SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST   SEPT. 16, 2007            1 TIMOTHY 1: 12-17

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

IF THERE IS ANYONE HERE THIS MORNING WHO DOESN’T FEEL BAD ABOUT THEIR SINS OR KNOW THAT THEY ARE A SINNER YOU CAN LEAVE NOW IF YOU WANT.   PERHAPS YOU COULD GO ACROSS THE STREET TO STARBUCK’S OR GRATEFUL BREAD OR TOP POT DONUTS.  OR IF YOU ARE TOO EMBARRASSED TO GET UP YOU CAN JUST DAY DREAM ABOUT OTHER THINGS WHILE I PREACH THIS SERMON ABOUT GOD’S FORGIVENESS.  BUT IF YOU KNOW YOUR SIN AND YOUR GUILT BEFORE GOD, WELL, I HOPE YOU WILL LISTEN CAREFULLY BECAUSE I HOPE THAT THIS SERMON WILL BRING YOU LOTS OF COMFORT.  FEELINGS OF GUILT REALLY NEVER GO OUT OF FASHION.  SUCH FEELINGS ARE FOUND IN EVERY PERSON OF EVERY PLACE, EVERY TIME AND EVERY CULTURE.  FEELINGS OF GUILT BIND THE HUMAN RACE TOGETHER.   GUILT IS A FAR MORE EXTENSIVE PROBLEM THAN YOU MIGHT THINK. ON THE INTERNET I LOOKED UP THE WORDS "GUILT AND THERAPY" AND ALL KINDS OF WEBSITES POPPED UP. ONE OF THEM SAYS: "ARE YOU SUFFERING THE PAIN OF GUILT? WE CAN HELP. FIND OUT WHAT IS CAUSING YOUR GUILT AND HOW YOU CAN RECOVER….USE EXERCISE TO DEVELOP MORE SELF-FORGIVING ATTITUDES…..LEARN ABOUT ALL THE TOOLS AND STRATEGIES AVAILABLE…ALL THIS FOR ONLY $15.00 A MONTH."   OF COURSE THAT’S A LOT CHEAPER THAN IF YOU WENT TO A THERAPIST EVERY MONTH.  SO WHAT’S THE ANSWER TO GUILT?  WELL, YOU’LL GET A VARIETY OF ANSWERS—WHICH YOU CAN FIND ON ALL THOSE WEBSITES OR WITH THERAPISTS.  BUT THE BIBLE HAS SOMETHING TO SAY ABOUT GUILT.  INDEED, IN OUR SECOND LESSON FOR THIS MORNING THE APOSTLE PAUL SAYS THAT HE IS “THE POSTER CHILD FOR GUILT AND GRACE.”   IF YOU LISTEN CAREFULLY THIS MORNING THE APOSTLE PAUL CAN SAVE YOU A LOT OF MONEY AND BRING YOU LOTS OF COMFORT AS HE TALKS ABOUT  "A TRUSTWORTHY SAYING DESERVING FULL ACCEPTANCE."

I. THE APOSTLE PAUL KNEW ALL ABOUT GUILT.  HE HAD PLENTY OF IT. BEFORE PAUL BECAME A CHRISTIAN HE DID SOME PRETTY BAD THINGS.  THAT’S WHAT HE TELLS US ABOUT THIS MORNING.

     A.  FIRST HE TELLS US THAT HE WAS A BLASPHEMER. TO BLASPHEME IS TO SPEAK LIES ABOUT GOD AND INJURE HIS REPUTATION.   IN PAUL’S DAY, AND ESPECIALLY AMONG THE JEWS, THAT WAS A HORRIBLE SIN.  BUT THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT PAUL DID WHEN AS A PHARISEE HE SPOKE AGAINST JESUS CHRIST.  HE DENIED THAT GOD SENT JESUS.  HE CALLED JESUS A FALSE PROPHET AND A FALSE CHRIST.  IN ESSENCE, PAUL BY REJECTING JESUS CHRIST PAUL HAD CALLED GOD A LIAR.  IN HIS IGNORANCE HE WAS ACTUALLY OPPOSING THE VERY GOD HE SAID THAT HE SERVED AS A PHARISEE. ONLY WHEN HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN DID HE UNDERSTAND THE HORRIBLE THING THAT HE HAD DONE. CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT? ACCORDING TO OLD TESTAMENT LAW, PAUL SHOULD HAVE BEEN STONED TO DEATH…..FOR THAT WAS THE PUNISHMENT FOR BLASPHEMING GOD.  HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF THE WORST OF SINNERS.
