The Se7en Deadly Sins

Brad Pitt and Morgan Freeman star in “a nerve-jangling thriller with a gut-wrenching climax!” movie (Peter Travers) by the same director of Fight Club, David Fencher. The movie revolves around a soon-to-retire detective and an overly-zealous recruit on the trail of a crazy killer who murders people according to the “seven deadly sins.” The movie inspires you to think about life, to think about death – and to think about sin. 

Before we get too in depth, let’s not forget that these so-called “seven deadly sins” are not biblical. They stem from the works of Dante’s The Divine Comedy, a classic, epic poem about heaven, hell, and the in-between. 

Lust. Greed. Gluttony. Envy. Pride. Sloth. Malice. Deadly sins, real sins, sins you see when you walk down the street, peer into our workplaces, our schools, in our churches – and even when we look in the mirror and see our own eyes staring right back. 

Lust

“Haughty eyes and a proud heart – 


the lamp of the wicked – are sin.”



- Proverbs 21:4, NRSV 

One Sunday afternoon, a Texas pastor’s wife was found dead in the bathroom. She had slit her wrists and bled to death. Investigators ransacked the home, trying to find if there were any clues as to why this placid, church-going, God-fearing woman had taken her life. The pastor stood to the side, face ashen, as his brief-case was opened – inside was a Bible and two XXX movies. His wife, after having to live with her husband’s hypocrisy, could stand it no longer. She was tired of seeing him preach on purity while carrying XXX movies in his briefcase. Tired to the point of death. 

Lust kills. Lust will take us and bond us if we are not careful. It will turn us into slaves. Why did the wife widow her husband? Because he was committing an affair – trading her for naked girls on a television screen. He was so addicted, so overcome, so in the snare of this deadly sin, that it cost him his wife’s life, the loss of his position at church, a trashed reputation, and many nights sorrow, knowing his direct actions had led to his wife’s suicide. Friends, lust is real. Lust is lethal. 

“ ‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’” – Matthew 5:27,28, NRSV

Jesus is saying, “If you see a woman and lust, you’re already having sex with her. And that kind of sex is sin.” A lot of us go to school, work, church thanking God that we’re not like those who worship God and then go and sleep around, get submerged in affairs, and live a life of sexual immorality. We thank God that we’re not like them – and don’t realize that we are like them! No different! Just as premarital sex, affairs, adultery is sexual sin, so is lust! If you see a hot girl at the amusement park and say, “Hey, I wonder what it would be like to screw her?” and you start imagining it, you are lusting – you are sinning. 

Don’t think you’re alone. The world suffers from lust. Lust is everywhere. If lust were to mark us on the forehead, no one would have soft, silky skin. Every man and woman would be dark as the hellish night. I would be lying to you if I said I didn’t struggle with lust. And you would be a hypocrite if you said, “Get him off the podium. Cut the mike!” At school, lust creeps up to us, whispering sweet nothings in our ears. At work, it is no different. Even at a worship gathering, lust is a deadly disease. 

It is everywhere. We just ignore it – it’s killing us. Slowly poisoning us. It will get us.

How do you struggle with lust? Everyone does (this is no excuse to jump on the bandwagon!). Perhaps there’s that one person you see, treat with respect, but trash him or her in your thoughts. Or you’re caught up in premarital sex, convincing yourself that since you love, it’s okay – it’s not! Or maybe you’re addicted to porn. You wake up, look at porn, shower in shame, and go to church, too mad at yourself to worship God with others. How do you struggle? 

Lust crawls up to us. Says, Over here, lookit, look at this good-looking girl, take a peek, just one more, there you go… Our heads are spinning, our bowels are tightening. Heaven seems to drop down on the wings of love. So goes the play-antics of lust. Lust is a ladder. Each step gets you closer to a fall. Once your lust turns into fantasies, you’re up a rung. Keep fantasizing. Now you’re masturbating. Wow. That feels good. But you know what? Premarital sex feels a lot better! Up another. You’re married, but that woman at work, she’s showing interest. She doesn’t need to know you’re married! Slip the ring off your finger, feel her kiss. Now you’re up again, drowning in an affair. The stair-steps keep going, and going, and going, until you fall, and you can’t get up. The lives of little girls are dirtied by your hands and camera crews sit out on your front lawn.

Some of us are saying, “I’m not like that.” We need to remember, “yet.”

Lust can turn us into a slave, and drag us deeper into the jungle of sin.

“ ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are beneficial. ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by anything… The body is meant not for fornication but for the Lord and the Lord for the body.” – 1 Corinthians 6:12,13, NRSV
Paul is saying he’s able to do whatever he wants, but not all things are going to help him in his walk with God. He is saying he can do whatever he pleases, but he admits some things will trap him, enslave him, exercise dominion over him. He goes on to add that our bodies are not meant for sexual sin, but are meant for the Lord. Lust, the very bedrock of sexual sin, can bind us in chains. Once we give in, we become addicted. Sex is a gift given to us by the Creator; our bodies are meant to feel pleasure; but when we take this gift and use it the wrong way, we sin. And this sin can take control of us.

A poll was taken at a Christian college. 68% of the boys said they searched for porn on computers. 10% admitted to looking at porn on the computer on a regular basis. Another 5% confessed to having a problem with this beast of lust. Americans average 14 sexual partners in a lifetime. 72% high school seniors have sex before graduation, and 19% have four or more sexual partners while in High School. The average American age of first sexual experience is 16. And unbeknownst to most, 34% of women confess to looking at porn on a regular basis.

Lust. It is all over the place. The temptation is there. The sin is there. I know it. You know it. God knows it. In this world, we are tempted – this is inevitable. But we have to decide how we respond to that temptation. Do we give in? Or do we stand and fight? Do we run from temptation, or into it? Our actions when temptation come will be identifying marks of where our allegiance lies – in the arms of lust, or in the will of God.

“Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus that, as you learned from us how you ought to live and to please God (as, in fact, you are doing), you should do so more and more. For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from fornication; that each one of you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, not with lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God, that no one wrong or exploit a brother or sister in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as we have already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. For God did not call us to impurity but in holiness. Therefore whoever rejects this rejects not human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit to you.” – 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8, NRSV
We are called to live no lives of impurity, but lives of holiness. If we reject this calling to purity, this calling to holiness in all others, we reject not a word of man, but the commands of God. A lot of us see holiness as an option. After all, we’re forgiven, so can’t we go on sinning? It’s all going to be washed away! Yes, it is going to be washed away, but this is ungodly thinking. Holiness is not an option. It is a command. It needs to be the focus of every goal we have here on this earth. Holiness is not an idea, it is not theology, but actions in our being. Holiness must be displayed throughout our lives. Holiness wherever we go – because we are children of God. If we refuse to turn our lives around and live holy lives, we are rejecting God. When we refuse to face the sin of lust in our life, we are rejecting the commands of God – and rejecting God Himself.

“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. But fornication and impurity of any kind, or greed, must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper among saints. Entirely out of place is obscene, silly, and vulgar talk; but instead, let there be thanksgiving. Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes on those who are disobedient.” – Ephesians 5:1-6, NRSV

Lust is so real, so powerful, that even it ought not to even be mentioned out of place amongst us! What is out-of-place? Crude jokes, sexual humor. Accountability is not out-of-place. Crying because of sin is not out-of-place. This is so serious, so binding, that it is better not even to mention it! Paul adds in his letter to the Ephesians that no one who commits sexual sin has any inheritance in the Kingdom of God, and that the wrath of God will come down on those who are disobedient. The institution-church – not the church of the people, but the church of brick-and-mortar – harps so much on the love, grace and mercy of God that it refuses to look at the wrath of God, something so real and so powerful we ought to tremble, quake and shiver in our shoes! 

