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With advance apologies to Jeff Foxworthy, you might be a sinner if…
· If you’ve ever meant to go on 610 East but wound up on 610 West…
· If you’ve ever pulled back the bow and aimed at the center of the target but your arrow wound up in a tree to the right…
· If you’ve ever started a joke only to forget the punchline…
· If you’ve ever texted your “college eligible daughter” to tell her she was accepted and autocorrect told her she was adopted…

What? Those things don’t sound very sinful to you? You were expecting something more like…
· If you’ve ever been cut off in traffic and screamed a word starting with the letter “F” that wasn’t “Fantastic!”…
· If you’ve ever spent the night with someone who you weren’t married to…
· If you’ve ever spent most of your money on yourself with disregard to the poor…
· If you’ve ever lied to your boss, cheated on an exam, or gossiped about your friend…

What? You’d rather go back to the first list? Make up your mind! The truth is the lists have something in common. They are both full of sinful activities. Perhaps a definition of “sin” will help.

“Sin” comes from the Greek word hamartia. It means to “miss the mark.” In a sense, every time a basketball player misses a free throw he sins. Every time you burn the toast, you sin. We miss the mark on many things. You might say we come by it naturally.

Remember your ancestors Adam and Eve? Their story is the story of humanity. “Adam” means “humankind.” His story is our story. And his is a story of trusting self over trusting God. God had told his humans to not eat of one fruit in the Garden. If they did they would die. We read the story and wonder why they had to taste that one piece of fruit when they had an entire Garden full of other options.

But don’t we do the same? When our son Kris was about two years old we put him in his room for time out one evening. His crime? I think he didn’t laugh at one of my jokes. Nevertheless, we showed him a line in the wood flooring at the door of his bedroom and told him that we did not want to see his foot cross that line.

A few minutes later I looked down the hallway and saw his toe crossing the line. Karen and I had to do our best not to laugh. “We’ve got a legalist in the family” she said. We cross the line often.

There’s something in our nature that moves us to miss the mark and cross the line. That’s another New Testament word for sin: parabasis. It means to “intentionally cross the line” and is usually translated as “transgression.”

Adam crossed the line.  He missed the mark. Adam sunk his teeth into the fruit and sin sunk itself into humanity. The only good news you can find in sin is that you and I are not alone. We’re all in this mess together. “For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:22-23).

The bad news is there’s nothing we can do to get out of this situation. It’s like sitting around with a money problem with others who are drowning in debt like you. You all know how you got there but no one has the ability to pull the other one out.

But God can. And God does. Paul finishes with these words: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith” (Romans 3:23-25).

Are “some” justified? No, “all” are justified. Are they justified by their works? No, they are “justified by his grace as a gift.” A closer look at those words will help us. 

“Grace” is the Greek word charis. It means “loving-kindness.” The closest equivalent in the Old Testament is chesed. Among other places, you’ll find it 23 times in the Psalms referring to God’s “loving-kindness” or “steadfast love.”

If you were to ask an ancient Hebrew to describe God with one word, chesed would be the word they would choose. If you were to ask a first century Hebrew person living in the Greek speaking world to describe God in one word in the Greek language, charis is the one they would choose.

So all can be justified by the loving-kindness of God. And it is free. The word for “gift” is dorean and means “free” or “undeserved.” And aren’t you glad it’s undeserved? Later Paul will write the Roman church and remind them that “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). 

We like to get the wage we deserve. Sometimes bad things can happen when you don’t get the wage you deserve. Imagine if you work for two weeks and you expect a paycheck at the end of that period. If it doesn’t come you might get upset. When you get upset you might throw things. When you throw things people think you have anger issues. When people think you have anger issues your schedule clears up. When your schedule clears up you grow a scraggly beard. When you grow a scraggly beard you take in stray animals. When you take in stray animals you can’t stop taking in stray animals. Stop taking in stray animals. Get paid what you deserve.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Apologies to the Direct TV commercial for the adaptation] 


You might get upset because you deserve to be paid for your actions. But sometimes good things happen when you don’t get the wage you deserve. Your life deserves something too. The wage we deserve, because of sin, is death. That’s what all of humanity deserves.

But God gives us grace undeservedly. Other religions don’t. In fact, grace is the main difference between the Christian belief and that of other major world religions. Buddhism has its eight-fold path. Hinduism has karma. Islam has its code of law. The Jewish religion has its Torah. 

