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The Sixth Sunday after Pentecost
July 4, 2010

Galatians 6: 1-10, 14-18

As most of you here today know, I spent some time in prison; not as an inmate but as a chaplain.  It was part of my vicarage experience and I have to tell you that of all the things I have done in the ministry so far, my time “in prison” was probably one of the most fulfilling things I have ever done.


Admittedly, it kind of “creeped” me out a little at first.  Even though I knew that at the end of the day I would be walking out of there, it is still a little unnerving to have all the doors lock behind you as you enter.  And the fact that they asked me for a copy of my dental records “just in case” never really set very well!  Nevertheless, the time I spent with the inmates, teaching Bible class and counseling them was extremely gratifying.

There were a lot of long-lasting lesson for me because of that experience, a number of which have colored my ministry.  One in particular was the realization of something which was both troubling and hard to admit.  My dear friends in Christ, there is a sad and unfortunate reality within Christianity when it comes to dealing with a brother or sister who has fallen into to sin especially if that sin is widely known and there for all to see.  That reality is that we in the church have a tendency to shoot our wounded.  We just do.  Now, I am not talking about those who have some sort of gross sin in their background who repent and become Christian.  No, those folks we welcome with open arms.  I am instead talking about those in the fellowship of Christianity who fallen into sin.  They are often simply cast out, shunned and ignored.  They are, after they have sinned, left alone, treated as a pariah of sorts and disregarded.  

I saw the reality of this with many of the Christian inmates who, due to whatever, found themselves on the wrong side of the law.  One man in particular, his name was Marcus, played the piano for us so that we could sing some hymns before we’d begin Bible class.  Consequently I had more time to speak with him than I did with any of the other inmates.  The selling of drugs and credit card fraud led him to prison.  He readily admitted it.  In fact, at least with the people I worked with, they all admitted that they deserved to be there.  In his case, due to some financial struggles in his life, he felt desperate, thought he could make some fast money and so he sinned.  That’s not an excuse; it was just the facts.  However, I remember so clearly the conversation with Marcus when he told me what bothers him the most.  He grew up in the church.  In fact, he was right up unto his arrest, the church organist and choir director.  Most of his friends were in the church.  Everybody loved him until his sin became public.  Then he said, “Steve, I know what I did was wrong. I was leading a double life.  I know I sinned against God and I am truly sorry.   I just got caught up in it but what hurts me the most is not being in here.  What really hurts is that no one from the church will even talk to me anymore.  Not even the pastor.  They act like I don’t exist.”
Now, I suppose we could be hard-cases about this.  I suppose we could say, “Well, Marcus, you should have thought about this before you sold drugs and stole those credit cards!” There is some truth to that.  He should have thought about the consequences of his sin beforehand but is that the way we as Christians are supposed to treat a brother or sister in Christ who has fallen into sin?  Are we, to be perfectly cliché, “to kick them when they are down?” Are we to ignore them?  Are we to treat them as if they are dead to us and cut them off from contact with the church?

St. Paul gives us the answer to those questions in our epistle lesson for today from Galatians and the answer is a perfectly clear “no.”  To push out or to cut off the brother or sister who has sinned is to totally misunderstand both the gospel of Jesus Christ and the reason that he has established his church on earth in the first place.  The brother or sister in Christ who falls, according to Paul, is not to be shunned or dismissed, but restored.  As those who live under the shadow of the cross’ forgiveness and whose lives are to be shaped by that same forgiveness, restoration is our God-given responsibility to him.

Our reading for today brings to a close Paul’s words to the Galatian church.  And, as I have mentioned in past weeks, much of what Paul has had to say to the Galatian church has been harsh and severe.  As you recall, they had literally abandoned the Gospel, the full and free forgiveness of sins we receive because of what Christ Jesus did for us on the cross, and went back to believing that they needed to earn their salvation through their works.  Now, Paul severity might seem a bit disturbing but he had his reasons.  You see, (and this really is the bottom-line) without the Gospel, they simply ceased to be the church.  My dear friends in Christ this is really important for us to understand what the church of Jesus Christ is all about.  The church exists to give out to the world what Christ Jesus has so graciously given it, meaning, the Gospel, forgiveness and life-everlasting.  Without the Gospel, without that Gospel, we have no reason to exist.  So, having corrected them, Paul moves on and shows them the practical application of what it means to be the church.
And so he begins, “Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness.”  Now, there are three translational issues that we need to deal with here that are all very important.  First, this is a conditional sentence and the “if” makes it sound like Paul thinks that there might only be a possibility that someone in the fellowship will sin at some point in the future.  Consequently, it almost comes across as if Paul is saying, “if on the outside chance that someone will sin, here is what you do.”  That, however, is not what the sentence means.  In fact, Paul is much more definite here.  In his mind, that Christians will sin is a certainty and so what he is saying would be better understood as “when someone sins, here is what you do.”

