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Two weeks ago Peter continued our summer series Faith 101 with the doctrine of the Trinity. We
learned that although the word “trinity” doesn’t appear in the Bible, there are lots of places in the New
Testament where the Father, Son, and Spirit appear and act together. You see the Trinity at Jesus’ baptism.
You hear Jesus name the persons of the Trinity when he commissions his disciples before his ascension. You
hear Paul name them in the opening greetings of some of his letters. We also saw how the doctrine of the
Trinity points us to God’s relational nature. If relationship is at the center of who God is, it follows that we,
humans made in God’s image, have both the capacity and need for relationships with God and others.

This morning we continue with a doctrine some of us probably would love to skip - original sin. Who
wants to talk about sin on a beautiful Sunday morning in the middle of the summer? Isn’t that a doctrine for
Lent?

Before we dive into a sermon on original sin, hear this as a matter of first importance: God created us
in love and redeems us in love. The first and last word about us is we are loved. And it's God’s love for us,
creatures made for communion with him, that moves his action in relationship to our sin.

But here’s a matter of second importance: We can only really hear the good news of Jesus for us if and
when that good news speaks to our souls’ deepest need. We need God to deal with and wipe away the sin
that keeps us from the one who loves us most. So, let’s listen to the words of Romans 3:9-26, in the middle of
Paul’s argument about how grace comes to both Jews and Gentiles.

Romans 3:23 is not only a verse many Christians memorize early in life, but also a confession of our
faith: We believe that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God....” And most days that’s not too hard
to believe. There are so many ways sin touches and affects us. You can hear Paul’s conviction that every
human person and every human faculty is affected by sin in verses 11-18 of this chapter. No one is righteous,
no one, not even one, Paul says. He goes on to quote or allude to at least seven Old Testament passages, most
of them from the Psalms, as he piles up the indictments against humanity like beads on a string: Our wills
aren’t righteous. Our minds don’t understand. Our hearts don’t pursue God. We fail to do good. From our
vocal cords to the words on our tongues to the moment that the words leave our lips our speech is poisonous.
We act violently; we experience ruin and misery and miss the peace for which we were created.

Need Paul say more to convince us that this is a problem? This passage in Romans reminds me of the
picture of the people of Judah from Isaiah chapter 1: “From the sole of your foot to the top of your head there
is no soundness— only wounds and welts and open sores, not cleansed or bandaged or soothed with olive
oil.”

We all bear the wounds and weight of sin. Does that mean we’re as bad as we could possibly be? Well,
no - total depravity doesn’t mean that we’re only evil all the time. But it does mean that everything about us
has been warped and wounded by sin and its effects.

Today as we continue to chart out the bathymetric map of what we believe, let’s look at this doctrine
of sin a little more and notice some of the ways we can get shipwrecked. “Original sin” is a phrase that points
us to our inheritance from the first sin of Adam and Eve at the beginning of human history. The term was first



used by Augustine of Hippo, a bishop in North Africa, in the fourth century, and it’s been a point of theological
clarification throughout church history. Augustine’s view was further developed and established in the
Western tradition of Christianity, and John Calvin writes about it in Book 2 of his Institutes, just in case you’re
looking for some light Sunday afternoon reading.

| love a phrase from the epic poem “Paradise Lost” by John Milton. Milton describes Adam and Eve’s
state in the Garden of Eden. They were “sufficient to have stood, but free to fall.” In other words, God did not
make Adam and Eve robots. They had the ability and the will to obey God; but they were also free to disobey.
When God places the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden and tells Adam not to eat from it,
God doesn’t set up the first humans for failure. Instead, by placing that tree in the garden, God allows their
obedience to be truly free. But when Adam and Eve turn away from God’s voice to listen to the serpent, things
in God’s good creation start to unravel. In their sin, we believe everyone yet to come was connected and
participating. “In Adam,” Paul says, “all die”. And so, everybody who comes after Adam and Eve inherits a
sinful nature. They are now not able to avoid sin. Our fallen souls now “naturally” are inclined to stiff-arm God
and love ourselves more than our neighbor. The power of sin alienates us from God, from our true selves,
from each other, and from God’s good creation.

So when we look around and try to say what, at bottom, is wrong in this world, it makes sense for us to
start with sin and its effects. Christians grieve and lament the havoc wreaked by the power of sin and the
individual effects of our sins. Because after sin in the Garden we weren’t just kicked out of the best national
park ever. It's much worse than that. We lost our God-given inclination to listen to God’s voice, and our
immediate access to his holy and life-giving presence.

Here’s a sort of humorous picture of this loss of inclination to obey. Picture a dog’s dish of water and a
curious toddler. After a parent has distracted, redirected, said no, and nearly exhausted themselves, that
glorious, beautiful kid will keep going back to play in that dish time after time. Humans want what we want.
And we want to be in command of our own lives even when we need some help learning how to respect rules
and stay safe.

We also see original sin at work in more consequential ways. We see it in destructive patterns
branching through the family tree, or when we watch a loved one whose genes and environment and actions
pull them into the centrifuge of addiction. You see it when you catch yourself stuck in the same old habits that
you hate but can’t seem to break. You’re experiencing the wound and burden of original sin.

