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What is Sin?
Gathering prayer

O God, give us grace to set a good example to all among whom we live, to be just and true in all
our dealings, to be strict and conscientious in the discharge of every duty; pure and temperate in
all enjoyment, graciousna generous and courteous toward all; so that the mind of Jesus Christ

may be formed in us and all may know that we are his disciples; in whose name we pray. Amen.

Hearing the word

Romans 3:1881

Considering the word

Silence
Reflection and Discernmén

¥What did you hear?
¥Is there a word of God for us?

DISCUSS

¥Describe a time when you felt forgiven.

What is sin?

Sin is a fundamental issue Lutheranheology.Law and @spel steadfastly call people to pay
attention to this fundamental problevhhuman existencéluman beings, individually and
collectively,are much inclined tanderestimate the destructive power of ginoverestimate
human capacity to handle guilt on our ownd to underestimate GodOs abilitiotgive and
transform While the word OsinQ is used frequently in theology, worship, teaching and prayer,
what it means may not be as clear as is sometimes assiMined the conversation goes deep
enough, the question arises OWhat is®in?

One might say that the definition of sirvalves two interrelated concepts:

Sin is disobeying GodOs law; and
Sin is misdirected trust.

! OVvoction in daily lifeO EVLW, page 82.
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The section below is an opportunity to consider how each of these concepts affects our
understanding of sin.

The law names GodOs expectations; therefioris, disobeying GodOs lafhe Greek word
Harmartia is the most common word for OsinO in the New Testament; the root of the word means
to miss the mark, target or roatlvhere the target is GodOs will, sin is to miss the target. Where
sin is to GodOs waynsds to take the wrong road. A basic summary of the law is the Ten
Commandmentand throughout the churchOs history they have been used for grajession
repentance, renewal areflection Jesus, Rad and James all summarize tlaviby quoting

Leviticus 19:181.ove your neighbour as yoursélesus® words come in resmto a question
asking which ©@mmandment was first of all, and he names the importance of loving God and
loving neighboursOn these two Commandments hang all the law and the pesphe¢ love

that is galled for here Bgape;a compassionate and generous action, rather than a sentimental
feeling.

Disobeying GodOs law reveals something in human life: a lack of trust ifi@oefore, sin is
misdirected trustThe ELCA Study of Hman Sexualityarticulates that

In the Lutheran tradition, however, we are urged to go deeper and consider sin in even
broader terms than any list of wrong actiofise Book of Concorduilds on ScriptureOs
insistence that human sinfulness is not esdgnéibout a list of wrong behaviours, but
rather about mistrust in God. Sin is, essentially, defined in two ways in the Lutheran
tradition: First, sin is being Ocurved in on oneOs selfO-obsetised. Secondly, sin is
misdirected trust and desire (call®concupiscenceO in classic texts) Lahge
CatechismQiscussion of the First Commandment, for instance, claims that placing
oneself above God or GodOs intentions for the restoration of all creation amounts to a sin
of idolatry. Sin is, essentially, istrust or misdirection of oneOs desires toward self
gratification or selassertion at the expense of others. It is ignoring GodOs calling to
service and love.

This Lutheran insight abotite reality of sin within both oneOs action and personal

identity takes the discussion of sexuality deeper, for it means that Osexual sinO can occur
even within marriage. Sexual activity within marriage is sinful if it is-selftered and

does not express genuine love and respect of the spouse. Such an undextairding
removes sexuality from a simple list of Osinful lustsO and should challenge us into a
deeper understanding of sinOs pervasiveness and comblexity.

Disobeyingparticular laws might be describedaasymptom of misdirected tryst symptom of
operatng out of selfishnes§he abundance of misdirected trust and harmful acticapasnful
reality of life in this world.

