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WHY SIN MUST DIE (1)
(Colossians 3:1-11)
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A.  Sin is an active principle of wickedness which seeks to rule your whole life.  Before a person comes to faith in Christ, sin always has its way.  Sin is only tempered by fear:  the fear of personal reprisals, of societal disapproval, of legal retribution, or the pain of conscience.  The old nature is completely and willingly given over in slavery to sin.  


B.  But when we come to faith in Christ we are given the Holy Spirit and a new nature that delights to obey God and do his will.  At this point the spiritual warfare begins in the believer.  Who will rule the disputed territory of the body? Who will decide whether the members of the body, hands, feet, eyes, lips, actions, and attitudes expressed through the body’s demeanor, who will decide whether the body’s members are devoted to acts of unrighteousness or re-deployed in the service of a holy God?  Will it be sin in league with the old nature that rules the day, or will it be the Spirit working through the new nature that leads the body in obedience to God?  


This is the course of spiritual warfare.  And our calling from the New Testament is to lay the axe to the root of sin itself, to cut it off at the knees and cut it down completely so that it no longer has mastery over us.  As Christians we are called to be warriors, executioners, and assassins—to mortify or put to death the abiding principle of sin.  We must understand that this is “a continual and irreconcilable war” as the Westminster Confession of Faith calls it.  Truly this is a struggle to the death:  kill sin or be killed by sin.  

C.  The guide for our 350 year old Bible study on this subject is the Puritan preacher, John Owen.  He demonstrates this all from Scripture, as we have seen.  And next he takes us to several biblical reasons why sin must die, why we must be vigilant, constant, and relentless in our battle against sin.  Tonight we are going to consider three reasons why sin must die—why, in Owen’s words, “the choicest believers, who are assuredly freed from the condemning power of sin, ought yet to make it their business, all their days, to mortify the indwelling power of sin.” (p. 25)

I.  SIN ALWAYS ABIDES IN US SO WE MUST ALWAYS PUT IT TO DEATH.

A.  And the first reason we must always be about the business of killing sin is because sin always abides in us.  God commands us to kill sin.  As long as it yet remains (which is the full course of this life) we must be killing it.  Paul writes in Colossians 3:5, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.”  When you can say that the very last trace of sin has been rooted out and destroyed from your life, then and only then you can disregard this command and rest easy, retiring from active service in the war.  But until then we are called to arms and would be a deserter, a traitor to God, and friend to the enemy if we leave the field of battle.

B.  We reject the various forms of Christian perfectionism that have been proposed over the years. John Wesley shocked many of his followers by devising a scheme of Christian perfection.  When he and his brother Charles were first formulating it, they suggested that perfection meant that you never knowingly disobeyed a command of God.  Of course this is a stripped-down and unbiblical definition of sin.  But after trying it for a time they decided that they couldn’t live up to even this minimized kind of perfection.  So they revised their definition of perfection to always acting out of the motive of love.  This is closer to the biblical idea of perfection, but even harder to keep, and yet they convinced themselves that they could do it and were perfected in love.  Of course the Bible teaches that no Christian could become perfect in this life even for a second, though we do make some small progress in holiness.  

There is a more dangerous tendency today, though, to minimize sin, to consider only grossly inappropriate and scandalous actions as sin.  Over 25 years ago the psychologist Karl Menninger wondered out loud “Whatever Happened to Sin?” in a book by that title.  His conclusion was that the concept of sin had largely disappeared from the public square.  Some sins became crimes and the rest became diseases.  Crimes need rehabilitation; sickness needs therapy.  But neither rehabilitation nor therapy make any real progress against sin.  


If we fail to see sin as sin, we will fail to see the danger.  Some time ago I heard an interview with a prominent Pentecostal pastor from Colorado in which he stated that he sometimes went for long periods of time without sinning, which I found rather amazing.  It was only a short while later that this pastor was removed from his position at his church due to a scandal involving homosexual prostitution.  He had underestimated the power of sin in his life, and sin overcame him to destroy him.  

