SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST      1 TIMOTHY 1; 12-17                    SEPT. 12, 2010

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     LAST SUNDAY I ASKED YOU IF YOU SAW YOURSELF AS A GOOD PERSON OR A POOR MISERABLE SINNER.  THE PROBLEM IS THAT WE OFTEN SEE OURSELVES AS A GOOD PERSON.  WE DO THIS BECAUSE IT COMES NATURALLY TO US TO COMPARE OURSELVES TO OTHER PEOPLE.  AND WE CAN ALWAYS FIND SOMEONE WHO MAKES US FEEL GOOD ABOUT OURSELVES AND EVEN SUPERIOR.    “WELL, I MIGHT NOT BE PERFECT BUT AT LEAST I AM NOT LIKE SO AND SO”.    DOES THIS SOUND FAMILIAR?  IT SHOULD BECAUSE THAT’S WHAT WE HEAR ABOUT IN THE PARABLE OF THE PHARISEE AND THE TAX COLLECTOR.  REMEMBER?  THE PHARISEE SAID:  '”GOD, I THANK YOU THAT I AM NOT LIKE OTHER MEN, EXTORTIONERS, UNJUST, ADULTERERS, OR EVEN LIKE THIS TAX COLLECTOR” (LUKE 18: 12, ESV).  PAUL WAS LIKE THIS AT ONE TIME.  HE WAS A PHARISEE.  BUT HERE IS THE PROBLEM:  GOOD PEOPLE DON’T NEED JESUS.  WHEN PAUL WAS A PHARISEE HE DIDN’T NEED JESUS.  AND SO IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON FOR THIS MORNING WE HEAR PHARISEES CRITICIZE JESUS SAYING: “THIS MAN RECEIVES SINNERS AND EATS WITH THEM.”    BUT IN OUR TEXT WE HEAR OF A DIFFERENT PAUL.  WHAT HAPPENED?  HE WAS NO LONGER A PHARISEE……..HE WAS A CHRISTIAN, A BELIEVER IN JESUS.  AND THAT COULD HAPPEN ONLY WHEN PAUL STOPPED SEEING HIMSELF AS A GOOD PERSON AND STARTED SEEING HIMSELF NOT JUST AS A SINNER, BUT AS HE SAYS:  “THE FOREMOST” OF SINNERS.  AND SO IT IS WITH US.  ONLY WHEN WE SEE OURSELVES AS POOR MISERABLE SINNERS CAN WE HAVE JESUS AS OUR SAVIOR JUST AS PAUL SAYS:  “CHRIST JESUS INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS.”
I.  THE APOSTLE PAUL KNEW ALL ABOUT BEING A SINNER.  HE HAD PLENTY OF IT.  

    A.  FIRST, HE TELLS US THAT HE WAS A BLASPHEMER.  A BLASPHEMER IS ONE WHO LIES ABOUT GOD, MAKES FALSE CHARGES AGAINST HIM AND THUS  MISREPRESENTS GOD AND HURTS HIS REPUTATION.  EVEN THOUGH GOD HAD SENT JESUS TO BE THE MESSIAH, THE CHRIST, THE SAVIOR OF THE WORLD, PAUL BELIEVED AND TAUGHT THAT GOD DID NOT SEND JESUS.  AND SO IN HIS IGNORANCE HE WAS ACTUALLY DENYING AND OPPOSING THE VERY GOD THAT HE SAID THAT HE SERVED AS A PHARISEE.   IN OTHER WORDS, PAUL HAD CALLED JESUS A LIAR.  HE CALLED GOD A LIAR.  AND PAUL KNEW THAT ACCORDING TO THE MOSAIC LAW A BLASPHEMER WAS TO BE PUT TO DEATH (LEV. 24:14). AFTER HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN, CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT?  HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF TO BE THE FOREMOST OF SINNERS.
     B.  BUT IT GETS WORSE.  HE NOT ONLY DENIED THAT GOD SENT JESUS BUT HE EVEN PERSECUTED THOSE WHO DID BELIEVE THAT GOD DID SEND JESUS.  PAUL WAS SO ENTHUSIASTIC ABOUT THIS THAT HE WENT FROM TOWN TO TOWN HUNTING DOWN CHRISTIANS IN ORDER TO PUT THEM IN JAIL; AND WHEN IT CAME FOR THEIR TRIAL BEFORE THE JEWISH COUNCIL HE WOULD VOTE FOR THEIR DEATH SENTENCE.  AND HE DID WITH IT WITH ZEAL.  IN THE 7TH CHAPTER OF THE BOOK OF ACTS WE READ ABOUT STEPHAN BEING STONED TO DEATH FOR NO OTHER REASON THAN HIS FAITH IN JESUS.  AND PAUL WAS THERE GIVING HIS APPROVAL AND HOLDING THE COATS OF THOSE WHO STONED STEPHAN TO DEATH (7: 58; 8:1).  AFTER HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN, CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT?  HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF TO BE THE FOREMOST OF SINNERS.

