Dealing With Sin: Lessons 1-15
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 1 of 15—“Introduction to Sin”

Sin is the greatest problem in the universe. Sin was originated by, and is now supported through, the most powerful forces in all of existence, outside of God Himself. Sin has supernatural underpinnings. Sin is such a huge issue that the Son of God had to sacrifice His life to overcome it. Sin is not an “infraction” or a “misstep” or a “misdeed”…sin is the most horrible, monstrous, malevolent condition that can ever occur...and we do it all the time. We  believe in Christ, and we are seeking God’s power and blessings, but we sin, because it is our “nature” to do so. We have a “sinful” nature.

Most of what we will study throughout this book is designed to address the problem of sin. This is because sin is not what it seems, and we underestimate its destructive capabilities, frequently ignoring the resources God offers to enable us to deal with it. In this book, we will bring out techniques for overcoming sin. These are clearly described and delineated in Scripture, even though they are often overlooked by preachers and Bible teachers. 

(God, be gracious to us...we want to know how to deal with this unleashed dragon that stalks and attacks at every turn. We want to stay clean and live right. Show us in these studies how this is done.) 

When we look away from God, we instantly fall into sins of all sorts...sins of the eyes, the tongue, the hands, the feet, the heart, and so on. After all, we’re only human, and when we are most “human”, we are least “divine”. If sin is present in our lives, we cannot access God’s divine assets. Sin must be avoided...or removed. We will look at both of these.

Did we mention that sin is bad? It keeps us away from God’s strengthening provisions. On the other hand, when we are close to God, we have opportunities to love, to trust, to grow, to understand, to witness, to serve, to rest, and many other things. We will study all of these. But when we sin, problems arise: self-destruction, harm to others, divine punishment, frustration, fear, unhappiness, isolation from God, relationship difficulties, etc.

With God: production. With sin: destruction. This is why Jesus taught His disciples to pray: “Deliver us from evil.” We must know more about this force from which we have to be “delivered”. Fortunately, as we said, evil is well-defined in the Bible...to help us identify sin...and to prepare us to overcome it. 

Generally, we tend to see sin as something others do...mistakes in behaviors or attitudes that we observe in them. Our own sins are harder to see. In evaluating ourselves, it is easy for us to focus on our own areas of strength, while throwing a shroud over our areas of weakness. We often look away from our own sins to avoid culpability for them. As we shall see, this only compounds our problems with sin. The cover-up is as bad as the crime, and we will explain why very soon.

Sin is not always what we think, and it is much more pervasive than we have realized. Many things in the main stream that we have come to accept through “custom” are not acceptable to God. And many sins go on without our even knowing they are sins. We will distinguish many of these, as well as review the sins that “everyone” acknowledges as evil. 

Finally, we must know that we all sin. 1John 1:8 and 10 make it clear that we “have” sin within us, and that we “do” sin. None of us can deny our sinfulness...not even the most mature and saintliest among us. But there is hope for us, and that is what we want to see. Thank God for His grace, and that He has provided the way for us to deal with sin. Keep reading.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 2 of 15, “Types of Sin”
In this section, we will look first at the “types” or “categories” of sins, and then in the next section we will look at “specific” sins. The following types of sins do not include all instances of sin, but provide a workable framework for sin taxonomies. We see the following categories of sin in Scripture:

“Not-of-faith” Sins. Rom. 14:23b says, “...and everything that does not come from faith is sin.” This includes any thought or act that does not occur within the realm of faith. This will make more sense when we get into our studies on faith. For now, we can understand that the absence of faith in God and His Word creates a spiritual void, resulting in motivations that are self-serving and self-aggrandizing, and that rely on self for life’s plans and solutions, rather than on God. Furthermore, weak faith means weak resistance and reduced wisdom, which means we will easily fall prey to the forces of evil around us.

“Rejection-of-grace” Sins. Heb. 12:15 (NET) says, “See to it that no comes short of the grace of God…” “Coming up short” or “falling short” means to actually “fail” God’s grace...or to REFUSE grace while accepting some substitute as the source for sustenance. Turning down what God offers...or thumbing our noses at grace...means we are trying to live our lives our way, and arrogantly attempting to carry on without Him. This disappoints His plan for us, places one’s self as his or her own “deity”, and throws away God’s love and grace as though they were trash. Failing grace is a sin of self-dependence, similar to the “not-of-faith” category of sins. Either condition creates discord between God and us, and truncates the flow of His grace.

Overt Sins. These are the sins we can see, and the ones most commonly viewed as “heinous”, though they are, as we shall see, no worse than the “invisible” sins. Gal 5:19-21 presents some of these overt sins, which include the following: sexual immorality, debauchery, witchcraft, discord, fits of rage, dissensions, drunkenness, and orgies. These are representative...and we will see many others.

Sins of the Heart (or Mind).  In Matt. 15:19, Jesus said, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man ’unclean’.” Jesus also said, “You have heard it said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:27-28). It is quite easy to sin in the mind...a hair-trigger phenomenon. Until we grow into maturity and learn how to walk in God’s strength, we will not see and avoid the mines of temptation in our mental pathway. Matt. 15:18 adds, “But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart and these make a man ’unclean’.”  We will see how the condition of the heart will determine our susceptibility to sin, and that our preparations to avoid and remove sin will also take place primarily in the heart. 
Sins of the Tongue. The tongue is the overflow for the heart. If the condition of the heart is evil, the output of the tongue will also be evil. Matt. 12:34-35 describes this process: “You brood of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks. The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him.” According to Eph. 4:25-5:4, sins of the tongue include false testimony, slander, foolish talk, coarse jokes, obscenity, destructive speech, and comments that undermine the faith and walk of other believers.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 3 of 15, “Lists of Sins”

By reviewing lists of sins, we will be able to “intuit” what constitutes sin. The lists we offer below will give a cross-section of the sins that we commit. We will find ourselves in these lists, and if they do not fit us, other lists will, because we all sin. The irony is that some people actually believe they do not sin. This is the result of crass arrogance and deliberate ignorance, and it is the least healing and restorative view we can have. If you are honest, you should be able to see some of your tendencies and practices somewhere in the following lists.

Prov. 6:16-19 describes seven things that God despises. These are premeditated sins that harm people:

· Haughty eyes (having a proud look and demeanor).

· Lying tongue (lies are the opposite of truth, the friend of evil, and a tool of Satan).

· Hands that shed innocent blood (committing murder).

· Heart that devises wicked schemes (premeditated sins against humanity).

· Feet that are quick to rush to evil (addictions of all kinds).

· False witness who pours out lies (hateful attempts to assassinate character by lying).

· Man who stirs up dissension among brothers (evil efforts to divide or split or break apart fruitful unions among believers: churches, marriages, friendships, etc.).

