“Behold the Lamb of God

who takes away the sin of the world.”

Our Christian faith has some fantastic things going for it.

But the acknowledgement that we are all sinners 

wouldn’t be up there 

among the top ten attractive items!

If people ever did receive the label ‘sinner’ with joy

those days are long gone!

And yet without the ideas of salvation,

Wholeness,

Healing,

Acceptance,

Forgiveness,

Redemption and so on

We could hardly understand Christianity.

That’s the whole point!

Jesus was more than just a good man.

Jesus is more than a role model for us to follow.

He is Saviour and Lord!

As John the Baptist put it,

He is the Lamb of God who would save the world

from the thing the bible calls ‘sin.’

The word ‘sin’ conjures up all sorts of things for us.

For some of us it gets our hackles up immediately.

What do they think I am?

I’m as good as the next person.

How dare they suggest otherwise!

For others of us it weighs us down and depresses us.
Maybe we’ve never felt all that good about ourselves

and the church has only added to the burden 

by telling us we’re sinners.

And others may be filled with incredulity.

You’ve got to be joking!

I thought we’d got past all that nonsense!

These days nobody seriously believes that we are sinners!

Do they?

Salvation is acceptable these days,

if by it we mean ‘wholeness’
and ‘inclusivity.

But if it means ‘forgiveness’
We may not feel so sure.

Do I need to be forgiven?

Why?
What from?

What did I ever do that was so bad 

that it needed forgiveness?

Many years ago I filled my spiritual journal 

asking these kinds of questions.

I kept coming back to them 

and when another thought occurred to me I’d jot it down:

· some sermons got written about.

· some songs got a mention,

· but mostly it was just my own ponderings about what the death of Jesus was about.

It seemed to me that if the death of Jesus 

was only about making bad people good 

that wasn’t enough.

Personally, I didn’t feel that bad,

and certainly I wasn’t impressed with the idea 

of being made ‘good.’

(I’d tried being good all my life 

and I knew how much effort went into that little exercise!)

I think that that is where we sometimes go wrong 

when it comes to understanding ‘sin.’
We’ve taken a huge concept 

and made it into something much smaller.

Maybe it’s because we prefer concepts we can get a handle on.

It’s easier to talk about ‘good’ and ‘bad’

and ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
than it is to understand what sin really is.

Good and bad 

are what Mum and Dad taught us when we were kids.

It’s good behaviour: 

small behaviours like not interrupting when others are speaking

and large behaviours like not taking what doesn’t belong to you.

it’s manners, it’s what is socially acceptable,

It’s what keeps a society on an even keel.

And it’s what forms our conscience(
the conscience that makes us feel guilt and shame 

when we break a rule we were taught.

All this is important(essential, even!( but it doesn’t help us very much in understanding just what the Lamb of God 

came to save the world from.

The same with ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’
Right and wrong are things we also learnt from an early age.

As we learn to speak we learn it’s right to say

“Would you like something to eat?”

And its wrong to say

“Would yous like sumfink to eat?”

We learn that when we produce 4 as the sum 

to the equation 2 plus 2 

we are right 

and we get a tick and feel good.

But when we say that 2 plus 2 makes 5

we learn that this is wrong

and we get a mark against it,

and if we feel that that mark is against us as persons
then we learn to feel shame at making mistakes.

There are many many lessons 

(more important than correct speech and maths)

that we need to learn as we go through life.

There are many things where ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ 

need to be differentiated.

Depending on the time 

and the culture in which we are brought up

we will feel more or less comfortable with making mistakes

and getting things wrong in the process of learning.

The shame some of us have experienced 

as we took time to learn

and as we coped with varying degrees of 

patience and impatience 

in our parents and teachers and bosses

often dogs our steps for years.

That shame can be clicked into all too easily,

and sometimes it’s that button 

that is pushed when we hear the word ‘sin’

But ‘sin’ does not mean getting things right or wrong.

If it did, some of us would be much worse sinners than others

because some of us are much slower learners than others.

But the Bible is very clear: there’s no difference in degree.

We are all equally sinners.

We all equally need salvation.