Sin is a poison. It is a drug. It takes us captive. Look at how lust can so twist us up:

“…God gave [the wicked] up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due penalty for their error.” – Romans 1:26,27, NRSV
Lust can take hold of us and twist around our sexuality. It is nothing uncommon. In ancient times, it was common. Today, it is even more so common! What I am about to say will tick a lot of us off – gays are equal to us. This is because all are equal under the eyes of God. All are sinners. All are doomed. They struggle with sin just as we do, except a lot more heat nowadays is thrown on their sin than on ours. We are called to love the sinner and hate the sin. Homosexuals are straight people enslaved by the sin of lust. We need to love them, have compassion on them, and show them Jesus so that they can break free! No doubt there are even Christians who struggle with homosexuality; a closet secret, but one that must be brought into the open. As the body of Christ, a healing power, we are to lay our hands on those under such dominion, under such wicked temptation, and pray that they be relieved! We are all born straight; no one is born gay. Satan twists us around as we fall into the noose of lust. Don’t get me wrong. Homosexuality is a sin. We just need to get past hating the sinner, and show them the love, grace and compassion of our Lord Jesus Christ!
God wants to save us, reconnect us, change and transform us. We just need to let him. Perhaps you’ve been caught in lust forever since you’ve had the ability to remember. Perhaps it bites at you everyday. You’re fighting, but you’re losing night-after-night. The hole only gets darker. You love God, you hate the sin, but you fall into it. Here’s some grim news: if you don’t forsake the sin, and turn completely to God, it will kill you. Sin is not a toy. It will kill you. No one is out of reach of the salvation of Jesus. He will forgive us of our sin – but if we are to change, we can’t rely on our own strength, but on the strength of God. And it will be hard. Oh, so very hard! Breaking out of chains hurts. It’s a painful experience. It can leave bruises and cuts on your wrists. But once you’re free – oh, how free! Free to move! Free to breathe! Free to run!

Stop masturbation, stop the lust, stop the adultery, the premarital sex, the affairs! Quit! You are not hurting God. You can’t hurt God – He is independent of His Creation. Sin is rebelling against God – and the one getting hurt is the sinner. Sin hurts us! Stop! Break the habit! Break it here and now! Scream up to God, “I struggle. Sometimes I am losing. I give it up. Take over. Purify me with fire. I’m done with all the sin. I don’t want to be anyone’s slave save for a slave to You!”

When the temptation comes, compare the moment to the cost. Pleasure for five minutes isn’t worth the shame of a night, the shame of a lifetime, the guilt of breaking communion with God, if just for a moment. Sometimes when temptation comes, we get stuck in tunnel vision. We can’t see. Open your eyes! When temptation comes, open the Bible! Read God’s Word! Pray! Avoid the temptation, run from it! A trash moment is not worth a trashed legacy! When the temptation to lust comes, remember the cross; see sin for what it really is – look at what it did to Jesus! When we lust, we are yelling to Jesus on the cross, “Bleed! Suffer! Cry! Die!” And when that lust comes, do not forget the empty tomb – the salvation that turned a pervert like me into a child of God.

“Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry).” – Colossians 3:5, NRSV
Gluttony

“Beloved, I pray that all may go well with you and that you may be in good health, just as it is well with your soul.” – 3 John, v. 2, NRSV
One year ago I was obese and stuffing myself. I would come home from work, plop onto the couch, and watch television, shoving popcorn and cookies and Twinkies down my throat. I told my cousin, “Hey, it doesn’t matter if you’re fat, as long as you’re happy!” He told me flat-out, “Yes it does. You need to be healthy.” I still remember him saying that. I was on track with God, and God was using me in the world I lived in; since it was “well with my soul,” I saw no need of change on my lifestyle. Even when I first read this verse when I was still obese, I thought, “It’s not a sin to eat like this – this is how God made me!” Well. Here’s some news that hit me hard: God doesn’t make us fat. He may make us big-boned. He may give us a lower metabolism. But he doesn’t make us fat. We become fat when we stuff ourselves with food and refuse to exercise. That’s what gluttony is – constant eating. Not taking care of our bodies. 

Of all the deadly sins, this is one of the most visible in our American culture. America is the leader in bad cholesterol, heart attacks, obesity. Why do you think so many weight-loss fads sweep our nation? Because America is full of fat people. America is full of people who twist the blessings God has given us to enlarge our stomachs, blossom our fat cells, and sit around in an office all day, then go home and sleep, God-forbid there be a twitch of exercise. There are those who preach obedience to God, preach that we need to keep a healthy heart, mind, and soul, but in the church lobby they serve hot chocolate and coffee and cookies and cake. I’m not out here to offend; I’m out here to throw out the truth so that we may see, believe, and change. One of the biggest stances of hypocrisy in the church is church leaders three shirt sizes too big.

“Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bough with a price; therefore glorify God in your body.” – 1 Corinthians 6:19,20, NRSV

This powerful antidote of Scripture is used in more sermons than we can count; yet all its references turn to sexual sin, drugs, alcohol, smoking – hardly ever is there mention of keeping the body healthy! Have we forgotten that we were bought with a high price, and that we are not our own, but we belong to God? When you borrow someone’s Mercedes, do you go off-roading in it? No! You take care of it! So why do we trash the temple of the Holy Spirit by gorging it and causing the heart to flutter?  Why do we neglect exercise and eating right? Why do we choose lifestyles that will trash our bodies if these bodies don’t belong to us?

Paul, in his letter to Titus, wrote of the Cretans, saying,

“It was one of them, their very own prophet, who said, ‘Cretans are always liars, vicious brutes, lazy gluttons.’ That testimony is true. For this reason rebuke them sharply, so that they may become sound in the faith, not paying attention to Jewish myths or to commandments of those who reject the truth. To the pure all things are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is pure. Their very minds and consciences are corrupted. They profess to know God, but they deny him by their actions. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work.” – Titus 1:12-16, NRSV

Titus has some things to say about the ‘lazy gluttons’ of Crete. His words hit close to home for those of us who find no problem with overeating and ignoring the health of our bodies. He commands Titus to rebuke the gluttons, so that they will change from their ways and come to accept the truth. Their minds, their consciences were corrupted. To quote Paul, They profess to know God, but they deny him by their actions. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. Here is something we didn’t expect! Titus is saying that those who confess to know God but don’t take care of their bodies are liars! He calls them detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work.

My message to those who are strapped into the seat of gluttony: don’t get mad, don’t get heated, don’t try to argue your case. How can you argue against God? I’m only using the Scriptures to show how gluttony is evil! Instead, turn from these wicked ways! Exercise! Eat right! Get in the gym, box up the cookies, eat healthy. The fat will melt right off. When you are tempted to eat, go to the Scriptures, go to God! The temptation to eat is no different from the temptation to lust, or to steal, or to take vengeance – these temptations are all temptations to sin, to rebel against God. Instead of eating when you’re bored, or sad, or happy, go hang out with friends, pray to your heavenly Father, praise God! 

There is a happy ending to my story. I realized how I was sinning against God by refusing to take care of my body. I dropped the sweets. I dropped the four-meals-a-day and midnight-snacks. I picked up my blubbery legs and started running. Six months later, I had lost over fifty pounds, had gone from a XXL to a Medium, from pant size 40 to 32. I do not say this for my own glory. The only One who deserves glory is the Father of Glory: God. I say this for His glory. I decided to change; I prayed for God to help me, and He did. 

