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I saw a van the other day with a spare tire cover that said, “Smile. God loves you.” Pretty non-offensive, right? Though I'm sure there are those that still take offense at it. It's mostly non-confrontational, unless you say it to an atheist who has a beef with God, which is kind of odd, if you think about it, having a beef with someone you don't believe exists in the first place. Anyway, “Jesus loves you” feels so good to say and sounds good to most people's ears. After all, doesn't everyone  need a little more love these days? 


We as Christians know where to point people to for the proof of that love. The cross is the centerpiece of the Christian faith. One song asks, “Why did they nail his hands and feet, when his love would have kept him there?” St. John must have penned his famous words, “In this is love, not that we love God, but God loved us and gave his one and only Son for us” with the memory of Good Friday fresh in his mind.


Yet while Jesus' death on Calvary's cross is boldly and succinctly summed up in “Jesus loves you,” or John 3:16 in a nutshell, that love is virtually meaningless if we overlook the other aspect of the crucifixion. Jesus is not stuck up there ONLY because of his great love for the world. He's nailed there, suffering excruciating pain, because of something so frighteningly real that we often go to great lengths to ignore it. 


In the spirit of pop Christianity, that spare tire cover might put it this way: “Weep. God hates sin.” Oh, I forgot to put in the pronoun. “Weep. God hates your sin.” There, much better, isn't it? Wonder how many honks and angry glares that'll get ya. Wonder how long it will take for you to rip that off the back of your van. Get ready for the scowls and single finger hand signals.  


Have we ever considered that Jesus' Great Commission to “Go and make disciples of all nations. . . teaching them to keep all that I have commanded you” necessarily includes talk of a person's sins? Yea, watch how fast the conversation with your neighbor or friend will degrade into a one-sided shouting match when you tell them to look at the cross and see just how much God despises their sin. 


If you say that before you get to the whole Jesus loves them part, you'll probably not get the chance to get to the love part. Of course, if you say it after you tell them Jesus loves them, you'll confuse them so badly they won't want to listen to any more of your goofy religious banter. Either way, I can pretty much assure you things won't go well. 


Now, “Smile, God loves you” is true. So is “Weep. God hates sin” equally true, just not nearly as palatable. We're okay with that as long as we're not talking about OUR sin. There's no escaping, though, that the cross is a vivid and painful reminder of the seriousness of sin. And not just any sin. Your sin. 


God is not at all happy with your sin. If you do not turn from your wicked ways, if you do not repent of your sins, God, though He loves you, will become your public enemy number one. Which puts a whole new spin on Jesus' command to love your enemies. 


Anyway, the divine sentence for sinners, you and me included, ultimately is eternal life in hell. Which is really eternal death. If you don't own up to your sins, all of them, it won't matter how much God loves you. You will die in your sin and suffer the consequences of perdition in Hades. 


No wonder we have this great temptation to ignore or downplay this aspect of the crucifixion. Not a single one of us ever likes to consider our sins. Growing up Catholic, I was taught that one was supposed to enumerate your sins before the priest in the confessional. Uh, how much time do you have, Father? Cause this could go on for a while. Honestly, the list kept getting shorter and shorter. 


Self-examination is an exercise that always, always, initiates depression and self-loathing. Or it turns into a rousing rendition of the hit single “The devil made me do it,” with choruses of “I just can't help myself, I was born this way” and the ever popular “Is it really sin?” 


There is this temptation for Christians to look at our sins as not quite as bad as the world's. We don't go around doing some of the things unbelievers do. We've cleaned up our lives. We're pretty sure, most days, that we behave in a fairly upright manner. 


Well, get ready for the truth, and as that old adage says, the truth is going to hurt. Those little white lies you tell that you think are harmless? They're still a breaking of the 8th Commandment. Those occasional lustful thoughts you entertain? You're breaking the 6th Commandment as much as that couple that is co-habitating or the married man or woman who has an extramarital affair. Your vain use of God's name as an exclamation? Yea, even though it was an oops, still displeases God as much as the guy who purposefully swears a blue streak. That juicy tidbit of information that you got third-hand about someone? Sure, it may be the truth, but it still stinks in God's nostrils, because it is flagrant disobedience of the 5th Commandment.


Every sin you commit invites and earns God's wrath. Every commandment you break, knowingly or inadvertently, is an abomination to the Lord. There are no little white sins, there are only sins, all of which God despises. 


There is no justified or justifiable sin. God doesn't have exclusion clauses, marked by asterisks and footnotes that allow loopholes in His law and excuses for your sin. None of your sins caused Jesus to say, “That one didn't hurt much.” Every transgression of yours, from the least to the greatest, pounded those nails into the flesh of the Lamb of God. Every single one caused Him excruciating pain. 


St. Paul eliminates any wiggle room when he posits that “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men . . . for what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Therefore, they are without excuse.” 


