                               7/03/05 Sermon:    “Total Sinners and Total Saints!”

                                  ( Texts:  Zechariah 9:9-12; Romans 7:15-25a; Matthew 11:25-30 )

**************************************************************************************
     Last Sunday the Epistle reading was from Romans chapter 6, and we heard the Apostle Paul ask us this question:  “Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?”  Paul then told us the answer to that question:  “By no means!  You died to sin.  How can you live in it any longer?”
     We learn that the Gospel is not merely that our sins are forgiven.  The Gospel also says that we are new people.  We are new creations in Christ.  God gave you a new heart that despises sin and loves the Lord.

     Therefore, you do not use God’s grace as an excuse to fulfill the desires of your sinful nature.  Instead, God’s grace moves you to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s will for your life.  As Paul writes in Titus chapter 2:  “11For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men.  12 It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age…”
     So, according to last Sunday’s reading from Romans chapter 6, Christ has made you a new person who turns from sin and obeys God’s will.  However, today’s reading from Romans chapter 7 seems to contradict everything Paul said in Romans chapter 6.

     In today’s Epistle reading Paul says:  “I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate to do…So I find this law at work:  when I want to do good, evil is right there with me!”  
     Now, if you’re like me, you can relate a whole lot more to today’s reading than last Sunday’s reading.  Even though last Sunday’s reading is true, that is, I am a new person in Christ.  The fact is, I do NOT feel like a new person who loves the Lord and wants to obey Him.  

     I know very well the evil desires of my heart.  I know very well the wicked thoughts that go through my head.  I’m well aware that my words and deeds are far short of the holy life God expects of me.  Maybe I’m not a Christian!  Maybe Jesus hasn’t saved me.  Maybe I’m going to hell.

     Have you ever felt that way?  I’m sure you have.  One day you promise God you’re not going to indulge a particular sinful desire ever again, but then before you know it you’re right back in the middle of the same sin once again.

     For example, maybe you’re an older boy or a man who knows it’s wrong to lust and you’ve tried to eliminate such evil thoughts from your mind.  But no matter how much you try, lust still lingers in your heart.

     Maybe you’ve tried to stop gossiping about other people.  You know God hates this sin.  But you can’t seem to go more than a few days without saying something negative about someone.

     Maybe you know you ought to stand up for the Truth around the guys or gals at work.  But many times when you have a chance to witness you choose to remain silent because you don’t want to “rock the boat”.

     Maybe you’re a child who knows God wants you to obey your parents and respect them.  But just about every day you challenge your parents’ authority at least once.

     Maybe you’re a person who knows it’s wrong to overeat.  Scripture says that gluttony is a sin right along with drunkenness.  But no matter how hard you try, there are times when you give in and eat way more food than you need.  I can relate to this sin myself.

     Maybe you know that God wants you to love, serve and forgive your wife or husband.  But sometimes you choose to go to bed angry and hold a grudge.

     The fact is, I could talk all day, giving you examples of how we do things we hate and fail to do the good we ought to do.  Maybe we’re not Christians.  Maybe we’re going to hell.  That’s what the devil would like you to think.

     You see, if the devil can’t trick you into being an arrogant sinner who takes advantage of God’s grace, the devil will instead trick you into being a despairing sinner who doubts that God’s grace exists for you.

     But I’m here today to tell you that the devil is a liar, and I’m also here today to tell you the Gospel Truth – and here it is:  You are a total sinner AND a total saint.  What does this mean?

   First, you are by nature a total sinner and an enemy of 

God.  Listen to what King David writes about himself and us in Psalm 51:  “5 Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”  As sinners, we EITHER resist God’s will OR we obey His will with evil motives.  That’s why Paul said “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.”
     But I have good news for you!  You are not merely a total sinner.  You are also a total saint!  Why?  Because Christ has saved you.  You were “born again” in Holy Baptism where you were joined to the death and resurrection of Christ.  You now have a new nature that trusts God, loves Him and longs to obey Him.

     Jesus has washed away the guilt of your sinful nature and has clothed you with His own holiness.  Therefore, when God looks at you He doesn’t see all the wicked desires and deeds of your sinful nature.  No!  When God looks at you He sees Jesus!

     In fact, Christ lives in you and He will help you to live as His child.  That’s why you feel badly about the sin in your life.  Your new nature wants to do good, but your sinful nature still does its own thing as well.

     That’s why Paul writes these words in today’s reading from Romans chapter 7 – listen:  “21 So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law;  23 but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  And Paul gives us the answer:  “25 Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!”
     Jesus has given you the victory!  Your sins are forgiven.  You are holy in God’s sight.  God’s grace will move you to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to His will.  But don’t forget that you still have a sinful nature this side of heaven.  That’s why Paul said:  “When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.”
     You see, even if God’s grace enables you to conquer certain evil behaviors in your life, the evil desires of your sinful nature will always be there.

     You may be able to refrain from adultery or viewing pornography, but you will always have to struggle with lust.  You may be able to stop gossiping, but you will still think bad thoughts about other people.  With the help of Weight Watchers I might be able to lose many pounds and learn to eat right, but I will always have the evil desire to eat more than I should.

     I’m a total sinner and a total saint, and so are you.  Our sin makes us feel wretched.  We sometimes wonder how God could ever love us.  That’s when we must remember that God sent His Son to save sinners like us, and because of Jesus you are nothing but a SAINT in God’s eyes – now and for eternity.  Amen!

