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SERMON- FLLY HUMAN FULLY ALIVE - INTRO WEEK ONE
So let me begin this 8-week sermon series by exploring the 4 core principles and contentions that will undergird everything else we will be exploring.
he
1. The promise and the purpose of our faith is to become more fully human and more fully alive.
2. Our sin in all its many expressions will always diminish our capacity to be fully alive. 
3. Any expression of our sin is by biblical definition always relational in nature. 
4. We cannot solve our sin by trying harder - we surrender our sin to the power of God’s grace. God does not love us, IF we are good. God loves us because God is good. 

So let’s kick off this whole series with the words of St Irenaeus and one of the most quoted of all wisdoms about the truth of our spiritual formation and faith journey. He said that the “glory of God is a human being fully alive.” Echoing the words of Jesus who said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life and have it to the full.” 

It’s worth saying straightway that when we talk about being fully alive, we mean it as Jesus means it. Life in all its fullness is not about an abundance of material wealth and possessions and a life of continual blessing and favour. Both Jesus and Irenaeus are saying that we become fully alive when we are in a loving, transforming relationship with God and everything that God created and declared good and sacred.

A life filled with meaning and purpose is when we are in a right relationship with God, with each other, with all of nature and with ourselves. It’s when you and I are actively participating and experiencing the goodness, the Truth and the beauty of God. 

As Paul expressed it in his letter to the Romans … “offer every aspect of your lives as a living sacrifice holy and pleasing to God.” The Message bible translation of this is perfect. Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. 

I can’t stress enough that this promise of life in all its fullness is grounded in the foundational truth of the sacredness of relationship. In the beginning is the relationship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit and from this relationship everything in existence flows. Especially our relationship with God. In Genesis 1:26. Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, in our likeness.”

We are created in the image of the Triune God (who is by definition and nature relational)- to be the image bearers of God’s nature and character in the world, as revealed in Jesus Christ. This is why the glory of God is a human being fully alive. 

So if this is the promise and aspiration of our Christian spiritual formation, how does our propensity for sin come to steal, diminish and at times destroy our capacity to live lives of fullness and freedom? As Francis Spufford put it… Sin is the human tendency to stuff things up.

Let’s spend a few minutes exploring the nature and consequence of sin.


It was interesting to observe people’s reactions when we mentioned that we were planning a new sermon series exploring the 7 deadly sins. You could visibly see some people raising eyebrows or even wincing at the thought. It’s clearly a word with baggage and for many a trauma trigger. But given the history of how the concept of sin has been used at times to inflict spiritual abuse on people, this is not surprising.

Some of you will have heard me tell the story of how my wife Kim attended a Catholic convent boarding school in the foothills of the Himalayas from the age of 7yrs to 10. She was naturally left-handed, but when she tried to write with her left, she was hit across the hand with a ruler. As the sweet nuns told her … “writing with your left hand is of the devil and therefore a sin to be discouraged.” 

Now this might sound like an extreme example, but actually its tame compared to some of many stories I’ve heard from Christians who encountered spiritual abuse in one form or another under the banner of ‘sin’.  Sin has been (and still is), used as a stick to beat people. A way of inflicting guilt and shame and ultimately as a means to control. People have tender wounds that continue to bleed from unhealthy Christian teaching on the concept of sin.


So let’s wade into the deep waters of sin – and let’s look at some of the words used in scripture to describe it, as a lens to a fuller understanding.

The primary Greek word for sin in the New Testament is hamartia. It literally means "to miss the mark". So, what is the ‘mark’ were missing. Well as I said, we are created by God to live in a right and harmonious relationship with God, with each other, with nature and ourselves. To live in alignment with the way God intended things to be. God’s shalom. A state of Wholeness and Flourishing

Anytime we miss the mark of this intended way we are in the territory of sin. It’s why I love the definition Jeremy brought to us from theologian Cornelius Plantinga, who said that sin is the culpable disturbance of God’s shalom. I like the image of the word disturbance in this description because it captures the capacity of our sin to create wide ranging consequences. 

If we throw a stone into still waters, it causes a disturbance and creates ripples that move out in all directions and affects anything in its vicinity. If we throw a huge rock into the waters, the ripples can travel to affect things way beyond our own sphere of seeing. 

And the consequences of our actions - be they malicious, foolish or even unintended - can have a life-diminishing affect beyond our own lives. Because of our relational interconnectedness, the ripples of sin are manifold and far reaching.

Another word used in scripture for sin is Paraptoma translating as ‘trespass’. To lose one's footing and make a ‘false step’ leading to a deviation from the right path. 

One other important word is ‘Parabasis’ translating as "transgression," Meaning to "step over a line." A violation of a known sacred boundary.  

All of these give us a wider helpful lens to understand the different expressions and nature of our sin. But whatever their expression they are ALWAYS relational in nature.

I challenge anyone to give me an example of a sin that in some way, or another isn’t a trespass, a transgression or a violation of the sacredness of relationship. Be it with God, each other, nature and ourselves. It’s the profound truth captured by Dr Martin Luther King. 
"We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly." This is the sin that entangles.
And don’t we see this at work in the world all the time?
Anytime we de-humanise each other and fail to see the dignity of the other person – isn’t this a trespass on the truth that each of us is created in the image of God?  It’s why the two greatest commandments are to love God and neighbour. 

