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“The Augsburg Confession:  Article II:  Original Sin
The Blessing Of An Accurate Diagnosis”


The Second Sunday after Pentecost							   June 6, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								        I Kings 17:17-24
Epistle Lesson									       Galatians 1:11-24
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 7:11-17


As we move through the Augsburg Confession, today we come to the Second Article of the Augsburg Confession, under the theme “The Blessing Of An Accurate Diagnosis.”  The introduction to the Second Article of the Augsburg Confession and the Second Article itself are printed on the back page of the Service Folder.  I’ll read through those with you now as an introduction to the sermon.  The words in italics are simply an introduction from this book where I got the Augsburg Confession from.

Sins is much more than thinking, saying, and doing things that are wrong.  It is a terminal disease.  We are all conceived and born in sin; we inherit it from our first parents, Adam and Eve.  The disease of sin can be overcome, but only by one medicine; the cleansing, healing, and forgiving blood of God’s own Son.  By rejecting Pelagian errors in Article II, the Augsburg Confession subtly refers to the Roman view of sin.  The Roman Church taught and still teaches that concupiscence (the inborn inclination to sin) is not actually sin.  By misdiagnosing our fatal illness, Rome leads people to believe they are able to cooperate with God’s grace for salvation.  Lutheranism rejects all teachings that imply we are responsible for or contribute to our salvation. 

That’s the introduction and here is the Second Article of the Augsburg Confession.

1. Our churches teach that since the fall of Adam (Romans 5:12), all who are naturally born are bone with sin (Psalm 51:5), that is, without the fear of God, without trust in God, and with the inclination to sin, called concupiscence.  

2. Concupiscence is a disease of original vice that is truly sin.  It damns and brings eternal death on those who are not born anew through Baptism and the Holy Spirit (John 3:5).

3. Our churches condemn the Pelagians and others who deny that original depravity is sin, thus obscuring the glory of Christ’s merit and benefits.  Pelagians argue that a person can be justified before God by his own strength and reason.

Today’s sermon is in five parts.  The first part is “Who on earth are the Pelagians?”  The second part is entitled, “Well, that sounds reasonable; where’s the hook?”  The third part of the sermon is entitled, “Why Johnny doesn’t have to go to lying classes.”  The fourth part of the sermon is entitled, “The difference between a good doctor and your drinking buddies.”  The fifth part of the sermon is entitled, “The blessing of accurate diagnosis.”  

Part number one:  “Who on earth are the Pelagians?”  The truth is that there are only so many ideas that human beings can generate, and they keep getting recycled generation after generation.  Pelagius was a theologian who gave his name to a persistent set of ideas in the late 300’s AD.  Now this set of ideas has always existed, and this set of ideas still exists today, and many people accept this set of ideas.  Pelagius is remembered for arguing that this set of ideas is genuine Christianity.  That’s how his name got associated with this set of ideas.  Now in reality, Pelagius was a likeable enough person who wanted the best for people.  He was a Christian pastor.  He was a Christian bishop.  His followers also were decent enough people who wanted the best for the people they were leading.  However, church fathers such as Augustan, argued against Pelagius with great vigor, because they were convinced that the set of ideas he said constituted genuine Christianity, though they sounded reasonable enough, led to unintended consequences that actually harmed Christians and kept them from the joy of knowing God as He is.  Here’s a summary of Pelagian thinking.  And as I said, this thinking is still around today.  It’s very popular; it’s how people think.  Pelagius is known for saying this is genuine Christianity.  

Here are five thoughts I’m going to share with you.  Thought number one:  Human beings are born with a moral weakness that is the potential to do wrong, but it is not actually sin.  I mean, how could you claim that a little baby is sinful?  Idea number two:  Human beings are also born with the ability to overcome this potential to do wrong.  Idea number three:  When we do the right thing and overcome our potential to do wrong God rewards us with the ability to do more good.  So as we go through life, we work together with God.  We do our part, and then he gives us a little bit of strength.  We do more and it kind of goes on like that.  Idea number four:  This process can end in moral perfection in human beings.  If you work at it long enough, you can become a perfected human being.  Idea five:  God ultimately judges us by how we are doing and rewards us according to how far we have come.  Those are the common ideas common to human beings that are given the name “Pelagianism.”

