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Lent #2 – Examine Yourself and See Your Sin

Scripture:  Psalm 139:1-4, 13-15 and 23-24

Date:  February 28, 2010

I said last week that 26 years ago when I had to preach my first Lenten sermons, I wanted to come up with a way that someone who might not know much about Lent could understand it.  And, I believe, God gave me four words that each begins with one of the letters in the word “LENT” that summarize what Lent is all about.  The letter “L” in Lent stands for “Look”.  In Lent, more than at any other time of the year, we look to the cross and see God’s love for us there.  That was last week’s sermon and if you weren’t able to be here I hope that you can get a CD and take a listen, or read it on our church website.  I think you’ll be encouraged by it.


But today’s message isn’t about encouragement.  For the “E” in Lent stands for “Examine”, as in “Examine yourself and see your sin” – the next thing we do in Lent.

Now, that doesn’t sound like much fun at all, does it?  I mean, who wants to examine themselves to see their sin?  


But our role model for this is King David, in the Old Testament.  In Psalm 139, David talks about allowing God to search him, inside and out.


Read Psalm 139:1-4, 13-15 and 23-24


L:  The Word of God for the people of God.


P:  THANKS BE TO GOD!


Did you notice the movement in David’s thoughts in this Psalm?  In the beginning of the Psalm David acknowledges that God has searched him, and known him.  God knew when David sat down and when he rose up.  God knew David’s thoughts, even from afar in heaven.  God knew every word that David was about to speak, before he said it.  How?  Because God made David.  It was God who knit David’s body together, inside his mother’s womb.  As our maker, nothing is hidden from God.  

But, God respects our privacy too.  God has given us free will, and it is a true free will.  God will not probe our thoughts, know our minds, know our hearts, unless we allow him to.


God isn’t like the Lower Merion School District, just outside of Philadelphia.  Did you hear what they did?  They gave 2,300 laptops to students in the two high schools in their District.  That’s a good thing.  The bad thing was that the laptops came with cameras on them, which the school district secretly activated whenever they wanted to.  And, apparently, they wanted to a lot.  The school district admitted that they activated the cameras 42 times over the last 14 months, both during school and after school – as in while the laptops were in students’ homes.  Basically, if you had one of these laptops and it was turned on, the school district could watch what you were doing wherever your laptop was.  


Their dirty little secret was revealed when vice principal Linda Matsko called Blake Robbins into her office on November 11th .  She showed him a picture that the school district had taken of him, using the camera on his laptop, while he was supposedly selling drugs in his home.  Turns out he was giving someone a piece of candy.  True story.

Isn’t this amazing?  Talk about “spyware”.  Students are now coming out saying that they had noticed for months a little green light coming on next to the camera lens on their laptops at random times.  They complained to school officials about it, who did nothing.  Now they know what that green light next to the camera lens meant.  When the green light was on the school was taking pictures, at all times of the day, in all kinds of places - 42 times over the last 14 months on 2,300 laptops.  What did the cameras see – in students’ living rooms?  kitchens? bedrooms?  


I want to say – that is icky.  And God isn’t like that.  God respects our free will and allows us to be truly free.  God respects our privacy and does not monitor our thoughts and our hearts unless he is invited to.  This is why David says at the end of his Psalm –

“Search me, O God, and know my heart;

test me and know my anxious thoughts.

See if there is any offensive way in me.”

(Psalm 139:23-24)

What’s David doing?  He’s giving God permission to search his heart, to search his thought life, to see if there is any sin in him.


And that’s one of the things we do in Lent – we invite God to examine us and to see if there is any sin in us.


How do we do that?  We do that by slowing down and allowing God to scan all of the important parts of our lives.  You know when your computer has a virus and you run (or your 14 year old child runs for you) a virus scan?  And the names of all of the different files on your hard drive race across a little box, as the virus software does its thing, looking into each file, trying to find the virus?


Well, that’s what God will do, if we invite him to.


What “files” of our lives should we let God examine?  Well, can I suggest four areas of our Christian life that we need to let God examine this Lent?


First, our relationship with God.


What happens when a husband stops asking his wife out on dates?  What happens when a wife stops doing the little “extra” things her husband likes?  What happens when best friends get too busy to hang out like they use to?  