Philip Yancey tells the story of a British conference on comparative religions. Experts from around the world debated what belief was unique to the Christian faith. They talked about beliefs like incarnation and resurrection. More than one religion had accounts of both. 

In walked C.S. Lewis who asked what all the discussion was about. He was told that they were discussing Christianity’s “unique contribution among world religions. Lewis responded, ‘Oh, that’s easy. It’s grace.’”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Philip Yancey, What’s so Amazing About Grace? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 45.] 


That grace came through “the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” “Redemption” means “liberation procured by the payment of a ransom.” Guess who was holding us ransom? Our enemy Satan. But God paid that price through Jesus’ blood on the cross.  

Paul describes that act as the “propitiation.” That’s a word we seldom use. It refers to a “sacrifice that put an end to something.” Jesus’ blood, on the cross, is the sacrifice that put an end to the hold Satan has over us because of our sin. This is ours as a free gift of grace. We need only receive it by faith. Where Adam did not trust God we do. 

Humanity’s problem of sin is dealt with at the cross. It is put to an end as God takes Satan’s leverage over us away. In doing so he purifies our sin-stained lives. In Isaiah 1:18, God says, “… though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.” 

In the early stages of our marriage I was trying to help with the laundry one night. I was in the basement loading the washing machine with a bunch of white clothes. I was in a hurry so I picked up the pile in one manly motion, pushed it all into the machine, added detergent and started the cycle.

Later I did the same with the dryer. Grabbed everything while keeping one eye on our toddler, pushed it all into the next machine, and started it.

When the buzzer sounded I went to fold the clothes. “Karen is so fortunate to have a husband that will do the laundry and even fold the clothes,” I thought. Then I opened the dryer door. “Someone switched out the laundry when I wasn’t looking” was my first thought. My second thought was, “She’s going to kill me!”

Inside were pink clothes. Pink sheets. Pink socks. Tidy-whities had turned into Girly-man pink. Her favorite white blouse that she just bought with money we had saved up just for that special purchase was now pink. “How did this happen?!” I screamed. As I took out the clothes and began folding them I found, right in the middle of it all, something that gave me a sense of relief. My orange Denver Bronco sweatshirt. I was so excited…it was still orange! 

Our lives are stained even worse from sin but God, through the deep red blood of Christ, purifies us and makes us as white as snow. He does for us what I could not do for that load of clothes. And he does for us what Karen did do for a young husband who had missed the mark. He forgives.

Because he does we live a new life. Sin-free. Stain-free. Satan-free. Oh, Satan will still try to claim you. But he can’t. He’ll put doubt in your head and discouragement in your heart.  But don’t let him. You and I have been ransomed. A propitiation has been given that has put his hold on us to an end. 

No other religion believes this. Their answer for humanity is more laws or more lives to live in which we keep trying to get better. Only Christ took care of the problem himself. He did because God loves us.

That’s a second word for God in the New Testament. Love. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). John would later describe God with this simple equation: “God is love” (1 John 4:8).

His love changes the story of humanity. His love changes humanity beginning with you.  His love teaches you to see yourself as God sees you. Your past sins are just that. Past. No longer present. Ended. You would see yourself by new labels like “forgiven” and “graced.” God does not see the marks of your past. He has washed you white as snow. See yourself in the same way. See yourself as God sees you.

Then his love teaches you to see others as God sees them. He loves them. He loves the bartender as much as he does the barista. He loves the Middle Eastern as much as he does the Mid-Western. He loves the prostitute as much as he does the preacher. He loves “the world,” so if that person that cut you off in traffic is a part of the world—and they are—he loves them.

And we should too. Remember, we have “all sinned.” The only difference between you and them may be that you have received grace. It might be good to recall how that happened. Paul writes in Romans 10:14-15:

How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!”… So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. 

Somehow you heard about Christ. It may have been through a preacher or a teacher. Maybe it was a parent or grandparent. A friend cared enough to share their story and how it intersected his story. However it was you heard it, the message came through a person.  Most people make it to Christ through a friend or relative.

There may be someone right now in your web of relationships that needs to know that Jesus wants to be a part of their story. He wants to take the story of humanity that began with Adam. They know that one. They know they have missed the mark in their marriage or at work or in life.

What they need to know is that Jesus has changed all that. And you may be just the one to tell them. Who knows? They might just be a saint if . . . if you do. 
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