C.  We believe with the New Testament that sin always indwells the believer in this life, and therefore sin is always to be resisted, fought, and put to death.  John Owen reminds us that the Apostle Paul himself late in his life denied personal perfection and pressed on to pursue holiness:  “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect,” he wrote in Philippians 3:12, “but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”  In Romans 7:24 Paul wrote that we carry with us a “body of death” and Owen reminds us that we are not free from this body of death except through the death of the body.  For this reason, Paul could write in Philippians 3:21 that Christ will come again to “transform our lowly body to be like his body.”  Until then we battle on in the war against sin, for sin lingers in us.  God has commanded us always to be putting sin to death as long as it indwells us.  Owen concludes:  “He that is appointed to kill an enemy, if he leave striking before the other ceases living, doth but half his work.” (p. 28)

Sin always abides, therefore it is always to be put to death.  But even more, 
II. SIN IS ALWAYS ACTIVE LABORING TO PRODUCE SINFUL DEEDS. 


A.  So we read in Colossians 3:6-7:  “On account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7 In these you too once walked, when you were living in them.”  Sin used to be a way of life for us before we came to faith in Christ.  It once had its way with us completely, and it is continually active in us seeking to recover its former place of dominance.  Sin is always vigorous and active in us.  It may seem to have gone into remission for a time, but it is only re-gathering its forces and waiting for a more opportune moment to strike.  “When sin lets us alone, we may let sin alone.”  But, as Owen reminds us, still waters run deepest, and when sin seems quiet it is never less quiet.  It is then when we need to muster all of our forces against it to trample it down even further.  

B.  Sin is always active.  What does it seek to do? Sin has three goals, according to Owen.  

1.  First, sin seeks to incline us toward evil.  This is the main goal of sin.  It seeks to bend us always to the way of wrongdoing.  Sin continually draws us to the petty and cruel, to the way of pride and impurity, to greed and always, always to self-seeking.  We can barely escape it for a moment.  
2.  Second, sin seeks to hinder what is good.  We may propose some right course of action, but sin is right there, twisting our motives, or draining our energy, or scaring us with threats, or calculating the effect upon self.  And in the end, the good is either never accomplished or it is so tainted with pride or impurity or self-seeking or strife or laziness that it has little effect.    


3.  Third, sin seeks to unframe “the spirit from communion with God.”  Hebrews 12:1 warns against the “sin which clings so closely.”  Sin tears us away from fellowship with God.  God is wrathful toward sin, and sin seeks to separate us from the source of all life and hope, comfort and strength.  “…(S)in is always acting, always conceiving, always seducing and tempting.”  Let me quote Owen at length:


“Who can say that he had ever any thing to do with God, or for God, that indwelling sin had not a hand in the corrupting of what he did?  And this trade will it drive, more or less, all our days.  If, then, sin will be always acting, and we be not always mortifying, we are lost creatures.  He that stands still, and suffers his enemies to double blows upon him without resistance, will undoubtedly be conquered in the issue.  If sin be subtle, watchful, strong and always at work in the business of killing our souls, and we be slothful, negligent, foolish, in proceeding to the ruin thereof, can we expect a comfortable event?  There is not a day but sin foils or is foiled, prevails or is prevailed on; and it will be so, whilst we live in this world.” (p. 29)


Sin is always present all our days, and we must put it to death for the same length of time.  Sin is always active, laboring to produce sinful deeds in us, and we must also be active and strong in mortifying it.  And thirdly, 
III. SIN ALWAYS AIMS AT THE WORST SO WE MUST GIVE IT NO GROUND.  


A.  Sin aims at the worst.  If it had its way, it would always take us to the furthest limit.  It seeks to destroy the soul utterly.  Owen describes it with these words:  “Sin will not only be striving, acting, rebelling, troubling, disquieting; but if let alone, if not continually mortified, it will bring forth great, cursed, scandalous, soul-destroying sins.”  Paul writes:  “5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6  On account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7  In these you too once walked, when you were living in them.