23IN, SINNER,SI'heInterpreterf]sictionary of the BibleAbingdon Press, 18printing 1991, vol. 4, page 371.
% See Matthew 22: 340, Mark 12:2884, Luke 10:27, Romans 13:9, Galatians 5:14, James 2:8

4 Matthew 22:40

® Session 2, Page 2

*ELCA study, pages HR1
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DISCUSS

¥What does the word OsinO mean to you? ) ) )
¥What are the implications of looking at sin in term©alisobeying GodOs law?0
¥What are the implications of looking at sin in terms of Omisdirected trust?0O

Sexuality and sin

To begin with a core sourcee\geral commandments speak direciynatters of sexuality:

Honor your father and your mother,.... You shall not commit adultegypu shall not covet your
neighbour's wife,.”. In theSmall CatechisiriLuther writes tha¥ou shall not comradultery
means that OWe are to fear and love God, so that we lead pure and decent lives in word and deed,
and each of us loves and honbis or her spous€ GodOs expectations are concerned with
matters of family, marriage and sexuality. Other commandments also have implications for
living faithfully in matters of sexualityThe first commandmenyou shall have no other gods
before meis a call for God to be Lord of all dimensiooidisciplesO lives, including sexuality.
Remembering the Sabbath will root reflections and choices in matters of sexuality in a life of
prayer and worshipfou shall not murders Luther describes, is a comrdaio fear and love
God sothat weneither endanger nor harm the lives of our neighbours, but instead help and
support them in all of lifeOs needs\den reflecting on life in relationship, this commandment
offers much to consider in terms of confessaond of opportunity for service.

Some biblical passages articulate high standards for disciples living a life of faith. For example,
in the OSermon on the Moydtlesus says:

Orou have heard that it waaid to those of ancient time¥,dd $all not murded; and
vhoever murdes shall be liable to judgment3dt | say to you that if you are angry with

a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister,
you will be liable to the council; and if you s&yYou foolydu will be liableto the hell of
fire,....

Orau have heard that it was said/@ shall not commit adulte@®But | say to you that
every%r:)e who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his
heart.

In this passage, Jesus emighe bar on the kind of behaviour expected from discijplgminting

out the connection betweanternal thoughts and feelings and slasusrticulates that sin can

be directed both toward behaviour and toward attitude of the heart. This highd&taindar
expectation may encourage a deeper confession of sin. What confession do we make in the light
of GodOs high expectations? This high standard may also inspire vision for mission. Knowing
GodOs forgiveness, what possibilities come to mind for doingvgad in the light of GodOs
expectations?

" Exodus 20:12, 14, 17

8 Small CatechisgrOThe Ten Commandments,O EvLW, Page 1160
® Small CatechisOThe Ten Commandments,O EvVLW, Page 1160
10 Matt 5:222, 2728
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DISCUSS

¥ What is your response to JesusO words about adultery and murder? What feelings and thoughts
are stirred in you?

Law and gospel

One might say that Lutherans find it difficult to speak about sin witkpeaking about

forgiveness. Sin can be forgiven; because God forgives by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.
Sin is harmful because it disrupts our relationship with God. This relationship can be restored
because God acts. The proclamation of law arspglas ultimately intended to focus on
humanityOs relationship with God. At the heart of this relationship is GodOs steadfast love for
humanity, individually and collectively.

Confession

Disciples approach sin with a sense of humility, for Oall hanediand fall short of the glory of
God.O We all need GodOs grace. Confession is a discipline that helps us be connected to the
reality of sin and the reality of forgiveness.the Small Catechisiriutherinvites people to
considerther relationships andblesin the context of confession:

Here reflect on your place in life in light of the Ten Commandments: whether you are a
father, mother, son, daughter, master, mistress, servant; whether you have been
disobedient, urdithful, lazy, whether you have hagchanyone by word or deed; whether
you have stolen, neglected, wasted or injured anytting.

Each persohas a responsibility to nantiee sins in his or her own lif¢his includes honestly
admittinghow these sins affect their neighboursther encouragepeople to focus on the sins
Oof which we have knowledge and which trouble'tis.O

Good works

Disciples approach good works with an awareness of trust toward God. There is much that is
important, valuable and meaningful about discovering opportunitiés ¢gmod. At the same

time, good works need to arise from a trusting relationship with God. Two beliefs are
fundamental. First, good works do not save a person:

We begin by teaching that our works cannot reconcile us with God or obtain grace for us,
for this happens only through faith, that is, when we believe that our sins are forgiven for
ChristOs sake, who alone is the mediator who reconciles the'®ather.