Relationships need cared for, time spent together.  Our relationship with God is the same way.  Think about this – the God of the Universe WANTS to be in a relationship with you, and with me.  But he leaves it up to us whether we spend time with him to develop that relationship, or we don’t.  We’re here in church today to spend time with God.  Worship is maybe the primary way to keep our relationship with God strong, maybe the best way.  Is worship a regular part of your life – or do  you worship only when you don’t have something better to do?  Wherever you are each Sunday, do you find a place to worship God?  Not because you have to, but because you want to; not because you fear God, but because you love God.  Lovers want to spend time together.

And how is your prayer life?  Do you spend time each day listening to God’s “still and small voice”?  
And are you renewing your mind with the thoughts of God?  Are you learning more and more about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus?  How is your personal Bible study going?  Are you currently working through a book in the Bible?  Do you go to Sunday School, or Bible Study on Wednesday nights?  
Here’s the bottom line - are you using the ways that God has given us to know him better, and to grow closer to him? 

Let’s take a few seconds, slow down and examine how often we are drawing close to God through regular worship, prayer and Bible study . . .


[Pause.]


Second, let’s examine our relationships with other people.  How are your relationships?  Are you a kind person?  Are you friendly with strangers?  Do children like to be with you?  Do you smile?  Do people see the love of Christ in your face?  Do you care what others are going through?


When problems arise in your relationships, what do you do?  Do you do nothing and hope the problems will go away all by themselves?  Or are you the first to make the phone call, or knock on the door, or send the inquiring email?  


How are our relationships?  Do we deal with conflict well?  Are far as it’s up to us, are we living in peace with all people?  Or, when people hurt us, do we hold grudges and withhold forgiveness?


On May 13, 1981, Pope John Paul II was greeting people in his open topped white Jeep, driving through St. Peter’s square in Rome.  It was a joyful day, with the sun pouring down, and 15,000 people enjoying the chance to see the Pope in person.  
Then, at 5:19pm a Turkish terrorist named Mehmet Ali Agca shot the Pope four times, twice in the stomach and once in the arm and hand.  He was rushed to the hospital and underwent a six hour surgery to remove the bullets and repair the damage.  Four days later, on May 17th, from his hospital bed, he asked the world, "Pray for the brother who shot me, whom I have sincerely forgiven."
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Some time later (Dec. 27, 1983) the Pope went to the prison where Ali Agca was being held.  For 21 minutes, he sat face to face with the man who tried to kill him. The two men talked softly. And John Paul forgave him for the shooting.  It looked something like this -

[Show Video clip from “Pope John Paul II”,

            Scene 16,  from 2:16:31  to  2:17:28 .]


Could you have done that?  Could you have forgiven the man who pumped four bullets into your body, trying to kill you?  How are your relationships?  Do you forgive others, as God in Christ has forgiven you?  When you have a problem with someone, do you go to them, in whatever “prison” they are in, to work on reconciliation?  Or do you avoid those who have hurt you, keeping your distance, avoiding all contact – not out of fear that they’ll hurt you again, but out of fear that in going to them you’d discover that they are merely human, and you have no reason not to forgive them for what they’ve done?

David wrote, 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart;

test me and know my anxious thoughts.

See if there is any offensive way in me.”

(Psalm 139:23-24)

How are your relationships?  Is there any offensive way in you?  Are you a gentle person?  A generous person?  Or are you demanding, hard-nosed, tight-lipped and tight-fisted?


Let’s take a few seconds, slow down, and examine the ways we love, or don’t love, other people in our lives.


[Pause.]

Third, let’s examine our involvement in the Body of Christ, the church.  You know, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in almost 30 years of being a minister it’s this – Christians who only come to worship on Sundays either stop growing in their faith, or eventually stop going to their church.  You know why I think that is?  I think it’s because they’ve turned worship into something that they consume.  We Americans are always trying to “get something” out of worship – whether it’s good music, or a good sermon, or just a good feeling.  Worship is supposed to be a time when we’re giving things to God – our songs, our prayers, our offerings, our focus and love.  That’s worship.  But we’ve turned it into a time when God is supposed to give things to us – inspiration, encouragement, laughter, some good stories.  We’ve turned worship into a consumer activity.  

So if worship is all a person does then it soon won’t be enough, because being a Christian is more than being a consumer.  Being a Christian means using the spiritual gifts that God has given us for ministry.  Can I say that again?  Being a Christian means using the spiritual gifts that God has given us for ministry.

Do you know your spiritual gifts?  Here’s a list of the ones mentioned in the Bible.  Which one, or which ones, has God given to you?  And are you using them in ministry here?