     B. AND BECAUSE OF THIS BLASPHEMY AGAINST GOD PAUL ALSO PERSECUTED THOSE WHO FOLLOWED JESUS CHRIST.  HE DIDN’T SIMPLY SPEAK AGAINST JESUS AND HIS FOLLOWERS.  NO, THAT WASN’T GOOD ENOUGH FOR PAUL.  HE WASN’T HAPPY UNTIL PURSUED THEM AND PUT THEM INTO PRISON.  AND WHEN IT CAME TO THE TIME OF THEIR TRIAL AT THE JEWISH COUNCIL PAUL WAS THERE TO VOTE FOR THEM TO BE PUT TO DEATH.  AND HE DID ALL OF THIS WITH GREAT JOY AND ENTHUSIASM.   ONLY AFTER HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN DID HE UNDERSTAND THE HORRIBLE THING HE HAD DONE.  HE REALIZED THAT HE WAS A….. MURDERER—GUILTY OF SHEDDING INNOCENT BLOOD.  BECAUSE OF HIM, INNOCENT PEOPLE…PEOPLE FOR WHOM CHRIST HAD DIED…WERE PUT TO DEATH.  CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT? HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF THE WORST OF SINNERS.

     C. AND FINALLY PAUL ADMITS THAT HE WAS AN “INSOLENT OPPONENT”.  WE KNOW WHAT THE WORD “OPPONENT” MEANS, BUT WE DON’T USE THE WORD “INSOLENT” VERY MUCH.   “INSOLENT” MEANS “OVERLY CONVINCED OF ONE'S OWN SUPERIORITY AND IMPORTANCE; RUDE AND DISRESPECTFUL.”  PAUL WAS SELF-RIGHTEOUS, JUDGMENTAL, ARROGANT, AND CONDESCENDING.  INDEED, IT WAS THESE VERY TRAITS THAT LEAD PAUL TO BE A BLASPHEMER AND PERSECUTOR OF THE CHURCH. AND YET, IT WAS NOT UNTIL AFTER HE BECAME A CHRISTIAN THAT HE UNDERSTOOD WHAT A SINFUL, HATEFUL, HARSH AND JUDGMENTAL MAN HE WAS.  HE UNDERSTOOD THAT HIS WHOLE APPROACH TO LIFE HAD BEEN ARROGANT AND SELF-SERVING.  CAN YOU IMAGINE HIS GUILT?  HE CONSIDERED HIMSELF THE WORST OF SINNERS.  HE WS THE POSTER CHILD FOR GUILT.
     D. AND WHAT ABOUT OUR SIN? SOME OF OUR SINS ARE OBVIOUS.  WE ALL HAVE SINS….LITTLE SINS THAT MIGHT NOT BOTHER US VERY MUCH…..AND BIG SINS…THAT MIGHT BOTHER US A LOT.  AND WE HAVE SECRET SINS TOO….SINS THAT ARE ONLY KNOWN BY US…AND GOD.  AND I’M NOT TALKING JUST ABOUT PAST SINS THAT STILL MIGHT HAUNT US WITH GUILT, BUT PERHAPS SECRET SINS WE STILL STRUGGLE WITH TO THIS VERY DAY.  HOW WOULD WE FEEL IF RIGHT HERE THIS MORNING GOD HIMSELF REVEALED TO EVERYONE IN THIS ROOM ALL OF OUR MANY SINS?  HOW EMBARRASSED WOULD WE BE?  HOW GUILTY WOULD WE FEEL?  BUT OF COURSE, GOD IS AWARE OF EVERY SIN OF THOUGHT, WORD AND DEED.  THE LITTLE ONES…AND THE BIG ONES.  AND HE DOESN’T LIKE ANY OF THEM.  IN OTHER WORDS WE NOT ONLY HAVE FEELINGS OF GUILT, BUT BY GOD’S JUDGMENT WE ARE ACTUALLY GUILTY WHETHER WE HAVE THE FEELING OR NOT.  GUILT.  WE CAN TRY TO IGNORE IT. WE CAN TRY TO DENY IT. BUT GUILT HAS A PERSISTENT WAY OF GETTING BACK INTO OUR LIVES….SOONER OR LATER GUILT RAISES IT’S UGLY HEAD AND CONDEMNS US. AND SOMETIMES GUILT CAN BE SO OVERWHELMING THAT WE MIGHT WONDER: "CAN GOD REALLY LOVE ME?" "CAN I BE FORGIVEN?”  “ARE MY SINS TOO GREAT?”  “DO I HAVE TOO MANY SINS?”  “WILL GOD JUST GIVE UP ON ME?”   