Paul doesn’t believe for a moment that Christians will not sin.  On the contrary, he believes fully that they will sin and is telling the church they should expect it.   Now, the truth of that should be readily apparent for all of us by simply looking at our own lives.  Who here doesn’t sin?  Who here walks perfectly in thought, word and deed every moment of every day of their lives?  The only difference between all of us here today and the example that Paul gives is that our sins simply aren’t public.  Most of our sins remain hidden from the eyes of our fellow Christians and, if we are honest, we are probably happy to keep them that way.
Paul, however, is talking about someone whose sin is known but here too we need to clarify what he means by “caught in any transgression.”  Here is the second translational issue.  He doesn’t mean that we busted them in the act like a parent catching her child with his hand in the cookie jar.  He means that the person has been “trapped” by sin or “overtaken” by sin.  This is the person who, due to the weakness of the sinful flesh, yields to sin’s temptation and finds himself totally caught up in it.  He is “caught in a transgression” like a fly trapped in a spider’s web.
To this one, Paul admonishes us that we must restore and the reason to do so should be obvious:  he needs restoration.  But take note of how we are to restore him:   in a spirit of gentleness.  And here is the third translational issue with which we have to deal and it is really the most significant.  Paul chose his words wisely so that we might clearly understand how we are to deal with one who has sinned.  The word “restore” is actually a medical term and it refers to “setting a broken bone.”  Think of that for a moment in the context of what Paul is telling us.  What does that tell us about how Paul views the tragedy of sin?  

My dear friends in Christ, one who has fallen, one who is caught up in sin, according to Paul, is not a pariah but a broken person.  They are hurt and injured and our responsibility is not to go and straighten them out, to give them a piece our minds, to whip them into shape or to send them packing.  We are to view them as those who have suffered a severe injury, who are already in pain and are in need of relief.  What would you think of a physician who sets a broken leg by grabbing hold of the foot and giving it a good yank?  What would think of a doctor who pulled and twisted a broken arm without offering anesthetic?  We’d think him a sadist.  Is it any wonder that Paul, knowing how sin breaks people, says to us that we should restore their brokenness but do it gently?
Paul is telling us that we in the church are to use the Gospel as medicine; to heal and to fix those whose sin has gotten the better of them.  If you are wondering what that looks like, I think we get the most beautiful illustration of this with Jesus himself.  I am sure you are all familiar with the story in John, chapter 8 regarding the woman caught in adultery.  She is dragged before Jesus by a crowd that screamed for her blood.  And this same angry mob sets the case before Jesus reminding him that Law of Moses demanded that such a woman should be stoned to death.  From the context of the story it is clear that she sinned, she was guilty but Jesus doesn’t condemn her, instead, looking to those who did, he simply says, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”  They all, of course, walked away.  But, what Jesus does with her when he is alone is where we see Jesus taking a woman broken by sin and restoring her.  Looking at her, Jesus asks her, “Woman, where are they?  Has no one condemned you?”  She replied, “No one sir.”  Then Jesus “sets the broken bone,”  “Then neither do I condemn you.  Go now and leave your life of sin.”
My dear friends in Christ, when it comes to the issue of sins, part of the call of the gospel which has come to each of us by his grace is that we must not act like Pharisees.  When someone is trapped in sin we must never act as if it will never happen to us.  Paul even warns us of that in this text, “But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”  When a fellow Christian sins, the proper response is not anger or condescending condemnation but . . . sadness.  We should hurt for them and with them, bearing their burdens, knowing that the table could just as easily be turned and we find that we ourselves are the ones broken by sin.  

The church, we, you and I, exists to bring forgiveness to broken sinners and not just to those outside our fellowship but especially to those who are among us.  We need to see this from Jesus’ perspective.  These are people who had been made whole by the gospel but have now been broken.  These are people who have known the goodness of the Lord.  These are people who have tasted the salvation Jesus brings us.  These are people whom God has called saints.  But every saint still remains a sinner and when they fall it is even more painful for them.  Think of Marcus that I mentioned earlier.  He also served as a prison trustee and so he had a bit more freedom to move about the prison which meant that he used to walk me to the front gate after every Bible class.  Every time he watched me walk out of that prison and he had to stay behind, do you not think he was reminded of his sin in the starkest of fashion?  But, even his pastor refused to meet with him, to hear his confession and to speak to him of the forgiveness that comes from the cross.  Does Christ’s forgiveness cease to exist for Christians who sin?  How cruel to withhold what God wants us to give away.  How cruel to shoot our own wounded.
So, my dear friends in Christ, where does that leave us?  What shall we do with these words of mercy that St. Paul brings to us today?  Well, as Christians, as those forgiven by Jesus’ death on the cross, as those who have been restored by Christ for all of our sin, as those whose mouths, through the gospel, have the power to restore broken sinners . . . we live by them.  With the blood of Jesus which forgives all of our sin empowering us to live for him as he would have us live . . . let us resolve never to shoot our wounded.  Living in the shadow of the cross which covers our lives and our sin places us in the God-given position to readily give out to our injured brothers and sisters what we have so freely received.  Remember, the power of the Jesus’ death on the cross is that it forgives all sins and it is the healing balm for those in pain.  The truth of our mission as the church of Jesus Christ is that when we proclaim the Gospel to repentant sinners, Jesus heals broken souls.  He really and truly does and he graciously involves us in the process. 
 So, consider the joy of telling the one crushed by his own sin that Jesus has not abandoned him or her in their sin but that his blood is there to wash them as it has washed us.  Restore them.  Set their bones broken by sin.  Give to them the medicine of the Gospel and then, together, as his people, restored and made whole by Jesus sacrifice we may ever boast of his cross.  To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.  
