
Lay Reader Sermon Series III

The Twenty-second Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 32 & 43
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 27:30-28:7
2nd lesson:
Matthew 18:21-35
The Seriousness of Our Sin
In the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant, from the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, the magnitude of this man's debt to the king stands for the magnitude of our sins as seen in reference to God. It was a debt of 10,000 talents; or, in contemporary terms, about ten million dollars. Its purchasing power would have been much greater then than now. The seriousness of sin as an offense against God is shown by this tremendous debt the servant owed the king.

"The deepest thought," someone has written, "that the Bible gives us about sin" is this, that it "is a rebellion against a God Whom the Old Testament recognizes above all as holy, whilst the New knows Him both as loving and merciful." Sin brings spiritual and moral loss to those who commit it; the wicked servant lost the forgiveness of his king when he refused to forgive a fellow servant the tiny sum he owed him. Sin brings loss to the community; when the unforgiving man's "fellow-servants saw what was done, they were very sorry." But sin is deadlier even than this. It is, someone has said, "Insurrection against One Who has never given us the slightest cause for complaint, for discontent, for anything but gratitude – can anything imaginable be more horrible than that?" Thus sin's offense is threefold – against the sinner himself, against his neighbor, and against God; and the third offense is the worst.

So in Psalm 51, the writer, in confessing his sin, acknowledged to God, "Against thee only have I sinned, and done this evil in thy sight." When the prophet Nathan courageously confronted David with his dreadful sins of adultery and murder, the king replied, "I have sinned against the Lord." (2nd Samuel 12: 13)
Sin is as terrible as a wife's unfaithfulness to her husband, declared Jeremiah. The sin of his contemporaries was like that, for "I was their husband, says the Lord." Hosea had used the same figure of speech to describe God's relationship to His people. "I will betroth you to me for ever," God said through the prophet. Yet the people were not faithful (Hosea 2:19-20).

In his letter to the Ephesians, Saint Paul used the marriage bond as a metaphor for the relationship between our Lord and His Church. "Husbands, love your wives," he admonished, "even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it." His implication seems to be that the unity between Christ and His people in the Church is like the unity in marriage of husband and wife. Sin against God would therefore be like the sin of an unfaithful husband or wife against his or her spouse.

The New Testament emphasizes in other passages also the seriousness of our sin. It's like a debt that a debtor can't pay, or like trespassing on another person's property. Or it's like sickness. When Jesus' critics scolded Him for associating with people of bad reputation. He told them, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick: I came not to call the righteous, but sinners." (Mark 2:17)
Being in sin is like being in slavery. In a conflict with some of His opponents, Jesus said to them, "Verily, verily, I say unto you. Whosoever committeth sin is the servant of sin." (John 8:34) Footnotes in modern versions of the New Testament tell us that the word "servant" can also be translated "slave." Another time Jesus said that sin is like defilement. He gave a long list of sins, such as evil thoughts, theft, murder, adultery, deceit, slander, and pride, and said, "All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man." (Mark 7:23)
Or sin is similar to death. Saint Paul contrasted for the Ephesians their condition as followers of Christ with their situation before they knew Him. He wrote, "You hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins." (Ephesians 2:1) Or, he wrote to them that being in sin is like being in darkness, and a condition of alienation from God. It is like "having the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God through the ignorance that is in them." (Ephesians 4:18) For Christians who committed apostasy, their sin was like repeating the Crucifixion all over again, because, wrote the author of Hebrews, "They crucify to themselves the Son of God afresh, and put him to an open shame." (Hebrews 6:6) All of these figures of speech emphasize the seriousness of our sin; and, as a moral theologian has written, "What is the most horrible fact of all about this horrible thing – that it has become as common-place to us as debt or dirt or darkness."

Jesus brought to mankind a deeper understanding of God as its heavenly Father. The wonderful privilege of the Christian is to address God in this way, for He is like the forgiving, merciful father in the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Christ often addressed Him as "Father" in His prayers, and spoke to His disciples of "my Father and your Father."

Sin against a God like this is even more serious, more dreadful, and more ungrateful than sin against the holy God known before the time of Christ. In the sixth century B.C., the prophet Ezekiel was with the exiles from Judah who had been taken to Babylon. Most of them showed no repentance for what had happened to them and their nation, and Ezekiel said to them that they were "impudent children" and "a rebellious house." (Ezekiel 2:4-5)

Chapter 16 of the book of Ezekiel is a long allegory about Jerusalem, and her unfaithfulness to God. It's a story about a baby girl who was exposed by her parents. God went by and saw her and saved her. When she grew up, said God, "I plighted my troth to you and entered into a covenant with you . . . and you became mine." As her husband. God gave her beautiful clothes and jewelry, and her fame as the chosen one and bride of God spread through the nations.

However, she was unfaithful to the One Who had done all this for her. There is a vivid description of her sins, as in this verse: "You trusted in your beauty, and played the harlot because of your renown, and lavished your harlotries on any passer-by." Jerusalem showed heartless ingratitude toward God.

The sinful people of Ezekiel's day were impudent and rebellious children; they were like an unfaithful and ungrateful wife. If this were true of them in their relationship with God, then how much more is it true of us when we sin against God as revealed in Christ! It is the dreadful truth, as someone has written, "That, in sinning, (we) grieve, rebel against, and trample underfoot this wonderful mercy and love."

This is the seriousness and dreadful character of human sin. This is what our heavenly Father forgives when we turn to Him and ask to be restored to fellowship with Him. It is a forgiveness made possible only by the sacrifice which Christ made, and it should move us and motivate us to forgive anyone who injures us. "Shouldest not thou also have had compassion on thy fellow-servant, even as I had pity on thee?"
[Note to the Lay Reader: The direct quotations in this sermon, and some of the ideas used in it, are from Some Principles of Moral Theology, by Bishop Kenneth E. Kirk, pages 229-231.]
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