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| know that the window series is over, but before | read our passage, before we read these words
about the cross let’s look at Jesus’ crucifixion as pictured in our window. It’s over here to my right. Many of
you can’t see it, so take a look at your bulletin, because part of the crucifixion image, the part I’'m most
interested in, is right there on the cover. There is Jesus, he’s hanging from the cross and he’s wearing the
crown of thorns. But what else do you see in the picture? What’s going on in the background. There is a sun
and a moon behind him and then there’s all that red lightning. What is that all about? What was the artist
thinking about when he or she put those elements there? The artist is dead so | can’t ask him, but | have a
pretty good idea. | think the artist was trying to convey the part of the cross’ meaning that | want to talk about
today. Today | want you to see the full meaning of the cross, the full story.

Last week, you will remember, we talked about how Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins.
And we mentioned how that’s usually the first thing we learn about the meaning of the cross. If someone asks
us, why did Jesus die on the cross, | think most of us would say, “Jesus died on the cross to save us from our
sins.” And that’s a good answer, that’s a true answer, but that is an incomplete answer. Jesus paying for our
sins on the cross is just one chapter in the story of what Jesus was doing there. In the gospel of John, when
Jesus cried out from the cross, “It is Finished!” the forgiveness of our sins was only a part of what he was
finishing. A really important part, but only part. What is the full story of the cross? To answer that, | will be
referring to many Biblical passages, but let’s start here in Romans 7.

If you’ve ever had someone in your life who is a hoarder, you know that helping them can be extremely
complicated. A hoarder is a sort of extreme collector. They collect stuff and buy stuff, but they have a really
hard time throwing it away. As a result, the stuff just accumulates in their home. It fills up every cupboard and
closet and drawer. And then it fills up every bedroom, and then the hallway, and then the living room, and
then the kitchen. Soon the stuff is everywhere. If you go over to a hoarder’s house, it’s often hard to find your
way through the stuff.

Hoarding is more common than you think. According to what | read this week, 14-19 million Americans
deal with it to some degree. They are really attached to their stuff. If you pick up an item from one of the
many piles in their home, say a stack of newspapers from 30 years ago, and offer to help get rid of that for
them, they will say ‘no’ and explain to you why those newspapers are really important, why they are needed,
why they need to keep them.

Here’s a question: For those of you who have known a hoarder, if you say to them, “You have too
much stuff! This is dangerous! It is wrong to keep buying things and collecting things. You need to throw most
of this away and stop buying new stuff!” Will that be an effective approach? Will that bring change? Not so
much, right? Simply telling the person that they need to change their behavior is unproductive because they
are not in control of this behavior. They are in the grip of something. They have lost control. They are
enslaved.

This is a typical dynamic in addiction. When an alcoholic first encounters drinking — maybe as a
teenager partying with his friends — his drinking is a choice. If you are his friend, you can confront him and say,
‘vou need to stop!’ and it will be within his power to stop. He can make a behavior change. But once the
addiction kicks in, there’s a different dynamic. The drinking isn’t in his control anymore. He’s hooked. Even if
he wants to, he can’t stop. He’s enslaved. | once met a person who told me the story of their addiction to
heroin. They were 19 years old and went to a party. They tried it once, and after that it was like a switch
flipped in their brain and they were utterly hooked. The first time he took heroin it was a choice; after that it
was slavery.



Maybe you see where I'm going with this. In our passage, Paul is trying to show us the deeper, spiritual
dimensions of sin. Sin is not just when a person like you or me choose to disobey God’s will. If | know that it’s
wrong to lie, but then | choose to lie anyway, | have sinned, but that’s only the beginning of sin’s power. Sin
isn’t just a rule violation; sin is a dark force that enslaves. We make choices that are sinful, but then these
choices engage us with the deeper, enslaving corrupting power of sin

In Romans 7, Paul is trying to communicate sin’s deeper power. In Romans 7 Paul is talking about how
sin is a power that makes us slaves. It takes a hold of you in such a way that you aren’t in control anymore.
Like an addict, you are in the grip of something. From verse 14 on, Paul describes what that slavery feels like.
In my brain, he says, | know what I’'m supposed to do. In my mind, | can tell myself to do what’s right. But
when | act there’s a deeper force inside of me that makes me choose evil. If you've ever loved someone who's
an addict, you know that Paul’s description is just like how many addicts talk. In their mind they say: ‘I hate my
drinking. I’'m never going to drink again,’ but then something stronger pulls them back into the bottle. “I have
the desire to do good, but | cannot carry it out... Although | want to do good, evil is right there with me!”
Something has a hold on my will.

Comparing sin and addiction also helps us understand what Paul is saying at the beginning of this
passage when he says all that stuff about the law. Sometimes, when Paul talks about the law, it almost sounds
as if he thinks the law is a bad thing. “lI would never have known what sin was if it wasn’t for the law.” “When
the commandment came, sin sprang to life and | died.” It almost sounds like Paul is saying that the Ten
Commandments and the other Old Testament laws cause sin.

That’s not what he’s saying. Paul is saying that the law is like an intervention. Most of you know what
an intervention is. When someone you love is in the grip of an addiction and doesn’t realize it, an intervention
is a tool that helps them understand the depths of their problem. A whole bunch of the addict’s loved ones get
together, and they agree to confront him, showing him how his addiction has brought hurt. When the addict
hears all these stories together, often his eyes are opened and he realizes, “Oh my goodness, | need help! My
problem is worse than | thought. | am enslaved!”

