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We all know that the road to hell is paved with good intentions.  I used to have visible evidence of this in a pile of baby gifts that sat on top of a bookshelf in my study at home.  I would hear about a new baby, go out and purchase a cute little outfit, sometimes I’d even wrap the gift – and it would somehow sit on top of my bookshelf until the intended little recipient had long outgrown the gift.  My daughters called these, “Mom’s road to hell gifts.”  My intentions were good – and I really meant to mail the gifts, or deliver them in person.  But somehow that just never happened.

This example is trivial, but it speaks of the far deeper question for the Christian life.  Can we ever be free of sin?   “Paul was no stranger to the struggle against the sinful nature.” (SFB 1485)  “I can will what is right,” he says, “but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.”  His argument about law and sin, spirit and flesh, good and evil is complex and often seems convoluted.  But at its core, Paul’s word rings true.  St. Augustine agreed when he wrote non posse, non peccare – it is not possible not to sin.

We may speak of sin in healthy ways or unhealthy ways, but we ignore its reality at our peril.  Paul says that sin is not simply human acts of rebellion or lawbreaking, but it is a personified force at work in the world and in humankind.  He writes of principalities and powers that are beyond the realm of human understanding.  Sin is a powerful reality in our world and it seeps into the lives of all of us…sins of willful disobedience, sins of ignorance, sins of commission and omission, corporate, systemic sins that none of us can escape.

In his book, On Not Leaving It to the Snake, Harvey Cox contends that the greatest sin is sloth – abdicating our full humanity as Adam and Eve did in the Garden, letting the snake tell them what to do.

Sin shatters the wholeness and peace that God desires for our world.  Sin shifts the focus of life from God to ourselves.  Ultimately, sin separates us from God and from each other, creating barriers that we cannot breach on our own and chasms that we cannot cross.  

The Psalmist understood all this.  “Against you, you alone, have I sinned.”  All sin affects our relationship with God.  “I was born guilty…” Sin is not a mistake, a slip; it is part of our human condition.

But neither Paul, nor the Psalmist leaves us stuck in the mire.  The psalm begins with the assumption that God is merciful and ready to extend love and forgiveness to sinners.  “You desire truth in the inward being…”  In humility, the psalmist asks for self-awareness and integrity of mind and heart.  “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.”  The psalmist trusts in God’s ability and desire to make of us new creations.

Paul, too, claims the power of God for healing and restoration.  “Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  Because of the work of Christ, we do not have to be stuck in a downward spiral of sin, even though sin will always be a part of our life in this world.

Scholars speak of Paul’s theology of “the already and the not yet.”  Because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, we have been born into a new age and given freedom that opens the possibilities of abundant life.  But the final consummation of Christ’s work has not happened yet, that time when there will be no more death, no more crying or pain.  Yet we wait with confidence in God’s desire for shalom for all creation.  With Paul’s diagnosis of the power of sin, comes the remedy of victory over sin and death through the cross, and therefore, freedom from guilty self-absorption.  God’s love has proved itself stronger than all the powers of darkness.

A function of the Lenten season is to confront us with the reality and power of sin in our lives.  Then on Good Friday, we can say with Paul, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.”  Then on Easter we can claim new life in the healing and life-giving mercy and grace of God.

Paul’s argument evolves into chapter eight with this amazing statement:  “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death.”  “What are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?  Who will bring any charge against God’s elect?  It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn?”

Sin is insidious and can pile up in our lives like the road to hell gifts on my book shelf.  We don’t do what we want, and we do the very things we don’t want.  “It is not possible not to sin.”  But the Good News that Paul proclaims to us is that, as God’s people, the Spirit of Christ dwells in you and in me.  It defeats the power of sin and transforms the way we live.  We may still struggle with sin in our lives, but we are assured that sin does not have the last word.  The last word is delivered by God whose resurrection love has proved itself stronger than all the powers of darkness.  

Paul is convinced that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Martin Luther wrote:  “This life therefore is not righteousness, but growth in righteousness; not health but healing; not being but becoming; not rest but exercise.  We are not yet what we shall be, but we are growing toward it, the process is not yet finished, but it is going on; this is not the end, but it is the road.  All does not yet gleam in glory, but all is being purified.”

Lent reminds us of our human frailty and our deep need for God.  But the very practice of observing Lent is an affirmation of the hope we have through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, that the new age has dawned, and its rays of light will continue to break through into the ever decreasing darkness.

Thanks be to God.
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