The second part of the sermon.  Sounds reasonable; where’s the hook?  You know, I suppose it does sound reasonable, and that is why it persists generation after generation.  People look at cute little babies and they say, “Well, how can that cute little baby be sinful?”  But it is sort of like the idea that drinking lots of diet pop will help a person lose weight.  I see all sorts of people who drink lots of diet pop because they’re convinced it will help you lose weight.  It seems reasonable, but from what I read, drinking lots of diet pop can actually make it harder to lose weight.  It actually works against you.  An idea that seems very reasonable is upon further examination wrong and harmful.  Pelagius actually thought he was helping people connect with God.  But practical, thoughtful students of the Bible and human nature saw the hooks that Pelagius didn’t see.  

Hook number one:  By overestimating a person’s natural, moral abilities we underestimate a person’s natural, moral problems.  I personally cringe a little bit every time I hear someone say that people are basically good.  There are many people in this world who are good people, but they didn’t start out basically good.  And they are not good by nature.  If someone turns out to be a good person, and there are many, they are the workmanship of God, not their own efforts.  I cringe when people try to deal with their own personal problems and begin with the premise that they are naturally good.  I had a person just this last week tell me that his recent divorce had nothing to do with him.  I cringe when I hear things like that.  I cringe when I meet parents who are trying to raise their children with the premise that their children are by nature good.  I cringe when I hear educators explain school discipline to me based on the premise that youth are by nature good, and therefore don’t need all sorts of rules.  I cringe when I hear misinformed people tell me that our government is based on the premise that people are by nature good.  Anybody who says that does not know their history.  The people who formed our nation were convinced that everybody had to be watched—pretty much all the time.  

Hook number two:  This type of thinking confirms people in their self-centeredness by teaching people that their relationship with God is all about them.  The worst natural human flaw, self-centeredness, is not diminished but it is raised to the level of a religious virtue.  Self-centeredness becomes a religious virtue.  Any way of life that increases self-centeredness is by its very nature not Christian.

Hook number three:  This type of thinking leads a certain type of person into self-satisfied pride that they are doing what God demands.  And they are doing it pretty much on their own, in their own effort.  And that leads a certain type of person into pride.  It leads to the judgmentalism that reasons, “I am getting it right and you are not getting it right.  And that’s the difference between us.”  It leads to the hypocrisy of discounting personal faults through this reasoning, “I’m a good person.  And good people don’t do bad things.  So if I did it, it must be OK!  At least justified in this instance.”  

Hook number four:  Some poor souls simply don’t have the ability to kid themselves about themselves.  And they despair of God’s love because their honest, self-evaluation shows them how far off the mark they are.  And so they are separated from God.

Hook number five:  This type of thinking will never lead a person to truly be connected to God as Father, because in this way of thinking, God is not a loving Father.  He is an efficient, moral, bookkeeper, collecting the records of good lives at the toll booth of heaven.  He’s an efficient accountant; not a loving Father.  

Hook number six:  This type of thinking makes Jesus into a type of life-coach or moral advisor or teacher, who no longer functions as a Savior because who needs a Savior when one is using his own abilities to deal with his own problems.  

