

(Acts 2:22-24, 36-39; 1 John 1:5-10; 3:1-10)

I don’t like realistic movies that tell depressing stories.  I much prefer happy stories that I don’t have to think about.  Similarly I would rather preach on happy and uplifting topics that make us all feel good.  To do so though would be unbiblical.  Jesus spoke more about judgement than He did about joy or hope.  The most famous sermon in the history of the church, the one that started the ‘Great Awakening’ was Jonathon Edwards, ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God’.  Unless we understand and take seriously God’s horror of sin and our need for repentance we cannot know and enjoy the wonder of His grace.

1. Problem

God  God is love but He is also holy (1 Pet. 1:16; 1 John 4:7-11).  This means that He hates and is revolted by all sin.  We must never diminish this truth.  His love for the sinner never wavers but nor does His horror of all wrong, and His wrath toward all evil. His love desires salvation for all but His holiness and justice demand that all sin must be punished.  God’s holiness gives meaning to His love and prevents it degenerating into sentimentality.  He will accept no excuses. The account must be paid.  His holy love requires it.

Us Everyone sins (Rom. 3:10-18,23).  None of us are exempt.

There are no grades of sin – all sin is horrifying to God.  As a result everyone deserves God’s condemnation.  There is nothing we can do about it because God’s holy purity demands perfection and we can never be perfect.  What we can and must do is acknowledge our sinfulness and hopelessness and then begin to share God’s horror at all that is wrong in us and in society.  We cannot turn to God until, like Paul, we stop making excuses and rationalizing our sinful attitudes and behaviours and come to hate them with all our heart.  

2. Response

God Because we are helpless and hopeless God makes the first move and offers us a solution.  If we will only admit our need and ask His help then he will forgive us freely and totally.  Our confession of sin must be honest with a real awareness of the foulness of our sin  (2 Chron. 7:14; Joel 2:12-14).  Accepting our hopeless desire to change He gives us His Spirit to help us.

Us  We ask God’s forgiveness and seek His help to see sin through His eyes.  We learn to hate our sin as God does.  On our knees, with tears in our heart, we repent of both our sin and our weak attitude toward sin (1 John 1:5-10). This means a change of direction as we turn back to God and renounce all of our easy excuses, rationalisations and compromises with the values and ideas of society.  We admit our need of God’s help to change, and then ask for this help.  We realize, as did Paul, that our lives will always be a mixture of horror at our sin and joyful gratitude for God’s grace because we are both sinners and saints (Rom. 7:18-25).  We learn to depend on Jesus and the cleansing and changing action of his Spirit in our lives.

3. Result

God and us We accept God’s total forgiveness and rejoice that He has changed our position from His enemies to His friends and dearly loved children (Rom. 5:9-11).  In response to what he has done we open ourselves to the Spirit’s help through serious prayer and find that we do continually change in our attitudes and actions (1 John 3:1-10).  As evidence of our repentance and acceptance of God’s grace we live a life of grateful, growing obedience.  We enjoy a wonderful, eternal relationship as God’s precious children.  The reality of our joy in the Christian life reflects the reality of our tears of repentance for the pain we give our Father.  Both our tears and our joy are continually saturated with His holy and eternal love (Rom. 8:31-39).    

Unpleasant Ideas: Judgment/Hell
         (John 5:24-30; 2 Cor. 5:6-10)

Arthur Stace spent much of his life writing the word ‘Eternity’ in chalk all over Sydney.  He had a burning desire to confront people with their eternal destiny.  When I was growing up, ‘Where will you spend eternity?’ was a common question.  William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, instructed his preachers on the benefits of dangling their listeners over the fires of hell.  We hear little of eternity, judgment and hell today.  It seems out of place in our pleasure seeking society. There are however, a few questions that are worth considering.

1. Are judgment and hell still relevant?
Eternal judgment is a reality that all people will face.  To a great extent we judge ourselves by our decisions and actions.  God will simply confirm this judgment (Rev. 20:11-15).  Tragically too few people consider the eternal consequences of their life decisions.  Hell is real as Jesus frequently verified.  Various poetic descriptions are given of hell but the key thought is that it is worse than our worst nightmare and we don’t want to be there.  Sadly it is the eternal destination of those who don’t have a relationship with Jesus.  The heartbreaking fact is that hell will be full of nice, people many of whom are our friends and neighbours .  

2. Should Christians fear judgment?
Given the reality of the coming judgment of God, how do we react as Christians?    Having accepted the loving mercy and grace of God we are able to face His final judgment without fear (1 John 4:15-18).  Rather than fear this event we actually look forward to it and long for its coming (2 Peter 3:11,12).  We are assured of our salvation by God’s own promises to us in His Word (1 John 3:1-3;5:11-13).   We have already passed from death to life (1 John 3:14).  To doubt our salvation is to believe that it is somehow dependent on our efforts rather than His grace.  This is not humility it is presumption.

