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“The Now of Easter: Now Let’s Not Kid Ourselves”


The Second Sunday of Easter								April 19, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 4:32-35
Epistle Lesson										 I John 1:1-2:2
Gospel Lesson										  John 20:1931


In this Easter season we’re going to emphasis the Epistle lessons from First John and today we look to this Epistle under the title “The Now of Easter.” Today’s specific title is “Now Let’s Not Kid Ourselves.” I’m going to pay special attention to First John chapter 1 verses eight and nine. Verses which you all know quite well: “If we say we have no sin we deceive only ourselves and the truth is not in us. But if we confess our sins God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse from all unrighteousness.”

I’m going to begin with a little catechism on the word sin. What are we even talking about when we use the word sin? The word sin is one of many words used in the Bible to describe the fact that human beings are trouble causing creatures. I think the simplest way to think about sin is that it is what we do to cause trouble for ourselves and other people. The world is indeed filled with trouble, with pain, and with complication, and we use the word sin to describe the fact that every one of us contributes to the trouble, the pain and the complication of this world. The word sin originally meant to miss the mark, as in shooting an arrow at a target and missing the target. The meaning is that when it comes to living together as we were intended to do, it doesn’t happen the way it should because we all miss the mark. We are all weak, we are all inadequate to the task, we are all incomplete, and quite often we are simply to short sided too get it right. We miss the mark, 

We also use the word trespass. Trespass is used to describe the fact that we are so involved in our own lives, and our own concerns that we infringe on the lives of other people. Like neighbor kids who don’t respect the property of others in their pursuit of their own amusement, human beings cause damage in the lives of others because of our basic focus on our own concerns. We are so wrapped in the concerns of our own lives, our own vision, that we don’t notice how we are walking all of over the life of another person. A big word these days is the word boundary--where my life ends and your life begins. The word trespass means we aren’t that good at boundaries, and we cross the boundary, and we infringe on other people’s lives. Sometimes we place such low value on the other person’s life that we don’t care about the damage that we are doing.

We also use the word iniquity. The word iniquity describes the fact that every one of us is capable of inward frustration and inward meanness that we are willing to inflict on somebody else just to get our own relief. It builds up in us--this frustration, and this meanness-- and if somebody else is handy they get it.
Original sin is a term use to describe the fact that these are problems we are born with. It is a condition from the very beginning of our lives. It’s in us we just can’t blame it on somebody else. 

Actual sin is a term to describe the fact that in addition to the potential to cause trouble, we actually do cause trouble. None of us is only simply sinful in theory. I think everyone is willing to confess that they are sinful in theory, but actual sin means that we actually go out, and cause trouble for ourselves, and for other people.

Sins of commission is a term used to describe the fact that we sometimes commit trouble causing acts, speak trouble causing words, or think trouble causing thoughts. 

Sins of omission is a term used to describe the fact that we sometimes are too lazy to actually do something wrong, so we cause trouble by neglecting good acts we should be doing, or some good words we should speaking, or some good thoughts we should be thinking.

Self destructive, self destructive is a term used to describe the fact that much of our sinfulness is directed at ourselves and causes our own destruction. But somewhat hidden in the term self destructive is the fact that self destructive behavior is an effective way to cause trouble in another life, because people who love us are genuinely hurt by the fact that we are hurting ourselves. 

Denial, denial is a term used to describe the fact that is common for people to say that none of this true in their own case. That’s denial.

Hopelessly entangled is a term used to describe the fact that this is a sticky, complicated mess, touching all of our lives, and we will never be able to sort it out entirely, or to be free from it this side of Jordan.

At the direction of God John the evangelist writes that if we think we aren’t involved in all of this we are nuts. Well, that’s not exactly what he says. What he says is: “If we say we have no sin we deceive only ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” So the exhortation is let’s not kid ourselves.

There are three reasons why we shouldn’t kid ourselves. Let’s not kid ourselves because we don’t have to kid ourselves about our own sinfulness. I was out for a walk two weeks ago when two Mormons decided they hadn’t suffered enough that day and they decided to convert me to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints while I was out for a walk. They started by asking me if I thought it was possible for families to be together in heaven, and I told them I certainly did. They then asked me if I believed Jesus when he said: “Without obedience there is no salvation.” I told them that Jesus never said such thing, and that the only sense that the statement was accurate was in the sense that the obedience of Jesus made our salvation possible. He provided an obedience which we cannot provide. Then I shared some Bible verses with them. John the Baptist called Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Jesus was baptized by John because in doing so he would fulfill all righteousness for us. What Jesus actually did say was, “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life for the ransom for many.” Saint Paul reflecting all of this wrote: “I rejoice that I no longer have to strive for a righteousness based on keeping of the law, but I rejoice that I have that righteousness which is God’s gift to those who have confidence in Christ.” I told these two young that I was a big fan of Jesus and what he had done for me, and I thought Paul has pretty much nailed it in what he has said. Well this of course was not good enough, and they told me once more that even though one could not obey without Jesus, it was sill the case that without obedience there is no salvation. They assured me that this is all made clear in a new book, and if I prayed, and read it would all come clear for me as well. I told them that I had lived in real Mormon country in Western Colorado for over a year, that I already owned three copies of the Book of Mormon which I have read twice, that I’ve been to Temple Square in Salt Lake City, and taken the tour twice. I’ve been to the temple in Washington, D.C. and took the tour there once. I told them that I knew the drill probably as well as they did. I then repeated that without obedience, there is no salvation. I repeated that I was glad that Jesus had been obedient in my place, and that I would do all I could to return my life to him in gratitude even thought this would be done with great imperfection on my part, because I was incapable of producing the obedience necessary for salvation.