1 Cor. 6:9-10 shows us the types of people that are “wicked”:

· The sexually immoral (committing adultery and fornication).

· Idolaters (worshipping outside of faith in God or making anything more important than God).

· Adulterers (players, cheaters, swingers, and prostitutes).

· Male prostitutes.

· Homosexual offenders (those who “practice” a prohibited “lust pattern”).

· Thieves (taking what someone else has earned).

· Greedy (preoccupied with acquiring money, property, or things).

· Slanderers (gossiping, criticizing, maligning).

Are you seeing yourself yet? How about the categorized list in Gal. 5:19-21, which repeats some of the sins we saw in the last section:

· Sexual sins: sexual immorality, impurity, and debauchery.

· Serving false gods: idolatry and witchcraft.

· Sinful attitude: hatred, discord, jealousy.

· Sins of excess and addiction: drunkenness, orgies, and the like.

Col. 3:5-10 adds more of these “outputs” of the “earthly nature”. These verses call for us to “Put to death, therefore, whatever [sin] belongs to your earthly nature” (v. 5). Here is the “list” from this passage in Colossians:

· Sexual immorality.

· Impurity (dirty thoughts, as well as actions).

· Lust (looking and wanting).

· Evil desires (imagining and wanting).

· Greed (idolatry in wanting).

· Anger (that leads to sin).

· Rage (screaming or destroying things or people in an emotional fit).

· Malice (hatred).

· Slander (destroying reputations).

· Filthy language (forbidden or offensive words).

· Lying (words that do not match the truth).

(Notice the repetition of “sexual immorality” in the lists. This topic will receive special attention in Section D. of this chapter.) 

Eph. 5:3-4 echoes the charges from Colossians 3 above, to live cleanly and purely. The passage in Ephesians says this:

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk, or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.

James 2:1 and 9, taken together, add a surprising sin to the lists: favoritism. “My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show favoritism...But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers.” Something as subtle and seemingly low-intensity as “favoritism” brings God’s displeasure. As you can see, the possibilities for sinning are extensive, and none of us is completely free from sin in our daily lives. Some sins are even more obscure than this one.
Some sins are not even listed, as such, even though they are said to violate God’s “standards” (we will have a chapter on God’s standards later on). Here are some standards that don’t jump out at us as occasions for sin, but these are either required or prohibited:

· “Make the most of every opportunity” (Col. 4:5b).

· “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs” (Eph. 4:29).

· “...everything not from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23b).

· “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall” (Rom. 14:21).

· “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus…” (Col. 3:17).

· “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (James 4:17).

These are standards that God has established, and failing to meet them is a sin. And then there’s the “biggie”, the over-arching standard for all believers, which is to love God and fellow-man, as we see in the following:

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (Matt. 22:37-38)

Failing to love God and man fall into an “uncatalogued” category of sin. And NOT LOVING is a sin! Anytime something is required in Scripture, and you don’t do it...or is prohibited in Scripture, and you do it...you are sinning. We can’t keep up with all the standards, so what can we do? We will see.

Dealing with Sin: Lesson 4 of 15, “Sexual Immorality”

Since sexual immorality is at the top of most sin lists, and because it is so pervasive in history and in our society as a problem sin, we offer this special discussion on this intensely-attractive, but extremely destructive, practice. 

God decrees against sexual immorality. We see this in the Old and New Testaments alike. In Lev. 18:6-23, there are specific prohibitions against sexual immorality, and clear descriptions of what we are to avoid. The following list of forbidden activities gives the male slant, but adapts to females:

· Do not have sex with a close relative.

· Do not have sex with your step-mother.

· Do not have sex with your sister or step-sister.

· Do not have sex with your granddaughter.

· Do not have sex with an aunt.

· Do not have sex with your sister-in-law.

· Do not have sex with a woman and her daughter or granddaughter.

· Do not have sex with a woman during her monthly period.

· Do not have sex with a neighbor’s wife.

· Do not lie with a man.

· Do not have sex with an animal.

This sets the stage for our discussion of sexual immorality. We are focusing on this particular brand of sin, because it is so common, and because its effects are so devastating. Few people have not committed some form of sexual sin, even if it is only in the mind, so any discussion of this sin applies to virtually everyone. 

In 1 Cor. 6:12-20, we see that sexual sins offend all three members of the Trinity, as follows:

· In 1 Cor. 6:13b we see offense against God the Father: “The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body.” 

· In 1 Cor. 6:15 we see offense against Jesus Christ the Son: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never!”

· In 1 Cor. 6:18-19a, the offense of sexual immorality goes against the Holy Spirit: “Flee from all sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins sexually sins against his own body. Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?”

Job 24:15-24 gives the pattern for adulterers that has been seen so many times in history, and that is still being followed today. We will quote verse 15 and verses 22-24, to make a point, but the entire passage should be read for maximum benefit. What we see in the following is the motif for “adulterers”:

The eye of the adulterer watches for dusk; he thinks, “No eye will see me,” and he keeps his face concealed….But God drags away the mighty by his power; though they become established, they have no assurance of life. He may let them rest in a feeling of security, but his eyes are on their ways. For a little while they are exalted, and then they are gone; they are brought low and gathered up like all others; they are cut off like heads of grain.

Life goes on normally; the person committing sexual immorality believes he is “getting away with it”. He may even be prosperous in business or advancing into upper echelons of society, but God is watching him, and the bitter outcomes that abide will haunt him for as long as he continues...and likely beyond. Mark Rutland said, “Lust steals the joy of human sexuality. Lust destroys homes, families, consciences, and minds. And...lust kills.” 

Sexual lust is never satisfied. Rutland added the following concerning lust:

The greater problem with Lust, however, is that in getting its object, nothing is “settled”. Lust fulfilled “has” nothing. It must immediately start over. Hence, the law of diminishing return drives the lustful ever closer to the brink of sexual burnout. Jaded and seared, the lustful must constantly veer deeper into the bizarre and twisted for titillation. 

Eph. 4:19 expresses this well: “Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.” They want more, because it takes more to keep the thrill going. It is spiritual quick-sand with no bottom. This is why even a “hint” of sexual immorality cannot be allowed, as per Eph. 5:3a, which says, “But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality….”

This battle does not go on in an open field, but in dark and quiet places, beginning in the secret chambers of the heart, where imagination joins the sinful nature to embrace evil. Sexual enticement creeps in on cat’s paws, and we never see it coming. Before we know it, we are in its claws. Fighting against such primal and supernatural forces is going to require more than resolution. We need all of God’s weapons to fight this one.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 5 of 15, “Idolatry and Sin”

Put simply, idolatry is valuing anything more than we value God, or making anything we do more important than doing God’s will. Idolatry is seen as worship of idols, which can be anything that distracts us from preoccupation with God. When we focus on idols, we look away from God, and we don’t need some statue or icon in front of us to do it.