Ready to give up the sin of gluttony? God won’t forsake you. He is excited that you’re taking a step to getting fit. He will help you. Seen in the right light, changing an unhealthy lifestyle to a healthy one – and living it out deadly – isn’t so much pain and gain, but an act of worship to the Creator of our Bodies, and the Sustainer of our Souls!

Envy

“Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander.” – 1 Peter 2:1, NRSV
One translation of Proverbs 14:30 declares that envy rots us away. Envy infects us all. It is a disease. Envy robs us of our originality, our uniqueness; it strips away who we are and replaces it with desires to be someone we’re not. It encourages play-acting and over time we will not be our own, but trapped in envy, we will suffer at our own hands, work hard for goals never to be accomplished, and constantly demand the answer to, “Why? Why? Why?” This disease is not seen all at once; it ‘rots away the bones,’ slowly at first, then faster, and faster, until we’re gone, replaced with a rotted skeleton. 

Envy is more than want. Is it a sin to want a girl to be your girlfriend? No! Is it a sin to want a new car? No! Is it a sin to want the title Doctor hanging on your door? No! So what is envy, this ‘wicked desire’? Envy can also mean covet; one of the ten commandments is Thou Shall Not Covet (Proverbs 20:17). But envy goes beyond coveting. Coveting is desiring something of someone else’s. Perhaps a car, a home, a plasma screen TV. But it can go beyond the material. Exodus 20:17 says we shall not covet a neighbor’s wife – so coveting can also be found in desiring someone we’ve not been given by God. Desiring family, friends of other people God has not given us. We can covet reputations, titles, even wickedness. But envy goes beyond covet. Covet means desire strongly. Envy climbs the ladder a little higher – much higher, actually. Envy is when we say, “I’d murder to get that!” Some of us laugh and say, “That’s not me.” It isn’t?

Well, how about when you want a job so bad that you quit the one you have before even going for an interview, then don’t get that job, and are stuck? How about when you see that new Honda Accord and you can’t hold onto yourself, so you go out and buy it without a money, and find yourself in debt? Or what about that beautiful girl; you put on a show, turn into someone you’re not just so she’ll notice. How about that sex you’re after; you’re only seventeen, but you can’t wait, so you go anywhere you can to get it, talk to whoever you can to find it, and when you sleep with someone, you wake up with herpies?

Envy is in us. For a lot of us, it is subtle, surfacing only once in a while, going unnoticed. If left uncheck, the disease will grow. It is not a disease our bodily immune systems can fight. It will grow, and grow, until our hearts are pounding, and we say, “I have to have it!” If that day hasn’t come for you, it will. It came for me, and I regret it so much; it hurt me, others, and my relationship with God. I didn’t notice the envy, didn’t see the sin of ungodly desire – until it was too late. We have to see the envy, and stop the envy. Fight it. Murder it. Shove it down. Because it’ll grab us around the throat and strangle us when we least expect it. Such is the power of envy.

We can envy others for who they are, what they are, who or what they have, or envying them for having the ‘good looks’ that we apparently got skipped-out on. This is slandering the God who made you, and it is forsaking who you are; stripping away your uniqueness, telling God, “You made me, you’ve blessed me, but I want what that person has! So can you give it to me?” There’s envy. We can also envy items, such as cars or football cards or computers or nice pieces of art. We can want them so bad we go out and buy them on credit without enough money in the bank, we take out a loan we cannot repay to go to the dealership, we even steal if needs be. There’s envy. We can envy situations; we can envy those who go to college, those with fabulous relationships, those whose lives are perfect without trouble; and we desire these situations, forgetting to thank God for the blessings He’s given us; this envy rots us away so much that we forget the blessings of God, and are deceived into thinking that God hasn’t blessed us because our lives do not match up with other peoples’ lives! There’s envy. And we can envy wickedness. We can envy lust, masturbation, want it so bad we crawl away from people and lock ourselves in the bathroom. We can perhaps envy sex, and go outside our marriage to find it. We can envy wicked gambling, and lose our fortunes in the thrill. There’s envy. 

Despite culture’s lack of belief, there’s something to be said when we mutter, “I’d murder for it…”

“Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.” – Ephesians 5:5, NRSV
No impure person will find inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. I love it, how Paul is always so blunt in his writings. Just like Jesus, he doesn’t worry about reputation, or what others will think – he just shows things how they are. We are impure when we envy; we see this in Peter’s first letter where he writes that we need to be rid of envy and other impurities. 

You may not see envy in your life right now. Maybe it is hiding, or maybe you’ve already dealt with it. Perhaps you have heard the message today, and you’ve been convicted of envy in your life, for a person, items, situations, even wickedness; and maybe even beyond all the basics. If so, please listen sharply. Everyone – including me – must listen sharply, for this is a terrible sin that, as Proverbs puts it, rots us away. How do you rid of envy?

Accept what God has given us, for all the blessings. Thank Him for making us who we are, original, unique, and for how we are ‘fearfully and wonderfully made.’ Be content with who you are, be thankful you have a relationship with the Creator. You may not be blessed in the same way as the person beside you; but guess what? They’re not blessed in the same way you are. God is unique, He’s different, He has a tendency to do things ‘out-of-the-box.’ Who imagined manna from heaven? Or crossing through the Red Sea? Who imagined ten plagues, and a disastrous Flood? Who could imagine a God who sent three hundred soldiers up against an entire Army and brought them out victorious? Who could imagine a God who would make a man so strong – as long as he had long hair? God doesn’t copy things. He isn’t a machine; His ways are not our ways, and His blessings are just like it – original, and unique. I mean, who imagined a Savior dying a shameful death (a King submitting to the people to be murdered?!) then rising back to life the third day?

Erase envy. Or for your thanklessness, He may wipe away all your blessings, leave you on the street; humble you so that the next time around, you’ll be thankful.

“A sound heart is the life of the flesh: but envy the rottenness of the bones.” 


- Proverbs 14:30, KJV
Malice (Anger)

“A fool gives full vent to anger, but the wise quietly hold it back.”  – Proverbs 29:11, NRSV
We get bumped on the escalator, and we want to scream. We miss a light, and we want to curse. Some hillbilly nearly slams us into the guardrail on the interstate, and we lay on the horn longer than a gentle warning. We want to go on a bike ride, it rains, and we slam our fist into the wall. Anger. It’s all around us. Alarm goes off at 5:30; we scream at everyone we see. Anger. Inside us. Angry at the weather, at our neighbors, strangers, best friends and family. Anger that billows and coughs and steams in our face.

Jesus was very angry a lot of the time. God is an angry, wrathful God. The anger of the Trinity is righteous anger. The anger we’re talking about is nothing close. It is an anger borne out of our sinful natures. There is conflict in anger – bad anger (sinful anger) warring against righteous (godly) anger. God has righteous anger against sin, against immorality, against hypocrites and oppressing religious leaders. Jesus shows volatile anger in Matthew 23 when he is screaming at corrupt religious leaders, calling them “broods of vipers.” Jesus overturned the tables in the Temple, for the people had turned it from a house of God into a marketplace. That’s righteous anger. Even in righteous anger, we need to control how we act. 

Sinful anger is anger that is not borne from holiness. Righteous anger is seen in anger towards child molesters, corrupt tax collectors, the oppression of the poor and the degradation of society. Sinful anger is the anger that stems from the little ‘spins’ in life; anger that comes from not being first, but being last; not getting the upper-hand, getting the disadvantage; anger from being tired, worn, exhausted. This sinful, wicked anger is dangerous because it builds up, and explodes.

