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ACCUSTOMED TO SIN?
(John 8:30-59)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  When is sin most dangerous?
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  When I was in seminary, the president of Columbia Bible College, Dr. Robertson McQuilken came to speak in chapel.  Columbia Bible College has a strong emphasis in world missions.  Dr. McQuilken said that he had been in Calcutta, one of the areas of greatest poverty in the world.  When he walked out of his hotel one morning, he was shocked to find a crew picking up the bodies of street people who had died during the night.  He expressed his dismay to his Indian companion who was walking with him, and the companion shrugged his shoulders and said, “You’ll become accustomed to it.”  And Dr. McQuilken said he prayed that God would never allow him “to become accustomed to it.”  He wanted to remain in distress and dismay so that he would be highly motivated to do something about the situation.


We live in a world that is radically and incurably broken with sin.  What’s more, we also have been radically affected with sin.  And one of the dangers of living as Christians in a fallen world is that we may eventually become accustomed to it.  Worst of all, we may become accustomed to our own sin and learn to live with it.  


B.  We have been considering the biblical counsel of one of the Puritan doctors of the soul, Dr. John Owen.  And we have now gotten to the point where we leave the laying of the ground work and commence the battle.  And in our study for this evening, Dr. Owen urges us to consider whether or not we may have become accustomed to some particular sin or sins.  If we have, then these sins are all the more dangerous and difficult to mortify, to put to death.  If you are used to it, if you have even grown comfortable with your sin, even to love your sin, then it will be impossible to kill it.  So a first question we must ask is if we may have become accustomed to some sin or sins.  If we have, then we must recognize that this sin will be very difficult to destroy.  Dr. Owen proposes six questions to determine whether or not we have become accustomed to some sin.  


A first question:

I. HAVE YOU LEARNED TO LIVE WITH IT?


A.  Have you lived with this sin for a long time and has it in fact become established in you as a habitual practice?  If you have allowed this sin to go on unchecked indefinitely with no real effort to overcome it, then this is a serious situation.  This sin has become far too important to you and has worked its way deeply into your soul so that it may be that you consider it an essential part of who you are.  You have become accustomed to this sin so that it does not startle you nor do you think it a strange thing that this sin should whisper to you or be cherished in your heart.  

B.  If you do not engage this sin and begin to exercise some earnest effort to destroy it, then it is a very serious situation.  For one thing, such countenancing of sin should strike to the heart of your assurance of salvation.  In the true child of God sin’s dominion, its enslaving power has been broken.  But if you have learned to live with this sin, if you allow it to continue in your life, perhaps even cherishing and loving it, then how can you distinguish this from the enslavement of sin which is the clear mark of the unbeliever? 

Let me be very clear:  no believer in this life will completely overcome all sin.  But every believer in this life will endeavor to destroy all sin.  The mark of the believer is REPENTANCE, a saving grace or gift of God essential to salvation, “whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin,(2) and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ,(3) doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God,(4) with full purpose of, and endeavor after, new obedience.” (WSC Q87).  Paul warns in Galatians 6:7:  “Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.”   Similarly John writes in 1 John 3:9-10:  “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. 10  By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother.”  So the true child of God cannot continue to practice sin.

C.  For another thing, how can a Christian ever hope to be delivered from sin when he has allowed this sin to linger so long? He may have endured much suffering due to this sin.  He may have long resisted conscience or stopped his ears to the pleadings of God’s Word.  Sin never dies of itself, but only gathers strength as long as it is not put to death.   

A second question:
II. DO YOU MAKE EXCUSES FOR YOUR SIN?


If you have fallen into the habit excusing your sin, then it is a sign that this sin has great power over you.  Either you love your sin so much that you must cover for it, or you have been so unsuccessful in overcoming your sin that you must somehow explain it away.  And this most often takes one of two forms.

A.  On the one hand, instead of destroying sin, we may sometimes excuse our sin by looking for other evidences of personal goodness or God’s favor in our lives.  It becomes a rationalization.  “Sure, I allow this little indulgence, but look at the rest of my life.  I go to church regularly, I tithe my income, I am kind to others.  Most other people would consider me a Christian.  I give to the Red Cross, buy Girl Scout cookies and even cry at pictures of starving children on TV.  So that must prove that I am a good person.”  In the scripture from John 8 we read earlier, the Jews excuse their unbelief and comfort themselves with the thought that they are “Abraham’s children.”  Yet for this excuse they neglected the very one Abraham foretold, the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham.  