Greed is often seen as an idol. 1Tim. 6:9-10 says the following:

People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.

Greed branches into all kinds of sins, such as murder, envy, stealing, lying, jealousy, slander, and hatred. This is why Paul advised Timothy, continuing with the passage cited above, to “flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness” (1 Tim. 6:11). Paul warned the Corinthians similarly: “Therefore, my dear friends, flee from idolatry” (1 Cor. 10:14).

We looked at sexual immorality in the previous section as a prominent sin, and now we see it in connection with idolatry. Sexual sin, like greed, is frequently associated with idolatry. Eph. 5:5 says, “For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of God.” Sexual sin and greed are “idols”.

Choosing a path of sexual immorality or greed is tantamount to choosing a “god” other than God. This is the result of a search for fulfillment apart from God. Matt. 6:24 informs us, “No one can serve [worship] two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to 
the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.”

Solomon fell into the trap of choosing lesser “gods”, as we see in 1 Ki. 11:4: “As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the Lord his God, as the heart of David his father had been.” And the story goes that he was not happy with his choice.

Joshua set up the choice of “gods vs. God” for his people, saying, “But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve….But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” (Josh 24:15).

Moses offered a similar choice to his people: 

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice and hold fast to him. (Deut. 30:19)

Elijah also gave a choice: “If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him” (1 Ki. 18:21).

When we chase any substitute for God, it is inevitable that we will forget God, and when we forget God, we will depend on other resources to meet our financial, physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual needs. And we will be disappointed. Our help and protection come only from the true and living God. We will see this clearly by the time we finish our studies. 
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 6 of 15, “Allies of Sin”

Sin has allies. The group of allies from which sin derives its power represents an “axis of evil”. These are forces  beyond the scope and capability of our will and strength to manage. This co-op of subtle but devastatingly destructive powers wrestles us to the ground spiritually, teaming up to overwhelm us with confusion and wickedness. Their purpose is to rule us, control our thoughts and behavior, and entice us to ignore and dishonor our God.

Any one of these allies can defeat us easily, but we must face the combined force of all of them working together. For us to think that we can fight these forces on our own is ludicrous to the point of being ridiculous. We need to understand our enemies...and we need to know our limitations before we confront them.

The axis of evil includes the world, our sinful nature, and Satan. We want to introduce each of these individually.

The World. James 4:4 says, “Friendship with the world is hatred toward God,” while 1 Jn. 2:15-16 admonishes us with the following:

Do not love the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world, the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes, and the boasting what he has and does, comes not from the Father, but from the world.

The greatest danger in this place called “the world” may be found, not in sordid, unseemly patterns of behavior, but in our pride (“boasting”). We will see this truth time and again throughout our studies: Pride and arrogance will bring us down faster than anything.

Pride is our attachment to the world...and pride is a big sin. It is the gateway to many other sins, and puts us in “opposition” to God. Prov. 16:5 says, “The Lord detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished.” James 4:6 adds, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Grace is found when we are “humble”, a spiritual posture that has many applications, as we shall see. And when grace flows due to humility, two notable things occur: 1) we can “resist the devil” (James 4:7)...and 2) God will “lift us up” (James 4:10). We need grace to flow.

The world works closely with the sinful nature and Satan. Love for the world will pull us away from God, sometimes by imperceptible degrees. Spiritual traps and dangers permeate the world, and we must be prepared to see the ambushes coming, and deal with them.
The Sinful Nature. Since the time that Adam and Eve “sinned” in the garden, we have received an inherited nature which delights in sin. Gal. 5:19-21 shows us the acts of the “sinful nature”, as follows:

The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like.

When we sin, as we will see very soon, the sinful nature “takes over” and becomes the driving force for our behavior, rather than God. The propensity this nature has for sin, and the strengthening it gets from the world and Satan, make it...not just a “tendency” to do wrong...but a “dynamic force” pushing us toward evil. We are not equipped to control this force by our own strength, and—to be sure—this force is spring-loaded to perform sins and acts of self-righteousness. And it will also thwart our spiritual performance and progress. This nature is always with us...right at home in our hearts.

Paul said of his sinful nature: “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out” (Rom. 7:18).  We can accomplish nothing with the sinful nature in charge, so we must find a way to “de-throne” this tyrant. And we will.

Satan. Satan is evil...but he is beautiful...attractive...appealing. From our perspective, he is irresistible. He is also tricky...cunning...deceitful. He makes us believe good is bad and bad is good. Ps. 10:13 suggests the way Satan deceives, saying, “Why does the wicked man revile God? Why does he say to himself, ‘He won’t call me to account’?” Satan makes us believe God doesn’t “really” require the things He commands. 

Satan deceives us the way he did Eve in the garden, and we are just as gullible as she was. Satan queried her with this: “Did God really say, ’You must not eat from any tree in the garden’” (Gen. 3:4)? Satan will do anything to get us to doubt God and His Word.

If we are moving toward God, Satan will throw up roadblocks to stop us, and the more we grow, and the bigger a threat we become to him, the more attention Satan will pay to us. But God is greater, as we shall see, so we do well not to be deterred by Satan. Satan operates in so many forms and at so many levels, we will need to consider his ways throughout future studies. We basically underestimate how powerful he is, and how much help we will need to keep him from overpowering us. The thing he wants most is for us to attempt to fight him by ourselves. We need reinforcements...and they are available.

Conclusion. Satan does his work to stimulate sin, and the world welcomes all sinners. But these are not the worst. We have discovered the real enemy...and it is us. We are our own worst foes...and “we” are occupied by “sinful natures”, sometimes known as our “flesh”. The enemy is inside of us, and it is deadly.

Dealing with Sin: Lesson 7 of 15, “Keeping the Law Does not Make us Pure”

We have had much to say about sin, and how bad it is, and how much it violates God’s standards, and so on. So it seems that our first priority would be to cinch ourselves up, prepare ourselves to race out and fulfill all the rules, and NOT SIN. But this would mean living out our life IN CHRIST, by having faith IN OURSELVES, believing that we are capable of keeping God’s righteous laws. We have much to learn.

There is nothing wrong with the standards specified in the Law, as framed in either the Old Testament or the New Testament. The problem is that we can’t follow them. We are unable to keep the Law. If we break ONE law or violate ONE standard, we are “lawbreakers” (James 2:8-10). 

We must begin our discussion of the Law with an admission that we can’t live up to it. The Law is not the problem...we are. We will get to the “alternative” to law-keeping soon...and see what we can do, since we can’t keep the Law. For now, we just want to see that we will not get badges or rewards for “law-keeping”, because we can’t do it. Gal. 4:9 reminds us that the slavery of law-keeping should be avoided, because only misery and disappointment will result from efforts to follow it. This passage says the following:

But now that you know God—or rather are known by God—how is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable principles [of the Law]? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?