II.   PAUL IS NOT ONLY THE POSTER CHILD FOR GUILT…HE IS ALSO THE POSTER CHILD FOR GRACE, FOR FORGIVENESS. HE SAYS:  “BUT I RECEIVED MERCY FOR THIS REASON, THAT IN ME…JESUS CHRIST MIGHT DISPLAY HIS PERFECT PATIENCE AS AN EXAMPLE TO THOSE WHO WERE TO BELIEVE IN HIM FOR ETERNAL LIFE”.   IN OTHER WORDS, IF GOD CAN FORGIVE PAUL..HE CAN FORGIVE YOU.
     A.  BUT ONLY IF YOU SEE YOURSELF AS A SINNER.  IF YOU DON’T.. THEN I CAN’T OFFER YOU ANY HOPE-FOR THERE IS NO HOPE TO OFFER.  SO CALLED "GOOD PEOPLE" ARE NOTHING MORE THAN SELF-RIGHTEOUS PEOPLE WHO, INSTEAD OF COMPARING THEMSELVES TO GOD, LIKE TO COMPARE THEMSELVES TO OTHER PEOPLE WHO CLEARLY ARE NOT AS GOOD AS THEY ARE.  THESE SELF-RIGHTEOUS PEOPLE ARE DESCRIBED IN OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSON AS THE “FAT SHEEP”. IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON--JESUS WAS CRITICIZED BY THE FAT SHEEP, THE GOOD PEOPLE, THE PHARISEES, BECAUSE JESUS "WELCOMES SINNERS AND EATS WITH THEM."   FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST IS NEVER VERY APPEALING TO GOOD SELF-RIGHTEOUS PEOPLE…THEY DON’T THINK THEY NEED IT…OR AT LEAST DON’T NEED VERY MUCH.   BUT FORGIVENESS SURE IS GOOD NEWS FOR SINNERS BURDENED WITH GUILT.   PAUL SAYS, “THE SAYING IS TRUST WORTHY AND DESERVING FULL ACCEPTANCE, THAT CHRIST JESUS CAME INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS.”   WHAT WOULD WE DO WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST?  ON THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS GOD SENT JESUS CHRIST INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS.  THE CHILD BORN IN BETHLEHEM WAS DESTINED TO DIE ON THE CROSS FOR OUR SINS OF THE WORLD.  THINK OF ONE OF YOUR SINS.  GOT IT?  JESUS DIED FOR IT.  HE PAID FOR IT.  IT’S CANCELED.  IT’S FORGIVEN.  AND LATER IN OUR LITURGY JESUS WILL ONCE AGAIN WELCOME SINNERS TO HIS TABLE TO EAT HIS BODY AND TO DRINK HIS BLOOD FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF THEIR SINS.  ARE YOU A SINNER? DO YOU HAVE GUILT? THEN BE COMFORTED!  BE FILLED WITH JOY! BE FILLED PEACE!  FOR IN HIS SUPPER HE GIVES YOU JUST WHAT YOU NEED:   FORGIVENESS.