B.  Another justification we may make for our permitting sin is to run quickly to God’s mercy.  This is to my mind far more serious, for this is, as Jude says, “to pervert the grace of God into sensuality.”  I have met people not infrequently who have said, “I know it’s wrong, but I’m going to do it anyhow.  I know God will forgive me.”  In my opinion such a person could scarcely be a believer having so distorted and abused the grace of God.  James Bond has a license to sin, but this is to make God’s grace into a license to sin.  It is like 
Naaman the Syrian general who was healed of leprosy by the Lord God.  Naaman pledges his loyalty to the Lord, but then says to Elisha:  “In this matter may the LORD pardon your servant: when my master goes into the house of Rimmon to worship there, leaning on my arm, and I bow myself in the house of Rimmon, when I bow myself in the house of Rimmon, the LORD pardon your servant in this matter.”  He was seeking forgiveness beforehand for a sin that he was planning to commit and had no plans whatsoever to put to death.  Does that sound like the renewed heart and enlightened mind of a believer?

Yet another question to ask to determine the strength and danger of a sin:  

III. DO YOU FREQUENTLY, SECRETLY DELIGHT IN THIS SIN, EVEN THOUGH YOU MAY SELDOM COMMIT IT?


A.  Does this sin become the fodder for fantasy? Do you dwell in your mind and even consent with your will to do this sin, even though it may not be outwardly expressed? Beware, sin is always conceived in the heart even though it may never be hatched from the body.  Jesus did not distinguish wicked thoughts and desires from wicked actions in kind, but only in degree.  Lust is adultery—of the heart.  Hatred is likewise murder in the heart.  


James gives us the pattern of sin’s production (James 1:14-15):  “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.”  Even though your sin may seldom reach the second stage (giving birth to sin), the desire itself is sin.  

B.  We may think that we cannot control what temptations strike us, only what we do with them.  There is both truth and error in this idea.  No, we cannot prevent the tempter from hurling sinful thoughts and temptations our way.  But it is not victory if we merely do not act on these temptations.  Do we dwell on them? Do we secretly long for their fulfillment and even feel disappointment that we cannot do so? The great Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, once said that he could not prevent the birds from flying over his head, but he could keep them from building nests in his hair.  This also is far down the path of sin.  It is no great commendation that a man merely longs to sin greatly but is afraid to do so.  He is not much better than the worst of criminals.  In fact the first man may add cowardice to his other sins of heart.  


And that brings us to a fourth question that  must ask to determine if we have become accustomed to some particular sin, to determine how dangerous is that sin.
IV.  DO YOU RESIST THIS SIN ONLY BECAUSE OF THE CONSEQUENCES?

A.  When someone only opposes sin due to the threats and warnings of punishment against it, it is a sign that that sin has taken hold of his life.  If the main reason he does not do it is the fear of shame or of God’s judgment, then what he’s saying is that he would gladly do it if he could get away with it.  How this differs from the practice of sin which John says is impossible for the believer I do not know.  


We must not forget that the saving work of the Holy Spirit is to implant a new principle, a new mind and new affections.  The believer operates out of a different hope and heart.  Obedience for the believer flows from love for Christ in the cross, hatred for sin as hateful, a son’s loving fear for his father and not a slave’s servile fear for his master.  When Joseph could have gotten away with adultery with his master Potiphar’s wife, when nobody was looking, he refused:  “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” (Gen. 39:9)


When the primary motive is fear of punishment, then it is clear that a person has left the grace of God and gone back to law.  The Law drives people with a stinging whip and the fear of God’s wrath.  The Gospel, however, does not drive but draws the children of God with the goodness and kindness of Christ.  But the Law is no savior, it only propels you toward the Savior.  If it is only the Law that keeps you from sin, how is that any different from the unbeliever?

V.  IS THIS SIN A MEASURE OF GOD’S DISCIPLINE.  


A.  Last time we noted from Romans 1 that often God’s punishment for the sins of unbelievers is to permit them to commit more sins.  In judgment God give a person over to their sin.  They may think that they are living the high life and getting away with everything, when they are already receiving a measure of God’s wrath for their sin.  Sin is often it’s own punishment.


But we also saw that God may permit the straying believe to stray even further to teach them to hate their error.  Many years ago one of our very young children tended to wander away from us in large public places.  So one day in a shopping mall, as he was going off on his own, I hid behind a pillar and just watched him from a distance.  In time he started looking around for me.  Then came the eventually look of panic and the first fearful tears.  And he was very glad to see me and stayed close by ever after.  

