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 One of the peculiar characteristics of lower-case-c Christianity in modern America is the way that it downplays 
the significance of sin.  If we flip on the Trinity Broadcasting Network and watch for a few hours, we will learn that God 
loves us and wants us to feel good about ourselves, that He wants to make us rich, and probably that He wants to give us 
miraculous spiritual gifts.  We will not learn that God’s primary goal for us is to make us a sinless and holy people.  
Similarly, we’ll hear a lot about how wonderful Jesus is, but not very much about why He needed to die on the cross. 
 On one level, this makes a great deal of sense.  After all, none of us want to spend very much time thinking about 
the sin that we personally have chosen to commit.  Awareness of our sin gets in the way of our senses of self-importance 
and entitlement.  It undercuts the notion that we are good people just the way we are.  However, unless we appreciate 
what sin is, we can never understand what God and Christ have done for us.  Let’s look this morning, then, at sin. 
 
Characteristics of Sin 
 As we often do, we’re going to begin our study by considering some defining characteristics of sin.  In other 
words, what makes sin, sin?  The first thing the Scripture reveals about sin is that it is A CHOICE TO DO WRONG.  
James sums this up memorably in James 4:17.  Sin is when we know what the right thing to do is, but we choose to do 
otherwise.  This definition tells us a lot of very important things.  First of all, it tells us that there is such a thing as a 
morally right thing to do.  These moral standards arise from two main sources.  The first, obviously, is the law of God.  
Whatever God instructs us to do is good; whatever He forbids is evil.  The second source of our morality, though, is our 
own conscience.  Paul illustrates this in Romans 14 using the idea of eating meat.  Nothing in God’s word forbids the 
eating of meat.  However, if I sincerely believe that eating meat is wrong, then my conscience binds me not to eat meat.   
 Second, all of us have the ability to choose whether we are going to do right or not.  If, as the Calvinists believe, I 
am totally depraved because of Adam’s sin, and am incapable of ever choosing to do a single righteous act, then how can 
the guilt of my sin be charged to me, instead of to Adam or God?  I’m stuck in a no-win situation, and it’s not my fault.   

However, Calvinism is not a Biblically based teaching.  What the Bible actually says about us is that we are free 
moral agents.  We do not inherit sin from Adam, but we do inherit the ability to discern good from evil.  Dogs don’t have 
that.  Even small children lack the capacity for abstract moral reasoning.  However, a normal adult does possess it.  He is 
able to judge that an action is inherently wicked, and when he chooses to carry out that action, he commits sin.  Because it 
was his free moral decision to sin, God may rightly charge him with the guilt of that sin. 

Although we are responsible for the evil decisions we make, we do have help in making them.  All sin is 
PROVOKED BY SATAN.  We see an example of this occurring in John 13:26-27.  The point here isn’t that Judas 
Iscariot was demonically possessed when he betrayed Jesus.  We know from other places in Scripture that those who had 
unclean spirits lost control over their own bodies, which did the demon’s bidding instead.  Because the human spirit inside 
wasn’t in control, it wasn’t culpable for anything the demon did.  Jesus Himself said that Judas would be held accountable, 
so we know from this that Judas wasn’t possessed.  Instead, what this text is telling us is that Judas was indwelt by Satan in 
the same way that Christians are indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  That doesn’t mean that there is literally some piece of the 
Holy Spirit inhabiting our skulls.  Instead, it means that the Holy Spirit influences and guides us to do what is right.  
Likewise, Judas or any other sinner has allowed himself to be influenced and guided by the devil.  He distorts our thinking 
so that we come to believe that evil is actually beneficial to us.  Without Satan, we would be incapable of sinning. 

Sadly, however, all of us inevitably make that wrong choice to sin.  Sin is UNIVERSAL.  Read with me from 1 
John 1:10.  Everyone, even the most dedicated follower of God, sooner or later decides to do evil.  All of us, taken on our 
own merits, are sinners, and we would do well to remember it.  This awareness of our own sin is important for several 
different reasons.  First of all, it tells us that whatever God’s law says about sin applies to us personally.  We can’t pretend 
like we’re above the need for salvation.  Second, it reminds us to be humble.  As Christians, it’s easy for us to see some 
poor soul who is up to his ears in sin, who is suffering the effects of that sin in every area of his life, and say to ourselves, 
“Boy, I’m glad I’m not like he is.”  The reality is that the difference between him and us is one of degree only, not of kind.  
We are like him.  We too have fallen prey to the same deceit.  Our reaction, then, should be compassion, not arrogance. 