1 Small CatechisgrOHow Peoplere taught to coefs,O EVLW, page 1165
121bid., page 1165
13The Augsburg ConfessipArticle XX, quoted in Tappert page 42
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Second, good works are important and arise spontaneously as disciples respond to GodOs holy
love and grace:

It is also taught among us that good works should and must be done, not that we are to
rely on them to earn grace but that we may do GodOs will and glorify him. It is always
faith alone that apprehends grace and forgiveness of sin. When tlatbghe Holy

Spirit is given, the heart is moved to do good wdfks.

When the ELCIC says that it wants to be a chimddission for Othersit is saying that it wants
good works to spontaneously and joyfully arise among us because disciples are mgedan
law and gospel, and because the Holy Spirit is moving their hearts.

As human beings, not onto we get into trouble when we are inappropriately-setving but
also when we make mistakes trying to do the right thing. Failure to do what wedibe right

is just as sinful as doing what is wrondneTreality is that there are a lot of people to love in the
world, and we are limited in time, resourciEgesightand wisdomThere are moments when
showing love for one neighbour may cause ustarmble to show love for another neighbour.
Seeking to activelydilow one @mmandmentmay present choices that challenge our capacity
to follow another Attention for one person prevents us from giving attention to andthea
dilemma.Even when weavant to show love, no choice allows us to show pure love for all
people.GodOs gragescus us from this dilemmaGod redeems our attempts to love, full of
mixed motives and uses them to be a witness to the world.

Current context

In some ways, Osirgniot a particularly popular word in our dominant culture toGaytainly,

sin is active in our society, and sin is important to our theological understandings and reflections.
Using the word OsinO holds significant potential to communicate judg@hisfjidgement may

be selfdirected, or it may be directed toward othditse judgement may be intentional, as in
Othese actions are wrongr@ judgment may be unintentional, where in seeking to reflect on
circumstances, the words used may leave some pfegieg judged by the words that are
chosenSometimes when people react to the word sin, it is because of real life experiences of
feeling judged by the churcihe point is that using the word sin may shut down conversations
before they get starteBecaise sexuality is complex and personal, words experienced as
judgemental may feel hurtful in very personal ways. Into this context, the church seeks to bring
its faithful witness.

St. Paul writeAll things are lawfulObut not all things are beneficiaDAll things are lawful,O

but not all things build up. Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the"bitheeeking to

be a churchin Mission for Othersthe ELCIC is called to live PaulOs woristions have an

effect.Not speaking up about sin calloaw damaging behaviour to continugpeaking up can
communicate judgement about a person instead of about beh&setrising freedom can have

a negative impact on others; Paul challenges the church to take into account the effect our actions

% bid., page. &
151 Corinthians 10: 224
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have on diers.The goal is tdspeak] the truth in lové® in ways that equip people for ministry
and build up the body of Chrigthe goal is to find words and actions that show true compassion
and offer faithful witness to the gospel.

John 81b11 tells the storyof thewoman caught in adulten crowd drags the woman before

Jesus and points out to him that the normal punishment for this sin is death by stoning. Jesus is
quiet and the crowd natters on until Jesus finally 9@yt anyone among you who is witheirt

be the first to throw a stone at hé&fverse 7) Slowly the crowd disperses, with the elders

leaving first, until the woman and Jesus are left albla@ing established that there is now no

one left to condemn the woman, Jesus gaysither do | codemn you. Go your way, and from

now on do not sin agai®(verse 1J)

The crowd approached the situation with onlyldve. Jesus responded to the law with the
gospel.Relationship with Jesus transformi$irough the words of Jesus, the crowd is abletto le

go of its fury and make a different choiddis shift was needed both within individuals and for

the collective attitude of the public assem@lirough the action of Jesus, the womanOs life is
spared, and she receives a taste of love, a fresh sthe,Grmmand to leave her sin behind.

Jesus transforms the harsh words of scripture that they might become good news for the woman,
for the crowd and for the community.

