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 Have you ever read something and 

thought, “That writer just read my diary.”  

How else could we explain how the writer 

knew us so well.  What the writer said was 

exactly what we’ve said word-for-word.  

That’s what I felt like when I read this 

passage. 

 Paul said, “I know what to do, but I 

don’t do it.  I set my mind what not to do, 

but I do it anyway.  Something deep within 

me sabotages my best intentions.”  Does this 

speak to anyone else besides me? 

     Many times, Paul seems so perfect, 

self-righteous and demanding, but here he 

admits to being a flawed person like the rest 

of us.  And, quite frankly, it’s nice to see.  

Paul’s intimate confession defines the inner 

struggle of every heart.  He describes the 

state of the human soul when it comes to 

sin: we can try as hard as we can, but we 

cannot save ourselves.     

 When we talk about sin, we usually 

think about it to mean, disobeying God, 

breaking God’s commandments.  When it’s 

simplified to right vs. wrong, or good vs. 

evil, it falls into the wrong or evil category.  

That usually makes sense when we’re 

thinking about the wrong choices we make.  

But, Paul says there is sin within us, that no 

matter how hard we try to do the right thing, 

we can’t do it.  This is a sin that we all 

share…our humanity.  Just by being human, 

we will always fall short.   

 Somewhere along the way in the 

history of Christianity, being a Christian 

looked more like having good morals.  

WWJD – What Would Jesus Do was a 

popular campaign to teach good, Christian 

morals.  If we had a dilemma, then we could 

pause and think about how Jesus would 

behave in that particular situation, and then 

we should make that choice as well.   

 There are a couple of problems with 

this thinking.  First, if the reason is to teach 

others to always follow the rules, we must 

remember that Jesus was a rebel.  He broke 

the rules.  He healed people on the Sabbath 

which was against Jewish law, and he hung 

out with people who would be considered 

riff raff -- prostitutes, thieves, the 

untouchables in their society.  In Jesus’ 

time, this would not be considered doing the 

right thing, but he did it anyway.  Jesus 

created a new rulebook – love is always the 

right thing to do. 

 Another problem with associating 

morality with Christianity is that it reduces 

our faith to our behavior.  It puts the power 

in our hands.  And, what do we do with sin?  

We manage it.  Paul says that we aren’t even 

capable of overcoming sin in our own 

power, but for some reason, we think we 

can.  We live by the gospel of sin 

management. 

 We organize and prioritize our life in 

ways that will cause little damage to 

ourselves and to others.  We make neat 

categories, label them alphabetically with 

our label maker and maybe even laminate 

them if we’re really serious.  We’re good at 

managing things.  Murder – bad file, lying, 

bad, unless telling the truth hurts someone’s 

feelings, then it’s ok to lie.  We need a new 

file…a “It Depends on the Situation” file.  

Could be a sin but sometimes not.  We’ve 

created this elaborate system of managing 

our sin.         

 Gregory of Nyssa, a saint in the 

Catholic Church, lived in the 300’s.  He 

wrote that “the self’s trying to affirm itself is 

like those who scale a sandy slope.”  Have 

you ever tried to “scale a sandy slope?”  

Some of you know that we just moved from 

Coronado, and the boys loved to scale the 

sand dunes on the beach there.  Walking in 

the sand at the bottom of a dune is a little 

more difficult than regular walking, but we 

manage it ok in the beginning.  Then, as we 

start walking up the incline, it gets a little 

trickier and harder, and then all of a sudden, 
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the sand slides and pushes us down.  We 

steady ourselves and think about how to do 

this.  We come up with a plan and start 

walking up again.  With each step, the sand 

moves under us again.  We test the sand 

before we put our full weight down and 

when it feels safe, we really dig in to get a 

good hold.  We may actually accomplish 

that for a few steps, and then we get 

overconfident and then what happens?  The 

sand slides under our feet and pushes us 

back down.  This takes a lot of effort on our 

part and not a lot of progress. 

 It’s the same in our spiritual lives 

when we live by the gospel of sin 

management.  It’s a constant struggle trying 

to do the right thing.  As Paul said, we know 

we should, we know we need to, but we just 

don’t.  We know what to do; we just cannot 

seem to do it.  We know what not to do, but 

we can’t make ourselves stop.  When we get 

tired of this constant struggle, we don’t 

understand our own actions.  We have the 

best intentions – I’m going to scale this dune 

-- but we don’t understand why we can’t get 

there.  We tell ourselves, “I’m trying.  I’m 

doing the best I can.”  We tell God, “I don’t 

understand.  I’m doing what you told me to 

do.  I’m following your commandments. I’m 

doing what Jesus would do, but I am so 

tired.” 

 What we don’t understand, is this 

toiling, all of this management, comes from 

a place of self-centeredness.  We are trying 

to fix ourselves.  We are trying to save 

ourselves.  We are trying to do it all on our 

own and by our control.  When we keep 

trying to do that, we are focusing on 

ourselves instead of focusing on God.   

 Erwin McManus is a pastor of a 

church in LA and an author and filmmaker.  

He said, “I became a Christian because I met 

God.”  It’s not about following the rules set 

by a religion.  It’s not about managing our 

behavior or mimicking Christ’s behavior.  

Being a Christian is becoming a new 

creation in Christ.  We surrender our self-

centeredness.  We swallow a good dose of 

humility and realize that we just can’t do it 

on our own.  We are “baptized into Christ,” 

“crucified with Christ,” “buried with 

Christ,” and “resurrected with Christ.”  The 

Spirit becomes part of our being.   

 When this happens, Jesus lifts the 

burden of right living because we are now in 

right relationship.  Now that we have 

reconciled ourselves with Christ, we receive 

rest and freedom because the Spirit lives in 

us.  This is the good news.  Because we live 

by the gospel of Jesus Christ, we don’t have 

to manage our sin.  Christ died for the 

forgiveness of our sins, and we get to 

experience the peace and freedom that 

brings.      

 We can’t save ourselves no matter 

how hard we try.  We need Christ simply 

because we’re human, not God.  We can’t 

pull ourselves up by our bootstraps; we can’t 

work harder at getting up that sandy slope; 

we can’t have more willpower.  Our 

salvation begins when we, in all honesty, 

own up to who we are and who God is.  The 

key is not what we can do for ourselves, but 

what God can do for us and in us, if we will 

allow it. 

 Do you live by the gospel of sin 

management or the gospel of Jesus Christ?  

It’s so easy to say, “Yes” to Christ.  It’s hard 

to surrender our self-centeredness and pride, 

but it’s easy to turn to Christ.  Jesus is just 

waiting.  He never badgers us, guilts us, 

pressures us, or nags us.  He is just waiting 

to pour out his grace to cover our humanness 

and to give us rest and peace that is Jesus 

Christ.     