This universal pursuit of sin is all the more tragic because the pleasures of sin are PASSING.  John will also tell 
us about this, in 1 John 2:17.  Recently, I’ve been reflecting, as I often do, that just about the cruelest thing you can do to 
an ungodly person is to give them everything they want.  What makes them ungodly is that they have fallen for the lie that 
sin will make them happy, and so, once they’ve got the money or the fame or the whatever, they give themselves 
wholeheartedly to the pursuit of happiness through sin.  Certainly, at the beginning, there is pleasure in sin.  No one 
would get drunk if drunkenness didn’t offer a temporary respite from unhappiness.  No one would commit adultery if 
there weren’t the thrill of illicit desire at the beginning.  However, the more we give ourselves over to sin, the more the 
pleasure dwindles, and the worse the consequences get.  Most people are protected from the worst of these consequences 



by their lack of capacity to fulfill their lusts.  The 45-year-old delivery driver with a potgut doesn’t have to worry about 
women throwing themselves at him every evening.  He’s safe.  However, the rock idol isn’t safe.  The movie star isn’t safe, 
and it’s in their lives that we see the fullest effects of sin.  I could spend the next half hour doing nothing more than 
reading off the names of the celebrities who died young because of their sin, everybody from Marilyn Monroe to Whitney 
Houston.  Nobody who lets the devil do the driving ends up at a place they want to be. 

In fact, the final result of sin for everyone, celebrity and delivery driver alike, is DEATH.  The Scripture makes 
this point in many places, among them James 1:15.  Certainly, it may well be that our sin leads directly to our physical 
deaths.  Lots of alcoholics and philanderers could testify to that, if they weren’t dead.  However, even if we are fortunate 
enough not to face cirrhosis of the liver or an outraged husband with a shotgun, our sin will certainly lead to spiritual 
death.  Every time we sin, God knows precisely what we have done, and it stirs up His wrath.  If we continue in sin until 
the end of our lives, we can expect to see that wrath poured out on us at the day of judgment.  In fact, it will take on an 
ironically appropriate form.  When we live lives of willful sin, we rebel against God.  We tell Him repeatedly that we don’t 
love Him and that we want nothing to do with Him.  What happens on the day of judgment is that God says, “Fine.”  He 
sends us to a place where we will spend eternity having nothing to do with Him, nothing to do with His kindness, nothing 
to do with His love, nothing to do with anything good, because good only comes from Him.  That’s what hell is.  Hell is 
an eternity in which Satan is present and God is absent.  It is the inevitable consequence of sin. 
 
Jesus and Sin 
 When God’s word presents sin in such an unrelentingly negative light, we might think that human beings would 
wise up and avoid it.  In reality, though, only one human ever has succeeded in keeping His life free from sin.  In this 
portion of our lesson, the portion before the Lord’s Supper, we’re going to consider Jesus and sin, and why His attitude 
toward sin is so important.  We can learn about all of this from the story of the temptation of Jesus, in Luke 4:1-13. 
 This story begins with a brief discussion of JESUS’ SITUATION.  The first thing that this text reveals about 
Jesus is that He was full of the Holy Spirit.  This series of events, of course, follows right on the heels of Jesus’ baptism, 
so it’s tempting to read this as somehow being about miraculous spiritual gifts, but I don’t think that’s what is going on 
here.  After all, the only time in this context that the miraculous powers of Jesus come up is when the devil invites Jesus to 
use them, and Jesus refuses.  Instead, we should read this to mean that Jesus is operating at a high spiritual level.  His will 
is perfectly in conformity with the will of the Father and the will of the Spirit.  He is ready to be tried. 
 Sure enough, the trials begin as soon as Jesus heads out into the wilderness.  We often think of Jesus as only 
being tempted with the three big temptations, but the text actually presents them as part of a continual barrage of 
temptations, most of which we don’t know anything about.  Satan doesn’t know what Jesus is on earth to do, but he does 
know that Jesus is the Son of God, so he’s obviously going to pull out all the stops to take Jesus down.   
 This process continues for forty days, during the course of which, for whatever reason, Jesus doesn’t eat anything.  
This implies some sort of miraculous intervention; typically, a man can only last for about thirty days before he starves to 
death.  Jesus, then, knows that He isn’t going to die, but the long fast makes him very, very hungry.  He entered the 
wilderness on a spiritual high; now, circumstances have conspired to make him more spiritually vulnerable. 
 Satan takes advantage of this vulnerability when he attacks Jesus with the first named temptation, in which he 
appeals to THE LUST OF THE FLESH.  Satan begins first of all by questioning Jesus’ divinity.  He’s asking Him to 
prove that He is the Son of God by turning stones into bread.  It’s not immediately apparent what the problem here was, 
until we remember that Jesus wasn’t sent to earth to act on His own initiative.  Jesus could have used His power to build 
Himself an air-conditioned palace every time He stopped for the night, but He had been given His gifts to proclaim the 
gospel, not to see to His own comfort.  Even something as simple as making a meal for Himself out of some rocks would 
have been selfish and wrong.  It wasn’t something that God wanted Jesus to do, and Jesus knew it.  He replies to Satan, 
interestingly enough, by citing a passage that applied to the time when the children of Israel were wandering in the 
wilderness.  During that time, God sustained the Israelites with manna from heaven so that they would learn that even 
when they were in Canaan, they would still be sustained only by God’s provision.  What was important, then, was not 
providing for themselves, but pleasing God so that He would provide for them.  Jesus was experiencing the very same 
lesson in the very same place.  His life was to be about doing God’s will, not His own.  If He did, God would provide. 
 After Jesus rebuffs the first temptation, Satan tries a different tack.  He tempts Jesus using THE LUST OF 
THE EYE.  In terms of the lust of the eye, in terms of covetousness, greed, and similar evil desires, this is a really big 
temptation.  Men have wholeheartedly given their lives to Satan in pursuit of much, much less than all the kingdoms of 
the earth.  However, Satan offers everything on earth to Jesus, in exchange for one teeny-weeny act of worship.   

