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It started with this question from my oldest son: “Dad, if Jesus broke God’s law by healing on the Sabbath, how can Jesus never have sinned?”  Gotta love the questions of kids.  They force us to examine ideas that we either have never thought about or written off long ago.  Luke stirred in me the memories of similar confusion I’ve had when hearing stories that I’ve never quite understood.  He’s searching for answers like we all do, and the challenging part is to resist going out on a limb with weak explanations to avoid the hard work of seeking truth.  So I turn to Him and because God continues to reveal Himself, I learn new ways of looking at things that help me make sense of puzzling scripture.  And those new things come at the most unexpected, but most appropriate times.  Yes, God came through again recently.  

During the Pure Sex series at GCC, a landmark point Mark Beeson presented helped me look at sin in a fresh way.  Beeson described how everyone has desires in all areas of our lives.  Some desires are extremely important:  Outstanding father, loving marriage, living out God’s purpose, etc.  Other desires are not as important:  Playing golf, having a clean house, watching the game, etc.  (By the way, selfish desires are often lesser desires).  The trouble comes when lesser desires are allowed to become more important that greater ones.  Temptation is the idea that we can make a lesser desire trump a greater desire by putting immediate priority on the lesser desire to satisfy the feelings we have in the immediate moment.  Beeson gave the following example to explain:  I want to take my family on vacation this summer.  Let’s say it will cost $2000 to pay for the vacation.  The whole family saves for the vacation for months.  One day, I see that golf balls are on sale and I have to buy all I can.  If I use just $200 of the vacation money to buy the golf balls, I’m putting my desire for a good buy ahead of my desire for family vacation.  If I don’t buy the golf balls or find another way to avoid using the vacation money, I’ve resisted the temptation to place buying the balls ahead of the priority of going on vacation.  So temptation is most often the opportunity for satisfying an immediate lesser desire in place of satisfying a higher, more long-range desire.  It’s replacing the strong strategic plan with the weak tactical quick fix.  See the Temptation Page for scriptures speaking directly about temptation.  Ok now, hold this picture of temptation for now.  Let’s look at sin for a moment.

As a child, sin was always something you did that was wrong.  Discussion of sin centered around breaking one of the 10 commandments or one of Jesus’ commands.  Sin comes from the greek word “hamartia” which means a “tragic flaw” or “tragic mistake” but also means “missing the mark”.  Much of what we teach today about sin is around avoiding doing “bad” things.  Don’t get me wrong, this is where the conversation of sin must begin.  However, if we stop there, we’ve missed a large part of what sin is about and consequently, how significant Jesus’ payment for sin is.  To quote one of my favorite movies, The Matrix, Morpheus says to Neo, “…I’ll show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.”  (See Morpheus Quote)  Jesus does something similar when He is giving the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 6.  The law says that we shouldn’t murder, but Jesus says anyone who is angry with his brother is subject to judgment.  The law says not to commit adultery, Jesus says that anyone that looks at a woman lustfully has already commited adultery with her in his heart.  The law says that you must present a certificate of divorce to divorce your wife, but Jesus says that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress.  At first glance, it appears that Jesus is simply redefining the law.  But it is interesting that Jesus takes special care to clarify that He is not trying to abolish the law (redefining the law is would be a form of eliminating the old and replacing with new).  Jesus, Himself is fulfilling or completing it.  There is more to righteousness than what is seen in the Pharisee’s lives.  Now He cautions anyone from using what He is saying as license to break even the least of the law and teach others to do the same.  But was Jesus trying to communicate something more than just that the sin bar is raised from a difficult to an impossible height?  Could Jesus have been trying to say that there is far more to this sin problem than just what we can come up with any law?  To get further into the rabbit hole, let’s look at what James says about sin:

“Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins.” James 4:17  Absolutely there is the sin of commission (doing something wrong) that gets a lot of attention, but there is also the sin of omission (not doing the good you know you should do).  And here is where the difficulty really comes.  Many will challenge this saying how far does this go?  I know that I should help the poor in Africa and I know that Jesus commanded to look after the poor.  But does this mean that I am commanded give all my money to the poor?  Perhaps.  To make a sweeping statement about this would be dead end into a legalistic debate, even though that is what the tendency is.  We want to know what we should do because it’s easier to follow the rules than to think about what we should do.  So how in the world if we are faced with all this good we know we can do can we avoid sinning?  This gets us deeper in the hole…so deep that if the law was largely ineffective in producing righteousness before, it most definitely is ineffective now.  So what now?