The trap for new believers is that they think (usually because this is what they have been told) they can go out and perfect their behavior by observing certain rules. This is futile. We will see soon how we can “do good” and “produce righteousness”, but we must admit right off, or learn the hard way, that it is not “determination” to do good that makes it happen.

Keeping the law did not work for salvation, and it will not contribute to our Christian walk. Gal. 3:2b-3 makes this clear, saying, “Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?”

It is well-established in Scripture that the Christian life is not to be lived by human effort. Why? Because God doesn’t need our efforts...He just needs our trust and our cooperation. We will break these apart in Chapter 5. In essence, self-motivation and self-effort are works of the “flesh”, which is the “sinful nature”. We have to be careful not to get ahead of ourselves here, but we have already reported that, “Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God” (Rom. 8:8). This is true, even if what we do comports with the Law! 

If we are not pleasing God, even when we are “trying”, we will hit wall after wall and wonder why nothing seems to work out. Yet we are told to be “pure” and to “live a holy life”. Consider 1 Thess. 4:7, which exhorts, “For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.” We do not know yet how to become pure and live a holy life, but we must be clear at the outset: Memorizing a bunch of laws, rules, standards, and so on, and trying to keep a mental or literal chart on how well we are following them, WILL BE COUNTER-PRODUCTIVE...and WILL NOT PLEASE GOD! This is because we are looking at ourselves to sustain this effort...and we simply aren’t strong enough to do it.

This is a lot to think about. When we explain how it is we DO please God, all of this will become clear.

Dealing with Sin, Lesson 8 of 15, “Grace and Power at Work”

If we were to summarize the purpose of this set of lessons, it would read like this: Our objective is to learn how to use the techniques that God specifies that enable us to get closer to Him, so we can draw on the assets that He makes available to empower us to live meaningful and productive lives. Based on this summary, here is a general outline for the Christian life:

· Learn and apply the techniques from God’s Word.

· Get closer to God.

· Draw on His assets and blessings.

· Continually receive His grace and power to live clean and fruitful lives.

Each of these steps carries provisions and conditions that we must meet, which may start to sound a little complicated, but I can assure you that God’s grace methods are not complex...a child can learn them and follow them. But they are specific, and that is why we want to learn exactly where the mother lode for grace and power is. First of all, however, we need to see what “grace” and “power” are.

At this point we are still on the topic of sin, so we want to understand “grace” and “power” as basic assets that can help us deal with sin. We begin with definitions from Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary:

1) Grace is “favor done freely without expectation of anything in return”. (Endnote 3) Grace is God’s attitude toward man. God loves man, and grace enables those of us who believe in Him to have peace and fellowship with Him. Grace was expressed at the cross when He gave His Son for our sins. Now, grace is seen in what He provides for our lives as believers...both materially and spiritually.

2) Power is “the ability to act or produce an effect; the possession of authority.” (Endnote 4) God’s power holds the universe together, from the most distant galaxies to the most minute quantum particles. That power is given to believers who accept it, and efforts to live the Christian life without it is equivalent to living “in the flesh”.

It is by grace that we are given eternal life at salvation, and this grace is also the basis for receiving God’s power during our temporal lives. We will see specific conditions for accepting grace and receiving power as believers. Without these, we are nothing, and can achieve nothing. Grace and power will enable us to perform good deeds, overcome sin, testify to the resurrection of Christ, and serve God. In a nutshell, grace and power will allow us to do the following:

· Become “godly”.

· Fulfill God’s requirements.

· Please God.

· Exhibit the love and righteousness of God.

The “doing” of these things, will come from the great “Doer”. God’s grace operates by His power to become the means and opportunity for good living and divine service.

When we trust God, we believe He has the power to do what needs to be done, or, as Paul put it, “that the excellence of the power may be of God and not of us” (2 Cor. 7b). Paul believed that God is “able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to the power that is at work within us” (Eph. 3:20). Peter expressed this also, saying, “If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 4:11b).

2 Pet. 1:3 concludes it this way: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.” The power that comes through grace is “all we need”. This means that understanding it and acquiring it are crucial. We want to “understand the incredible greatness of God’s power for us who believe in Him” (Eph. 1:19). That is our quest.

Grace and power are available, as we see in the following verses:

· 1 Cor. 3:10—By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it….

· Rom. 15:15-16—I have written you boldly, on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus….

· 2 Cor. 1:12—We have conducted ourselves in the world...in the holiness and sincerity that are from God...not according to worldly wisdom, but according to God’s grace.

· 2 Cor. 6:7—...we use truthfulness and the presence of God’s power.

· 2 Cor. 13:4—For to be sure he was crucified in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power. Likewise, we are weak in him, yet by God’s power we will live with him to serve you.

· Eph. 3:7—I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power.

· 1 Cor. 15:10—But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them, yet not I but the grace of God that was with me.

“Yet not I”. This theme resonates throughout Paul’s writings. Paul tried tirelessly to make us understand how grace and power work. The concepts of grace and power are foundational. We will see progressively how they work to help us overcome sin.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 9 of 15, “God’s Love and Mercy”
Love and mercy provide the impetus for God’s plan, which offers salvation, for starters, followed by provisions for living. The key solution for sin lies in the operation of love and mercy, which leads to our forgiveness and an ability to associate with a holy God. We are forgiven initially at salvation, which qualifies us for eternal life, and then we are given a way to receive forgiveness repeatedly in life, so that we can walk in fellowship with God, and in the bounty of His blessings.

By being forgiven for the sins we inevitably commit in our daily lives, we are able to participate in God’s gracious love and mercy, which allows Him to perform His work through us. We will study this topic in much more detail, but first we must understand that the source for all forgiveness is God’s love, expressed toward us as mercy. We will allow the space here for a rather long passage that describes God’s mercy at work. This passage appears in Eph. 2:4-10, which says the following:

But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

Who does the work at salvation? God. And who does the “good works” that God prepared in advance for us to do? As we have begun to see, it is God. We do not earn God’s grace and kindness, not when we are saved, and not now as believers. God’s view of us comes through the prism of His Son, who wipes us clean to make us presentable to the Father. 

Ps. 33:18 says, “But the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear him, on those whose hope is in his unfailing love.” God looks favorably toward us when we trust and acknowledge Him, and when we attach our hope to His love. We can have confidence in God’s love. Ps. 33:22 adds, “May your unfailing love rest upon us, O Lord, even as we put our hope in you.” Our understanding of this love will be the basis for embracing the techniques that are now waiting for us in the wings. These will show us how to bring God’s forgiveness, power, and provision into our lives. 

