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SEEING SIN FOR WHAT IT IS
(John 8:30-59)

TEXT:

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


A. Perhaps the most well-known story in the Bible is the parable of the prodigal son.  And perhaps, since the Christian faith is outwardly embraced by about a third of the world’s population, this story is the most well-known story in the world.  There is one decisive, turning-point moment in this very moving story.  The younger son, as you recall, has greatly insulted his father by insisting on his share of the inheritance before the father even dies, and then leaving his father and squandering that inheritance, something his father has worked to amass all his life long, on sinful, shameful, riotous living.  And yet the young man’s wasteful life catches up with him, and he finds himself in the lowest possible place for a Jewish boy, feeding the despicable, unclean pigs.  In fact, the young man is reduced to something lower than the hogs because they at least have something to eat, and he is envious of the swine. 


And then Jesus simply says that the young man “came to himself.”  For this man there was a moment of awakening, and he suddenly saw the situation for what it really was.  He saw that he was perishing, and that his father’s servants had it better than he did.  The spell was broken; the illusion vanished; he woke up to reality, and “came to himself.”  


B.  As we engage in the battle to put sin to death in our lives, we must be continually pleading with God for this kind of awakening to reality.  Sin casts its enchanting spells and makes its pigpen seem like a palace and the encircling tentacles of its unbreakable chains appear to be the epitome of true freedom.  Unless we see sin for what it really is, we will never hate it enough to cut off its head.  We must learn of its repulsive horror that we might battle it with unquenchable, holy zeal.  In this Bible study, our teacher, Dr. Owen, urges us to see sin for what it really is.  To quote him:  “Get a clear and abiding sense upon thy mind and conscience, first, of the guilt, secondly of the danger, thirdly of the evil, of that sin wherewith thou are perplexed.” (107)   


So with God’s help we will begin this evening to “get a clear and abiding sense” of sin.
I.  GET A CLEAR SENSE OF THE GUILT OF SIN.


We must understand in no uncertain terms that this sin is wrong, that it is a violation of God’s Law.    


A.  One of the deceptive tricks of a sinful desire is that it seeks in every way to excuse itself.  “It is just a little sin, just a little indulgence.  It is the attitude that frames the word “naughty” with a smile on the face.  It is not really so bad after all.  It does not really hurt anyone.  Sin has this ability to darken the mind so that one cannot get a clear sense of the guilt of sin.  Of course we don’t mean that sin works against the will; the mind is willingly, gladly darkened, for this sinful desire originates from within.  It is a desire; the sin is desired, so the mind is willingly darkened.  This is self-deception.  

Hosea writes of this self-delusion: “10  They shall eat, but not be satisfied;  they shall play the whore, but not multiply,  because they have forsaken the LORD  to cherish 11  whoredom, wine, and new wine,  which take away the understanding.” (Hosea 4:10-11).  Solomon writes of that graphic picture of a foolish young man:  “I have seen among the simple,  I have perceived among the youths,  a young man lacking sense.”  (Prov. 7:7) He entered the house of a prostitute, willingly embracing her deceptions until it’s too late: “he does not know that it will cost him his life.” (7:23)  

King David was able to rationalize away his sin with Bathsheba (adultery and murder!) for over a year.  He was self-deceived for that long until God sent the prophet Nathan to shatter his illusion.  We like to see fine shades of gray, when God sees only black and white.  We must plead with God for such clarity and saturate our souls with his holy and unbending and razor-sharp Law.