C.S. Lewis and my father both have a perspective on sin that refutes the idea that some things are inherently bad (see quotes on Quotes Page).   If we use this idea of sin as a blessing abused, another way to look at would be that sin is succumbing to a temptation to selfishly prioritizing a blessing out of the proper order of God’s designed use of that blessing in relation to other blessings.  If this is true, then many scriptures can be explained, including the one my son asked about.  It was obviously more important for Jesus to heal people on the Sabbath than strict Jewish observance of the Sabbath.  Corrie Ten Boom thought it more important to keep Jews from execution than to tell the truth when asked by German troops if she was hiding Jews.  While these are extreme examples, we encounter many decisions we must make daily in the same way.  We know the good we ought to do by sending our kids to school but we also know the good we ought to do by taking them out of school for a restful, bonding family vacation.  We know the good we ought to do by coming to Friday Morning Men’s group but we also know the good we ought to do when a son needs to talk about a problem before school early Friday morning.  We know the good we ought to do by taking a nap Sunday afternoon but we also know the good we ought to do of playing with our kids.  So is it sin if we choose incorrectly?  I hate that question because it leads towards legalism…how about this…what do I need to do to be in line with what God expects of me?  

Hebrews 12:1 is a great challenge for us:  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  When an ironman athlete begins training for the ironman triathlon, his desire is to conform every part of his life to aid his training and eliminate parts of life that interfere.  What he eats, how much he eats how often he eats, how much sleep he gets, how often he sleeps, when he sleeps, what muscles to rest on what days, what kinds of exercises to do and how often and the list goes on…all are crucial parts of the training.  The athlete’s entire life must work towards this goal.  This picture is close to how I believe God wants us to see our lives.  Our lives are valuable gifts for His glory to be lived fulfilling the purpose He created me for.  A donut won’t derail the ironman’s training, but it certainly won’t help.  Watching TV instead of playing with my kids won’t ruin living my purpose, but it certainly won’t help.  “Everything is permissible—but not everything is beneficial. Everything is permissible—but not everything is constructive.  Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others.” – 1 Corinthians 10:22-24

So after working these ideas about temptation and sin over in my head, I began to see not only my definition sin changing but my whole view of how that sin should be treated.  If temptation is a precursor to sin, then sin is that mis-ordering of desires into a priority that will interfere with the purpose you were created for.  If this is true, then I am sinning, or missing the mark, a whole lot more than I thought previously.  Since sin is a problem that must be dealt with and it is so pervasive in my life, I realize that I am overwhelmingly WAY off the mark.  So far off that it doesn’t seem possible that I could ever be righted.  

But I have been.  We are free because of the death of Jesus so if we mis-order badly, it’s ok because He forgives it.  Forgives it all in the past, the present and the future.  All of it.  Nothing left out.  (Side note: Interesting how the more complete our understanding of sin is, the more amazing Jesus’ gift of forgiveness becomes).   “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.” – 1 John 1:5-10  New Christians get this much better than older ones like myself.  Us older folk tend to allow the apparent success we have in righteous living go to our heads to the point where we sometimes think we aren’t so bad anymore and don’t need to confess sin because we can work it out.  But the truth is that time spent worrying about messing up is time wasted.  If Jesus truly takes care of the sin problem, which He does, then we need to trust that and get on with living out the purposes He calls us to while He leads our lives.  Sure, we will still sin in the midst of that, but we acknowledge the sin, get it forgiven and keep pressing forward to doing better next time.  Like an archer that misses the bulls-eye, sin is “missing the mark”.  It’s missing what you aim for by not just doing things wrong, but not doing the right thing so that you miss a piece of the intention and purpose of your life, at least for that moment.  Back to the ironman athlete in training example:  The sooner he recognizes problems in training and corrects them, the better he will be in accomplishing what he has set out to do.  The question isn’t “is this wrong” but “will this help me in running my race, becoming a better dad, husband, son, friend?”