Love is the prompt for mercy, which generates conditions for the forgiveness of our sins. In the next chapter we will look deeper into the treasure chest of God’s love, as we examine the first technique. We will discover that grace works for us when we expose our souls to His mercy, following a simple, though exact, protocol.

God loves us, and therefore He has provided a way for us to deal with sin. Even when we fail, we can keep God’s grace-line open, as we shall see.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 10 of 15, “Confession of Sins”

One of the big surprises for many new believers is that evil is still part of our lives. The Holy Spirit comes to live within us at salvation, and never leaves us as long as we are alive. But we still have a sinful nature, and we showed earlier how the powerful forces of the world and the devil conspire with our nature to perpetuate sin in our lives. 

Keep in mind that Christ paid for all our sins on the cross. They are paid for, but not necessarily forgiven at the moment. At salvation, the slate is wiped clean, but soon after that time, we commit one sin or another, thus beginning a life-long struggle with sin. It is easy to sin, and the requirements NOT to sin are so exact and stringent that it is almost impossible not to stray. The battle rages around us, so we must give priority to addressing sin in our lives, or we will not be successful and effective as Christians.

We have already seen how some believers try to beat sin by keeping the Law. Others address sin by assuming a “holy” appearance and posture once or twice a week, gathering with other “aspirants to holiness” to exchange approval and assuage spiritual failures. If others around us periodically acknowledge our spiritual “worthiness”, we may remain content with hiding the sins we know we commit...and we might even hide them from ourselves. But the result? Not acknowledging our failures to ourselves begins a process of denial that extends to God, thus preventing God’s forgiveness, because we are concealing our sins. Hiding sins from God is always disastrous. We will explain.

When we honestly examine ourselves and identify the things we do and think, the bad things, we can lay these out before God, so He can forgive them. He knows about them already, of course, but He wants us to come before Him...with our sins in our hands...so we can present them to Him, in full recognition of His love and grace and mercy, whereby he can forgive them. If we hide them from God, they will remain our personal cache of evil, and fester inside of us...unforgiven.

We will study the first chapter of 1st John shortly, but for now we want to see the process for our getting forgiveness in a key verse in this epistle. 1 John 1:9 (NET) says, “But if we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous, forgiving us our sins and cleansing us from all unrighteousness.” Keep it simple. Faith in and use of God’s method for forgiveness will bring forgiveness to us. When we believe this technique and exercise it, we will be forgiven...and cleansed. The technique...is confession of our sins.

According to Vine, the word “confess” comes from the Greek word, homologeo, which means to “speak the same thing” (Endnote 5), or to agree with God by identifying an act, thought, or condition that we know He considers “wrong”. When we confess, we are virtually reflecting God’s view of our sin, thus acknowledging His love and mercy in forgiving that sin. Ultimately, this is an acknowledgement of the work of His Son on the cross, where the sin was paid for.

Notice the phrase in 1 Jn. 1:9: “all unrighteousness”. When we acknowledge the sins we know and remember, the sins that we don’t know, or that we can’t remember , will be cleansed, along with the ones we know and identify.

We need to insert a parenthetical note here to clarify that the epistles of John were addressed to believers, which means that the process of confessing sins is NOT part of the salvation experience, and is effective for BELIEVERS ONLY. We should also interject that confession is to be given to God the Father only, and not to an intermediary, such as a priest or other confidant. There is no evidence that confessing to others contributes to our forgiveness.

We want to see some examples of confession in this section, and will complement these with a list of additional passages at the end of Chapter 28. That list contains over 60 scriptural references dealing with confession. For now, here are some instances of confession for your immediate perusal:

· Lev. 5:5—”When anyone is guilty in any of these ways, he must confess in what way he has sinned and, as a penalty for the sin he has committed, he must bring to the Lord a female lamb or goat from the flock as a sin offering; and the priest shall make atonement for him for his sin.” This has changed a little for us in the “Church Age”, in that no priest is involved in our forgiveness. The concept of confession, however, is the same.

· Ps. 32:5—”I confessed my sins to you and stopped trying to hide them. I said to myself, ‘I will confess my rebellion to the Lord.’ And you forgave me. All my guilt is gone.” In verse 6, David adds, “Therefore, let all the godly [believers] confess their rebellion...that they may not drown in the floodwaters of judgment [or discipline...more on this later].” 

· Ps. 51:5—”Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love, according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge. Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”

· Prov. 28:13 (NET)—”The one who covers his transgressions will not prosper, but whoever confesses them and forsakes them will find mercy.” “Confess” is, essentially, to name, and “forsake” implies a change based on that identification. That does not mean we will never commit the sin again, because we probably will, but it shows a true agreement with God about the sin, indicating that we share his disdain for it. It should be noted, as we anticipate a future study on the topic of “change”, that confession can never be an excuse to sin. Confession is not a license, as many have discovered, much to their chagrin.

When we confess our sins, we can have CONFIDENCE that God is forgiving us. And there is no need for guilt after we are forgiven, no matter how far we have gone astray, or how long we have been there. To confess and not accept the covering made available through the work of Christ is to deny grace and insult God. After confession, we must accept forgiveness and move on. 

When we understand the loving and tender nature of God’s forgiveness, we cannot refuse to thank Him, amazed at His mercy. And when we are in a mode of thanksgiving and worship, sin will not find a landing place in our hearts. When we access His forgiveness, and walk close to Him, as we shall see, we can perform good acts in His power...and live in a spirit of adoration for Him.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 11 of 15, “Alternative Forms of Confession”

We have established the centrality of confession as a key to our Christian walk. Since confession is so important, we must make sure that we have the full picture of what confession is and how it works.

There is a tendency for us to rationalize our own behavior, to excuse our own mistakes, and to justify our own actions. Sometimes we want to wrap ourselves in a cloak of self-righteousness and convince ourselves and others that we are really okay, and that we deserve God’s favor and blessings. But we are mistaken if we think that we are not sinful, or that somehow we can manage our own cleansing.

Jer. 2:22 confirms the futility of self-cleansing, saying, “’Although you wash yourself with soda and use an abundance of soap, the stain of your guilt is still before me,’ declares the Sovereign Lord.” David understood the correct process for cleansing, and expressed it in Ps. 32:5: “Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, ’I will confess my transgressions to the Lord’—and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” David knew to do the following: 1) confess directly to God, and 2) be aware that God is the only one who cleanses. We confess only to God...the only forgiver.