This is probably much more of a temptation than we realize.  After all, the entire Jewish nation was looking for a 
Messiah who was King David Part II.  They were expecting Jesus to be an earthly king and an earthly conqueror.  That 
Messiah would have been one they would have accepted rather than crucifying.  That’s where the temptation lay for Jesus:  
to conform Himself to the expectations of His people rather than to the expectations of His Father. 



 One of the interesting things about this temptation is that the payout for the sin is under Satan’s control.  Before, 
Jesus truly could have sinfully turned the stones into bread, like Moses sinfully made water come out of the rock by 
striking it.  Here, though, dominion over the kingdoms of the earth is something that Satan says he has the power to give.  
In this, Satan is probably lying.  However, we will never know.  Jesus rebuffs Satan with another Scriptural quotation. 
 The final temptation that the devil presents concerns THE PRIDE OF LIFE.  He takes Jesus to the pinnacle 
of the temple and encourages Him to throw Himself down.  This doesn’t seem like much of a temptation to us, but once 
again, we need to put ourselves in Jesus’ sandals to appreciate it.  Jesus, after all, is living a life of faith.  Instead of seeking 
His own happiness the way that all the rest of us do, He has just set His feet on a path that will lead to His crucifixion and 
death.  In human terms, that’s a crazy idea.  The only reason why Jesus is doing it is because He believes His Father’s 
promise.  Jesus goes to the cross expecting God to protect Him and raise Him up.  Satan doesn’t know all of this, but he 
does know that as the Messiah, Jesus is going to have to rely on God’s promises anyway.  What Satan does, then, is to 
pluck a couple of God’s promises in Scripture out of their context, repeat them to Jesus, and say, “If You REALLY had 
faith, You’d be willing to jump off of this tower right now.  Don’t You trust God?”  Satan has set things up so that the 
only way Jesus can affirm His faith is by doing what the devil wants.  Jesus, of course, is too wise to fall for this.  He knew 
that God would protect Him, but He also knew that God didn’t extend that protection for Him to play games with.  He 
replies to Satan’s perversion of the Scripture with a rightly cited Scripture, once again from Deuteronomy, and escapes the 
trap.  The immediate result is that Satan leaves Him alone, but only until Jesus’ next apparently vulnerable moment. 
 As we partake of the Lord’s Supper in a few moments here, this text gives us several important things to reflect 
on.  First of all, we need to take Jesus for our example.  Satan crafted these temptations especially for Jesus, just as He 
crafts ours especially for us.  Jesus, however, was godly and wise enough to defeat these insidious assaults.  Second, 
though, we need to remember why Jesus’ sinlessness was so important.  If Jesus had given in to these temptations, or to 
any others the devil sent His way, He would not have been able to serve as the sacrifice for our sins, and we would all 
have been doomed.  Jesus was so constantly victorious because of His love for us.  Let’s think about this as we partake. 
 