Our World Belongs to God paragraph 14 says, “Fallen in that first sin, we prove each day that apart
from grace we are guilty sinners...looking for life without God, we find death..” Taylor Swift’s song “Anti-Hero”
expresses what this is like in more existential language: “I have this thing where | get older but just never wiser
/ Midnights become my afternoons ..../I should not be left to my own devices /They come with prices and
vices / | end up in crisis...It's me, hi, I'm the problem, it's me”. | wonder are you *more* or *|less* aware of
“being the problem” than is good for you? Either extreme can shipwreck your soul.

On the Leeward coast are the jagged rocks of a perseverating focus on sin. Some lifelong Christians in
our tradition have heard the “sin” part of the gospel message shouted through a megaphone. “I'm the
problem, it’'s me” is the refrain of their lives. And tragically, at the same time, the “sacrificially loved” half of
the good news has been drowned out. Living with such a deep awareness of personal sin can make us just as
deeply unsettled about whether Jesus really loves and saves us. Despite lifelong pursuit of Jesus, we might
approach the end of this life worried. Will Jesus indeed receive us as we’ve asked and hoped?



Sure of our sin and misery but less sure of the scope and effect of Jesus’ redemption, we barely dare to
lift our heads to see the Crucified One extending his arms over us and carrying our sin far away from us. If this
is you: You don’t have to worry or wonder. Your awareness of need and trust in Jesus already means he is
near. The moment “we confess Jesus as Lord, and we believe in our hearts that God raised him from the dead,
we will be saved.” (Romans 10:9)

On the other coastline you’ll find the muck and mire of too easily dismissing sin’s power and effects.
People on a course for this place might think of sin as simple mistakes, or of innocent transgressions that don’t
hurt anybody. They’re not thinking of its power and impact on our nature. They might shrug and say, we’re
only human, so what can God expect from us? Jesus understands what it’s like. God’s grace is sufficient. I'm
not going to worry about sins that aren’t that big of a deal. And here we might be taking our focus off a Lord
crucified for our sin. Maybe without realizing it, we’re operating from a place that implies Jesus’ reconciling
death wasn’t that necessary for us after all. Put it that way, we’d say a course correction that sees our need
for saving is in order.

Feeling the magnitude of our sin and misery without equally resting in Jesus' sacrificial love leads to
despair. And resting in the magnitude of Jesus’ love without equally recognizing the damage done by our sin
makes us spiritually indifferent. A course that acknowledges both the damage done by sin and Jesus’ sacrificial
love is exactly what Romans 3 teaches. Two things are true about us, two things that would be contradictory if
it weren’t for the miracle of the gospel. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are justified
freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”

In verses 21 to 26 of Romans 3, those words for “just/justifies” and “righteous/righteousness” are
dikaioo in Greek. They’re the very same word. To be right with God is to be declared justified, to be acquitted
of sin, to be declared righteous before a holy God.

In 1515 Martin Luther made this discovery himself. He saw this as he studied just a little further on
from what we read today in Romans. And it changed his life. Luther had been completely overwhelmed by the
condition of fallen humanity and his own personal inability to overcome his sin. But as he studied, Fleming
Rutledge says, “Luther... saw that the word meaning righteousness, as in “the righteousness of God,” and the
word meaning “justification” .... were in fact the same word... God had acted in Jesus Christ powerfully to
impute his righteousness to us.... Luther saw that God had justified (made righteous, same word) sinful
[humans].... enabling him to stand with robes washed clean.... In the Cross of Christ, Luther suddenly saw, the
wrath and mercy of God were fused....” (75, Not Ashamed of the Gospel). And for the first time, Luther felt the
“good” part of the good news that Paul insists he’s sharing at the beginning of Romans.

Whether we are people who feel our sin too much or not enough, trusting Jesus means we can believe
him when he tells us the true story of who we are. We can believe Jesus when he comes and goes to the cross
out of love for us. We can believe him when his saving act says to us, Dear Friends, look at this terrible mess
you’ve inherited, and this terrible mess you’ve contributed to. | see that gash in your heart and that crack in
your soul. You’re mortally wounded. Left to yourself, the truth is you will never heal. But | can cure you. My
face and my will are against this injury, against this foreign power, against all the ways you have isolated
yourself from me. The integrity of my character, the love and justice that make up who | am, won’t allow me
to pretend this break isn’t here. But I'll set it, make you whole, and bring you home. This is how much | love
you. | will be both just and your justifier. | will take your place. All you need to do is look at me and believe in
me.



Even now, Jesus has begun to set right everything sin has dislocated in us. No longer doomed to buckle
under its rule, at the cross Jesus set us free to follow him. No, we won’t be perfectly sinless or avoid the
injuries caused by other people’s sins in this life. But because of the cross we once again have the power to
obey, too. Because of the cross, friends, we are on course for fullness of life in the presence of the Holy God.
In his eternal kingdom the siren song of sin will lose all its power. We will love him and listen to his voice
without any interference from sin at all. This is the amazing grace of our Lord. Our Crucified Savior loves us

when we are at our worst and aims to make us like him who loves us best. Thanks be to God.
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