Identifying specific sins directly before God is the primary method for confessing our sins, but we want to isolate and briefly describe several alternative forms of confession that Scripture indicates are acceptable for forgiveness. We see these in the following:

Asking for Forgiveness. If we can’t remember all our sins, or if we are in the heat of battle on the job, or driving in heavy traffic, or fighting through some health crisis, or experiencing relationships that are strained, and so on...we may have to resort to a streamlined version of confession, seen as a simple request for God to forgive us for our sins. Jesus used the phrase “forgive us our sins” in a prayer that He taught to His disciples (see Lk. 11:4). And David used confessional shorthand occasionally, as seen in Ps. 51:2, in which David pleaded: “Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.” God sees our hearts, so He is well aware when a shorter version of confession is actually an “honest” confession...or, conversely, when it is an effort to keep our sins under wraps. Forgiveness will never occur unless the heart is involved in the confession.
Pleas for Forgiveness. The key component in confession is a true spirit of humility toward God, and an admission that we have failed. A “plea” for forgiveness is an intensified form of “asking for forgiveness”. In Ps. 25:17-18, David was looking for forgiveness and relief, when he prayed, “The troubles of my heart have multiplied; free me from my anguish. Look upon my affliction and my distress and take away all my sins.” In verse 11 of this same passage, he pleaded, “For the sake of your name, O Lord, forgive my iniquity, though it is great.” A sincere plea for forgiveness will be heard.

Daniel’s Prayer of Confession. Daniel 9 presents a great prayer of confession, in which Daniel uses some “bulk” terms for sins. Sins are often “lumped” or “bundled” together in confessions, seen with such labels as “my sins”, “my weakness”, “my not obeying”, “my rebelliousness”, “my turning away”, and so on. Sometimes, as in Daniel 9, these bulk terms are mixed with specific sins. When we approach the “throne of grace”, God looks first at our motives and the condition of our hearts. Words can help us relate to the process, but God does not want specific words, unless the heart is genuinely behind them. We will quote Daniel 9: 18-19 here, to show the heart-felt nature of Daniel’s prayer of confession:
Give ear, O God, and hear; open your eyes and see the desolation of the city that bears your Name. We do not make requests of you because we are righteous, but because of your great mercy. O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive! O lord, hear and act! For your sake, O my God, do not delay, because your city and your people bear your Name.

Additional Forms of Confession. Daniel’s prayer was answered following his confession, which meant that the confession worked, but there are still other forms of confession that God honors. We will compact these into the following, for the sake of brevity:

Being Sorry for Sins. In Ps. 38:18, David showed regret over his sin, saying, “I confess my iniquity; I am troubled by my sin.” Paul also suggested that sorrow for sins can play a part in confession, saying, “...yet now I am happy, not because your were made sorry, but because your sorrow led you to repentance….Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation [of the temporal kind, meaning “deliverance through restoration”] and leaves no regret….” (2 Cor. 7:9-10, in part; cf, James 4:8-10)

“Turning Away From” or “Forsaking” Evil. The idea of “turning away” from and “forsaking” sin is seen in Is. 55:7, which says, “Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon.” The process of turning away is 
first and foremost an internal event in the heart...tantamount to confession. 

Lifting up Our Souls to God. This is wordless submission to God’s mercy and grace, as expressed in Ps. 86:3-5a, which says, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I call to you all day long. Bring joy to your servant, for to you, O Lord, I lift up my soul. You are forgiving and good, O Lord….”

Showing Humility. This is expressed very well in Lk. 18:13-14: “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ I tell you that this man rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” Humility is always a key component in the confession process.

Repentance. 1 Ki. 8:46a, 47a, 48a, and 49, quoted together, says, “When they sin against you…if they have a change of heart in the land where they are held captive, and repent and plead with you...and say ‘We have sinned’...and if they turn back to you...then from heaven, your dwelling place, hear their prayer and their plea, and uphold their cause….And forgive your people.” “Repentance” is a form of confession, meaning to “change our attitude” toward our sins to match God’s view of them.

“Generic” Naming of Sins. Sometimes we can have a specific sin in mind, but name it only as a generic sin, without articulating it categorically or semantically. An example of this is seen in 2 Sam. 12:13, which says, “Then David said to Nathan, ‘I have sinned against the Lord.’” He actually had more than one sin in mind, involving adultery and murder...but he handled them generically and in bulk.

The main point we want to establish in this section is that confession, and real change, take place first on the inside. As we learn about God’s techniques and promises...and mature...we will refine confession, and see more clearly the connection between self-disclosure and heart attitudes that reflect God’s view of sin. The objective of confession is to align our assessment of our own sins with God’s assessment. That is the heart-view that God wants to see in us.

Dealing with Sin: Lesson 12 of 15, “Confession in 1 John 1”

We want to be “clean”, meaning that all our sins are forgiven, not just so we can be sparkly and shiny, but for a very good reason: It is only when we are cleansed of all sin that we can fellowship with God. This means many things, as we shall see, but—for now—we will see fellowship as having God nearby to help us in every way.

The first chapter in John’s first epistle presents confession as “naming” our sins, but that does not negate the positive effects of the other forms of confession. A condition of contriteness in the heart is the most important component in the confession process, as we have seen. 

To reduce the size of this section, we ask you to use your Bible to follow our analysis of this chapter. We used the Interlinear Bible to study the truths found in this lesson, but almost any translation will serve to unveil the concepts this passage teaches. We will present this passage with as much conciseness as possible, as we explore it verse-by-verse.

1 Jn. 1:1-3 indicates that John was an eye-witness to the life of Christ, and enjoyed first-hand fellowship with Jesus. He says he is reporting what he had “seen and heard”, and then he presents to them the basis for their fellowship with each other. The fellowship bond they had with each other was predicated on their mutual fellowship with God, and, if either they or John broke their fellowship with God, their fellowship with each other would also be broken. The prerequisite for fellowship with each other is fellowship with God.

Fellowship with each other is a byproduct of our fellowship with God. This is desirable, but the primary objective of fellowship with God is an end in itself, and is the paramount goal of John’s epistle.

1 Jn. 1:4 presents John’s reason for writing this epistle, which is to give them “full joy”. We will see later that love, joy, and peace are outcomes and indicators of fellowship. He is telling them that his purpose is to give them the pathway to fellowship with God.

1 Jn. 1:5 reports that God is pure, holy, perfect, and totally above wrongdoing of any kind. This refers to God’s perfection and glory, also known as “the light”. This is the perfect God we want to approach...we want fellowship with His perfection, in which no blemish or darkness exists.

1 Jn. 1:6-7 tells us that—if we claim to have fellowship with God, and walk in darkness—we lie. In other words, it is not true that we can have fellowship with God and still be operating in darkness. Darkness, easily recognizable as sin, prevents fellowship. From this passage, we learn that “walking in the light” precedes Jesus’ “cleansing us from all sins”. It is in the light of His perfection that our sins can be seen. When we bring our sins to His light, they are exposed, so He can forgive them. If we refuse to bring our sins to His light, they will not be forgiven, and we will not have fellowship with Him! 