     B. AND YOU KNOW WHAT?  WE DON’T DESERVE IT, AS PAUL SAYS IN TITUS "HE SAVED US, NOT BECAUSE OF RIGHTEOUS THINGS WE HAVE DONE, BUT BECAUSE OF HIS MERCY.  IN OTHER WORDS, GOD SAW THE MESS THAT WE HAVE CREATED FOR OURSELVES.  HE SEES OUR SIN THAT NOT ONLY HURTS OTHERS, BUT EVEN HURTS OURSELVES, AND HE FEELS SORRY FOR US.  HE SEES OUR SICKNESS AND DEATH AND HOW HELPLESS WE ARE TO DO ANYTHING ABOUT IT AND HE FEELS SORRY FOR US.   HE HAS SEEN US WITHOUT PURPOSE AND MEANING TO LIFE, WITHOUT HOPE…AND HE FEELS SORRY FOR US.  THAT’S MERCY.  TWICE IN OUR LESSON PAUL SAYS "I WAS SHOWN MERCY."   AND SO WE TOO, FOR THE SAKE OF JESUS CHRIST, HAVE BEEN SHOWN MERCY.  AND IT IS GOD HIMSELF WHO CHANGES US FROM BEING SELF-RIGHTEOUS TO SINNERS WHO TRUST IN HIS FORGIVENESS.  PAUL DIDN’T CHANGE HIMSELF GOD DID AS HE SAYS:  “THE GRACE OF OUR LORD OVERFLOWED FOR ME WITH FAITH AND LOVE. THAT ARE IN CHRIST JESUS.”    PAUL WOULD HAVE REMAINED A SELF-RIGHTEOUS PHARISEE IF GOD HAD NOT BROUGHT HIM TO FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST.  AND THAT’S WHY PAUL GAVE ALL THE CREDIT TO GOD:  “TO THE KING OF AGES, IMMORTAL, INVISIBLE, THE ONLY GOD, BE HONOR AND GLORY FOREVER AND EVER. AMEN”.   AND SO IT IS WITH US.  BY THE SAME GRACE IT IS GOD WHO HAS BROUGHT US TO SAVING FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST.  GOD DOES EVERYTHING.  WE DO NOTHING.  WE SEE THIS IN OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSON WHERE THE WORD “I” IS USED 24 TIMES (24 TIMES!) BY GOD DESCRIBING HOW ALL BY HIMSELF HE WOULD SEEK AND SAVE HIS PEOPLE LIKE A SHEPHERD SEEKS AND SAVES HIS SHEEP. AND THAT’S WHY WE ARE HERE TODAY AND EVERY SUNDAY…TO GIVE THANKS AND PRAISE TO OUR GRACIOUS AND MERCIFUL GOD WHO FORGIVES US ALL OUR SINS IN JESUS CHRIST..  
 CONCLUSION:  BUT NOT EVERYONE KNOWS THIS GOOD NEWS ABOUT GOD’S FORGIVENESS..  THEY DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO WITH THEIR GUILT.  SOME TRY TO IGNORE IT.  OTHERS LOOK ON WEBSITES OR SEEK THERAPISTS.  THEY DO NOT KNOW THAT THE ANSWER TO THEIR GUILT IS JESUS CHRIST.  SO MANY PEOPLE TO TELL.  IT’S AN OVERWHELMING TASK.   AND WE ARE SO WEAK. HOW CAN IT BE DONE?  PAUL ANSWERS AGAIN WITH GOD’S MERCY.   IN JESUS CHRIST PAUL FOUND ALL HE NEEDED TO BE A FAITHFUL SERVANT. "I THANK CHRIST JESUS OUR LORD, WHO HAS GIVEN ME STRENGTH."   PAUL FOUND STRENGTH TO BE A FAITHFUL SERVANT OF GOD THROUGH HIS FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST.   AND SO IT IS WITH US.  AS GOD’S FORGIVENESS FILLS OUR HEARTS WITH PEACE AND JOY WE TOO WILL FIND THE STRENGTH TO TELL OTHERS.  FOR WE HAVE "A TRUSTWORTHY SAYING DESERVING FULL ACCEPTANCE.—CHRIST JESUS CAME INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE SINNERS---EVEN THE WORST OF SINNERS." 
