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“Speaking Christian: Sin”
Isaiah 30:1, 8-18 and Romans 5:12-21 January 13, 2019

Let’s admit it from the start. In churches like ours, sin 
is not the most comfortable topic. It’s risky terrain for 
a preacher, not often traveled and for understandable 
reasons. We are careful not to offend, don’t to be labeled 
judgmental or given a negative Facebook review.  And 
certainly, there are ways to approach the subject that 
do great harm, inciting judgmental hatred of so-called 
sinners. But there are also consequences to avoiding 
a word and concept so central to Christian theology. 
This week a friend shared with me a recent Atlantic 
column that makes an interesting argument about the 
decline in organized religion over the last decade. One 
effect of that decline, according to the author, is the 
polarization, demonization, and entrenched division 
that has come to define our time. Some had expected 
the opposite—free from the chains of religious 
identity, they suggested secularized Americans would 
lead the way toward greater tolerance and harmony. 
But this has not been the case. Far from it, in fact. 
A secularized culture does not appear to lead us in a 
more united direction. Neither, of course, to religious 
communities that isolate and promote themselves 
while denigrating and demonizing others. There has 
to be another path, a faithful way to speak of sin that 
brings unity and encourages humility. 

In the mid-Twentieth century, the theologian Paul 
Tillich, one of the greatest minds of his generation, 
undertook the enormous task of making the Christian 
language more relatable to modern people. Tillich is 
remembered for his heavy theological writings, but it 
is his book of sermons, The Shaking of the Foundations, 
that best demonstrates his gift of making Christian 
language fresh. In a sermon titled “You Are Accepted,” 
Tillich writes:

“There are few words more strange to most of us 
than “sin” and “grace.” They are strange, just because 
they are so well-known. During the centuries they 
have received distorting connotations, and have lost 
so much of their genuine power that we must seriously 

ask ourselves whether we should use them at all, or 
whether we should discard them as useless tools. 
But there is a mysterious fact about the great words 
of our religious tradition: they cannot be replaced. 
All attempts to make substitutions, including those 
I have tried myself, have failed to convey the reality 
that was to be expressed; they have led to shallow and 
impotent talk. There are no substitutes for words like 
“sin” and “grace.” But there is a way of rediscovering 
their meaning, the same way that leads us down into 
the depth of our human existence. In that depth these 
words were conceived; and there they gained power 
for all ages; there they must be found again by each 
generation, and by each of us…”i

We cannot, and should not replace the powerful 
words of our faith tradition, and yet we can and must 
relearn the language of faith, including the meaning 
of sin. 

In that same sermon, Tillich offers this tidy three-
word definition: “Sin is separation.” We all know 
what it means to be separated, and to feel the pain 
of separation. One way to understand sin, then, is as 
separation from other people, separation from God, 
and separation from our true created human lives. The 
consequences of this separation are as deep and varied 
as our lives, but they are all rooted in the distance 
between life as it is and life as it should be. As Tillich 
writes, “before sin is an act, it is a state.” We can see 
the devastation of that separation all around us. As the 
Apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “sin abounds.”

And it is not just the “world out there”, where it is 
easy for us to name and condemn the sin of others, 
all the while giving ourselves a free pass to the moral 
high ground. But the pain of division knows no 
boundaries. Daily we struggle to find meaning in the 
midst of the overwhelming pressures of our lives. We 
grieve broken relationships and our role in breaking 
them. We feel within ourselves the eroding power of 
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Sin. We lash out at neighbors in need. We assume and 
expect the worst in others. When we are hurt, we seek 
revenge and not forgiveness. When we hurt, we find 
excuses and not confession. We cry out to God for 
answers, for meaning, for some sense of purpose in the 
midst of pain too heavy to bear. Our lives testify to the 
separation that exists between God and humanity.