For Paul, the law is like an intervention. The law confronts us with our sin. We think we’re OK. We think
we are pretty good people, but then the law shows us what real righteousness looks like and we realize, “Oh
my goodness, | am a mess. Oh my goodness, | am supposed to have a life of joy and love and service; instead,
I’'m tired and cynical and addicted to things.” That’s what Paul is saying when he says that ‘the law was given
so that sin would become utterly sinful’ — like an intervention, the law helps us see how deep our problems go.

If sin isn’t just our bad choices, if sin is a kind of outside power that can enslave us, what is that power?
Where does it come from? In other parts of his writings Paul makes that pretty clear. In Ephesians 6:12 for
instance: “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against...the powers of this dark world and the
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” When we sin, these are the forces that we open ourselves up
to; “The powers of this dark world and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm.” Whenever we sin, it’s
never just about us disobeying a rule — lying when we know we shouldn’t; looking at porn when we know we
shouldn’t —it’s also about us opening our hearts to powers that are bigger than us and that can take control of
our life.

We can confirm that this is what Paul means in another place: In Ephesians 4 Paul says, do not let the
sun go down on your anger, so don’t let your anger become sinful, and then do you remember what he says
next? “Don’t give the devil a foothold.” Our sin doesn’t just break God’s rules: it opens us up to the dark
powers of the world. Another example: the story of Cain and Abel. Cain has simmering anger towards his
brother Abel, and so God comes to warn him about his anger. God says, “Watch out! If you do not do what is
right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you.” There it is again: You sin and you open yourself up
to the enslaving power of the evil one. Evil wants to have you.

On the cross, Jesus didn’t just come to forgive our sins; Jesus came to destroy the power of the evil
one. Jesus came to defeat that dark power which crouches at our door and wants to have us. This is the great
drama of history and the great drama of Scripture. The evil one wants to have us and wants to have God’s



world. But on the cross, Jesus breaks evil’s hold on us. As Romans 8 says, “There is therefore now no
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, for the law of the Spirit, which gives life, has set us free from
the law of sin and death.” And as Galatians 1 says, Jesus has rescued us from the present evil age. And on the
cross Jesus breaks the evil one’s hold on creation. As Romans 8 says, the creation itself could be liberated from
its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. It’s not just forgiveness;
it’s our liberation from dark powers and the restoration of all things. Our forgiveness is just a part of that
bigger story.

I think that’s why our window artist put the moon and the sun and the red lightning behind Jesus. Jesus
is liberating the whole creation. His death has cosmic implications. This is the decisive moment in the cosmic
battle. The evil one thinks he’s going to win. The evil one thinks that he’s got Jesus where he wants him, in
pain, crying out, dying. But because the evil one only speaks the language of domination and brute force, he
can’t understand how suffering love is actually the strongest power. He thinks that when he kills Jesus, he will
be victorious; he will possess the world! But instead it is the moment of his defeat. It’s the moment when, as
Revelation 5 puts it, the slain lamb becomes the lion of Judah and receives power and wealth and wisdom and
strength and honor and glory and praise.

All the talk about the evil one and his power to enslave you can sound a little scary. When you hear the
Bible say, or you hear me say, “Sin is crouching at your door and desires to have you,” that sounds ominous.
And when we see that enslaving power at work in the world, it is scary. The guilt of our sins is bad enough, but
when sin shows itself as a force that takes hold of people’s lives or takes hold in households, or takes hold in
cultures, that’s sobering. When a dear friend is destroying their life with alcohol addiction, when patterns of
abuse and anger take hold in a family system and pass from one generation to the next. When a whole society
loses itself in anger and cynicism and lies, those are the times when we see the enslaving power of sin. It can
feel like goodness is small and evil is winning.

Don’t let the evil one fool you! Don’t let that feeling rule you. Remember, on Good Friday everyone felt
like the power of evil was winning. It looked as though everything was falling apart, but that moment was
evil’s ultimate defeat. Evil may be crouching at your door, but evil can’t have you because you belong body
and soul, in life and in death to your faithful savior Jesus Christ who has set you free from the tyranny of the
devil. Evil makes a lot of noise in this world, but Jesus is Lord.

As people of the cross we carry that truth with us out against the angers of the world. We live with
faith, hope and love as a sign of evil’s defeat. Paul shows us a good example of that in the letter to the
Philippians. | love Philippians. It was written by Paul when he was in prison, under house arrest, and facing the
possibility of death. But it is the most joyful of Paul’s letters. It’s the one where Paul says things like, “Rejoice
in the Lord always, | will say it again rejoice... | have learned the secret of being content in all things — | can do
all things through him who strengthens me.” Paul’s in jail facing death but he’s so full of joy. He looks the
enslaving power of evil in the face and he meets it with joy and hope.

That’s the way | want to carry myself. That’s the song | want to sing in the face of the devil’s noise. |
think it’s the song we do sing here in this place when we worship. We raise against the devil’s noise and say
Jesus is Lord. | think that’s the song we plan to sing next door when we renovate that building and create
those ministries for our neighbors. We don’t turn away from the struggles of our neighbors, we light a fire of
hope, we lift up the cross. Evil is strong, but Jesus is stronger. So go out there and be careful, but don’t be
afraid. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