Part three of the sermon.  Why Johnny doesn’t have to go to lying classes.  What child has ever had to be taught to talk back?  What child has ever had to be taught stubbornness or sneakiness or anger?  Have any of you thought your children were missing out, and so you took them to stubbornness classes?  Did you take them to a tutor to teach them how to talk back--how to be sassy?  What child has ever had to be taught how to hit or how to pinch or how to throw things when they are angry?  What child has ever had to be taught to take what is not hers, while violently protecting what is hers?  Why doesn’t little Johnny have to be sent to lying classes to learn how to lie?  Why doesn’t little Johnny have to be sent to blaming class to learn how to get playmates into trouble?  What child has ever had to be taught jealousy or coveting or greediness?  Have you ever watched a small child’s behavior and asked yourself, “Where did that come from?--must be his father’s side of the family.  Where did that come from?”  The Bible tells us where that came from.  Observation of human behavior confirms what the Bible says.  Psalm 51 says, “Behold, I was shaped in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me.”  That’s where it comes from.  Paul teaches that we are dead in our trespasses and sins.  We are born with it and it is not the potential to go wrong.  It is the inability to do right.  That’s why St. Paul says, “You are dead in your trespasses and sin.”  He doesn’t say, “Oh, you’ve got a little problem.”  He says, “You are dead in your trespasses and sin.”  Jesus himself taught, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the spirit is spirit.  Unless a person is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Jesus himself teaches us that the problem is born in—it’s in us--and the answer has to come from outside.  St. Paul writes, “By one man sin came into the world and through that one man’s sin came death for the whole human race.  For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”  The problem of sin is inherited from the fall.  It is Jesus himself who taught, “Out of the heart of a man come rebellion, murder, fornication, theft, and slander.”  The moral problem of sin is found within us.  It is not someone else’s fault.  Toward the end of his life, after a long life of leading a Christian life, St. Paul, one of the most important, dedicated Christians of all time, wrote these words about himself in self-confession in Romans, chapter seven:  “For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh.  I can will what is right, but I cannot do it.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.  So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but then I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members.”  “All of our lives,” Paul says, “is a struggle between that which we are by nature and that which God has planted in us by the Holy Spirit, and that struggle never stops.”

Now, one can rightly protest that we are not all criminals.  That is exactly correct.  We are not all criminals.  But I ask you, “How much of the misery in your life has been caused by behavior that is actually criminal, or even against the law?”  I know that I have seen a fair amount of misery in my life.  I’ve experienced it, and I’ve had other people tell me of it.  I figure that maybe about five percent of the misery that I have seen has been caused by anything that is actually against some law.  Our problem isn’t that we break laws.  Our problem isn’t that we’re criminals.  Our problem is that the seeds of our own destruction are grown in our own personalities.  Johnny doesn’t have to attend lying classes.  None of us ever did; we came with it.  

Part number four of the sermon:  “The difference between a good doctor and your drinking buddies.”  Every effective cure is based on a clear understanding of the problem.  This is true in physical aliments.  Sometimes we experience a slight discomfort and we are correctly told, “It’s no problem.  It’s OK.  You’re OK.”  Sometimes we are told, “It’s not serious at all.  It will heal itself.”  Sometimes we are told, “You’ve caused yourself a little problem here, but you can make it better on your own by changing your habits.  You made the problem; you can unmake it.”  Sometimes we are told, “You are suffering from a serious congenital problem.  If it is not treated by surgery, you will die.”  Now those are four very different things, aren’t they?  It is also true of moral problems.  I’ll just, as an example, take habitual anger.  Habitual anger that we’ll say a man takes out on his family, though it could be a woman just as well.  So we’ve got a man who is habitually angry and takes it out on his family.  His drinking buddy will assure him that it is no problem, and that he is OK just the way he is.  The well-intentioned but ill-informed child psychologists will tell the parents that he will grow out of it, and he will become more reasonable and less angry as he gets older—natural.  His crazy friend will assure him that it is natural to fly into a rage from time to time, and that his wife probably deserves it.  Some flowers from Rainbow will solve the problem.  The Word of God will tell you that you are surrendering to evil that you were born with, and that you never grew out of.  And if you don’t surrender the problem to God, you will destroy yourself.  You will destroy your marriage and your home, and you will pass on the problem to other generations.  And you will take a few other people with you.  Do you see the difference between a good doctor and your drinking buddies?  A good doctor actually wants you to be well.  So she will give you an accurate diagnosis—even if it is hard news.  Your drinking buddy just wants your company on the road to hell.  So he will tell you whatever will keep you on the stool next to him—that’s all he cares about.  Now you might be sitting there thinking you are safe because you don’t have a drinking buddy to mislead you.  But in reality we all have a drinking buddy that will mislead us.  Our drinking buddy lives within us.  It is the old nature.  The old nature, which is forgiven in Christ, but never goes away and has to be shut up every day.  As Luther said, “Each day we remember our baptism and we drown the old drinking buddy within us, and listen to what God says not to what our drinking buddy says.”  