Let this corrupt anger build up, and you’re going to pop, injuring yourself or others. Reputations will crumble. Families split apart. Friendships break with venomous words. Instead of patience, we dig up anger and harvest it; we put on a smile, acting as if we’re happy, when we should really be dealing with the anger. This anger is hard to defeat; it requires a revamp on our hearts, souls and minds by the Holy Spirit. A lot of well-meaning Christians don’t allow the Spirit to change them, and they get frustrated when the mind of Christ, fruit of the Spirit, the absence of anger are only ideas not to be felt. Let the Holy Spirit transform you – the anger will be replaced with patience, mercy, love and gentleness. Believe me; it happened to me, because I recognized an anger problem, and allowed the Spirit to take control.

“You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness.” – James 1:19,20, NRSV

Sinful anger does not produce God’s righteousness simply because it is not righteous anger. Righteous anger can be devastating if we release it in the wrong way; Jesus’ wrathful outburst in the Temple helped lead to His crucifixion. We must listen to God, and have Him deal with the problems at hand. Careful! The moment you let righteous anger take control, it melts into corrupt anger. Harvest righteous anger, reap it, and till it by the Lord’s command. Release anger in good ways (never, never bottle it up!). Maybe go to counseling (you’d be surprised how many people there are who deal with anger), talking to others about our problems, our angers; exercising. Journaling has really helped me – I look back and see my anger spilled out onto paper, and it helps me to see how dumb the anger really is. 

“But now you must get rid of all such things – anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth.” – Colossians 3:8, NRSV
Pride

“Haughty eyes and a proud heart – 


the lamp of the wicked – are sin.”



- Proverbs 21:4, NRSV
Solomon calls pride the ‘lamp of the wicked.’ What’s the big deal about pride? Pride is self-centered, selfish, boastful and greedy. Pride is when all we can talk about is ourselves. Pride is when we’re amazed at what we can do, what we’ve done, how far we’ve come. Pride is what depresses the poor, brings down the rich, and sends kingdom against kingdom. When pride is stripped bare, laid down to the nuts-and-bolts skeleton of what it really is, we find a boastful attitude towards ourselves. Through circumstances, conversations, actions, jobs and even church, we exhibit pride through the way we boast – whether that boasting is out in the open or hidden in our hearts. “I’ve lost this much weight…” “I’m studying the book of Matthew…” “I bought a new car…” I got accepted into Harvard…” Pride is a selfish outlook on life, the world, who we are. Bringing glory to ourselves; we boast of wealth, family, friends, accomplishments. This is sin because we have only one thing to boast about.

“Thus says the Lord: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand and know me, that I am the Lord; I act in steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the Lord.” 


- Jeremiah 9:23,24, NRSV
God says, “Don’t brag about your wisdom, don’t brag about your might, don’t brag about your wealth. If you want to brag, brag about this: brag that you really know Me, and understand Me.” So there is only one thing we can boast about – knowing God personally, and catching a glimpse of who He is. All other bragging is sinful; all other boasting is pride, because we’re taking credit for our achievements and throwing God out the window. This is why God wants us to brag only of knowing Him!

We brag about education, successes, accomplishments. “Hey, I got a High School education, first in my class, and received a full-ride scholarship to Princeton!” “My articles got in Teen Vogue!” “I got the gold medal in the Olympics…” It sounds like we can brag about all those things, but when it comes down to it, God says, “If you’re going to brag, brag about knowing Me!” Why brag about knowing God? Because apart from knowing God personally through Jesus, life means nothing. It is empty, void, a desolate waste-land of scattered emotions and littered confusions. Paul says in Philippians, “For to me, living is Christ, and dying is gain.” (1:21). In other words, “The only thing in life that matters is Jesus, and I’d gladly die for Him.” Stunning. Powerful, coming from the lips of such a man as the convert Saul of Tarsus; these are stinging words, dripping with relevancy; Paul has everything a ‘good Jew’ in his time should have, and yet he considered it all loss for the sake of knowing God:

“For it is we who are the circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and boast in Christ Jesus and have no other confidence in the flesh – even though I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh. If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” – Philippians 3:3-8, NRSV
Paul has everything. Stature. Wealth. Recognition. He had all reasons to be ‘confident in the flesh,’ yet he wasn’t. He could boast about any of his successes, achievements, accomplishments, but he didn’t – to him, it was all loss; it all pales to rot in the face of the glory and awesomeness of knowing Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. His words even grow mightier when we learn that he went through beatings, prison, mocking, hunger and thirst, sufferings of all kind; many scholars believe, through his circumstances before conversion and his letters afterward, that his wife even left him because of his ‘tear’ from the Jewish faith, embracing the newly-hung Christianity. Even with the loss of his wife, Paul says, “All is dirt compared to knowing Jesus.” Knowing God is all he would boast about, because he knew what it meant to know God. If you’re going to boast, boast in knowing God!

Pride is a beard; it needs to be shaved every morning. Pride is a sin that we act upon; the temptation to be prideful is always there; it doesn’t turn into sin until we act on it; the same with other sins. When we wake up, we are tempted to boast of what we have done, boast about our experiences, brag about our new boyfriend/girlfriend/husband/wife, our new friends, who we met the other week. Talking about all these is wonderful (don’t get married and don’t tell people about it; not a good idea). But when we boast, we say, “Yeah, I have a relationship with God, but this is better.” That’s idolatry and God says, “Have no other idols before me.” When we wake up, we need to say, “The only thing I have to brag about is knowing God. He gives me what I have, He puts food on my table, He saves me through my blood, and gives me breath in my lungs.”

Don’t brag about your wealth: new cars, nice homes, new video games, new high-tech sprinkler systems. Every good thing we did have, do have, will have comes straight from the “father of lights” who gives us “every good and perfect gift.” (James 1:17). There’s no room for pride.

Everything you have belongs to God. Friends. Family. Car. House. Reputation. Awards, accomplishments, successes. Jobs. Free time. Food on your plate. Thank Him for everything. Thank Him for the breath in your lungs.

Slaughter pride. When pride pricks its ears, chop them right off. Duck tape its mouth, tie a stone around its feet, and toss it into the deepest part of the ocean. Don’t let pride have even a single word in your life. Realize anything we have to be proud about comes from God. Realize that nothing but God in this world is certain; our boasts can turn to shame with the flip of a coin. We are pitiful, small, insignificant, and our circumstances can – and will – change like the direction of the wind. So in the end, the only constant thing we have to brag is, “I know God.” 

Don’t be prideful; instead, take up the sword of humility. Humility is not being embarrassed; that is humiliation. A lot of us get the two confused. Jesus does not say, “Be humiliated.” He says, “Be humble as little children.” Humility is not self-denial, as many think. It is not depriving yourself. It is understanding who we really are, and who everyone else is, in God’s eyes. Humility is knowing we are of value – and so is everyone else. We are all brothers and sisters. Humility is stepping out in love and compassion and selflessness to help our brothers and sisters in Jesus. Humility is seeing how small and insignificant we really are before the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords, the Creator of the Cosmos.

“ ‘Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.’” – Matthew 18:3,4, NRSV

Jesus says that unless we take on the humility of children, we’ll never enter the kingdom of heaven. Children are always willing to meet others, to be friendly, are always eager to help no matter what’s going on; sometimes they want to help so bad parents are driven crazy. Children will believe anything, and act on that belief with reckless curiosity. They put their faith in their parents, rely on them for everything. Jesus says, “See how these little children act? See how easily they believe? Become like them, or you won’t enter the kingdom of heaven.” Just as little children are humble without knowing it, we need to become humble, too. We need to be eager to help, eager to meet others in the Name of Christ, eager to serve God without paying attention to the worldly consequences. As children see their parents, so we need to see God. A child knows that all he has really belongs to his parents; everything they have comes through their parents; and everything they have can be taken away by their parents. We are God’s children; it’s about time we realize that everything we have belongs to God, comes from God, and can be taken away from God. So strip away pride and be humble – see the world through the lens of God.

