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Lent #4 – Turn Around (Repent) and Stop Sinning

Scripture:  Three from the New Testament

Date:  March 21, 2010


We’ve been going through the four letters of the word “LENT” and using them to look at the four things that we Christians do during Lent.

“L” stands for look to the cross and see God’s love for us there.  “E” reminds us to examine ourselves and see our sin.  “N”, (last week’s message) highlights negating (or taking away) some pleasure in our lives in order to share in the sufferings of Jesus.  And, finally, the “T” represents the entire goal of Lent:  turning around.  The Bible word for turning around is to “repent”.  The goal of Lent is to help us all repent, and to stop sinning.


Do you need to repent?  Do you need to turn around from sin to holiness?  I ask that because it’s always interesting to preach about repentance to church folks like us.  I mean, what do we have to repent from?  This could be the world’s shortest sermon:  the “T” in Lent stands for “turn around” (repent) and stop sinning.  None of us are really sinning.  So let’s just go home.


But not so fast.  Is it true that none of us are sinning?  How can you tell?  The simplest way I know is to go through the New Testament and see what it says about sin, then see how we measure up.


So I did that.  I went through the New Testament this week, seeing what God’s Word says about sin.  And I want to show you what I found in three sections.  If you can listen to this, and watch it on the screen, and not see any sins that you’re doing by the time I’m done then you have my 100% permission to get up and go home before I’m finished.  Deal?  All right.  Let’s see how we do.

First stop, the first book of our New Testament, which is?  Matthew.


Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5-7.  What sins does Jesus highlight there?  How about these:


- Anger.  But not just any anger.  The Greek language, which Matthew wrote in, has three words for “anger”.  Matthew reports that Jesus was talking about “thumia” here, a very strong anger that we are choosing to hold on to for a long time.  (Mt. 5:22)


- When someone has something against us, not going to them and trying to solve the problem.  (Mt. 5:23)  Did you know that that was a sin?  It is because God wants us to build bridges, not walls.

- Looking at someone with lust. (Mt. 5:28)


- Divorce (except for marital unfaithfulness). (Mt. 5:32)


- Revenge. (Mt. 5:39)


- Not showing love to our enemies. (Mt. 5:44)


That’s from one chapter.  How are we doing so far?  Anyone sinless so far?  How about this next one:


- Worry.  (Mt. 6:25)  Oooh, that one gets a lot of people.  Or this next one:


- Judging other peoples’ motives (Mt. 7:1) – like, “Bob isn’t trying to be my friend.  He’s just wants something from me.”  

Those are the sins mentioned in the Sermon on the Mount.  God cares about how we live – you, and me, and everyone on the planet.  God has a certain way that he expects us to live, the way of love.  And if we aren’t living that way, if we’re doing any of the sins we’ve looked at so far, then we better let God turn us around.  We better repent.  Because the kingdom of heaven is not for those who keep doing these sins.  To drive that point home, look at how Jesus ends the Sermon on the Mount:
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.”

(Matthew 7:21)

Here’s the thing – many people think it doesn’t matter how we live because God is love, and God will forgive us of everything bad we do.  So it doesn’t matter how we live.  God wouldn’t keep any of us out of heaven.  

Well, it’s true that God is love.  And it’s true that God sent Jesus to be punished for our sins.  That was the “L” in Lent, right?  Look to the cross and see God’s love.  But after we believe in Jesus, after we have our sins washed away through faith in Jesus, then what?  Then God expects us to live like Jesus.  And if we don’t, well . . . that’s why we need the “E” in Lent.  We need to examine ourselves, like we’re doing today, and see if there is any sin in us.  And if there is, we need the “T” in Lent.  We need to turn around, repent, and stop sinning.


But IS there any sin in us?  How did you do under the microscope of the Sermon on the Mount?  So far so good?  Really?  You never hold on to anger?  You always go and talk with people who have something against you?  You never worry?  Okay.  Good on ya.  But wait.  There’s more to come.  Let’s leave the gospels for now, and go to Paul’s letters.  The apostle Paul did amazing things in his letters, like doing us a favor by actually listing specific kinds of sins.

Read Galatians 5:16-21


How’d you do with that list?


- Sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery are three Greek words that all have to do with sex outside of your marriage:  whether it’s fornication, or  adultery, or homosexuality. 