Living in the light is not “living perfectly”, because we can’t; rather, it is facing our imperfection in the light of His love and grace, which bring forgiveness. Light is the key to cleansing, and cleansing is the key to fellowship. And the process is instantaneous, since light immediately dispels darkness. Restoration to fellowship at confession is immediate. 

1 Jn. 1:8 lets us know that we cannot hide our sinfulness. When we refuse to acknowledge our sinful state, we are deceiving ourselves, on the basis of a lie (from Satan, the world, and our own sinful nature). This is normal human psychology, but it works against us spiritually. When we look into our spiritual mirrors, we must see the truth about our sin, and realize how much our cleanliness and worthiness for fellowship depend on the mercy and grace of God. When we truly see ourselves, we will be ready to confess.

1 Jn. 1:9 gives us the heart of this technique, which is to acknowledge or identify our sins before God. This is the specific act of bringing our sins into the light. This is naming our sins AS SINS, saying the same thing about them that God says, agreeing with Him about them, and acknowledging that only He can correct our errors through forgiveness. Faithful admission is then greeted by faithful forgiveness. He is FAITHFUL to forgive us...it works 100% of the time, when we confess.

1 Jn. 1:10 concludes by reminding us that we—as believers—commit many acts of sin, which is why we must confess them often. We can’t correct our sins on our own, so we must depend on God to forgive them...and then to give us help in changing our sinful pattern (more on “changing” our sinful pattern will be provided soon). 

The implications and outcomes of fellowship with God are wonderful and amazing. We will see these clearly in upcoming studies. Honest, humble confession of our sins is the means for regaining our fellowship-walk with God, and—as we shall see—unlocking His power within us. Fellowship is the difference between “living in the light” and “living in darkness”. Without fellowship, a power outage will occur, and we will be operating in the dark. 
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 13 of 15, “Holy Spirit vs. Sinful Nature”

We receive the Holy Spirit at salvation (Gal. 3:2; 4:6). This begins a relationship that continues until we die or until Jesus comes back. But the sinful nature stays with us and a contest is set up between our nature and the Spirit of God, and both of them reside inside of us. We are no match for God, so it seems He would just eliminate any efforts to go against Him, but God has given us choice, so we can choose the forces of evil and sin over Him...and we do it all the time, vows and resolutions notwithstanding. 

So the sinful nature and the Holy Spirit are in conflict. Gal. 5:17 says, “For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want.” This verse follows verse 16, which instructs us to “live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” Verse 18 then adds this: “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.” So living by...or in the power of...the Holy Spirit enables us to avoid the trap of gratifying sinful desires. And being 
led...or controlled by...the Holy Spirit keeps us from operating “under the law”. As we shall see later, living under the law is the same as being under the control of the sinful nature.

Living in the power of the Holy Spirit...being controlled by the Holy Spirit...gives us the ability to produce the “fruit of the Spirit”, which is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23a). On the other hand, the works of the flesh (sinful nature) are “sexual immorality, impurity, and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, factions, and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like” (Gal. 5:19-21).

We will classify being controlled by the Holy Spirit as “spirituality”, and being controlled by the sinful nature as “carnality” (from the word “carnal”, or “related to flesh”). What, though, determines whether we are controlled by the Spirit or by the sinful nature? Obviously, if we are not “living in the light” and are thus “living in darkness”, we will not be controlled by the Spirit. This means that the control of the Spirit is related to our being “in the light”, or in fellowship. If we are in fellowship, we will be controlled by the Holy Spirit, and not by the sinful nature. This is central, and is why it is so important to stay “in fellowship”.

Sin disrupts fellowship and puts the sinful nature in charge, a condition that will last until we confess our sins and are restored to fellowship. Keep in mind that restoration is “immediate”, but so is loss of fellowship, which can happen in the blink of a wandering thought. Sin happens quickly, and with devastating effects that have been largely underestimated. Fellowship means control by the perfect God, while its absence means control has been passed to the sinful nature...in league with its insidious pals, the world and the devil. This is why confession must be a perpetual practice, because the margin between spirituality and carnality is so narrow, and these can change so quickly.

Control is crucial. Rom. 8:6b says, “...the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace.” Gal. 5:25 admonishes, “...keep in step with [meaning “walk by”] the Spirit.” When we are controlled by the Spirit, and “walking by Him”, we will be “living in the “light”. Eph. 5: 10 links living in the light with walking by the Spirit, showing that the fruit of the light and the fruit of the Spirit are the same. 

To confirm this, compare Gal. 5:22-23, quoted earlier, with Eph. 5:10, seen here: “...for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth.” Then compare Eph. 5:11-12 (deeds of darkness) with Gal. 5:19-21 (works of the flesh). See the connection? “Living in the light”, which we saw in the last section as “being in fellowship”, is equated to “walking by the Spirit”, or “being controlled by the Spirit”. “Living in darkness” is the same as “being controlled by the sinful nature”.

Maybe we’re getting bogged down, here. But the conclusion is simple: Being in fellowship results in spirituality, or the control of the Holy Spirit, while being out of fellowship is tied to carnality, or the control of the sinful nature.

Later in Eph. 5, we see a clear reference to the “control” of the Holy Spirit in verses 18 and 19, as follows: “Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”  That which fills us, such as alcohol, controls us. When the Spirit “fills” us, He controls us...and all of this is hinged on fellowship. 

So which will it be: the sinful nature or the Holy Spirit? Which will we choose to control us? If it is the sinful nature, we do nothing...the sinful nature will do its dirty work all on its own. If it is the Holy Spirit, we must confess to stay in fellowship, to qualify us for the Holy Spirit’s control and leadership. 

We will see over the course of our studies many benefits that emanate from the control of the Holy Spirit. We will cite a few of them here:

· The Holy Spirit teaches us. (Jn. 14:25-26)

· He teaches us about the deeper things of God. (1 Cor. 2:10-11)

· The Spirit gives us competence. (2 Cor. 3:4-6)

· The Spirit provides and activates gifts that enable us to help each other. (1 Cor. 12, especially verses 7-11).

· The Holy Spirit produces fruit through us. (Gal. 5:22-23)

· He works miracles among us. (Gal. 5:3)

· He even prays in our place because we do not know what to pray for. (Rom. 8:26-27)

There is much more to this...and we’ll get to it. For enrichment or clarification of this pivotal study, refer to the chart, “Spirituality/Carnality Flowchart”, at the end of Chapter 28 in Bible Basics for Living: Essential Foundations.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 14 of 15, “Discipline for Sin”

A good parent will use discipline to correct and guide a child, not to satisfy his own anger. The term “wrath” has been used in the past to describe God’s response to sin and rebellion, but this is a “human” quality that makes God’s plan sound like a campaign for vengeance or rage. The opposite is true. God uses divine discipline, based on love and grace, to bring us to “repentance”, or confession. Everything He does regarding us is designed to draw us closer to Him, where He can energize us, protect us, and fellowship with us...without forcing us to act, and without taking away our freedom of choice. 