“ ‘All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.” – Matthew 23:12, NRSV
The pride exalt themselves, and they will be humbled. The humble, likewise, are exalted. If you’re pride, be careful – God may get disgusted and wipe away everything you have. You who are humble, be patient, for you will get a tremendous, unbelievable reward when you come in the presence of the Lord Jesus on Judgment Day. 

Also, you who are prideful, boasting about everything, do you not hear the snickers behind your back? People are talking about how prideful you are, how full of yourself you are, and they don’t think it’s that great. You boast and brag about you, you, you, but it gets nowhere; it falls on deaf ears. They don’t want anything to do with you – or your accomplishments. You’d better change; if you knew what people were saying now, you’d croak; but wait till Jesus returns, when he strikes you down before the nations of the world, humbles you to the point of humiliation!

You pride, take heart! All the smiles the prideful get? Most of them are fake. You can’t hear the gentle whispers all around you. People notice how humble you are; they notice how eager you are to serve, how nice and patient you are. They notice how peaceful you are, and how you are content with what you have. They applaud you. They exalt you, even if you don’t realize it. They say, “He or she is amazing. I wish I were like them.” You are being rewarded now in secret – there will come a day when you will be lifted up and Jesus will exalt you before all the peoples of the world, good and bad, wicked and righteous!

We must humble ourselves before others, and before God. God is so High and Powerful, He is the Creator of all things, the Sustainer of our souls; He gives breath to the fill the wicked and righteous alike, sends rain down on the wicked and righteous both. Because He is so Holy, so full of Glory, clothed in Majesty, so Loving and Mighty and full of Wrath, we must bow low and say, “Forgive me of my pride. From now on the only thing I’ll brag about is knowing you, God, for that’s all that matters – that’s what it is all about!” If you don’t rid of pride this very day, this very moment, the hidden sin, God will strip you of all things to be proud about, and force you to brag only of knowing Him, a wrathful and vengeful God sometime, somewhere! 

Greed

“ ‘Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.’” – Luke 12:15, NRSV
So many of us see things wrong. We measure the quality of life based on how much we have, what we own, what people think of us. We worry so much about reputation that we refuse to really live (who was it that said what the world needs isn’t nice people, but people who are alive?). We aren’t just talking about materialistic greed; we aren’t just talking about wanting new cars, new clothes, new houses and new lawn ornaments. The greed Jesus warns us of is the greed for a life that isn’t real. A life composed of ‘an abundance of possessions,’ those possessions being material, mental, physical, emotional, even just-in-the-head. 

The sin here is pursuing life through materialism, emotions, pleasures, fantasies instead of pursuing life and happiness through the one true source of all life and joy: Jesus of Nazareth. Philippians 1:21, as we read earlier, says that to live is to have Christ. The sin is seeking for that life apart from Jesus. John 10:10 records Jesus as saying, “I’ve come to bring real, full life.” Real life – a life worth living – is found only in Jesus, and we blaspheme God when we seek that life in other ways, through ways of this world. We all know John 3:16 – “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only begotten Son so that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” That eternal life isn’t living forever – we all live forever, just not everyone’s going to be in the same place. Eternal life means real life. Not only living forever, but really living; real life comes through Jesus alone. Those real Christians know this – no wonder they are willing to lay down comforts and life for the sake of the Gospel! The sin of greed goes deeper than volatile want – the sin is going after a farce life, a lie of a life, a fake life. 

The sin of greed digs beneath the shallow flesh. It effects our physical life, as well as our mental, spiritual, emotional, social. Its arms reach out to all corners of our lives and peel away our flesh, making us bleed. The sin is not appreciating our blessings; always wanting more, more, and when we get that, something else, something bigger, better – never being satisfied. Selfishly desiring other peoples’ things, other peoples’ families, looks, reputations, accomplishments. 

“Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers--not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.” – 1 Peter 5:2,3, NIV
Be generous, loving, Christ-like, not greedy for money, but eager to serve. Greed corrupts every part of our existence; serving others is humility and the humble, as we’ve seen, will be exalted. Isn’t it amazing how we are so greedy for money, that when someone who is content on a low check-book and a cockroach-infested apartment comes around, we wonder, What’s he got that we don’t? I’ll tell you – understanding of what really matters: “To live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Living isn’t materialistic or mental or physical wealth – it is knowing Jesus. If you must be greedy, be greedy to serve! Be greedy to take the lower hand. Die with a legacy as a servant of God, a legacy that isn’t tarnished. Greed says ‘no’ to generosity, ‘no’ to charity, ‘no’ to the transformation of our lives by the Holy Spirit. Greed washes away our new creations in Jesus and turns us into robots controlled by worldly desires.

“Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.” – 1 Peter 5:5, NRSV
How much more explicit could you be? No greedy person will find any inheritance in the kingdom of heaven, for the greedy person – the idolater – places idols before God; whatever he or she is greedy for, that is an idol, and God hates idols. Give God all, or give him nothing. But hot or cold for Him, not lukewarm – if you’re lukewarm, you’ll be vomited out of His mouth! If you love something – or someone – more than you love Jesus, you are not worthy of Jesus; if you do not take up your cross – the suffering of following only God – you are not worthy of Jesus. If you find your life through greed, you’ll lose it – but if you find live – real, full life! – through Jesus, then, my friends, you’ll really find it!

“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” – Matthew 10:37-39, NRSV

Sloth

“I passed by the field of one who was lazy, by the vineyard of a stupid person; and see, it was all overgrown with thorns; the ground was covered with nettles, and its stone wall was broken down. Then I saw and considered it; I looked and received instruction. A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest, and poverty will come upon you like a robber, and want, like an armed warrior.” – Proverbs 24:30-34, NRSV
The blessings of America have corrupted us. Sports cars. Plasma TVs. Olive Garden and Applebee’s, snacks flooding the kitchen pantry. We go to school, we go to work, we eat dinner, fall asleep in front of a TV with a bowl of ice cream. We complain about eight-hour shifts, cell phone bills, and giving 10% in the offering plate. We are convinced we have it so rough. All these blessings bestowed on us by God have corrupted us. Satan has weaseled himself in, snuck into our bed chambers, and deposited sloth on our pillows. We breathe it in at night, and cough it out during the day. The cycle goes over and over. We’ve been corrupted; in this bankrupt state of complacency, we’ve allowed corruption to eat us away, inside-out. 

We have let materialism engulf us. In the chaos of three-piece-suits and snazzy PowerPoint presentations and six-point acronym sermons, we’ve slowly been crushed under the spiritual burden, the spiritual weariness, that Jesus came to relieve. We have lost sight of what really matters. Because of this, we’ve become slothful – lazy. Most of us don’t have the slightest idea of what sloth really is – sloth is laziness. 

Sloth has infected us all. We laugh and joke about it. The classic, hilarious movie Office Space revolves around how laziness brings happiness. King Solomon, in all his splendor and wisdom, knows what sloth really brings – destruction. 

Laziness stems from ungratefulness. We are ungrateful for what we have. America is so blessed. Yet in all its blessings, the beautiful blessings have rotted us to the core. The blessings themselves have corrupted us. We find it horrible that we must work for food; why can’t we just sit at home, eat Cheerios and watch the Olympics? We find it terrible that we’re asked to work holidays. If we don’t get paid time and a half, we fuss and holler and kick dust. Here’s something new – work gratefully, grateful that you have a job. Work hard, work to survive. Work to live. Sloth corrupts.