B.  What we might not understand is that sin for the enlightened believer is even more wrong than for the non-Christian.  Paul writes in Romans 6:  “1 ¶  What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? 2  By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?”  John Owen points out that the emphasis in this text should be on “we”:  “Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?.... How can we who died to sin still live in it?”  We would expect this of the utterly deceived unbeliever.  But shall WE who have been enlightened by the Spirit continue in sin? With more light and grace come a greater responsibility.  Owen writes:  “I shall not insist on the special aggravations of the sins of such persons; how they sin against more love, mercy, grace, assistance, relief, means and deliverance than others.  But let this consideration abide in thy mind.  There is inconceivably more evil and guilt in the evil of thy heart that doth remain, than there would be in so much sin if thou hadst no grace at all.” (109)



C.  But observe also the sin of hypocrisy of those who profess Christ, yet continue to harbor wicked desires.  The unbeliever is guilty of no such hypocrisy.  But the child of God who professes grace only compounds their guilt before God.  

What this means is that we must stop excusing our sin as something small.  It is only magnified exponentially because that sin goes against the new nature and it contradicts our solemn profession of grace in Christ.  

So we must labor to get a clear sense of the guilt of our sin—to see it for what it really is.  And…

II. GET A CLEAR SENSE OF THE DANGER OF SIN.


Sin abounds with danger to the souls of those who profess faith in Christ.  When we trifle with it we are like the child who teases a rattlesnake or the young person who toys with a loaded weapon.  


A.  For instance, there is the danger of being hardened by its deceitfulness.  Our proper demeanor as a child of God is to be tender toward the Lord Jesus Christ, wounded at heart by sin and evil, instantly reflexive to the pleadings of the Holy Spirit.  Sin makes us hard, unafraid.  I remember the story of several college students who hired a captain to take them out to sea.  On the way, a storm brewed up.  The captain hurried about and looked greatly concerned.  The students taunted him:  “You are afraid!  Look at us, we’re not afraid.”  The captain replied, “You are too ignorant to be afraid.”  Sin makes us ignorant, hard toward sin.  


The writer of Hebrews warns:  “12  Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. 13  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.”  Take care, he says, use all means, watch yourself.  You do not know the danger of this hardening.  Sin always moves toward this goal—the heart of solid rock and the conscience that is seared and dead; stubborn resistance to the pleadings of God.  Owen describes this sorry condition as a person becoming “sermon proof and sickness proof.”  Oh, that we instead would tremble at the presence of God, and at thoughts of death and judgment—tremble!  This is the heart that is soft, tender, composed of new and living flesh.  


Can there be any sadder condition:  slight thought so sin and of the cross of Christ?  These little sins, naughtiness, disobedience, fantasies, all lead to this.  Each one adds a drop of cement to the soul and gains more ground toward hardness.  


B.  There is also the danger of temporal correction, chastening, discipline.  God will not judge the true believer with wrath and final loss, but God jealously chastens his true sons and daughters.  Though you may not lose your soul, there is yet much to lose.  As frightening as it may be, we must remember that David, in his sin with Bathsheba, lost his child, his reputation, his kingdom (for a time), his family, his counselors, and his happiness.  Again, these are not sent in wrath but in love.  Yet you should know that if in his love for sinners did the Father not spare his own Son, he will spare no pain to perfect us.  If God sent his Son to the cross to gain you, he will send much pain and affliction to keep you.  And how will you feel when you realize that it has been your trifling with holiness that has invited, even begged for all these sorrows?  Owen writes:  “IF thou fearest not these things, I fear thou art in hardness.”  (112)   

C.  There is also the danger of the loss of peace and strength all a man’s days long.  The great promise of the New Covenant is “You shall be my people, and I shall be your God.”  All blessings flow from this connection of fellowship with God.  There is no life, joy, peace, or happiness apart from this union with God.  Harbored sin breaks fellowship with God.  It stops the flow of sustaining and sanctifying grace.  We just spoke of God’s chastening for sin.  Here is the natural result of our turning our faces from God.  The branches which do not abide in the Vine are unfruitful.  Sin not repented of severs the connection.  Here is another reason why we must remain tender and responsive to the Lord—all our life is from him.  Sin not repented of only brings decline and death.