God deals with us in love, not in anger or disgust, even though His discipline can be quite painful. Since the objective of discipline is to get us to use the techniques we are learning, then the condition for discipline is that we are not using them. At the present time, we have only seen one of the techniques, which is confession of our sins, so we are examining discipline as a means for God dealing with “unconfessed sin”. He wants to TEACH us to confess, and then prod us, as needed, to make sure we follow through.

In Rev. 3:19, Jesus told the apostle John, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” This is a perfect picture of the sequence of God’s discipline. Here is the normal order for discipline: 1) God loves believers, 2) God gives discipline or rebuke for unconfessed sins, as needed, 3) repentance or confession takes place, and 4) forgiveness is given and fellowship is restored.

Because God loves us, He disciplines us so we will honestly reflect on our sins and repent...i.e., change our minds about our sins, so that our view of them will match His. But we must be clear, God does not approve of sin, and will not ignore it. Sin will incur discipline, if left untended, and this discipline can be severe, up to and including physical death. We must not take it lightly. 1 Cor. 10:8 reports an occasion in the Old Testament when sexual immorality resulted in the death of twenty-three thousand Jews in one day! Ouch! 

Even if discipline reaches an extreme point, we must recognize that discipline is for our good. Prov. 3:11a advises us, “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline and do not resent his rebuke….” Job 5:17 adds, “Blessed is the man whom God corrects; so do not despise the discipline of the Almighty.” 

We should be thankful for discipline, because it teaches us and makes us better. Prov. 15:32 says, “He who ignores discipline despises himself, but whoever heeds correction gains understanding.” Therefore, we should actually “love” discipline, as called for in Prov. 12:1, which says, “Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid.” If we accept the discipline...and respond to it...we will benefit from it. And get this...if the discipline is being administered because of unconfessed sin, and we confess, the discipline stops! Suffering may continue for other reasons, but it will not be because of discipline. 

Discipline is an opportunity for us to make correction. This is why Heb. 12:5-11 encourages us strongly to endure the discipline with gratitude. This passage, quoted here in part, says the following:

“And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: “My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son….God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”

When the outcome of discipline is our return to fellowship, we will regain the control of the Spirit, or “share in His holiness”, so that His fruit can be produced through us...a “harvest of righteousness and peace”. Are you beginning to see how this works? God wants us to stay in fellowship, and He will pressure us (not force us) to confess and stay there. It’s that simple. 

We should also distinguish what happens with believers who sin, as compared with unbelievers, who are totally under the influence of their sinful natures. God disciplines believers because we are His children. Unbelievers, on the other hand, will not be “corrected through discipline”, but will ultimately “stand judgment” for not believing in Christ. 

1 Cor. 11:31-32 sheds light on the judgment of unbelievers, as opposed to the judgment of believers. Verse 31 says, “If we [believers] would judge ourselves [confess our sins], we would not be judged.” This particular “judgment” refers to the discipline of believers, not the eternal judgment that unbelievers face. Verse 32 adds: “When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with the world.” The consequence for the sins of believers is discipline, not condemnation.

Finally, we want to give a brief preview of future studies by indicating that not all suffering is “discipline”. If all our sins are confessed, any suffering we experience is not for discipline, but for testing and training. God is teaching us to “trust Him”, a subject we will cover thoroughly in future studies. We will study suffering, testing, training, and growth...down the line.
Dealing with Sin: Lesson 15 of 15, “Abusing Grace”

Before going further, we should issue a caution: Use forgiveness, but don’t abuse it. Is there a danger that we will abuse God’s grace? Maybe...if we use grace and forgiveness as excuses to sin. But the act of using our freedom of choice as an opportunity to sin is itself an action of the sinful nature, and the only way we can neutralize the sinful nature is to confess our sins and stay in fellowship. If we confess continually, we will have the power to avoid sin, including the sin of using grace as a way to beat the system in order to sin at-will.

Paul addressed this problem with the Romans (seen below) and gave some very definite limits for such assumptions. Grace is great, and God delights when we access His grace offerings consistently and enthusiastically. But grace must not be seen as an opportunity to live our lives without responsibility.

Grace makes provision for us, but our responsibility is to use what God gives us without abusing it. It is possible to misuse grace in a way that grieves God. This is what we see when a believer understands the principle of forgiveness, but applies it as a “get-out-of-jail-free” card, so he can go right back to his crimes. We need to understand how grace works, and we must recognize when we are abusing that grace. At the same time, we must use grace fully, because this is what God intends...and what delights Him.

God is loving. He forgives and loves to forgive, based on His Son’s work. Love and grace enable His justice and righteousness to work with forgiveness. If they didn’t, we would all be condemned. But because He loves us, He provides a way for us to be forgiven.

Keep in mind that God has given us choice, so we are free to sin...but not without consequences. When we sin we will face loving discipline, which can be severe and quite painful, even deadly, and we must keep short accounts on our confession-list to stay clean and avoid this. At the same time, remember that God looks at the heart, which means that He KNOWS if we are not sincere in our confession, and He sees when we are not truly seeking His forgiveness. Insincere confession is NOT confession at all. It is simply religion...a religious ritual with no effect...a display of godliness, but denying the power in it.

Grace increases as sins increases. There are no sins that God will not forgive, if they are honestly confessed. Grace “fits all sizes”. God knows about our sins before they are committed, and His plan is designed to deal with them. Rom. 5:20 says, “The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more….” The purpose of the Law is to expose our sins, and as our sins become greater, grace adjusts to take care of them.

Rom. 6:1-2 follows the reference to “grace increasing”, with a caution not to abuse grace: “What shall we say then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?” The questions are rhetorical. Of course we should not go on sinning, and must not “live in it any longer”. We “died to sin” positionally, or in our eternal state, at salvation; but we often “live in it” conditionally, in our temporal state. But we do not want to live in sin, which is why it is so important for us to deal with it correctly.

If we think we can sin and that it will not be recognized as sin, we will not see the need to honestly confess it, thus we will not be forgiven, even though we think we are okay. The application of grace must be done in the way of grace. Grace forgives, but it will not excuse without confession...and that means honest confession. Insincere confession used to provide a pretext for sin will only compound our spiritual jeopardy. Once again, God sees the heart and knows our motives.

When we are “clean” and controlled by the Spirit, we can claim the following promise from Ps. 37:3-7:

Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture. Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in him and he will do this: He will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, the justice of your cause like the noon day sun. Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him; do not fret when men succeed in their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes.

Doing things God’s way brings His blessings. Before you are through with these studies, you will understand this fully.

