DON’T PAY THESE WAGES
Phil Van Auken

Acts 3:12-19; 1 John 3:1-7; Luke 24:36b-48
Let’s begin with roll call—only don’t raise your hand!  We’re taking roll of the various people in today’s readings—whose faces can you remember?   In the verses from Acts, we encountered Peter the apostle speaking to a crowd of Jews in Jerusalem who were more confused and upset than ever about who Jesus was. In Luke’s gospel, we ran into Jesus and his disciples, and even the name of Moses popped up.  In John’s gospel we met another disciple, none other than John, known as the disciple whom Christ loved. And in just a minute we’ll hear from even more Bible all-stars.

Except for Jesus, everyone who just answered roll call shared something in common: they were all sinners, but most of them didn’t see it that way.  They all needed a savior but hardly recognized it.  All of them had encountered Jesus, some even face-to-face, but only a few of them, starting with Peter, recognized Jesus as the Messiah who takes away the sins of the world. 

Peter certainly recognized who Jesus was, but he also recognized the consequences of saying so publicly. As Peter spoke to the crowd in our lesson this morning, I’m sure his face was still beet red from having denied his Lord and savior just a few weeks before that when Jesus was arrested. Tough guy Peter even tried to sword fight the high priest’s servant. I suspect Jesus was more embarrassed than Peter!  

And Apostle John too knew plenty about sin--and from personal experience. How embarrassed young John must have been when Jesus dubbed him and his brother, James, the sons of thunder—a polite way of calling them hot heads! And maybe John’s face was just as red as Peter’s the day John’s brazen mother asked Jesus to install John and James as top dogs in heaven. 

The Jerusalem crowds milling around Peter in the lesson from Acts had a mighty hard time ducking the topic of sin, but they knew the score---especially when Peter reminded them of their jeers to crucify Jesus just a short while after they had paved his way into Jerusalem with palm leaves. 

In the reading from Luke’s gospel, Jesus’ disciples were cooped up incognito trying to dodge the political flack of Jesus’ recent execution.  To a man, they were spooked when Jesus miraculously appeared in their midst with a not-so-comforting word of peace. They were about as peaceful as Martin Luther meeting the pope! It would have taken a microscope to see the small speck of faith in that inner room!

Jesus stepped on their collective toes by implying they were a bunch of scardy cats and dull-witted sheep. He knew, and they remembered, what he had told them about his coming death and resurrection--but it flew right over their heads.  Meow and Baa!

Would it be fair to call the doubts these people had about Jesus outright sins? I mean, so what if Peter got cold feet and ducked out on Jesus for awhile, and who cares if John had a big mouth and pushy mother?  Big deal if the Jerusalem crowds got emotional and the disciples were skittish. Is that any worse, say, than John the Baptist’s sudden loss of confidence in Jesus, or Judas’ treason? 

I’m afraid it is worse, because these early church icons were closer to Jesus than anyone else—they were eyewitnesses to his miracles and humanity, just like us two thousand plus years later.  The gospels and the rest of the New Testament, along with the Holy Spirit, also make us eyewitnesses. 

But we aren’t really any different than Peter, John, the disciples, and the street people of Jerusalem. In fact, we’re sailing in the same boat with them—the same creaky, leaky boat floating on the lake of sin.  Whoa there sailor you say--just because we’re sailing in the same boat doesn’t make us sinners! 

Think again, because the boat is sinking under our own occasional doubts about Jesus—the wages of our own sin.

 Let me spell it out. The letter W in wages stands for WORRY—like the Jerusalem crowds did when Peter accused them of mutiny against the captain of their ship, Jesus. Like we worry when the economy goes bad or when we check into the hospital for tests.

After the W comes the A in the W-A-G-E-S of sin; A stands for AFRAID--like Jesus’ own disciples were when he appeared to them from out of nowhere after his resurrection.  Imagine at first they didn’t even recognize their own Lord, and then they were afraid of him! But how many times have we failed to see Jesus with us during our trials, tribulations, and troubles?

The third wage of sin is G for GUILT—the way Peter felt after the rooster crowed—guilty for giving up on Jesus. Have we too given up on Jesus, maybe times when our prayers weren’t answered fast enough or when we complained about how hard we have it in life?

The letter E in wages is for EMPTINESS, like John, James, and their mother felt when she was turned down as their PR agent in heaven.  Just like we sometimes feel when we fail to comfort a grieving friend or run-out of encouraging words for a failing co-worker.

And the last letter in the wages of sin is S for SORROW, the way nearly all of the people in today’s lessons felt when they realized they had sold Jesus out. Maybe that’s how we feel when we don’t even pray for someone in trouble or when we mistreat a friend but never seek their forgiveness.

Worry, Fear, Guilt, Emptiness, and Sorrow: these are the expensive wages of sin felt by everyone in this morning’s lessons.  Precisely when Jesus’ followers were closest to him is when they doubted him: they lacked joy in his presence; they let him down; they went on without him.  I bet we sometimes know the feeling too.

We don’t always take our Lord along with us to work or when we visit others.  We don’t always pray in his name as we should or wait patiently and expectantly for the divine answer. Too often we’re fearful like the disciples or slow to recognize the abiding presence of Jesus in our lives. Once in awhile, we even wonder if he’s really there, only to abandon him for a time. 

These are sins.  But we don’t have to pay the wages of our sins.

John’s epistle this morning reminds us that Jesus was revealed to take away our sins. In Acts, Peter encourages us to repent and turn to God, that our sins may be washed away. And in Luke’s good news gospel, Jesus himself proclaims forgiveness of all our confessed sins. Only a true savior can do that! 

Hopefully, most of us feel assured about what Jesus did for us and is for us when it comes to dealing with sin.  But just in case someone still isn’t convinced about the reality of sin and our need for forgiveness, there’s a cornucopia of godly sinners in the Bible who offer us heart-felt advice about escaping the wages of sin:

Take, for instance, Noah. After his long boat ride literally on the sea of sin, he reminds us that “The real pain isn’t the rain, it’s the sin within.”  When Esau caught up to his brother Jacob was heard to say:  “In a mess? Quickly confess.” After meeting up with Moses at the Red Sea one day, Pharaoh learned that sin sure don’t pay. ”Mary’s sister, Martha, says, “Repent, and then you won’t have to hurry or worry!”  The Samaritan woman at the well recommends that when you try to hold onto sin, just release and you’ll find peace. Apostle Paul knows what he’s talking about when he says, “When your conscience bothers you, believe and receive forgiveness. And Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John chime in: “Sin got you afraid?” Smile, Jesus paid!”

Here’s one more piece of advice I’ve saved for last: 

Adam and Eve had to leave the Garden of Eden and lost their freedom because Eve listened to the snake, and so Adam ate the forbidden fruit that made mankind the dupe of original sin. But thank God, Jesus came our way so we don’t have to pay for Adam’s sin. Because he died, our sins can be forgiven and we can go right on livin’—forever together.

So, what do you say: let’s not go for a sail in the boat of sin anymore, ‘cause it’s no fun sailin’ while you’re flailin’!

Let’s finish by reminding ourselves of the one sure and true antidote for sin: forgiveness. What is forgiveness? 

Forgiveness is the pacemaker of the heart; the aroma of the rose; the jump start of the battery; the wag of the dog’s tail; the sun peeking through the clouds; the spring in the step; the dawn of the morning; the breath in the lungs; the smile of the baby; the lilt of the waltz; the rising of the bread; the dew on the grass; the spice of the recipe; the hoot of the owl; the moonlight on the water; the blue in the sky. Forgiveness is the resurrection of our Lord. 
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