DISCUSS

¥Describe a time when talking about OsinO enhanced your conversation avithgssP

I"How do you respond to the idea that moral laws or traditional norms may not always provide
the most lifegiving answer to an issue of sexuality? What about this concept do you find
disturbing? Helpful®

Community discernment and disagreement

For individuals and communities rootedsoripture,ethicaldiscernment is an ongoing process.
Throughout the ages, changing contexts call church communities to faithful disarsgion

prayer and to make decisions regardinbat is and is natacceptald behaviour for disciples.
Ethical discernment was happening in the early chvkttten Paul hears from the Corinthian
church that a man is living with his fatherOs wife, he calls for strong upholding of the law: if the
behaviour does not cease, removepison from the churcfi When faced with questions of
circumcision, Paul®s message is that faith in Christ does not require following ffiiaeiv.

when faced with questions of meat sacrificed to idols, Paul challenges both sides to reconsider
their perspctives.He suggests one side is weak in faith, and calls on the other side not to do
anythingto intentionally injue a fellow disciple®

16 Ephesians 4115

" ELCA Studies on Sexuality: Journey Together Faithfpliyt 3, page 25.
18| Corinthians 5:813

19 Galatians 5:813, for example.

20| Corinthians 8:B13

ELCIC Study of Human Sexuality B Session 3 Page6 of 8



Is it possible thatwo Christians could come to different conclusions about the moral response t
the same set ofrcumstances? A quick answer is Oyes.O Christians join different political parties
and express different opinions all the tildAdonger answer is that the church takes moral and
ethical issues very seriously. The church can endure, and sometimes eism) dhversity of

opinion to a point. Usually, ethical discernment is seeking common ground, in order to help
guide the actions and witness of disciples and a faith community. While always remaining
deeply aware of grace and forgiveness, what often fedls at stake in ethical discernment is

duty to God, appropriate care of neighbour, and the effectiveness of proclamation of the gospel.

Nevertheless, there are many times whairch groups large and small find themselves in the
midst ofpainful dispute®ver lists of sins and articulation of acceptable practice for disciples.
Much of the time, the two (or more) sides in a debate have a sense that they are living out the call
of the ScripturesSuch times call for mutual respect, listening and opporasit be surprised

by God speaking through the Bibkes noted in session one, the capacity to Ohonour people who
disagree with us but continue to talkO is important for discerning communities seeking to be
faithful in a complex world! Unity comes from Chist and it is a gift from Christ. When

disciples disagree regarding deeply held convictions, unity is questioned and it becomes
tempting to question the integrity of the faith of another. What if our unity in Christ demands an
ongoing journey together fellowship as the church faces the complexity of context? This is not
a plea to ignore the pain and difficult implication of disputes. Rather, it is a high call to honour
the faith in anothelEveryone is challenged to consider deeply their own opiniotigifight of
scripture and prayeEveryone is asked to humbly recognize that oneOs own convictions might
be wrong. It is a call to continue to seeldarstandingf why a sister or brother in Chrisas

come to a different conclusion than oneOs own. \Wh@munities have disagreements, much
energy is spent on persuading others to join the correct side; at some point in the process,
consideration might be given to investing some of this energy in seeking to better understand
how and why the OotherO sidenfed its perspectives.

DISCUSS
¥ What do you find challenging about continuing to honour and converse with people of different
convictions?

¥What do you find hopeful about continuing to honour and converse with people of different
convictions?

Listening to the whisperings of the spirit

Personal reflections:

¥What happened for you during this session?
¥My insights into my life are. . .

2! Timothy Wengert prepared two documents on OBound ConscienceO for the BREffections on the Bound Conscience

and 2.FAQ on Bound Conscience. www.elca.org/\MN&iBelieve/Socialssues.aspxThe papers offer a historical perspective

on respect for the convictions of another. Some will offer an academic critique of these. The ELCIC Task Force commends the
papers to this church as thought provoking reading.
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¥My insights into life and mission of my congregation are. . .

¥My insights into the life and missn of the wide church are. . .

¥ h light of this session, questi®that need to be explored are. . .

¥Insights | would like to share with the ELCIC Hum&exuality Task Force are. . .

Feedback for the ELCIC Task Force

(form provided in appendix #1)

¥ Having cosidered this session, what observations might help the ELCIC as it develops a social
statement on human sexuality?

Closing prayer

Give thanks for: Forgiveness
Teachers and mentors who help yournderstand GodOs ways
Leackrs who speak the truth ioMe
Those who offer an evangelical and effectiweness to the world

Pray for: A deeper understanding of sin
Those who are harmed by thessof others
Those who despair
The teaching nmistry of your congregation

Offer your own prayers:
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