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March 29, 2009
 Psalm 119

“Create In Me a Clean Heart” 

Last Sunday in Lent

Jerri L. Kumm LP

May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Heavenly Father, that those who hear might know you better.


The new priest is nervous about hearing confessions, so he asks an older priest to sit in on his sessions. The new priest hears several confessions, then the old priest asks him to step out of the confessional for a few suggestions.

The old priest suggests, "Cross your arms over your chest and rub your chin with one hand." 

The new priest tries this. The old priest suggests, "Try saying things like, 'I see, yes, go on, and I understand, how did you feel about that?"

The new priest says those things, trying them out. The old priest says, "Now, don't you think that's a little better than slapping your knee and saying, 'No way! What happened next?'"
     
Have you ever done a cross word puzzle that gives the clue:  “subject of Sunday 

Sermon”?   The answer they want is “sin”.  Now I have never delivered a sermon on sin but for some reason it’s appropriate this Sunday because of the Psalm we read – Psalm 119.   But relax, this is not going to be a “hell’s fire and brimstone – you must repent” type of sermon.  It’s more an essay on sin and how we are meant to deal with the sin that lies within each of us – our sinful natures if you will.
First let’s see about defining sin.   One source defines it as: to miss the mark." The mark, in this case, is the standard of perfection established by God and evidenced by Jesus. Viewed in that light, it is clear that we are all sinners.”   And though that is true on the surface it seems a bit simplistic to me….that merely says, “ to not be perfect is a sin”.   I think there’s more to it than that.

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines it as: “An offense against religious or moral law,” when it is a noun, and as a verb- as in ‘to sin’ – as “a transgression of the law of God” or “a vitiated (or impaired)  state of human nature in which the self is estranged from God.”  Ah, now we’re getting somewhere – this is beginning to sound familiar.
In the  O. T., the people, the Hebrews, practiced some “acceptable” sins which would not be acceptable to us today.  Human Slavery, genocide, and polygamy are examples of that.  These were socially acceptable “sins” which were practiced on a daily basis that today would make us cringe.


On the other hand, some sins that are practiced today would be unacceptable to the average Hebrew of the OT.  The greed of large corporations, our indifference to our neighbor and the moral laxity of the 21st century would be totally unacceptable for the people of the Old Testament.


In my research, I tried to separate the different “kinds” of sins:  there is habitual sin, venial sin, mortal sin, and the seven deadly sins or capital sin.  Many of us have habitual sins – things that we know are not good for us but we do them anyway.  Venial sins are those that can be forgiven, Mortal sin is that which may not be forgiven without confession and repentance and the seven deadly sins or capital sins are a list of Mortal sins.  They are pride, greed, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, sloth.


Now let’s get real.  Which of us has never been angry?  Can anyone here say that they have not been lazy at least one Sunday morning and stayed home from church?  And what woman alive hasn’t wished for the beautiful hair, eyes or legs of some famous model?  Are we committing a mortal sin when we do these things?  Are they not anger, sloth and envy?  Are we in danger of living eternity in hell because we engage in one of these sins?  Of course not! 
 Now, were we to take those simple little sins of sloth, anger, and envy, for example, a bit farther would be getting closer to committing mortal sin?  If we were to let our anger get the better of us to where it turned into a boiling cauldron which overflowed into other parts of our life – if we were to envy the beauty of another person to the point of stalking him/her, then of course at that point these human lapses of anger and envy become very dangerous indeed.


When something like this becomes a danger to another person – when our envy or anger causes us to act in a premeditated manner to harm or injure another person, then you bet it becomes a sin because this premeditation is putting ourselves above God.  It is perfectly human to briefly wish we had the life or the beauty of another person, but when we act to make it so, and particularly if in the process we don’t care who gets in the way or who gets hurt, then we are committing a sin of the most grievous nature.  Anytime we take such serious actions against another we are putting our actions above how God might work in this person’s heart.  We are putting our own selfish desired above God’s and taking him out of the equation alltogether.   That is a most serious sin. 

To take this a step in a personal direction, we have to look at speaking ill of another person.   We are taught as Christians that judging others is a sin.  Your mother told you, “if you cannot say something nice about someone – say nothing at all”.  But  I have a problem with deciding when telling the truth about someone is not a judgment.  For example – it doesn’t seem to be a judgment to say “Harry is tall” because that is a truth and everyone can see it.  But let’s say that Harry has been mean to me and I therefore have the opinion that he is a mean person.  If I then tell everyone I know that Harry is a mean person, I am therefore casting judgment upon him and that is not my place.  
Ruth defines sin as “anything which separates us from the love of God” which is another way of putting our quote from Merriam Webster: “a vitiated (or impaired) state of human nature in which the self is estranged from God.”  Put plainly:  Our sins separate us from God, even such a seemingly minor one as speaking ill of another person.
I don’t know about you, but when I have hurt someone or fear that I have hurt someone, it makes me sick – it makes my tummy feel tense and in knots until I have “come clean” to that person and begged forgiveness.  Sometimes of course, people just take things in a way in which they were not meant and get their feelings hurt.  In that case, we can only ask in our prayers that God forgive our sins – those know and unknown.  


When it comes to certain sins, I am totally “at sea” as to why people do such things.  I’m talking about sins against society – robbery, assault, rape, murder.  What gets into the mind of a person who does such things is way beyond my comprehension.  But, even these evil deeds have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus and can be forgiven – because that is how powerful and loving our God is. 

Our Psalmist is more than willing to recognize his faults and evils as he uses the whole writing to confess his sins and ask for forgiveness.  He admits, “I have been evil from the time I was born” and “I have sinned against you”    He begs, “Remove my sin, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow”  “Create a clean heart in me, O God and put a new and loyal spirit in me”.


Isn’t it interesting, and we’ve noted this in Bible study, that a reference is made way back in the OT Psalms of being “washed whiter than snow”?  We use these words over and over in relating how we, who believe, have been washed in the blood of the lamb Jesus, and made whiter than snow which is a metaphor for being cleansed from our sins.

If God does creates in us a clean heart, we will catch ourselves, more often,  before the next judgment comes out of our mouth, before we even consider being nasty to another person, to not helping a brother in need, to being spiteful to someone or hurting someone on purpose.


Because of sin, man is not perfect – through sin– man is not God-like.  There are many ways to sin against God and our neighbor – some little – some not so little.  But every Sunday, and as many times during the week as is needed, we are able to hit our knees and say, “we are truly sorry and we humbly repent” – that we may “delight in your will and walk in your ways…”  That, my friends in Christ, is just another way of saying – “Create in me a clean heart oh God - and put a new and loyal spirit in me”.                                










Amen