I am often moved by the clarity with which the 
accounts of the Bible describe our own time: The 
words we heard from the book of the Prophet Isaiah 
provide a vivid case in point.  Isaiah here speaks words 
of judgment and caution to a community that has lost 
sight of its blessing and purpose. The Israelites, whom 
God brought out of slavery in the land of Egypt, 
guided through a generation of wilderness wanderings 
and brought to the Promised Land, flowing with milk 
and honey (and amber waves of grain), the people 
whom God called to be a witness to all people, have 
lost sight of God’s presence and become swollen with 
pride. They have become intoxicated with wealth and 
forgotten that all that is theirs comes as a gift from 
God. They have ignored the plight of the poor and 
the oppressed, forgetting that they too were once a 
marginal people. They have rejected the words of God 
that call them to practice justice and mercy and have 
preferred smooth illusions to the difficult truth. These 
powerful, independent, forgetful people have no 
need of God and so ask to have this antiquated God 
relegated to distant memories of the past: “let us hear 
no more of the Holy One of Israel.” And the religious 
leaders have cooperated—changing their tune, 
employing easy words of optimism and prosperity. 
But the Holy One of Israel speaks and, through 
Isaiah, calls this separation exactly what it is: Sin. He 
speaks hard words of uneasy truth, forcing his people 
to come to terms with the actions and inactions that 
have characterized their unrighteous living. But it is 
not without a silver lining of hope. There is grace, but 
it is not cheap. There is forgiveness, but not without 
change. After confession, after judgment, after honest 
reckoning, there are these words: “Therefore the Lord 
waits to be gracious to you; therefore God will rise up 
to show mercy to you.” 

There is a truth deeper than the pain of separation 
and the hurt we cause and endure. There is a promise 
far greater than the acknowledgment that evil is real 
and we are broken. There is a power that releases the 

stranglehold of sin. Our deep reckoning with the sin 
of our lives and our world is the gateway to this truth, 
this promise, this power. Paul puts it this way: “where 
increased, grace abounded all the more.” Where we 
acknowledge sin, we open ourselves to experience 
grace. If sin is separation, then grace is the reunion. 
If sin is brokenness, then grace is the repair. And the 
good news of the gospel is this: sin will never have the 
final word because grace wins. Grace always wins.

The story goes that as W.C. Fields was on his 
deathbed reading the Bible, his physician asked him, 
“what are you doing?” He answered, “I’m looking for 
loopholes.”ii No need. Here, in this sanctuary, in the 
context of worship. we are told that to ignore human 
brokenness is finally a form of idolatry and that to 
acknowledge it is a pathway to healing. In the church, 
this is Baptism of the Lord Sunday—the day we 
remember that Jesus was baptized and when we recall 
the meaning of baptism. In the chapter that follows 
ours this morning, here is how the Apostle puts it: we 
have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, 
so that we might also walk in new life. The gift of 
baptism is the promise of new life; the forgiveness of 
sin, the renewal of faith. 

When we come together in grief and gratitude to 
remember the life of one who has died, our Presbyterian 
liturgy includes something called a commendation, 
where we entrust our loved one to God’s care. It is 
often the most emotional part of the service for me. 
The language suggested includes a description of the 
deceased believer whose baptism is now complete in 
death, praying that God would acknowledge, “A lamb 
of your own flock, a sheep of your own fold, a sinner 
of your own redeeming.” A couple of years ago, the 
daughter of a church member whose service we had 
recently held sent me a note. She explained that when 
I spoke those words, she was angry. This was no time 
to call her saintly father a sinner. How insensitive 
could I be? Fortunately, she continued, describing 
how she had reflected on that phrase for several days, 
finally realizing that it was the most hopeful part of 
the service. Her father was not perfect, and he would 
have been the first to admit that. In acknowledging his 
sin, we were able to claim his redemption. Where sin 
increases, grace abounds.

Separated though we may be, from God, from 
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one another, and from our true selves, that distance 
is never too great for God to cross. It happens in the 
powerful words we hear each week, the most amazing 
and beautiful promise we can choose to trust: In 
Jesus Christ, we are forgiven. Not perfect, flawless, or 
without sin. But forgiven. If you brought some heavy 
burden, some deep guilt, some festering resentment, 
some tightly held grudge with you this morning, you 
are invited and you are compelled to release it. Let go. 
You are forgiven. You can forgive. Thanks be to God. 
Amen.

__________________________
i  http://www.religion-online.org/showchapter.asp?title=378&C=84
ii  Story printed in William P. Brown, ed. Engaging Biblical Authority: 
Perspectives on the Bible as Scripture. Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2007. p. ix 