Let’s take it a step further.  When looking at our life choices, not as what is and isn’t sin but as what is and isn’t helpful, it opens up a whole new perspective on spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical health that will be completely missed when we only look at sin and how bad we are according to the law.  So concern over if I’m going to sin or not now must be weighed against God’s priorities in how He orders what is more important or not.  This is not license to sin, but is putting our efforts of avoiding sin in their proper place in the whole scheme of our lives.  It is quite possible that God wants us to do more than simply show Him how little sin He had to forgive over the course of our lives as if somehow that were a measure of how we’ll stand up under the judgment.  I’ve heard it said that it’s safer to run down the middle of the field than to run down the sidelines.  Does the Lord call us to a “safe” life?  He told His disciples that He sends them out like sheep among wolves.  Did Jesus make their focus on keeping their lives pure, or was He more concerned about fulfilling their mission?  He created us to be attracted to a dangerous challenge so that we would risk more by bring Jesus to the people instead of expecting the people to come to Jesus.  Sure, that means that we will probably be affected by sin in a greater way than living the safe life, but did any person who mightily advanced the Kingdom of God live in such safety?  Running in the most strategic way possible is how the best running backs in football perform, and often they are running down the sidelines and get plowed out of bounds…but they advance the ball much further than a march down the center of the field and, just as importantly, they get back up and run another play.  Our focus goes from keeping ourselves and the ball safe to how best we can get the ball down the field.

The ramifications of all this means so much in so many areas of our lives and the concepts that were previously confusing now make more sense.  Sanctification is cleansing from sin, but not for the state of being sinless for the honor of the sanctified person, but for the praise of God that freed that man to be whole and complete, being the person fit for the purpose God created him for.  It fits the new person idea that is spoke of so frequently because of that freedom from the bonds of living up to the law and consequent bonds of avoiding inevitable sin.  “Born again” means more.  Born into a new world of not being consumed with guilt over breaking the law but a radically optimistic view on how we can live because of what Jesus’ frees us up to become.  Our concern shifts from avoiding sin to making the most strategic choices to fulfilling God’s purpose for our lives.

This new way of looking at sin exposes the pitfalls that Paul warns about in Romans:  Cheap grace and legalism.  2 work experience stories relate well to each of these mindsets.

Legalism Story:  At my work, a client was asking for new functionality in our system that was only available in the release due out in a few months.  They wanted to know what else was in the new release because if there were some other nice things coming out, they would spend their money to upgrade.  But if not, they would spend a lot more money on putting the new functionality in their current release.  I knew a release document existed that outlined everything in the new release so I asked the director of development for this document.  She replied that she didn’t have anything to give me and I would need to ask our product manager if he had something, but he was on vacation for several weeks.  So because the director decided it was too risky to provide something like this (basically, CYA herself so she is not blamed for the decision), the client is forced to wait for a decision to be made, which can have it’s own set of difficulties.  Living in a letter-of-the-law world means that the good that potentially can be done is often impossible because of making sure we don’t do something wrong.

Cheap Grace Story: I worked contract for Delco Electronics and was able to see inside what happens in a business that keeps their employees “safe” from dimissal and as many benefits as the auto-supplier will concede.  Here is an environment where workers had a lot of freedom.  An electrical worker didn’t ever worry that he would be replaced because only his team were the only ones allowed to fix electrical problems in all the plants.  He was free to work and not worry if someone would be making him look bad and lose his job.  The union contract was his ticket to ensure that.  While many may have used the advantages the system had to offer to improve the business, he and his team decided to use that freedom to do just the bare amount of “work” that he felt necessary so to perform a simple electrical task, the whole team showed up for several days to finish an “electrical adjustment”.  Like these electricians, many use the freedom Christ gives as license for doing nothing (and think they are ok because they at least they are not “sinning”…not realizing that doing nothing really can be serious sin).

I realize I haven’t given you a lot to go on in discussion today, but try to do your best. (  In the event you need more things to jar discussion loose, here’s a few tidbits.

1. I’ve noted each time I’ve used the word tempted and noticed that each time I do, I realize that I’m using it correctly, but realize that if I do what I’m tempted to do, I’m missing the mark in that situation.  I’m tempted to criticize unfairly.  I’m tempted to buy that new ____.  Name some things that you have said that you are tempted to do.  Would you call it “missing the mark” if you did them?  Does it matter that you miss the mark?