3. So why discuss it?
As an incentive to be sure we are Christian.

We are forced to examine the realty of our lived faith.  Are we Christian or do we still cling to our own supposed goodness as religious people?  We are reminded that being a church attender doesn’t make us Christian, being part of a Christian family doesn’t make us Christian, being baptized doesn’t make us Christian, living a good life doesn’t make us Christian and believing the right things doesn’t make us Christian.  Only an acceptance of our hopeless unworthiness and a complete reliance on God’s grace through Jesus’ death in our place makes us Christian.  As we accept this and recognize Him as Saviour and Lord so our whole life changes and becomes a grateful response to His love  (Matt. 7:21-23; Eph. 2:8-10).

As an incentive to mission.

The reality of judgment and hell forces us to see people in a different light.  The major factor in our relationship with them becomes their relationship with Jesus.  Our love for them doesn’t lessen but if they are not in a saving relationship with Him then our love is coloured by a heartrending compassion.  This is true not just with friends and family but for all people everywhere.  Our admiration for our sporting or entertainment heroes is tinged with despair at the pointlessness of their success if they are not Christian (Heb. 10:26-30).  Our compassion compels us to active or supportive mission.

As an incentive to praise.
Our burden for the lost is always in tension with our own glorious joy at the salvation God has given us.  We have been rescued from the dreadful destiny we deserve, to share in eternal joy with Jesus and our Father (John 5:24;1 Thess.1:10).  We live lives of thankful joy and caring sorrow.  Above all we enjoy the reality of eternal life with God that is ours now and that will only get better through all eternity (2 Cor. 5:6-9).  We live in a glorious reality of eternal hope and long for others to join us.  This is a joy that grows as it is shared.  Let’s share it!

Unpleasant Ideas: Discipline

(2 Cor. 9:24-27; 2 Pet. 1:3-11, 3:14,15)

Spiritual growth is primarily a work of God (Phil 1:6).  We are saved by grace not works (Eph. 2:8-10).  So why discipline?  ‘Spiritual disciplines are ways of removing obstacles and creating new channels of response to the seeking Father. They are about offering our bodies as “living sacrifices” (Rom. 12:1)’  Robyn Wrigley-Carr  

1. Inward Disciplines
Meditation Throughout the Scriptures and the history of the church meditation has always had an important place in the Christian’s life.  Biblical meditation fills our mind with God and helps us to be more aware of His presence in our lives and to rely on His strength.  The purpose is an enriched relationship with God leading to obedience and service. (Deut. 6:4-9; Psalm 77:12;  Psalm 119; Phil. 4;8,9)

Prayer We pray to develop our spiritual relationship with God and out of compassion for others (Psalm 62:5-8).  In this we follow the example, expectation and command of Jesus and the apostles (Luke 6:12,13; 1 Thess.5:17).  In prayer we find God’s peace (Phil.4:6,7).

Bible Reading and Study We read and study God’s word regularly because it is the maker’s manual for human beings and essential  for spiritual growth (2 Tim. 3:16,17).  As we read we meet our Lord afresh each day.  This helps us to know and grow in relationship with the one who loves us most.  We gain freedom and peace (John 8:32).

Fasting Fasting from food and other pleasures of life (eg TV, hobbies) clears our minds and hearts to concentrate on spiritual matters and also helps us to develop temperance and self-control.  In fasting we follow the examples of Jesus and the biblical saints.    (Joel 2:12; Matt. 6:16; Acts 13:2).

2. Outward Disciplines
Simplicity In our consumer culture we need to rediscover an inner contentment (Matt. 5:3; 6:19-21).  We need to develop an attitude of carefree indifference to possessions. God’s blessings are to be shared not kept.  We live below our means to help others (Heb. 13:5).  

Silence and Solitude Too often Christians give the impression that the depth of our Christianity is measured by the level of our activity.  Constant activity may hide inner emptiness. We need to slow down and ‘waste’ time with God (Psalm 46:10).  ‘Solitude leaves the company of others for a time in order to listen to them more deeply.’ Eugene Peterson.  In doing this we follow Jesus example (Luke 5:16)  

Service Service is using our possessions and abilities to actively seek the good of others and the causes of God in the world.  In service we train ourselves away from arrogance, envy and materialism.  By  this we are also following Jesus’ example (John 13:14).

Confession In confession we share our weaknesses and failures with God and others we trust, and so nourish our faith in God’s provision for our needs through our fellow Christians.  It holds us accountable and allows others to pray for and encourage us (James 5:16). 

3. Corporate Disciplines
Worship  We bring our individual daily worship with us to join together to offer to God as a glorious whole. We encounter God as we forget self.  The shared experience of the encounter with God in worship sharpens our focus on what is real (John 4:24; Rom. 12:1).  

Fellowship and Submission  In fellowship we share together in Christian activities such as worship, prayer and service. It is an opportunity to exercise our diverse gifts in unity, for mutual growth. Submission is the highest level of fellowship involving humility and transparency as we put others first (Matt. 18:20; Eph. 5:21).

Celebration  Celebration is our response to God’s greatness as shown in His goodness to us.  In celebration we come together to eat and drink, sing and share stories of God’s action in our lives.  We grasp the opportunity to acknowledge His goodness (2 Cor. 1:3).

As our personalities and so our preferred pathways to encountering God differ so we will find different disciplines easier and more rewarding.  It is important however to exercise all of the disciplines in balance.  An over or under emphasis on any area will damage both the individual and the church (1 Thess. 5:18).  
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