- Idolatry means to give anyone or anything in this world the love, time or money that should only be going to God – like when we skip the worship of God to go to the beach, or like when we buy a new car instead of giving back to God 10% of our income, or when we volunteer for 10 organizations out there in the world and have no time to work in the church.  Idolatry:  giving anyone or anything in this world the love, time or money that should only be going to God.  That one hurts a little, doesn’t it?

- Witchcraft.  The closest thing for us today to the witchcraft that was practiced in Paul’s world would be using superstitions to make good things happen – like avoiding walking under a ladder, or being crossed by a black cat; like wearing a lucky shirt, or blowing out all of the candles on your birthday cake to make your wish come true.  Superstitions are all attempts to make good things happen instead of praying and trusting in God to make good things happen.

- Hatred is next on the list.  I think we know what it means to hate someone, to avoid them whenever possible, to never make eye contact with them.  Hatred, the opposite of love.


- So is discord, which means being disagreeable just to be disagreeable.  

- And jealousy, which means to want what someone else has, instead of being content with what you have already.  Did you ever begin to want something just because you saw someone else with it?  Jealousy is a sin because it tells God, “Lord, I’m not very happy with the way you’ve been providing for me.  Why haven’t you given me what Terry has?”

- Fits of rage are the English words for another Greek word for anger, “orge”.  Do you ever just lose it?  Do you ever get so angry at people that your heart starts to race, your eyes get bigger, your palms sweat and you say things that you wouldn’t normally say?  Unlike “thumia”, “orge” is the kind of anger that comes and goes very quickly.  You may have these sudden outbursts of rage one second and be totally calm the next, and wonder why everyone is looking at you so weird.  Here’s why.  What seems like “self-expression” to you feels like being sliced to pieces with a machete by those around you.

- Selfish ambition is an interesting sin.  We usually think of ambition as a good thing.  It’s good to want to improve yourself and get ahead in the world.  But selfish ambition thinks only of itself.  It’s totally about you, and it doesn’t matter who you hurt, step over, or step on, on your way to the top.  It’s, once again, the opposite of love.

How are you doing?  Anything to repent of yet?


- Dissensions and factions come next on Paul’s list.  This is what people do who cause trouble for others, usually with whispers about something that someone may have done, or (today) maybe by putting something on Facebook about them.  The goal is to tear someone down, to split up a friendship, to tear up a team – even to split a church in half, (which I’ve seen tried many times).  


- Envy is a strange word to put on this list, since jealousy is already there.  Is there a difference?  In the Greek in which Paul wrote, yes.  Whereas jealousy is to want what someone else has, envy is both to want what someone else has and to want them to lose it.  Did you know that’s what the word “envy” means?  (By the way, this is the kind of Bible digging fun that we have every Wednesday night at Bible Study.  Why don’t you join us this week?)  Do you struggle with envy?  Did you ever wish that someone’s new car would get totaled?  Or someone’s new dress would get a mysterious tear in it?  Were you ever happy when someone lost the very job that you wanted?  Or when the perfect couple got a divorce?  That’s envy – wishing that people would lose the good thing that they have.

- The meaning of “drunkenness” is pretty obvious.  (Can you believe that someone actually tried to tell me once that the Bible doesn’t tell us not to get drunk?)  Especially this time of year, with so many colleges on “Drink Break” – I’m sorry, some call it “Spring Break” – the pressure to get drunk is so real for so many.  And it’s a pressure that doesn’t go away.  How many wives have sat in my office, wishing that their husbands would want to stay home with them instead of getting drunk with their friends?

Paul’s warning at the end of this list is sobering:  “I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.”

One more list.  One more self-examination.


Read Colossians 3:1-10


A couple of these we’ve seen already, because Paul wrote these two letters to two different churches in two different towns – so he was bound to repeat himself.  He already mentioned in his letter to the church in Galatia:  sexual immorality, impurity, and idolatry.  He already mentioned anger and rage.  But he added a few new ones in this letter to the church in Colosse.  Lust we’ve already met in the Sermon on the Mount.  But here’s a new one:


- Evil desire.  Does it surprise you how many sins aren’t actions that can be seen, but are thoughts and feelings that only God can see?  Jesus mentioned anger, lust, worry and judging others – not actions at all, but thoughts and feelings.  Paul has mentioned hatred, selfish ambition and envy – not actions at all, but thoughts and feelings.  