The conclusion to the sermon:  The blessing of an accurate diagnosis.  “Most gracious, God, I confess onto you that I am by nature sinful and unclean.  That I am in bondage to sin and that I cannot free myself no matter what my drinking buddy tells me.”  I’d like to add that the next time we do the service.  Just put that little last part on there.  Words like these are very important to a Lutheran because our practice of the Christian faith is based upon an accurate diagnosis of our problem.  Some people say, “Well, that’s a terribly pessimistic approach to human beings.”  We don’t discuss whether this is a pessimistic or an optimistic approach to the human condition--makes no difference to us whether it’s considered pessimistic or optimistic.  To us it’s like being told that you have cancer that has to be treated.  That news is neither pessimistic nor optimistic.  It is simply a fact.  It won’t do us any good to have a hundred other people tell us that it isn’t a fact, to make us feel better about ourselves.  

This is what moved Martin Luther to write, in his explanation to the Third Article:  “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, sanctified and kept me in the one true faith.  Even as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on earth.”  This is a blessing, because it focuses our attention on God as our Creator, our Redeemer, and Giver of Life.  And it frees us from the curse of self-centeredness.  It helps us see that life is about God’s giving; it is not about our doing.  And that is a great blessing.  

This is a blessing because it fosters within us a godly humility.  And it spares us from pride that kills.  It spares us from judgmentalism toward others.  And it spares us from the hypocrisy that leads people to deny who they really are.  This is a blessing because it fosters hope in the good news of God’s care for us who he has created.  We are going to make it because God is powerful, and because God is good and because God is kindly disposed toward us.  Our own strength and our own efforts will always disappoint us.  The strength and efforts of other people will always disappoint us.  But we are going to make it, because the strength and efforts of God, through our Lord Jesus Christ, will never disappoint us or let us down.  This is a blessing because it connects us to God as a loving Father, who has called us into his family where we belong.  God is our life-force, not ourselves.  God is not simply a moral accountant in the sky.  He is the very power of our lives.  This is a blessing because Jesus then is more than our life coach or advisor or teacher.  He is the very presence of God among us on earth; he is our actual Savior who actually bore our sins on the cross in our place.  He is risen from the dead to assure us that all will be well as his gift to us--a gift that will not disappoint, no matter what our efforts do.  When the risen Jesus appears to us he doesn’t give us further orders.  He gives us actual good news.  

This is a blessing because right living is not a burden, but a life-affirming response to God’s goodness toward us.  Can there be right behavior where there is no leverage?  Can there be right behavior where there is no God making you afraid, or promising you rewards?  Can there be right behavior when God puts no leverage on a human being?  Yes there can be.  And that’s what Lutherans believe.  There can be right behavior where there is affection for the one who has given us life to begin with, who daily grants us forgiveness, and daily gives us life day by day.

It says in the end of the Second Article that “we condemn the Pelagians and others who deny that original depravity is sin, thus obscuring the glory of Christ’s merit and benefits.”  That’s the last thing we want to do is obscure the glory of Christ’s merits and his benefits, because our relationship with God is about Christ, it is not about us.  And that is why, as Lutherans, “We condemn the Pelagians (whom you now understand perfectly well) and others who deny that original depravity is sin, thus obscuring the glory of Christ’s merit and benefits.”  Amen



