SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 19, 1989

"THE CROSS OF JESUS: THE ANSWER TO SIN”
(No., 2 in a Sermon Series)

[I Corinthians 5:14-19

Text: II Corinthians 5:19

"God was 1n Christ reconciling the
world to God, not counting their

trespesses against them and entrusting
to us the message of reconciliation.”

One day, some years ago, as I mentioned last

week in the first sermon of this series, a man

I was interviewing about his religious background,
said to me that he was not a member of any
church, and probably never would be. And then
he asked me: "“What's all this stuff about
people being saved by the suffering and death
of Jesus on the cross? What do I need to Dbe
saved from? [ never could understand how the
death of Jesus could do me or anyone else any

good. What does the cross of Jesus have to do
with my everyday life here and now?”

That’s what we’re looking at in this sermon
series for Lent--the cross of Jesus and what it




means for us in today’s world here and now. AS
[ also noted last week, in looking at the death
of Jesus on the cross and exactly how that 1is
Good News for us and saves us, we are delving
Into one of the deepest mysteries of the
Christian faith.

Despite the centrality of the cross in the
Christian faith from the earliest days of the
church, there has never been total adreement on
the way in which the cross saves us. In fact,

there have been various theories and ideas put
forth as we saw in last week’s sermon.

At the same time, the New Testament of the
Bible and the church through history have both
always maintained that in some way the death of
Jesus on the cross does save the world and us
from our sins. Or to put 1t another way, the
suffering and death of Jesus on the cross 1is
God’'s answer to sin. That’s what the Apostle
Paul meant in his second letter to the Church
at Corinth when he wrote: "God was in Christ
reconciling the world to God.”

This of course assumes that there is sin in the
world and that all of us are sinners. The man
[ talked about earlier who said he didn't
understand how the death of Jesus could save
anyone, had no 1dea that he needed to be saved
from anything. One day this man will discover
that he is a sinner and that he needs to be
saved from excess pride, from greed, from




alienation,
futility In
fear of deatrh
Christiar

from
Nis 1

loneli
ife, a

eSS 0 a S€

1d from the
and all of these are related to a
understanding of sin.

nse of

DOWer and

Too freguently we have an 1nadequate definition

or understandin
in terms of etnh
one of the ter

i1C

deeper than that.

of tr
This

Here, for exam
Nis creative e

our tryir
Drofessior
that while he has
career,
family, he reac
what life 1s all a
, he wonde

-

i

e Nds

t%
aw

has beco

may call it somet

Or here 1S a wom
abuse as a chilg
was any different

command

DEe
nes middle age a
Dout and 1In t
HOW can [ be savec
re of sin althougl

g of sin.,

S Or

g to make ""goog

K‘S’ "
e awWd

Ning different,

and n

Deen I

rals, or o
NtsS, but Sin goes

. Ihen she ma

also abused her and their c

OVEIW
too m

SAdVed:

-

A

f)

kept blaming herself,
nerself that maybe she is at fault.

elmed with quilt.
ch for her ar
The

S0Me

Nild

in his

Yet

We think of sin only
"~ breakin

g of
nuch

Dle 1S a man who spends 997 of
nergy and nearly every waking

“In his business or
al life and one day it dawns on him
1aking gooc
N failing tragically with his
nd begins to ask
nat awful moment

oY/,

he

an Who was a victim of sexual
ever knew that the world
"ried a man who

e .

she

N1OW She convinced

She

1S

One day it gets to be

d she asks,
e must be a better life.”

"How can I be
Now she

is ready to explore other options, but i1t will



Nnot be easy.

Certainly God made the world good and there 1is
much that is enriching in life, but who can
deny that there 1s also much that goes wrong in

our human existence and especially in our
relationships with each other. The very avenues
of enrichment can become and frequently do

become avenues of destruction.

The traditional Christian understanding of sin

has always had a dual focus, the one personal
and the other impersonal. Sin as personal

indicates a violation of relationships, resulting
in a state of alienation from God, nature, one
another and the self. The condition of
allenation, however, 1S one Into which we have
been born. If there 1s a sense in which sin
precedes us, then obviously there 1s an Impersonal
element in sin. The woman I mentioned earlier
was born into a family where physical and sexual
abuse was the norm, and it had been the norm
for her parents, aunts and uncles and for their
parents before them. She did not choose the
environment 1nto which she was born. The
Christian faith has often called this "original
sin,” or the demonic. It’s a way of saying
that there are powers of destruction at work in
the world which were here before we were born
and these powers can and do overwhelm us,
involving us in the condition of alienation

which then often comes forth in personal sin,
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is totally accurate, but some are more accurate

than others. The woman who had been born into
a pattern of physical and sexual abuse which
went back several generations had been born
Into an environment with an 1naccurate map of
the way life 1Is supposed to be lived.