In other words, you can't fain indifference or ignorance. I'll bet that right now, you could list specific actions or habits that you are doing that you know you shouldn't do, yet still do, albeit with a defiance that should frighten you. Is that why we avoid taking the time to memorize the Ten Commandments? You may not be able to list all the Ten Commandments or put them in order, but you still know a sin when you see it. And do it. The Psalmist declared, “I acknowledged my sin before sin and did not cover it up.” David cried, “I know my transgressions and my sin is before me.”


St. Paul states very clearly and matter-of-factly, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” Isaiah says that “all we like sheep have gone astray, each to his own way.”  And “No one is righteous, no not one.” St. John corners us by saying, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we say we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and his word is not in us.” 


Are there sins we are doing that we may not be aware of? Sure. That's part of the life of the Christian. As we study and learn God's Word, it awakens the awareness of sin in us, sin that may have dwelt there for some time, but we were not aware of it. 


However, it is the sins that we are aware of that present the greatest danger. If we tolerate these sins and if we continue in them, God will become our enemy. If you do not repent of these sins, there will be no reason to smile, for the call to repentance excludes the simplistic notion of “Smile, God loves you.” The Law doesn't make you smile, it kills you. It is sent to terrorize you. It's mission is to slay that old sinful self in you. It comes and wakes you up from your slumber in sin, for otherwise, you just might sleep right into the death of eternal separation from God. 


Every sin, no matter how slight, if left to fester, can and will endanger your eternity. We are to confess our sins to God, going so far as to say with all sincerity and humility, that there are sins we have committed of which we are unaware of. St. James tightens the noose when he proclaims, “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it.” Even if you are a good, wholesome Christian, who lives an upright and holy life, you're still sinning. To think otherwise is to deny the truth. 


“Now is the favorable time, now is the day of salvation” St. Paul announces. Today, this day, right here, is the moment that you need to face your sins head on. No more excuses. No more justifying them. Stop fooling yourself by thinking they aren't that big of a deal or that God will overlook the little ones. Look at the cross and see Jesus suffering for the little ones, the big ones, your every single one. Now, now that you have come face to face with your sin and the righteous judgment of God for that sin, now, is the time to talk of God's love. God does not desire the death of anyone, not even the worst sinner. He takes no delight in the sinner's condemnation to hell. He desires all to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.


Now, turn to the God of all mercy and compassion, who does not wish to condemn you to death, but to promise you life. Confess your sins to God. Humble yourself before the Lord. God promises that before your confession is finished, He has already forgiven you and wiped away the stain of your sin. Through the sacrificial death of Jesus, God extends the hand of fellowship to you and draws you into His embrace of grace. He has reconciled you to Him and removed your iniquities. You are holy in His sight, and He delights to bring you into his presence. 


Because of Jesus' death, your sins are absolved, every single one of them. Because of Jesus' resurrection, you will not suffer the death of the wicked. All your sins are covered by the blood of Jesus shed on the cross. The Word of life bestows life through his life-giving Word, pronouncing you forgiven and redeemed by Jesus. 


Now, now, is the time to smile. Yes, smile, because you know why Jesus love you. He has taken upon himself your sin and paid for your redemption. In fact, you may wish to laugh the laugh of the forgiven, as the weight of your sin has been lifted off you and put on Jesus. There is now NO condemnation for those who are in Christ. Smile as you leave this rail this day, for God assures you that your future, because of Jesus, is “the resurrection of the body and life everlasting.” 


In the humble act of repentance, you heeded the warning of God and by faith in Christ, you  received divine forgiveness. The judgment for your sins was cast upon Christ and by his stripes you are healed. O sinner, you shall not surely die, for as Jesus lives, so shall you. This is the sure and certain promise of God in Christ. Your sins are removed from you, forever cast into the sea. 


Ok, now here comes the tough part. It is as much your calling as it is mine to warn sinners of the seriousness of sin and the danger of unconfessed iniquities. You are called to be a watchman to warn the wicked of impending death. And as you well know, the Law is never received with joy. It won't be, because it terrorizes consciences and tears down defenses and makes a mockery of all excuses. It promises righteous judgment. It reveals what people hoped would remain hidden in the darkness. It makes people squirm. 


Yet, this is the work of God that He has ordained for us to do. We are to proclaim the Law in all its severity. That won't be fun. But then, we are also to announce the great news of the Gospel in all its sweetness, not only to our friends, family, neighbors and others with whom we have a relationship, but to each other here in the fellowship of this church. It won't be easy, that's for sure. It will not always go well, as you know from first hand experience. 


As the Lord has reached out to us in mercy and grace, so we reach out to others with mercy and grace. As we are called to repentance each day, so we call others to repentance that leads to life everlasting through the atoning sacrifice of the crucified and risen Christ. Smile, God loves you. The cross of Christ tells you so. Amen. 
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