D.  There is the danger of eternal destruction.  The solemn warnings in God’s Word rightly apply to all.  Some act in a cavalier manner as if their profession of faith in Christ is an invincible shield against the judgment and wrath of God.  And it is, provided that profession of faith is sincere.  How can we determine the veracity of our professed faith? Look to the fruits.  By their fruits you shall know them.  By your fruits you shall know yourself.  Some have merely been acculturated or socialized into the faith, perhaps even assured of pardon by some preacher or witness.  But they have no life, and they were never born again.  Others may have been stirred emotionally by some great aspect of the faith.  The seed has been planted and seems to spring up.  But there is no root, and the plant withers.  Or some of the sprouting seed is choked out cares and sins.  In these instances, again, we must say that there never was the new birth and true life—only a mockery of it.  And the wages of unmortified sin is death.


So we must give full heed to the danger of sin.  


--Sin deceives and hardens 

--Sin brings God’s painful discipline

--Sin robs us of peace and strength


--Sin, habitually practicing sin is a mark of spiritual death and leads to eternal death.


We must consider the guilt of sin, the danger of sin, and… 
III.  CONSIDER THE EVIL OF SIN.

Sin in the believer’s life bears a multitude of evil, wicked, hateful effects.  


A.  Sin grieves the Holy Spirit.  He is, after all, the HOLY Spirit.  He comes with almighty power to accomplish in us the greatest possible good.  But when we harbor sin in our hearts, he finds his bitterest enemy in us as our welcome and honored guest.  Ephesians 4:30 tells us:  “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.”  John Owen explains:  “Among those who walk with God, there is no greater motive and incentive unto universal holiness, to the preserving of their hearts and spirits in all purity and cleanness, than this, that the blessed Spirit, who hath undertaken to dwell in them as temples of God and to preserve them meet for him who dwells in them, is continually considering what they give entertainment in their hearts unto, and rejoiceth when his temple is kept undefiled.” (116-7)  Sin grieves the Holy Spirit who only wills us good.  Sin is always aimed at self-harm.  


B.  Sin also wounds afresh the Lord Jesus Christ.  There is a solemn warning against falling away from Christ in Hebrews 4:4-6:  “4  For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5  and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6  if they then fall away, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt.”  Now think of it, if the utter falling away of those who profess faith crucifies him again, that is, drags him through the shame and disgrace of rejection, then every sin and disobedience of the believer wounds him.  John Owen writes:  “The Lord Jesus is wounded afresh by it.  His new creature in the heart is wounded. His love is foiled, his adversary gratified.  As a total relinquishment of him by the deceitfulness of sin is the crucifying him afresh, and putting him to open shame; so, every harbouring of sin that he came to destroy, wounds and grieves him.” (117)

C.  And sin neutralizes the Christian’s usefulness in his generation.  Sin strips away the effectiveness of the Christian.  


1.  The compromised believer seldom receives the blessing of God on his work.  His teaching, outreach, witness, and even childraising are rendered ineffective.  “Apart from me you can do nothing,” Jesus warned.  Let us take him at his word.


2.  But even naturally speaking:  the world scoffs at the hypocrisy of those who talk the talk and do not walk the walk.  Outreach is naturally rendered impotent:  who would pay any attention to those who do not practice what they preach?  

So the evils of sin should alone be enough to cause us to flee and apply to God for cleansing grace and sanctifying power. 

CONCLUSION


But we must not consider only the evil of sin but its danger and guilt as well.  To mortify sin, sin must become utterly repulsive and abhorrent to us.  We must hate it if we are to assault it and cut off its head.  John Owen concludes:  “Keep alive upon thy heart these or the like consideration of its guilt, danger and evil: be much in the meditation of these things; cause thy heart to dwell and abide upon them.  Engage thy thoughts to these considerations; let them not go off, nor wander from them, until they begin to have a powerful influence upon thy soul, until they make it to tremble.”


May God grant true repentance, that we might tremble.  
(
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