     C.  AND FINALLY HE CONFESSES THAT HE WAS “AN INSOLENT OPPONENT.”   WE DON’T USE THE WORD “INSOLENT” VERY OFTEN.  IT DESCRIBES AN ATTITUDE THAT IS ARROGANT AND BOLD IN THE WORST WAY…..IT’S AN ATTITUDE OF BEING IN YOUR FACE WITH NO APOLOGIES; AN ATTITUDE THAT CAN LEAD TO VIOLENCE.  THAT WAS PAUL.  AND IT WAS THIS INSOLENT ATTITUDE THAT LED HIM TO BE SUCH A BOLD BLASPHEMER AND A TENACIOUS PERSECUTOR OF THE CHURCH.  HIS WHOLE LIVE WAS SELF-SERVING, ARROGANT AND HAUGHTY.  AFTER HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN, CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT?  HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF TO BE THE FOREMOST OF SINNERS.
     D.  PAUL IS SO OPEN ABOUT HIS SINS BECAUSE THEY WERE SO VERY WELL KNOWN IN THE CHURCH.  HOW WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR SINS TO BE AS WELL KNOWN AS PAUL’S WERE?   SOME OF OUR SINS MIGHT BE OBVIOUS….WE ALL HAVE SINS…LITTLE SINS THAT THAT MIGHT NOT BOTHER US TOO MUCH…..AND PERHAPS SOME BIG SINS THAT BOTHER US A LOT.  AND HOW ABOUT THOSE SECRET SINS….SINS THAT ONLY WE KNOW……….WELL, AND OF COURSE, GOD.  HE KNOWS OUR SECRETS SINS TOO.  INDEED, HOW WOULD WE FEEL IF GOD APPEARED RIGHT IN OUR MIDST THIS MORNING AND WALKED OVER TO EACH ONE OF US AND TOLD EVERYONE HERE ABOUT OUR SINS?  WOULD WE FEEL LIKE A GOOD PERSON THEN?  OR WOULD WE FEEL LIKE A POOR MISERABLE SINNER?   THIS IS THE HUMAN CONDITION.  THIS IS WAY I AM.  THIS IS THE WAY YOU ARE.  THIS IS THE WAY EVERYONE IS.  KIND OF DEPRESSING ISN’T IT?  YES.. EXCEPT FOR ONE THING.  READY?
II.  “…CHRIST JESUS CAME INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS.”   YES, THANK GOD FOR JESUS CHRIST.
     A.  JESUS DIDN’T COME INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE GOOD PEOPLE…THERE AREN’T ANY.  PAUL SAYS THAT JESUS CAME TO SAVE SINNERS.  I AM SURE THAT PAUL SAYS THIS BECAUSE HE KNEW WHAT JESUS SAYS EARLIER IN LUKE’S GOSPEL:  “I HAVE NOT COME TO CALL THE RIGHTEOUS BUT SINNERS TO REPENTANCE” (5:2, ESV).   AND THAT’S WHAT WE READ IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON:  “THIS MAN RECEIVES SINNERS AND EATS WITH THEM.”  THE PROBLEM WITH GOOD PEOPLE IS THAT THEY EITHER THINK THAT THEY DON’T NEED JESUS AT ALL OR IF THEY DO NEED HIM THEY JUST NEED HIM A LITTLE BIT.  IN OTHER WORDS, THEY KNOW THAT THEY ARE NOT PERFECT…BUT THEY STILL SEE THEMSELVES AS A PRETTY GOOD PERSON…THEY ONLY HAVE A LITTLE SIN…AND THEY CERTAINLY ARE NOT AS BAD AS SOME OTHER PEOPLE.  NOW, CONTRAST THIS WITH PAUL WHO SAW HIMSELF AS “THE FOREMOST” OF SINNERS.   IF WE SEE OURSELVES AS A GOOD PERSON WITH JUST A LITTLE BIT OF SIN……….WELL, THAT’S ALL THAT JESUS DID FOR US ON THE CROSS………JUST A LITTLE BIT………..AND THAT’S HOW MUCH WE WILL BE THANKFUL TO HIM AND LOVE HIM….JUST A LITTLE BIT.  BUT IF YOU SEE YOURSELF NOT JUST AS A SINNER, BUT A BIG SINNER, YES, EVEN A POOR MISERABLE SINNER………YOU WILL LOVE HIM FOR MORE…BECAUSE YOU KNOW HOW MUCH HE DID FOR YOU WHEN HE DIED ON THAT CROSS.  WHEN PAUL SAYS THAT “…CHRIST JESUS CAME INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS” HE SAYS THAT THIS “…IS TRUSTWORTHY AND DESERVING OF FULL ACCEPTANCE….”   DO YOU KNOW HOW COMFORTING THIS IS?  IT MEANS THAT WE CAN BE CERTAIN THAT BECAUSE JESUS DIED FOR OUR SINS AND THAT OUR DEBT OF SIN HAS BEEN CANCELED.  YOU CAN BE CERTAIN, ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN, THAT ALL OF YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN.  PEOPLE WHO SEE THEMSELVES A GOOD DON’T HAVE THIS COMFORT, THIS PEACE, AND THIS JOY.  