We must not become lazy in our school; don’t back down from hard work, study for the exams, finish the homework, even if in all reality it is the dumbest schoolwork you could ever be forced to do; all of us who’ve been through school know what that is like. We must allow ourselves to slack off at our jobs – when you’re there to work, work! Work as hard as you can. One of the greatest turn-offs to those seeking spirituality is Christians who spend all their time at work talking about Jesus; when we’re supposed to be working, work! This isn’t an excuse to share Jesus – obviously, if God is calling you to witness, do it; but if that call is not there, your spiritual – faithful – duty is to be a hard-worker, to work as if you are working for Jesus. And we must not become lazy in life. We must not become lazy within our families, our relationships, our responsibilities to the community. Laziness kills.

“And we want each one of you to show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope to the very end, so that you may not become sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.” – Hebrews 6:12, NRSV

What’s the writer of Hebrews saying? In layman’s terms, If you’ve really got faith, don’t be lazy. Sloth is the last deadly sin, and just like all the others, it is one most of us deal with every day of our life. We are always tempted to be lazy, whether it be in school, at work, on the field or in our own homes. To defeat this horrible sin, we can’t back down from hard work. What is the punishment for laziness? A paved highway to death.

“The craving of the lazy person is fatal, for lazy hands refuse to labor.” – Proverbs 21:25

The Gift: Not a Plan!

“But God is so rich in mercy, and he loved us so very much, that even while we were dead because of our sins, he gave us life when he raised Christ from the dead. (It is only by God’s special favor that you have been saved!)” – Ephesians 2:5, New Living Translation
In the opinion of many, the greatest disaster of Christianity is its change from heartfelt love to a business corporation. The mystical trademarks of Christianity – even our mysterious Triune God! – have been turned into corporate number systems, into pamphlets and how-to books. The mysterious is scorned; it seems to be a cardinal sin to not understand everything. There are ‘classes’ instead of fellowship, ‘worship services’ instead of worship gatherings. Turn in a membership card and pay your fee of 10% each pay-check. Want to know Jesus? Want to experience God? Attend our Spiritual Maturity Classes! Spiritual Maturity 101, 201, 301, and for the advanced, 401! Want to know what Christianity is all about! Want to be saved by Jesus? Round the bases on our “Plan of Salvation” classes and sign your card to get into heaven. It’s 100% free if you give us 10% of our life’s income! And after our spiritual-fuel-up service, check out our coffee and donuts, meet and greet! 

The very roots of Christianity have been dug up and painted with the corporate ideals. And no small wonder! The industrial revolution seized much of the world and shed a new light on everything; why wouldn’t it shed light on the Body of Christ and how the institution known as the church does things? This corporate Christianity is deadly; but most deadly is its view of salvation, coined, The Plan of Salvation.

Plan of Salvation. Wrong right off the start. This makes it sound like a business deal between two partners. We’ve no case to set before God; we’ve no case to stand before God! We are deserving of every wicked and horrible and painful punishment that God could throw down un us. We deserve to be the blunt of his anger, his wrath, his malice. We see this when God flooded the earth because of mankind’s sinful ways (some believe that the state of the world now is much worse than before the Flood!). God is a just God; He is a righteously angry God; He is also a loving God. There was no plan in God’s eye when He allowed His Son to come down, lead a perfect, holy life, and be murdered by His own people. There was no plan there, not at all! No pens waiting at the Pearl Gates to sign people in. Just God and His infinite love, a love so great we cannot fathom, cannot understand, can only remember what Jesus Christ did on that cross nearly 2000 years ago. We can only remember how much Jesus paid for us – and how He willingly laid it all down. Paul puts this all in perspective in his letter to the Romans:

“That famous promise God gave Abraham – that he and his children would posses the earth – was not given because of something Abraham did or would do. It was based on God’s decision to put everything together for him, which Abraham then entered when he believed. If those who get what God gives them only get it by doing everything they are told to do and filling out all the rights forms properly signed, that eliminates personal trust completely and turns the promise into an ironclad contract! That’s not a holy promise, that’s a business deal. A contract drawn up by a hard-nosed lawyer with plenty of fine print only makes sure sense that you will never be able to collect. But if there is no contract in the first place, simply a promise – and God’s promise at that – you can’t break it.” – Romans 4:13-15, The Message

Our being made right with God is not done through works. It is not based on how well we serve God, what denomination we lay claims on, whether or not 10% - if we give it – is barely scraping giving potential. It is not twisted by our mistakes. It is not canceled by our sin. If it were a business deal, the first sin we stumbled across would put an X across our name. No one would ever see God then! If it were a business deal, Peter would be forgotten after he denied Jesus three times. He would’ve been fired! And Paul, when he was murdering Christians? No grace, no mercy: he would’ve never been chosen by God! Yet he was! Why? Because it’s a gift of love, mercy, grace, not a business deal between two ‘greedy, hard-nosed lawyers.’ God is our Father, not a lawyer. He gives out gifts, not contracts. 

“God’s promise [of salvation] arrives as pure gift. That’s the only way everyone can be sure of getting in on it, those who keep his religious traditions and those who have never heard of them.” – Romans 4:16, The Message
A gift. Not a plan. The Early Church knew this. There was never any indication of a plan of salvation. Over and over, though, the gift of salvation is screamed to the people reaching for the Good News. A gift from a holy, wonderful, powerful, amazing Creator, to a wicked, corrupt, fallen, destitute, spiritually-dry human race. A gift. Jesus died so that we might have life:

“The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give life in all its fullness.” – John 10:10, New Living Translation
Today we’re going to talk about what it means to accept the gift of salvation. We’re going to talk about how to receive the gift of salvation, and finally, where do we go from here?

“For all have sinned; all fall short of glorious standard.” – Romans 3:23, New Living Translation
In Paul’s letter to the Romans, he goes through every little detail about what Jesus did for us, and what it means – and how to – accept this gift. Some people might think that they are exempt from the need of salvation. “I’m a good person,” “I give to charity,” “I treat my wife and kids great,” “I get all As in school.” None of that matters! The simple fact is, all have sinned. The president. The manager. Me. You. Everyone. Because of the sin in our life, we are separated from God. Sin – rebellion against God – throws up a barrier between us and God, cutting us off. We are a branch hacked off the tree, spiritually dry and rotting. We need Jesus, because only He can put us back on the tree. Only He can tear down the barrier. Only He can rejuvenate our lives with spiritual satisfaction; only He can give us real life, a life that is more than breathing, sleeping, and eating. 

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.” – Romans 6:23, New Living Translation

Paul doesn’t say that the plan of salvation is eternal life; he acknowledges it as a gift. I stress this because the modern mindset is that it is a business deal. It’s not! So what is eternal life? Living forever? Nope. Everyone lives forever – where is the question: heaven or hell? So if eternal life doesn’t mean living forever, what does it mean? Eternal life means real life. Jesus Christ our Lord saves us and gives us real life. This is a parallel to what Jesus said in John 10:10. Because of our sin, we are going to die physically. It cannot be avoided. Sin is a plague, a disease, striking everyone born of the seed of man and woman; no one is exempt (Jesus, remember, was born only of the seed of a woman!). We’re going to die physically, but we shouldn’t be afraid; Jesus already conquered physical death. It isn’t the end; actually, it is the last stepping stone to full, complete intimacy with God in the Kingdom of Heaven! But Jesus didn’t just conquer physical death; He conquered spiritual death as well. It is through his death that we have real life, a real spiritual life, which is what we are designed for!