Well, add another one here.  Evil desire, which is wanting something that is not of God - like the desire to be in control over others, versus letting God be in control; or the desire to see harm come to someone else, versus praying for their happiness; or the desire to give yourself pleasure, versus understanding God’s purpose for your life is to serve others, not  yourself – even in retirement.


- Greed is another feeling that is contrary to God’s will for our lives.  Greed, the feeling of never having enough whether it’s money, or cars, homes or promotions.  It’s a feeling that makes us see people as means to our ends, that makes us take short cuts to get what we gotta have, whether that stealing, lying or ignoring our family.


- Next sin is “malice” in verse 8.  Do you know what malice is?  I had to look it up.  It even sounds ugly in the Greek.  You say it “kakia”.  Say that with me:  kakia.  Doesn’t that sound ugly?  And it is.  For malice is to wish someone harm.  So many sins begin here, in the desire that someone would really get theirs.  Kakia.


- Slander takes the wish of kakia and turns it into an action.  Slander is to say something false about someone that hurts their reputation.  Slander is hurting people with words instead of a knife – but the result is the same.


- Filthy language is what it sounds like:  swearing, being crude, letting things come out of our mouths that we wouldn’t say in front of our mothers, or in front of our 5 year old sister . . . or in front of God.  


- Finally, for today anyway, is lying.  And I think we all know what that is.


So, how’d you do?  Did any of the bullets hit you?  If not, if none of these sins mentioned in these three sections of the New Testament are in you, then I guess you’re free to go.  


For the rest of us here, what are we going to do about this?  Keep doing these sins, or turn around and repent?  Repentance requires the desire to stop doing what we’re doing.  And that’s hard, because we all get something out of the sins we do.  It’s hard to stop.  


I want to show you a two minute clip from this week’s episode of the CBS show “The Good Wife”.  In this clip, one of the characters named Peter has been brought to a minister.  Peter was a Illinois state’s attorney, a very powerful man, who was caught having an affair with a prostitute.  Now he’s trying to clean up his public image, by having a photographer take his picture while receiving spiritual counseling from a minister.  But the minister isn’t going for it.  Instead of posing for a photo opp with the politician, he actually wants Peter to repent of his sin, and change his life.


[Show clip beginning at  4:47.  
Hit PAUSE at 7:03 and stay on it until the end of the following paragraph.]

Look at that face.  That’s the face of a sinner trying to decide if he’s ready to repent, and stop his sinning, or not. It’s not easy.  The minister asked him, “Do you want to change?”  And he’s not sure.  It’s not easy.  This face is the same face that all of us have whenever someone shows us we’re sinning – whether it’s the sin of anger, or jealousy, drunkenness, slander, filthy language or sexual immorality.  When that happens, when someone shows us our sin, we all have to decide, like Peter, do I want to change and give up this sin, or not?  Why should we?  Why should we change?  I can only think of one reason.  Do you know what it is?  Gratitude.  


Look at this picture of Jesus on the cross.  Do any of us really feel like sinning when we look at this picture?  Let’s take a few seconds, and really look at it.   


Now, look at this:

“God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
 (Romans 5:8)

I want to put the sins that we looked at today all together on one page.  Is your sin here?  Do you know that Jesus died for you, because of that sin?  He was beaten with fists and with clubs for you.  He was whipped 39 times, for you and me.  He had nails driven through his hands and feet to a cross, and left there to die, for you and for me.  He took the punishment from God that should have been ours.  He took it upon himself.  And he died, that we would be free of sin.


Don’t you want to turn away from your sin, today?  If you are ready to do that, if you are ready to turn away from your sin, out of love for Jesus, I want to invite you to pray a prayer with me.  And I want to invite you to pray it out loud, if you really mean it.

The Prayer

Dear Jesus, I am sorry.  I know that you died on that cross for me.  But I have been selfish.  I have thought only of my own pleasure.  I have tried to be in control.  I have not loved others.  I have not been content with what you’ve given to me.


I am so sorry, Jesus.  With your help, I want to turn away from my sin today.  I want to stop doing it.  And stop thinking about doing it.  


Jesus, I love you.  Thank you for what you did on the cross.  For me.  For my brothers and sisters.  For those I think are my enemies.  Even for those who I may have hated, slandered and told lies about.  Thank you for cross.  I repent of my sin today, and put it behind me.  Thank you for the cross.  

Amen.