Here’s the point these two Mormon young men have to live with the burden of believing they are obedient to the will of God while I can rejoice in Christ’s obedience on my behalf, and I don’t have to kid myself about my own obedience to the will of God, “When we confess our sins, God who is faithful and just forgives our sins.” I don’t have to kid myself about that, and neither do you. We aren’t Mormons. We don’t have to kid ourselves into believing that we are as obedient as we need to be to be saved. Denying our sinfulness we don’t kid God, because he knows, and we don’t really kid anybody, because they will eventually figure it out no matter how hard we try to keep them from figuring it out. And because God forgives us, because of what Jesus has done for us, we don’t have to kid ourselves either. We don’t have to try keep up appearance so to speak. I don’t have to present myself to you as this perfectly obedient Christian who never steps outside the line, and you don’t have to pretend to me that you are these perfectly obedient Christians who never step outside the line-- and you’re doing that quite well I might add.

So let’s not kid ourselves because we don’t have to, and, in addition, let’s not kid ourselves because we become better people when we don’t kid ourselves. “When we say we have no sin we deceive only ourselves and the truth is not in us, but when we confess our sins 
God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” The big problem with denial or lack of self insight is that it impedes personal progress. One way that we say we have no sin is to confess in general that we aren’t perfect without actually thinking about what our particular sins are. That’s one way we deny our sinfulness. Confessing in general that we aren’t perfect without thinking about our particular sins is in many ways a waste of time, because it is a way of avoiding the real issues in our lives. Everybody is willing to say in general, “I’m sinful, I’m not perfect,” but very few of us our willing to go the next step, and say: “Here are what my particular sins are.” When we do this it leaves us with the impression of confession without actually having to take inventory, without actually having to confess anything in specific. In short if it is not exactly denial, it certainly is avoidance.

If you went to your Doctor and your Doctor said in general you were pretty sick, but he didn’t want to take the time or effort to pin point the problem, you would ask him, “Well then how am I to treat my illness?” What if he told you to just treat the problem in general? Would you not seek out another physician? Would you not look for a Doctor who would tell you exactly what the problem was and exactly how to treat it to enjoy better health? That’s what happens to us when we as Christians confess not that we are in general not perfect, but when actually look at ourselves, and we say, “These are my sins and these are the things I’m going to work on in my life.” We actually become better people when we confess our specific sins and turn them over to God so he can cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

The poet Robert Burns wrote words to this effect: “It would be great if some power would give us the gift to see ourselves as others see us.” Actually in his word God has given us the ability to see ourselves as others see us. His word is a mirror held up to our lives, a mirror into which we can look, and we can see ourselves as God sees us. Maybe what Burns should have written is: “It would be great if some power would give us courage to look into the mirror that has been provided for us to see ourselves as God sees us. Personal development comes from honest personal assessment, and surrender to God. So let’s not kid ourselves, because our personal development is based on our willingness to not kid ourselves.

So let’s not kid ourselves because we don’t have to, and in addition let’s not kid ourselves because we become better people when we don’t kid ourselves, and in addition let’s not kid ourselves because the next person becomes a better person when we don’t kid ourselves. This happens first all of because when we don’t kid ourselves about ourselves our perception changes. Our willingness to think ill of the other person is based in good measure on our ability to kid ourselves about ourselves. We kid ourselves, and we raise ourselves up to some position we don’t really hold, and from that position we think ill of the other person. For example in my preparation for teaching junior catechism I try to remember a realistic picture of myself, and my classmates when I was in seventh and eighth grade. I remember myself and my classmates as realistically as I can. When I do that, immediately the students in front of me magically become better people. By not comparing today’s students with some crazy golden age which never existed in which I was highly a motivated model student (which I never was), I am able to teach today’s young people without judging them or thinking of ill of them. By not kidding myself I have made them into better people 

Hear is another example. I used to be amazed at how irritating and how annoying other people are. Have you ever been amazed at how annoying and irritating people are. I was all the time and the problem is they don’t change. I mean, that really is irritating. I’ve discovered a solution. You want to hear it? The solution I discovered is this: I discovered that I was much too easily annoyed, and much too easily irritated by the common imperfections of people. I discovered and admitted that the sin was mine. The truth is that I still am that kind of person, but it is also the truth that I’m not near as bad as I was. It is also the truth that owning my own problem and attempting to deal with it with God’s help has improved the people around me. They aren’t near as annoying and irritating as they use to be, and that’s a good thing.

In addition, when we don’t kid ourselves about ourselves we also help the people around us become better people because of this simple fact: When we don’t kid ourselves this diminishes our judgmentalism and it expands our positive example. Here is an ironic fact: for all the effort put into it, judging others has done very little to improve anybody in the history of the world. Isn’t that an amazing ironic fact? Judging other people has done very little in the entire history of the world to effect good in anybody’s life. So anything we can do to diminish our judgmentalism saves our effort to put into something that does do a little good anyway.

On the other hand, positive example actually does accomplish good and actually does effect change. So anything we can do to not kid ourselves about ourselves will make us more genuine people, and will make us more positive examples, and it will make it impossible for us to remain as judgmental as we are.

So that is the sum of the matter. Let us not kid ourselves. Number one because we don’t have to, and in addition let’s not kid ourselves because we become better people when we don’t kid ourselves, and in addition let’s not kid ourselves because the next person becomes a better person when we don’t kid ourselves.

A very powerful verse of scripture “If we say we have no sin we deceive only ourselves, and the truth is not in us, but if we confess our sins God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and he will cleanse from all unrighteousness.” 


Amen