    8 ¶  But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. 9  Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices 10  and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. “


Sin will always take us to the very end of the road once we start down it.  Owen reminds us of the dreadful example of King David.  One night he was on his rooftop in the cool of the evening, and he chanced to spy the beautiful wife of his general bathing herself.  I don’t know what he had planned for that evening, but one glance of impurity and he wound up committing adultery and then murder and almost losing the kingdom.  Sin’s goal is always to go the distance.  Anger unchecked will become hatred and then murder and death.  Envy quickly moves to covetous greed and then larceny and death.  Vanity becomes pride and then haughtiness, the high hand and death.  Impurity runs to lust and hastens on to adultery and death.  

Isn’t this precisely what God has warned us about in James 1:13-15? “13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death.”

Though sin would always run to the end of the road, it is usually content to gain a foothold.  And if we give that ground, it will always begin there the next time.  It will patiently take inch by inch until the whole distance is won.  When I was a young boy, our dog dug a mole out of the ground.  The mole was stunned but not dead, and I rescued it, thinking I had a new pet.  I made a little enclosure out of rocks for it in the flower bed.  But as the mole recovered, it began to dig.  It was halfway into the ground before I noticed and tried to pull it out.  I would pull and then relax a bit, and the mole dug in one claw deeper.  Over time he gained the ground and eventually was lost.  

The Bible calls this process of sin’s gaining ground against us “hardening.”  Hebrews 3:13, for example, warns:  “But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  In this hardening the conscience loses its tenderness, less and less bothered and grieved by sin.  It becomes more tolerant of sinful attitudes and motives, until the sinful action is a seemingly natural result.  A woman begins to stretch the truth and takes it further and further until she literally cannot tell the truth any longer.  A man flirts and fantasizes for so long that his first plunge into adultery is almost boring and routine.  An employee cheats on the time card, pilfers from the supply room, and extends the break time so completely that his embezzlement brought no sudden pang of regret or remorse.  Why not?  These had all become hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.

Owen writes, “(Sin) is modest, as it were, in its first motions and proposals; but having once got footing in the heart by the, it constantly makes good its ground, and presseth on to some further degrees in the same kind.”


“This new acting and pressing forward, makes the soul take little notice of what an entrance is already made to falling off from God.  It thinks all is indifferent well, if there be no further progress.  And so far as the soul is made insensible to any sin, that is, as to such a sense as the gospel requireth, so far it is hardened.  But sin is still pressing forward:  and that because it hath no bounds but utter relinquishment of God, and opposition to him.” (p. 31) 

CONCLUSION  

When I was growing up, one of my neighbors on the farm moved away for a time and left the house to renters.  When they moved back in, they noticed a few cockroaches.  The called in an exterminator, but the problem lingered for months.  Finally, it was clear.  Some years later they went to remodel a portion of the house.  As they were taking out a part of a wall, thousands upon thousands of dead cockroaches came pouring out like sand.  They only saw a few, but had no idea of the real extent of the problem.  Suppose they were willing to settle for the few!  They would have eventually been swimming in roaches.

Suppose your house were filled not with cockroaches but with poisonous spiders.  And suppose the exterminator said at last, “Well, I think we got most of them.”  Most?  Would you be content to live there knowing that most of the deadly spiders had been killed, when one spider could kill you?  Most?


Why must we continually be killing sin?  Because sin ever dwells in us.  It is ever active in us, inclining us to evil, hindering the good, and unframing the spirit from communion with God.  And sin is always pursuing its goal, dreadful wickedness and death.  It must never gain an inch of ground, but must continually be beaten back.  

“5  Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6 On account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7 In these you too once walked, when you were living in them.  8 But now you must put them all away….”
(
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