“Now, no one is likely to die for a good person, though someone might be willing to die for a person who is especially good. But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners. And since we have been made right in God’s sight by the blood of Christ, he will certainly save us from God’s judgment.” – Romans 8:7-9, New Living Translation
Who is likely to die for a good person? Even an especially good person? We’re not talking Secret Service or Bodyguard sacrifice; we’re talking love sacrifice. Jesus died for us while we were still sinners. As sinners, we are enemies of God. He died for us while we were enemies of God! Jesus died for sinners, and through that, he conquered physical death, spiritual death, and sin itself. When we accept God’s gift of salvation, we are not only made right with God, we are not only free to change, but we are also free from the bondage of sin! Sin has no control over us! It may seem like it sometimes, believe you me, but when all is said and done, we are free from the enslaving power of sin!
“Salvation that comes from trusting Christ – which is the message we preach – is already within easy reach. In fact, the Scriptures say, ‘The message is close at hand; it is on your lips and on your heart.’ For if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is by believing in your heart that you are made right with God, and it is by confessing with your mouth that you are saved.” – Romans 8:8-10, New Living Translation
The Good News is here. It is in this very room. You do not need to sign on to receive this free gift. There is no service charge. It is a gift. How does one receive a gift? He accepts it. So we, too, must accept the gift of God. It’s what He wants; it’s what we don’t deserve. 

Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord – this is what saves us. It is not enough to say, “Jesus is God,” or “Jesus is the Son of God.” That won’t do anything. Even the demons believe with that! We must make a testament that “Jesus is my Lord and my Savior.” Some do it through baptism, and that’s a great way to do it. But salvation, despite what many modern churches preach, is not essential for salvation. It is not required. Baptism is symbolic, symbolic of how we are washed of our sins.

Believe in your heart that God raised Jesus from the dead – believe in your heart. This is not the same as believe in your mind. Believing in your heart means so much more, encompasses so much more, breathes so much more! Believing in your heart fires up a revolution of the life; it sparks a flame in the soul. It enacts change in our lives. It is through Jesus that we are cleansed – and through believing in our heart, we are given the Holy Spirit, who fills us with a flame for change. We must allow the Holy Spirit to change us. 

“Circumcision and uncircumcision don’t mean anything. What really counts is the creation of a new nature.” – Galatians 6:15, NIV
Have we turned from sin? Have our old ways of living been changed? What worth is it to believe and confess if our lives don’t show it? Paul hits the nail on the head – “What really counts is the creation of a new nature.” We cannot create this new creature on our own. We don’t have that power. Only God has that power. The Holy Spirit moves in us, through us, molds us, shapes us, transforms us. The change is key, because the change is the identifying mark of whether or not we really believe; whether or not the truth is in us, whether or not this belief is a belief of the heart, or a belief of the mind. So many churches stress confession, belief, repentance, sometimes baptism, but where is the shouts of calling for new creations? Where is the command that we must change? 

Change means living a life of kingdom-hood. Letting the Holy Spirit take our lives, empty it, and replace it with the mind of Christ. Take hostile, spiteful attitudes and put love in there instead. Our old selves are washed away, yes, but that’s only part of the picture. We are new creations. 

“…the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” – Galatians 5:22,23, NKJV
The Holy Spirit changes us, inside-out. We begin to find the fruits of the spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, goodness and self-control – taking shape in our lives. A life of defeat is turned into a life of victory through Jesus, and through the Holy Spirit changing us. Why does the modern church bang hammers to the song of washed clean by the blood of Jesus, but halfway ignore the changed by the Holy Spirit? I do not know.

“You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt loses its flavor, how shall it be seasoned? It is then good for nothing but to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men. You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lamp stand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light so shone before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.” – Jesus, Matthew 5:13-16, NKJV

Jesus says that His followers are light in a dark world, salt on a tasteless earth. Our old selves were not salt and light! We become salt and light if we change. Salt and light is not something we do; it’s something we are. Change! Change! Change! But not through our own powers, but through the power of the Holy Spirit. There are those who refuse to be changed by the Holy Spirit – they confess, they believe, but they refuse to change. Jesus shows us what this road leads to in a parable found in Matthew 25:

“Then the kingdom of heaven shall be likened to ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Now five of them were wise, and five were foolish. Those who were foolish took their lamps and took no oil with them, but the wise took oil in their vessels with their lamps. But while the bridegroom was delayed, they all slumbered and slept. And at midnight a cry was heard: ‘Behold, the bridegroom is coming; go out to meet him!’ Then all those virgins arose and trimmed their lamps. And the foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise answered, saying: ‘No, let there should not be enough for us and you; but go rather to those who sell, and buy for yourselves.’ And while they went to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the wedding; and the door was shut. Afterward the other virgins came also, saying, ‘Lord, Lord, open to us!’ But he answered and said, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, I do not know you.’”– Matthew 25:1-12, NKJV
Confess.

Believe.

Repent.

Change.

I beg those of you who have not accepted the free gift of God to do so today! If you have, I challenge you, and I challenge myself: have you changed? Have I changed? Have we, as a church, as the Body of Christ, allowed the Holy Spirit to change us? Are you salt and light? Am I salt and light? Are we as a church, as the Bride of Christ, salt and light? 

The gift is free. 

The gift is eternal. 

The gift is real.

Will you accept?

“Yesterday I was alone; now I’m the presence of the Almighty God.” 


– Mac Powell of Third Day
Lust: The Poison in the Well

“Haughty eyes and a proud heart – 


the lamp of the wicked – are sin.”



- Proverbs 21:4, NRSV 

One Sunday afternoon, a Texas pastor’s wife was found dead in the bathroom. She had slit her wrists and bled to death. Investigators ransacked the home, trying to find if there were any clues as to why this placid, church-going, God-fearing woman had taken her life. The pastor stood to the side, face ashen, as his brief-case was opened – inside was a Bible and two XXX movies. His wife, after having to live with her husband’s hypocrisy, could stand it no longer. She was tired of seeing him preach on purity while carrying XXX movies in his briefcase. Tired to the point of death. 

Lust kills. Lust will take us and bond us if we are not careful. It will turn us into slaves. Why did the wife widow her husband? Because he was committing an affair – trading her for naked girls on a television screen. He was so addicted, so overcome, so in the snare of this deadly sin, that it cost him his wife’s life, the loss of his position at church, a trashed reputation, and many nights sorrow, knowing his direct actions had led to his wife’s suicide. Friends, lust is real. Lust is lethal. 

“ ‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’” – Matthew 5:27,28, NRSV

Jesus is saying, “If you see a woman and lust, you’re already having sex with her. And that kind of sex is sin.” A lot of us go to school, work, church thanking God that we’re not like those who worship God and then go and sleep around, get submerged in affairs, and live a life of sexual immorality. We thank God that we’re not like them – and don’t realize that we are like them! No different! Just as premarital sex, affairs, adultery is sexual sin, so is lust! If you see a hot girl at the amusement park and say, “Hey, I wonder what it would be like to screw her?” and you start imagining it, you are lusting – you are sinning. 

Don’t think you’re alone. The world suffers from lust. Lust is everywhere. If lust were to mark us on the forehead, no one would have soft, silky skin. Every man and woman would be dark as the hellish night. I would be lying to you if I said I didn’t struggle with lust. And you would be a hypocrite if you said, “Get him off the podium. Cut the mike!” At school, lust creeps up to us, whispering sweet nothings in our ears. At work, it is no different. Even at a worship gathering, lust is a deadly disease. 

It is everywhere. We just ignore it – it’s killing us. Slowly poisoning us. It will get us.