We are not born with maps, but we are born 1nto
them. We have to make and remake them throughout
our lives. And we need help in doling this iIf

we are going to overcome the power of the
demonic or what our faith calls “original sin.”

The problem with some people 1s that they stop
making their maps by the end of adolescence.,
Thelir maps are sketchy and small at that time--
in other words, their view of the world 1s too
narrow and misleading. Unfortunately, by the
end of middle age, many people have glven up
the effort. They believe thelr maps are
complete, that thelr world-view 1s correct, and
ney are no longer interested in new information,
nich means they stop growing mentally and
piritually and in so doing never come to see
neir own sin or their involvement in some of

e demonic structures of society,

—~ ~+ »n =

Sin can become very personal when we continually
distort existence with inaccurate mapS. Here

1s a person for example who makes her own self
the terminal point of all relationships, when

in fact she 1s not. In God’s creation, we are
all related to each other and no one of uS 1S




the absolute center. We are gll to be receivers
and givers in this life. When any one of US

violates this by becoming only a receiver or a
giver, we sin adgainst ourselves and others. If
we attempt to Imprison ourselves in the present

by making our own well-being the end of existence;
i1t is as if we build a wall against our giving
for the well-being of others,

On the other hand, we can be in a reverse
situation. There are those who emphasize only

from an

what they give and don’t want to receive anything
vyone. Some people have a self-understanding

that it 1Is more blessed to give than to receive
with a vengeance and see themselves totally at

the dis

from

nosal of others. QOur refusal to receive

others is also a distortion of reality, 3

false map of the way God has made the world.
Whenever we live our lives according to a false
map, then we sin against ourselves and others.

[t is the testimony of the Christian faith that

release from sin needs to come from beyong

ourselves in the counterforce to sin. We

ire a power in the past strong enough to
ter the demonic and overcome it, a power 1in
the future that is stronger than death, and a

regl
cour

pOwe
In t
to |

~1r

the present that can enable us to live

ne fullness of well-being as God meant us

1ve,

[t is Good News to the Christian faith that the
cross of Jesus is the answer to sin and helps




Us to overcome i1t both in personal terms and to

overcome the

power of the demonic or what we

call "original sin” in the world at large.
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To see Jesus, an innocent human being on the
Cross, 1s to see what we human beings are
capable of doing to the most loving individual
that ever lived among us. And we are still
doing it to innocent loving people among us.

The cross is the answer to sin

because In 1t we

see what sin can do, and hopefully it causes us
to repent, to change our ways.

2. Secondly, the cross of Jesus is the answer
to sin because it takes the worst that we can

do and makes it into something good. “God was
in Christ reconciling the world to God,” wrote

St. Paul. God was in Christ on the cross--
that’'s the mystery and that’s the victory. God
overcomes sin not by fighting it the way we
want to fight it but by receiving it, letting
the overwhelming love of God swallow it up,

God’s love even while suffering on the cross in
the person of Jesus does not return evil for
God does not
physically reduplicate or multiply cruelty or
violence in any way--1t’s not an eye for an eye
or a tooth for a tooth, not bullet for bullet,
nor bitterness for brute oppression--but God in

evil. his is the miracle.,
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and sin 1s absorbed into it.
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5. Thirdly, the cross of Jesus Is the answer
to sin because 1t invites each one of us to
accept God’s acceptance of us even though we
are sinners. When we accept God’s acceptance
then that suffering loving power of God which
was present in Jesus on the cross begins to
work even more powerfully In our own lives and
we become changed people. [t doesn’t happen
all at once. It doesn’t mean that we will
never sin again, It doesn’t mean that we simply
nave to try harder.

To understand the cross is to feel it emotionally
as well as to try to figure it out and accept

it rationally. It means opening your life to

the power of God’s love and you will have a

life that will be filled with joy and richness
beyond your Imagining. AMEN.