2. What does living life not playing it safe look like?  What kinds of new resistance will occur when you live like this?

3. How does being “born again” free your life from sin?

4. Many have just completed a time during lent spent in inward reflection.  How much time should we spend in examining our sin?

5. Are the misplacement of priorities purely short-term selfish ambition or is that too narrow of a definition?

6. Is sin not really a big deal anymore?  If Jesus has taken care of it, why even worry about it anymore?  Why or why not?

7. What biblical concept does this way of looking at sin address in a fresh new way for you?

What ideas have Christians stumbled on when looking at temptation and sin?

Quotes Page

“...pleasure, money, power, and safety are all, as far as they go, good things. The badness consists in pursuing them by the wrong method, or in the wrong way, or too much. I do not mean, of course that the people who do this are not desperately wicked. 

I do mean that wickedness, when you examine it, turns out to be the pursuit of some good in the wrong way. You can be good for the mere sake of

goodness: you cannot be bad for the mere sake of badness." "Goodness is, so to speak, itself: badness is only spoiled goodness." - Mere Christianity C.S. Lewis (pg. 49)

“Sin is a blessing abused.” – Grandpa Marvin White

From The Matrix:

Morpheus: I imagine that right now you're feeling a bit like Alice. Tumbling down the rabbit hole?
Neo: You could say that.
Morpheus: I can see it in your eyes. You have the look of a man who accepts what he sees because he's expecting to wake up. Ironically, this is not far from the truth. Do you believe in fate, Neo?
Neo: No.
Morpheus: Why not?
Neo: 'Cause I don't like the idea that I'm not in control of my life.
Morpheus: I know exactly what you mean. Let me tell you why you're here. You're here because you know something. What you know, you can't explain. But you feel it. You felt it your entire life. That there's something wrong with the world. You don't know what it is, but it's there. Like a splinter in your mind -- driving you mad. It is this feeling that has brought you to me. Do you know what I'm talking about?
Neo: The Matrix?
Morpheus: Do you want to know what it is?
(Neo nods his head.)
Morpheus: The Matrix is everywhere, it is all around us. Even now, in this very room. You can see it when you look out your window, or when you turn on your television. You can feel it when you go to work, or when go to church or when you pay your taxes. It is the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from the truth.
Neo: What truth?
Morpheus: That you are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else, you were born into bondage, born inside a prison that you cannot smell, taste, or touch. A prison for your mind. (long pause, sighs) Unfortunately, no one can be told what the Matrix is. You have to see it for yourself. This is your last chance. After this, there is no turning back.
(In his left hand, Morpheus shows a blue pill.)
Morpheus: You take the blue pill and the story ends. You wake in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. (a red pill is shown in his other hand) You take the red pill and you stay in Wonderland and I show you how deep the rabbit-hole goes. (Long pause; Neo begins to reach for the red pill) Remember -- all I am offering is the truth, nothing more.
(Neo takes the red pill and swallows it with a glass of water)
Temptation Scripture Page

“Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.  After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." – Matthew 4:1-3
“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.” – Matthew 6:13
“They went to a place called Gethsemane, and Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Sit here while I pray.’  He took Peter, James and John along with him, and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled.  ‘My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death,’ he said to them. ‘Stay here and keep watch.’  Going a little farther, he fell to the ground and prayed that if possible the hour might pass from him.  ‘Abba, Father,’ he said, ‘everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.’  Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping.  ‘Simon,’ he said to Peter, ‘are you asleep?  Could you not keep watch for one hour?  Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.  The spirit is willing, but the body is weak.’  Once more he went away and prayed the same thing.  When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their eyes were heavy.  They did not know what to say to him.  Returning the third time, he said to them, ‘Are you still sleeping and resting?  Enough!  The hour has come.  Look, the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.  Rise!  Let us go!  Here comes my betrayer!’" – Mark 14:32-42
“Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.” – 1 Corinthians 7:5
“No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” – 1 Corinthians 10:13
“Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.” – Galatians 6:1
“People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction.” – 1 Timothy 6:9
“Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.” – Hebrews 2:18
“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” – Hebrews 4:15
“Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.” – James 1:2-3
“When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me." For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.” – James 1:13-14
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