How do you struggle with lust? Everyone does (this is no excuse to jump on the bandwagon!). Perhaps there’s that one person you see, treat with respect, but trash him or her in your thoughts. Or you’re caught up in premarital sex, convincing yourself that since you love, it’s okay – it’s not! Or maybe you’re addicted to porn. You wake up, look at porn, shower in shame, and go to church, too mad at yourself to worship God with others. How do you struggle? 

Lust crawls up to us. Says, Over here, lookit, look at this good-looking girl, take a peek, just one more, there you go… Our heads are spinning, our bowels are tightening. Heaven seems to drop down on the wings of love. So goes the play-antics of lust. Lust is a ladder. Each step gets you closer to a fall. Once your lust turns into fantasies, you’re up a rung. Keep fantasizing. Now you’re masturbating. Wow. That feels good. But you know what? Premarital sex feels a lot better! Up another. You’re married, but that woman at work, she’s showing interest. She doesn’t need to know you’re married! Slip the ring off your finger, feel her kiss. Now you’re up again, drowning in an affair. The stair-steps keep going, and going, and going, until you fall, and you can’t get up. The lives of little girls are dirtied by your hands and camera crews sit out on your front lawn.

Some of us are saying, “I’m not like that.” We need to remember, “yet.”

Lust can turn us into a slave, and drag us deeper into the jungle of sin.

“ ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are beneficial. ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by anything… The body is meant not for fornication but for the Lord and the Lord for the body.” – 1 Corinthians 6:12,13, NRSV
Paul is saying he’s able to do whatever he wants, but not all things are going to help him in his walk with God. He is saying he can do whatever he pleases, but he admits some things will trap him, enslave him, exercise dominion over him. He goes on to add that our bodies are not meant for sexual sin, but are meant for the Lord. Lust, the very bedrock of sexual sin, can bind us in chains. Once we give in, we become addicted. Sex is a gift given to us by the Creator; our bodies are meant to feel pleasure; but when we take this gift and use it the wrong way, we sin. And this sin can take control of us.

A poll was taken at a Christian college. 68% of the boys said they searched for porn on computers. 10% admitted to looking at porn on the computer on a regular basis. Another 5% confessed to having a problem with this beast of lust. Americans average 14 sexual partners in a lifetime. 72% high school seniors have sex before graduation, and 19% have four or more sexual partners while in High School. The average American age of first sexual experience is 16. And unbeknownst to most, 34% of women confess to looking at porn on a regular basis.

Lust. It is all over the place. The temptation is there. The sin is there. I know it. You know it. God knows it. In this world, we are tempted – this is inevitable. But we have to decide how we respond to that temptation. Do we give in? Or do we stand and fight? Do we run from temptation, or into it? Our actions when temptation come will be identifying marks of where our allegiance lies – in the arms of lust, or in the will of God.

“Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus that, as you learned from us how you ought to live and to please God (as, in fact, you are doing), you should do so more and more. For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from fornication; that each one of you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, not with lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God, that no one wrong or exploit a brother or sister in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as we have already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. For God did not call us to impurity but in holiness. Therefore whoever rejects this rejects not human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit to you.” – 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8, NRSV
We are called to live no lives of impurity, but lives of holiness. If we reject this calling to purity, this calling to holiness in all others, we reject not a word of man, but the commands of God. A lot of us see holiness as an option. After all, we’re forgiven, so can’t we go on sinning? It’s all going to be washed away! Yes, it is going to be washed away, but this is ungodly thinking. Holiness is not an option. It is a command. It needs to be the focus of every goal we have here on this earth. Holiness is not an idea, it is not theology, but actions in our being. Holiness must be displayed throughout our lives. Holiness wherever we go – because we are children of God. If we refuse to turn our lives around and live holy lives, we are rejecting God. When we refuse to face the sin of lust in our life, we are rejecting the commands of God – and rejecting God Himself.

“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. But fornication and impurity of any kind, or greed, must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper among saints. Entirely out of place is obscene, silly, and vulgar talk; but instead, let there be thanksgiving. Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes on those who are disobedient.” – Ephesians 5:1-6, NRSV

Lust is so real, so powerful, that even it ought not to even be mentioned out of place amongst us! What is out-of-place? Crude jokes, sexual humor. Accountability is not out-of-place. Crying because of sin is not out-of-place. This is so serious, so binding, that it is better not even to mention it! Paul adds in his letter to the Ephesians that no one who commits sexual sin has any inheritance in the Kingdom of God, and that the wrath of God will come down on those who are disobedient. The institution-church – not the church of the people, but the church of brick-and-mortar – harps so much on the love, grace and mercy of God that it refuses to look at the wrath of God, something so real and so powerful we ought to tremble, quake and shiver in our shoes! 

Sin is a poison. It is a drug. It takes us captive. Look at how lust can so twist us up:

“…God gave [the wicked] up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due penalty for their error.” – Romans 1:26,27, NRSV
Lust can take hold of us and twist around our sexuality. It is nothing uncommon. In ancient times, it was common. Today, it is even more so common! What I am about to say will tick a lot of us off – gays are equal to us. This is because all are equal under the eyes of God. All are sinners. All are doomed. They struggle with sin just as we do, except a lot more heat nowadays is thrown on their sin than on ours. We are called to love the sinner and hate the sin. Homosexuals are straight people enslaved by the sin of lust. We need to love them, have compassion on them, and show them Jesus so that they can break free! No doubt there are even Christians who struggle with homosexuality; a closet secret, but one that must be brought into the open. As the body of Christ, a healing power, we are to lay our hands on those under such dominion, under such wicked temptation, and pray that they be relieved! We are all born straight; no one is born gay. Satan twists us around as we fall into the noose of lust. Don’t get me wrong. Homosexuality is a sin. We just need to get past hating the sinner, and show them the love, grace and compassion of our Lord Jesus Christ!
God wants to save us, reconnect us, change and transform us. We just need to let him. Perhaps you’ve been caught in lust forever since you’ve had the ability to remember. Perhaps it bites at you everyday. You’re fighting, but you’re losing night-after-night. The hole only gets darker. You love God, you hate the sin, but you fall into it. Here’s some grim news: if you don’t forsake the sin, and turn completely to God, it will kill you. Sin is not a toy. It will kill you. No one is out of reach of the salvation of Jesus. He will forgive us of our sin – but if we are to change, we can’t rely on our own strength, but on the strength of God. And it will be hard. Oh, so very hard! Breaking out of chains hurts. It’s a painful experience. It can leave bruises and cuts on your wrists. But once you’re free – oh, how free! Free to move! Free to breathe! Free to run!

Stop masturbation, stop the lust, stop the adultery, the premarital sex, the affairs! Quit! You are not hurting God. You can’t hurt God – He is independent of His Creation. Sin is rebelling against God – and the one getting hurt is the sinner. Sin hurts us! Stop! Break the habit! Break it here and now! Scream up to God, “I struggle. Sometimes I am losing. I give it up. Take over. Purify me with fire. I’m done with all the sin. I don’t want to be anyone’s slave save for a slave to You!”

When the temptation comes, compare the moment to the cost. Pleasure for five minutes isn’t worth the shame of a night, the shame of a lifetime, the guilt of breaking communion with God, if just for a moment. Sometimes when temptation comes, we get stuck in tunnel vision. We can’t see. Open your eyes! When temptation comes, open the Bible! Read God’s Word! Pray! Avoid the temptation, run from it! A trash moment is not worth a trashed legacy! When the temptation to lust comes, remember the cross; see sin for what it really is – look at what it did to Jesus! When we lust, we are yelling to Jesus on the cross, “Bleed! Suffer! Cry! Die!” And when that lust comes, do not forget the empty tomb – the salvation that turned a pervert like me into a child of God.

“Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry).” – Colossians 3:5, NRSV