Yesterday about 40 of us enjoyed the “Focus on Marriage” simulcast.  But the only reason the 40 of us were free to enjoy it is because about 10 other people were here doing ministry - here to open the church early, start the coffee, run the sound booth, man the book table and provide the snacks and lunch.  And that’s the way God has designed the church to work – people using their spiritual gifts to minister to others.  And we all need to be doing it.

So, let’s examine our involvement in the Body of Christ, the church.  


Which spiritual gift, or gifts, has God given to you?  And how are you using it in ministry here?  


You know, right now, we are in desperate need of Sunday School teachers for our younger children, grades K-5.   Why is that, in a church of 300 people?  There could be several reasons:


- You may not know that we desperately need Sunday School teachers.  Well . . . you do now.


- Or, you may not care that just a few adults are carrying all the weight of giving our children the Christian education that they need.  My hope is that when you examine yourself today, God will give you a caring spirit and you’ll want to get involved.


- Or, you may not believe that God has given you the spiritual gift to care for children, or to teach children.  But, surely, God has given three or four other adults in our church the gifts needed to teach our children in grades K-5, hasn’t he?


But Sunday School is just one of the ways that this church needs you to be involved in ministry, using your spiritual gifts.  And there are so many others.  If all you do is worship here, we’re so glad that you’re here!  We really are.  But for your spiritual growth, and for the health of our church, we need you to use the spiritual gift, or gifts, that God has given you in ministry here.  


Let’s take a few seconds, slow down, and examine our involvement, or lack of involvement, in this Body of Christ, the church.


[Pause.]

Fourth, let’s examine the ways that we are helping the needy.  Do we know the needs that are all around us, here in Erie County?  Are we giving our time, our money, our creativity?  

Then, are we helping the needy in our country, reaching out to disaster victims, for instance, or to the poor?


Finally, are we helping the poor somewhere in the world – whether that’s doing our part to wipe out malaria, or to minister in Paraguay?  Our Missions Team has identified Paraguay as the country that we believe God wants us to help out financially, to visit, to offer “hands on” assistance.  In two Wednesdays, on March 10th, the Director of the New Horizons School in Paraguay will be coming to our church to tell us of the needs there.  I hope you will come.

Let’s take a few seconds, slow down, and examine the ways that we are helping, or not helping, the needy close to home and around the world.


[Pause.]

So, how has this been for you?  If you’re like me, it’s been a little overwhelming.  I doubt that anyone here today scored an A+ on the four exams we went through today.

Lent could be an overwhelming time of the year if it were not for God’s forgiveness and the new start that his forgiveness brings.  I’d like us to sing our last song today in three parts, using the three verses.  Let’s remain seated as we sing the first verse, then ask for God’s forgiveness.
Verse One
Search me, O God, and know my heart today,
Try me, O Savior, know my thoughts, I pray;
See if there be some wicked way in me;
Cleanse me from every sin, and set me free.
[Silence.]

Will you pray with me –


O God, we have asked you to search us this morning.  And you have showed us the good, the bad and the ugly when it comes to our walk with you.  Thank you, God, for any good that is in us.  Forgive us, we pray, of our spiritual laziness.  Forgive us for putting our own ego ahead of love in our relationships.  Forgive us for not caring if we are in ministry, here in our church, or not.  And forgive us, we ask, of doing so little to help the needy.  Wash our sins away, by the cleansing blood of Jesus.

[Pray in silence.]


In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.

Will you stand and sing with me the second verse.

Verse 2
I praise Thee, Lord, for cleansing me from sin;
Fulfill Thy word and make me pure within;
Fill me with fire, where once I burned with shame;
Grant my desire to magnify Thy name.


Now, I would be making the mistake of offering what’s called “cheap grace” if we stopped right there:  we come, we examine our lives, we see our sin, we ask for forgiveness, we receive forgiveness and nothing changes.


Something has to change in us!  Lent has not done its job if we get to Easter and nothing has changed in us.  


Something has to change in us!  So, which of the four areas we examined about ourselves today will you let God begin to change in you today?


While we’re standing, could you look at the four areas again, on your sermon notes, and let’s ask God that question, in silence.


[Silence.]


If you’ve received your answer, will you sing our last verse with me?
Verse 3
Lord, take my life, and make it wholly Thine;
Fill my poor heart with Thy great love divine;
Take all my will, my passion, self and pride;
I now surrender, Lord, in me abide.


May God give you the grace this week to make changes in your life.


Go in peace.  Amen.