    B.  IF WE SEE OURSELVES AS GOOD PEOPLE WE MIGHT THINK THAT GOD OWES US SOMETHING.  BUT IF WE SEE OURSELVES AS SINNERS THEN WE KNOW THAT GOD DOESN’T OWE US ANYTHING.  AND THAT’S WHAT PAUL SAYS, NOT ONCE, BUT TWICE:  “I RECEIVED MERCY.”  NOW, GOOD PEOPLE DON’T NEED MERCY FROM GOD, BUT SINNERS DO.  TO HAVE GOD’S MERCY IN JESUS CHRIST MEANS THAT GOD DOES NOT TREAT US AS WE SHOULD BE TREATED AS KING DAVID SAYS IN PSALM 103:   “HE DOES NOT TREAT US AS OUR SINS DESERVE OR REPAY US ACCORDING TO OUR INIQUITIES” (V. 10, ESV).  WE DESERVE TO BE PUNISHED FOR OUR SINS.  BUT GOD DOES NOT PUNISH US BECAUSE HE ALREADY PUNISHED HIS SON WHO TOOK OUR PLACE ON THE CROSS BECAUSE OF OUR SINS WE DESERVE ONLY GOD’S WRATH AND ETERNAL DAMNATION.  BUT BECAUSE OF GOD’S MERCY IN JESUS CHRIST WE HAVE ETERNAL LIFE AS PAUL SAYS:  “TO THOSE WHO WERE TO BELIEVE IN HIM FOR ETERNAL LIFE.”  THIS IS WHY THE WORD “GOSPEL” MEANS “GOOD NEWS”.    BUT THERE IS MORE.  NOT ONLY DO SINNERS RECEIVE GOD’S MERCY IN JESUS CHRIST…..BUT SINNERS ALSO RECEIVE GOD’S GRACE TO BELIEVE THIS SAYING THAT THIS “…IS TRUSTWORTHY AND DESERVING OF FULL ACCEPTANCE….”  EVEN OUR FAITH IN JESUS IS GIVEN TO US AS GIFT FROM GOD………….THIS FAITH IS GIVEN THROUGH THE VERY MESSAGE OF JESUS CHRIST AS PAUL SAYS:  “AND THE GRACE OF OUR LORD OVERFLOWED FOR ME WITH THE FAITH AND LOVE THAT ARE IN CHRIST JESUS.”  WHAT WAS IT THAT PUT FAITH IN JESUS AND LOVE FOR HIM INTO THE HEART OF PAUL?  GOD’S GRACE.  AND THIS IS TRUE FOR US AS WELL.  GOOD PEOPLE MIGHT LIKE TO THINK THAT THEY PUT FAITH AND LOVE FOR JESUS INTO THEIR OWN HEARTS…..BUT SINNERS KNOW BETTER.  AND THIS IS WHY PAUL AND ALL WHO BELIEVE IN JESUS GIVE ALL THE CREDIT AND PRAISE TO GOD:  “TO THE KING OF AGES, IMMORTAL, INVISIBLE, THE ONLY GOD, BE HONOR AND GLORY FOREVER AND EVER.  AMEN.”
CONCLUSION:  MY DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST.  FOR THREE REASONS, WE SHOULD NEVER TIRE OF SEEING OURSELVES AS SINNERS, EVEN POOR MISERABLE SINNERS.  FIRST, WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST, THIS IS WHAT GOD SAYS WE ARE.  TO SAY THAT WE ARE GOOD PEOPLE IS TO CALL GOD A LIAR AND TO DECEIVE OURSELVES.  AND SECONDLY, ONLY AS WE SEE OURSELVES AS SINNERS, EVEN THE FOREMOST OF SINNERS.. POOR, MISERABLE SINNERS CAN WE BE THANKFUL FOR GOD’S MERCY AND GRACE THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST.   BIG SINNERS LOVE JESUS MORE THAN LITTLE SINNERS.  AND THIRD, AS WE SEE OURSELVES AS SINNERS WE WILL BE FAR MORE INCLINED TO GIVE ALL THE GLORY TO GOD AND NONE TO OURSELVES.  YES,  “CHRIST JESUS INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS”.  AMEN.