Defeating Sin 
 The fact that we should avoid sin is so blindingly obvious that it’s almost not worth saying.  And yet, despite our 
understanding of the perils of sin and Jesus’ attitude toward it, all of us continue to sin.  This should tell us that we need 
to devote our attention to this blindingly obvious topic anyway, and what we can do to defeat it.   
 First, we must BE WATCHFUL.  There are several passages of Scripture that teach this, but let’s only look at 1 
Peter 5:8.  This reminds me of something that happened to me when I was a little kid and my family was out hiking.  My 
sister and I, as we often did, had run on down the trail, so that we were a couple hundred yards in front of my parents.  
We were scampering along, and all of a sudden this strange sound started.  We didn’t know what it was, so we kept going.  
I was in front, I happened to look down, and right in front of my feet was a big thick nasty timber rattlesnake, coiled up 
and ready to strike.  The noise that we heard was the rattle.  I jumped about six feet straight up in the air, screamed, 
“Snake!”, and ran back to my parents as fast as I could.  I guarantee you that for the next several years, any time we went 
hiking, I was extremely careful to watch where I put my feet.  I wanted nothing to do with any more snakes. 
 We need to remember, friends, that we aren’t alone in our spiritual journey either.  The devil is out there prowling 
around, and he’s not a rattlesnake kind of threat.  He’s a lion kind of threat, and he is salivating at the opportunity to run 
us down and devour us.  I probably wouldn’t go hiking at all in an area where I knew there were lions, and if I did, my 
head would be on a swivel.  That’s the way we need to be with respect to the devil.  We can’t let temptation sneak up on 
us.  Instead, we must be constantly vigilant, aware that evil can appear in the most innocuous forms. 
 When evil does appear, we must know when the time has come to RESIST.  This is what Peter continues on to 
tell us to do in 1 Peter 5:9.  In context, Peter seems to be talking about the way that Christians should handle unavoidable 
persecution.  Likewise, there are times in our lives when we face temptation we can’t avoid.  If we’re tempted to be lazy at 
work, the solution to the problem is not to stop going to work!  Instead, when we meet these inevitable temptations, we 
need to fight back, to employ all of the self-control at our disposal to do what we should or refuse what we shouldn’t.  
This process isn’t usually pleasant.  Giving in to sin gives us that short-term rush.  However, resistance is what God wants. 
 On the other hand, there are times when it is wiser to FLEE.  Paul brings up one of those circumstances in 2 
Timothy 2:22.  This is a passage that speaks especially to young men like Timothy, who at this point is probably between 
20 and 30 years of age.  I’ve been there, friends, and let me tell you, youthful lusts are no joke!  If the young Christian man 
constantly puts himself in situations where he has the opportunity to express those lusts, guess what?  The lusts are going 
to win.  The only way to deal with youthful lusts, and other temptations that are similarly powerful, is to flee them.  Don’t 
even let the tempting situation arise, and if it does anyway, leave it as quickly as possible.  When 1 Corinthians 10 says that 
we will never face a temptation that is too great for us to bear, that doesn’t mean that we can rush into every set of 
circumstances and expect to triumph.  Instead, sometimes God makes the temptation bearable by giving us the way of 



escape, and if we don’t take the way of escape, we’re going to get pounded.  The point is, brethren, that we need to know 
ourselves, know our weaknesses, and know our limits, and if we see something that will push us past them, we must flee. 
 Whether it is strength that we need to resist temptation or wisdom to flee it, the best way to find either is to 
PRAY.  Here too, there are innumerable passages that make this point.  We’ll look at Mark 14:38.  Something that I’ve 
noticed in my own walk with God is that the devil has a much harder time tempting me when my mind is set on the 
things of the Spirit.  If I’m walking along, singing some hymn in my head, and an evil thought pops up alongside it, I feel 
very reluctant to set the hymn aside and concentrate on the temptation.  The godly thought makes it too difficult for me 
to deceive myself and pretend that I’m not violating the law of God.  Introducing a prayer into my temptation has the 
same effect.  Not only is the attitude of prayer itself a powerful sin repellant, but it also enlists the power of God on our 
side in the spiritual battle, and with His help, we can overcome anything.  When tempted, we must pray. 
 However, no matter how we watch, resist, flee, and pray, sooner or later we are going to slip up.  Sooner or later, 
we are going to sin.  That takes us, then, to our ultimate weapon in the battle against sin, which is to BE FORGIVEN.  
David describes the joy of forgiveness in Psalm 32:1-2.  This is where our hope for heaven lies.  We can’t hope to get 
there by trusting in our own righteousness.  Only Jesus could do that.  However, through the grace that He offers, we can 
become what we are not.  We are not just, but He can justify us.  We are not clean, but He can purify us.  We are not holy, 
but He can consecrate us.  All of this is ours for the asking as Christians, whenever we seek His forgiveness. 