So I want to say a few words about what sin IS

And what we need to be saved from 

and what we ARE saved from

And what we CAN BE saved from.

To understand ‘sin’

We need to think large concepts rather than small ones.

We need to think about who we are as people:

not just our personal and family identity,

but what it is that makes us a person.

· What do we know about the nature of human beings?

· When it comes right down to it what are we as persons?

If you were to explain to an extra terrestrial life form 

the basic differences between a person and a chimpanzee 

what would you say?

Sociologically we might look at the differences between 

human societies and chimpanzee societies.

Neurologically we might have something to say about 

the different brains.

Theologically we explore purpose: 

origins and destiny.

It’s at this kind of level that we begin to understand ‘sin.’

What is our purpose as a person?

What can we say about our origins and our destiny?

These are all connected.

If one gets out of kilter or distorted so do the others.

‘Distortion’ is a helpful non-biblical word 

that theologians find useful.

‘Distortion’ conjures up the notion of something a bit skew-if,

(something that isn’t how its meant to be(
but possibly something that can be put back on track.

Whether we are creationists or evolutionists 

(or some combination of the two),

Christians understand our origins to be from God.
We understand that in God,

we live and move and have our being.

We understand that God is also 

our destiny(where we’re headed.

The over-arching large purpose for our lives

is to live in relationship with God.

There are many smaller purposes that are 

different for each one of us,

but those smaller purposes should all be compatible with the one large purpose of living in relationship with God.

If you ever need help in working out a direction in life

one of the important questions to ask is whether

this new possibility will lead you towards God 

or away from God?

Will it enhance your relationship with God,

Make it better?

 Or will it diminish it and encourage you to walk away from God?

From various scriptures, including the creation narratives, 

and from the experience of history and of our own lives,

we are aware that one of the basic characteristics of persons is their freedom to choose and make decisions:

Not just decisions about which food to eat

but decisions about how we will live our lives

how we will live in relation to our neighbours

and, we think, ultimately how we will relate to God.

Sin is largely about what we do with that gift of freedom.

Western theology has made much of how we 

over-reach our freedom 

and put ourselves in the place of God(
How we don’t accept the boundaries and limitations placed on us by our finitude( 
by virtue of the fact that we are the creatures and not the Creator.

As creatures we are given the gift of freedom,

but our purpose is to live in relation to God 

and in dependence on God.

When we fail to depend on God,

we abuse our freedom

and set ourselves up as better than God.

This is sin:

This is where we fall short of God’s glory and God’s purpose.

God’s glory is a creation in sinq with creation purposes:

Freedom within dependence.

Many of us find dependence difficult.

And that difficulty may lead us into more specific sins 

as we live our lives independently of God.

This is reasonably familiar territory.

When we think we know best we can get further and further away from God’s purposes and further and further away from abundant life.

What Western theology often fails to emphasise

is that there is another very basic way 

that we can misuse the gift of freedom that is ours.

Instead of over-reaching our limits

we can refuse life by being too passive,

by saying, “I can’t!  I couldn’t possibly!”

“You don’t understand, 

I’ve had an awful life and it’s not possible for me 

to make life-giving choices.”

It’s true that some people’s experience

means that they find it more difficult than others 

to make good choices and live life.

But ultimately, as a person, we are free.

You and I are created to choose.

We are created to choose life.

We are created to depend on God for the strength we don’t have in and of ourselves

And we are created to get on with it.

Jesus, the Lamb of God, came into the world to save us from 

chronic abuse of the gift of freedom:

To save us from:

to save us from living independent of God,

thinking that we know best

and putting ourselves in the place of Creator 

instead of creature,

and to save us from a life-sapping passivity 

that persuades us that we cannot 

make good and life-giving choices(
that we are trapped and there is no way out.

Jesus said,

“I have come that they may have life,

and have it abundantly.”

As the gift of freedom is ours from creation

so the appropriate use of that gift 

is given back to us through salvation 

and through the forgiveness of sin.

May each of us have the courage to face and acknowledge

our odd and subtle abuses of freedom

and experience the joy of its restoration 

through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

Amen.