Every time we desecrate our planet and violate the beauty of nature, isn’t this a transgression (a violation of a known sacred boundary) against God’s created order and other creatures who are also our neighbours? 

We can be in a broken relationship with ourselves. We can trespass and against ourselves with feelings of shame, life-diminishing addictions and our misdirected passions. Our ego, our ‘false self’ keeps us locked in our vanities and prideful selves. As Paul reminds us today… 16 Don’t you realize that you become the slave of whatever you choose to obey. 

And of course, war, is the ultimate culpable disturbance. A tragic trespass, transgression and violation of God’s shalom of how God intended us to live. 

One of my all-time favourite wisdoms that cuts right to the truth of things is from Wendell Berry who said …. “There is no such thing as the secular. There is only the sacred that has been desecrated.’ God created and declared everything very good, when we abuse and diminish is, we desecrate and de-sacralised it. 

All of this is our sin, and all these expressions are a form of bondage and ultimately life diminishing. Which is why I guess they’re called the 7 deadly sins. They steal away our spirit of aliveness. Pride, Greed, Lust, Envy, Gluttony, Wrath, and Slothful apathy that are the thieves that tarnish the Divine image created in us.


It’s why the confession in our Prayer book is so pertinent.
Merciful God, We have sinned in what we have thought and said,
in the wrong we have done, and in the good we have not done. 
We have sinned in ignorance, We have sinned in weakness,
We have sinned through our own deliberate fault.

We have wounded Your love and marred Your image in us. 

So as we journey together this next 7 weeks, let me begin to conclude with a really important wisdom to carry with us. It’s given by Jesus and Paul. Firstly Paul 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment,

One of the main reasons there are hurt people carrying open wounds and negative baggage around the concept of ‘sin’ is because too often in Christian circles, the focus has been about pointing the finger of judgement at others. Paul is clearly reminding people that before we think too highly of ourselves and stand on the moral high ground, we should look first in the mirror at ourselves. And Jesus of course makes this truth pretty clear.
“Why do you spend so much time looking for the speak in the other persons eye and ignore the plank in your own.”  “Woe to you hypocrites.”  “Do not judge or you too will be judged.” This is Jesus being pretty down on the sin of our own self-righteous spirit.

He’s not saying never make a wise judgement. He’s saying don’t concern yourself with other people’s sin, attend to your own. Because looking for the sin in others can be a way of deflecting the gaze away from ourselves. It dilutes the honesty of our own formation?

This is the genius of Jesus in our verse of the day “let those without sin cast the first stone”
Jesus holds up the mirror of sober judgement to the religious people wanting to condemn the adulteress. They take a look in the mirror, and they see the truth of their own weaknesses.

And isn’t this the most important part of our own mature spiritual formation?
To spend time in authentic honest prayerful self-reflection, searching our own hearts. 
Not in a spirit of intense self-condemnation – just a grace filled discernment of where we might be working against the grain of God’s good way. An honest examination of our motives and behaviours. This is Paul echoing the collective wisdom of the ancients to ‘Know thyself’. 


I’ll finish with those 6 very telling words from Paul at the beginning.
3 For by the grace given to me, I say to you.

Have you noticed that nobody in scripture emphasises the beauty and the power of God’s Grace more than Paul? Why? Because it’s the healing power of grace that completely and utterly transforms his life.  
The core heartbeat of all Paul’s teaching - is that God’s grace has set us free from the tyranny of trying to measure up to the Law. Please carry this profound truth into this whole sermon series.

We cannot solve our sin by trying harder. This is the delusion of our prideful ego’s. And we all know the truth of this. How many times have you resolved to love your neighbour more – not judge others in a self-righteous way? To stop being prideful, greedy and envying others? How is that going? 

We cannot strive our way out of sin – what we need to do – is surrender our sin 
to the power of God’s grace. If I have one plea for this whole series, it’s the truth of those words we heard from Paul at the beginning. Take your everyday, ordinary life— and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. 

Instead of trying harder FOR God, we need to surrender more TO God. Instead of trying to impress God with our moral worthiness, we should delight in the goodness of God’s life-giving Grace. Because God does not love us IF we are good. God loves us because God is good.


And the more we embrace and participate in this truth, the more we find ourselves living in the beautiful territory of Gods goodness and grace. And the more alive we become. This is the truth so often been missed and it’s the difference between a life-diminishing Christian formation and a life-giving one. We are more fully human and more fully alive when we surrender to the grace and goodness of God, in us and all around us. 


The reason I can say this with complete conviction, is because this is the life-changing truth I realised in the most broken part of my life 30 years ago. And like Paul, it altered the course of my life forever. 






TIME OF CONFESSION – Allow the Spirit to search our hearts.
Bring our own trespasses and transgressions before God

· Where might you have a sense of being out of step with the sacred nature of relationship? With God, with others, nature and ourselves? Stealing your spirit of aliveness.
· Where might you be missing the mark of God’s will and disturbing God’s shalom?Let this be a time for reconciliation and healing so that we grow in our capacity to live in-step with God’s good, pleasing and perfect will.
               A TIME TO REFLECT IN SOBER JUDGEMENT IN THE BEAUTY OF GODS LIFE-GIVING GRACE
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