If sin has gotten hold of you, could it be that your heavenly Father is hiding himself from you and teaching you a closer walk and obedience?  How can you discern if this is the case, if this sin’s power over you is part of God’s disciplining grace?  


John Owen proposes a series of questions we should ask ourselves.  


“Examine thy heart and ways.  What was the state and condition of thy soul before thou fellest into the entanglements of that sin of which now thou so complainest?  Hadst thou been negligent in duties? Hadst thou lived inordinately to thyself? Is there the guilt of any great sin lying upon thee unrepented of? A new sin may be permitted, as well as a new affliction sent, to bring an old sin to remembrance.


“Hast thou received any eminent mercy, protection, deliverance, which thou didst not improve in due manner, nor were thankful for?  Or hadst thou been exercised with any affliction, without labouring for the appointed end of it? Or hast thou been wanting to the opportunities of glorifying God in thy generation, which in his good providence he had graciously afforded unto thee?  Or hast thou conformed thyself unto the world and the men of it, through the abounding temptations in the days wherein thou livest?”  Indulgence in sin, lacking in thanksgiving, or slothfulness in service may all bring the chastening of God.  It may not simply be the present sin of which you must repent, but the previous sins and omissions which have brought it upon you.  


And, perhaps most serious of all, to determine whether or not you may have become accustomed to this sin:  

VI.  HAS THIS SIN ALREADY RESISTED GOD’S DEALINGS AGAINST IT?

If nobody is terribly serious about sin today, be assured that God is deadly serious about it.  He will not permit his children to continue to err and stray without calling them back to himself.  Isaiah warns against resisting the Lord’s dealings.  God says, in Isaiah 57:17:  “Because of the iniquity of his unjust gain I was angry,  I struck him; I hid my face and was angry,  but he went on backsliding in the way of his own heart.” 

God may use several different measures to bring us to conviction and repentance.  So Owen writes:  “God oftentimes, in his providential dispensations, meets with a man and speaks particularly to the evil of his heart, as he did to Joseph’s brethren concerning their selling him into Egypt.  This makes the man reflect on his sin and judge himself in particular for it.  God makes it to be the voice of the danger, affliction, trouble, sickness, that he is in or under.  Sometimes, in reading the Word, God makes a man stay on something that cuts him to the heart and shakes him to his present condition.  More frequently doth he meet with men, in the hearing of the Word preached, his great ordinance for conviction, conversion and edification.  God often hews men by the sword of his Word in that ordinance; strikes directly on their bosom-beloved lust; startles the sinner; makes him engage to the mortification and relinquishment of the evil of his heart.


“Now if his lust (or sinful craving) have taken such hold on him as to enforce him to break these bonds of the Lord, and to cast these cords from him; if it overcomes these convictions, and gets again into its old posture; if it can cure the wounds it so receives; that soul is in a sad condition.  Unspeakable are the evils which attend such a frame of heart; every particular warning to a man in such a state is an inestimable mercy; how then doth he despise God in them who holds out against them!  And what infinite patience is this in God that he doth not cast off such a one, and swear in his wrath that he shall never enter into his rest!”   

So this is the first practical direction for the mortifying of sin, a kind of spiritual diagnosis.  How dangerous and desperate is the situation?  If you have become accustomed to your sin, then it calls for great alarm and strong and steady action.  

1.  Have you learned to live with your sin?

2.  Do you make excuses for it?

3.  Do you secretly delight in sin even if you seldom practice it?

4.  Do you resist sin only out of fear? (If you could get away with it, would you do it?) Or do you hate sin for the love of Christ?

5.  Does this sin have the marks of being a discipline from God?

6.  Has this sin grown strong in you through repeated resistance against God’s dealing with it?

CONCLUSION


I have already quoted Isaiah 57:17:  “Because of the iniquity of his unjust gain I was angry,  I struck him; I hid my face and was angry,  but he went on backsliding in the way of his own heart.”
 
Let me conclude this story from Isaiah 57 with a hope and a warning:  “18  I have seen his ways, but I will heal him;  I will lead him and restore comfort to him and his mourners, 19  creating the fruit of the lips.  Peace, peace, to the far and to the near,” says the LORD, “and I will heal him. 20  But the wicked are like the tossing sea;  for it cannot be quiet,  and its waters toss up mire and dirt. 21  There is no peace,” says my God, “for the wicked.”  
(
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