Sin and Grace <Slide 1>

Punchline: We all fall short of God’s expectations – we are all sinners.  God’s grace is what makes us acceptable.

1) Romans Sermon series – back to Presbyterian and Reformed basics <Slide 2>
a. Romans is an extremely deep theological work

b. Romans is also one of the hardest books to read because Paul uses very complex language

c. Romans is also the book that is at the heart of Presbyterian and Reformed theology – if you want to understand what Presbyterians believe, first understand what Paul writes in Romans

So starting with today’s text, I want to focus on verses 23 and 24 from Chapter 3: “For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God;  24 they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”

2) Paul’s major points

a. First: We are all sinners – doesn’t matter if we’re Jew or Gentile –Christian or non-Christian

What is sin?

i. An act? killing or stealing, the 7 deadly sins: lust, gluttony, envy wrath, etc.

ii. A state of being? – God is beyond our comprehension, we will never fully understand him or his will for us

iii. Paul says “All have sinned and fall short.”

1. Sin is falling short of God’s expectations – accidentally or intentionally

What are God’s expectations?  They are different for everyone, but at least one part is the same:

iv. That we love God with all our soul and mind and strength and heart and that we love our neighbor as ourselves.

1. How much time do we spend thinking about ourselves and what we want compared to how much time we spend thinking about God and what he wants or what other people around us want?

2. How many of us own more things than someone we know?  Can you think of someone who owns less than you?

3. How many of us know the will of God for every decision we make and have the strength and courage to follow?

4. Do we spend more time feeding our bodies or feeding our spirits?  

5. Do we spend more time worrying or praying?  

6. Do we spend more money on ourselves and our children or on our neighbors and God’s children?  

7. Do we treat the outcast, downtrodden, and poor of the world the way we would treat Jesus?

-> Do we really love God and love neighbor?

v. Systematic sin, Institutional sin, broken creation

1. Top 225 people in world have more money than bottom 2 billion in world

2. The average American uses 4 times more energy and releases 4 times more greenhouse gases than the average person in another part of the world.

3. 150,000 die a month in Africa from preventable disease – diseases that we have cures for.  Would we allow that to happen if it were Europe or Canada?

=> Sin is everywhere.  We have all fallen short of the glory of God.  God has extremely high expectations for all of us.

When we start talking about sin like this, it’s tempting to start justifying and rationalizing.  I can already hear the voice in my own head, “God can’t really expect me to give up all that, right?”  Maybe it says “There’s nothing I can do about most of those problems.”   Maybe it says “I already give a lot to charity and the church, isn’t that good enough?.”  The fact is if our lives are not as committed to God and neighbor as Jesus’ was, we have fallen short of God’s expectation for us.  Period.

But the worst rationalization and justification, the worst whispering lie of the devil, is, “Well, at least I am not like him.”  We love to rank sins and we love to compare ourselves to others, and there’s always someone worse off than we are – someone told me that in prison the murderers say, “At least I’m not a rapist.”  The rapists say “At least I’m not a child molester.” And the child molesters say, “At least I’m not a murderer.”

We do this all the time – “Surely God must think Osama Bin Laden or Hitler or Stalin or Charles Manson or whoever is a worse person than I am.”  When I feel like someone has done me wrong or I disagree with them on something important, I find myself thinking, “Gee, I hope I get to see that person in heaven so they can see how right I was and how wrong they are.” Or maybe I even think, “That person is going to burn.”

But Paul is very clear: There is no distinction – we all fall way way way short of God’s expectations.  There is no place for comparing because what we do, what we believe, and what we choose cannot make up for the fact that we fall short.  And when we rationalize, justify, or minimize our sin, we also minimize God’s grace.  We are essentially saying, “That Osama Bin Laden, HE needs 100% grace and so if he needs 100%, then there’s no way I need 100%.  I must only need 70% grace.”  Paul is saying that when we compare our sins with those of others, we spit on grace – we turn grace into something that is earned instead of a gift freely given by God.  Friends, The truth of sin is that whether we are a saint or Mother Teresa or a serial killer or a terrorist or a genocidal dictator, a pastor, an elder or someone who will never set foot in a church, we are all equal in God’s eyes – we are all sinners to the core.

But the good news, the very good news, the most important news that has ever been said and ever will be said, the news that makes the very foundation of hell tremble and makes the choirs of angels sing, the news that brought the universe out of nothing, that brought Jesus, the son of God out of the tomb, and that brought the Holy Spirit into this very room this morning and into your hearts to testify – the good news of grace…is this: Whether we are a saint or Mother Teresa or a serial killer or a terrorist or a genocidal dictator, a pastor, an elder or someone who will never set foot in a church, we are equal in God’s eyes – we are all loved unconditionally.  Paul writes, “We are justified by his grace as a gift through the redemption that is in Jesus Christ.”  We don’t deserve anything from God, but God’s grace is free.  We know because it came to us as a gift in creation, it came to us as a gift in redemption, and it comes to us as a gift in our lives today.  Grace is not something we buy.  Grace is not something we earn.  Grace is not something we choose.
Grace is unconditional, unshakable, and unfailing.  God loves us no matter what – Nothing we do, nothing we believe, nothing we choose will ever make God love us more and nothing we do, nothing we believe, nothing we choose will ever make God love us less.  God loves us because he is righteous even though we cannot be.  Even though we cannot live up to his expectations for us, God loves us because He is God.  Even though we are all sinners and we all fall short, by the power of grace, we are saved, we are redeemed, we are justified, we are made righteous, we are forgiven, and we are loved.  This is good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  May his grace be with you all, this day and every day.  Amen.
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