NAVS Discipleship materials

What’s the problem? – Sin
Introduction – In the next three sessions we are going to study the Gospel. Obviously we all understand the Gospel already, otherwise we wouldn't be here, so why are we going to study it?  Well, three reasons - one, for our own encouragement; two, so that we can come to a deeper understanding of it; three, so we can think about the best ways of explaining the Gospel to non-Christians. This week we will begin by looking at sin.

If you ask non-Christians what they think sin is, what kind of replies do they give?  What problems does this cause when we try and explain to them that they are sinners?

Many would probably say sin is wrongful acts like murder, stealing, violence, i.e., heinous wrongdoing. The problem is that people’s attitude is, OK, they might not be perfect, but they’re better than many others, and so aren’t really all that bad. So when we then tell them they’re sinners too, they don’t accept it. 

Outline the narrative we find in Hosea 1
[Background - Hosea was a prophet to the Northern Kingdom, around 750 B.C.  The society was unjust, materialistic and immoral.  The northern kingdom fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C - the year the capital Samaria fell]  
•
God tells Hosea to marry a whore/prostitute (don’t be fooled by the NIV’s polite translation) (v2). So he marries Gomer (v3).  

[n.b. - was she a prostitute when he married her?  Probably not - this prophecy is Hosea looking back on the experience seeing how God had a plan for him]

•
Gomer bears him a son, called Jezreel - a name that had become a picture of judgment following the slaughter of the descendants of Ahab at Jezreel (v4).  

[n.b. - Jezreel was a valley between the mountains of Samaria and Galilee.  It was a prominent battlefield.  2 Kings 9-10 tells the story of the incident referred to here.  Jehu was anointed King of Israel, and commissioned to destroy the house of Ahab (Ahab was a particularly bad king - 1 Kings 16:30).  Jehu did this (see 10:30).   But Jehu did not turn from the sins of Jeroboam (10:29,31) He incurred God's wrath even though God used him as an instrument of judgment, since he acted with self-interest and failed to control Baal worship]  

•
Gomer bears another child, which isn’t Hosea’s (note the absence of the words ‘bore him’ in v6).  This child was called Lo-Ruhamah – ‘not loved’ (v6).  The word ‘Ruhamah’ indicated maternal warm affection - but it is here announced that God will not deal with Israel like this any longer.    

•
Gomer has a third child, again not by Hosea, called Lo-Ammi – ‘not my people’ (v8-9).  

•
But there is a glimmer of hope.  In the midst of this bleak prophecy we finally find God reiterating the promise he made to Abraham (v10), a reminder that this is not the end of the story (Genesis 22:17, 32:12). And 1:11 talks about uniting the people of Judah and Israel - this could mean under Jesus, and/or it could mean that the people in the northern kingdom maintained their identity and went to Judah, remaining worshippers of God.  

How would you feel if you were in Hosea’s shoes?
•
Hurt - his wife has been unfaithful to him and borne children by other men

•
Bitter - he would probably have felt like giving up on Gomer altogether 

•
Tortured - it would be impossible to forget that Lo-Ruhamah and Lo-Ammi were not his children, because their very names would remind him of this fact – ‘not loved’ and ‘not my people’

In what ways is this story of Hosea and Gomer a picture of (a) what our relationship with God should be, and (b) of what our relationship with God is?
•
God commanded Hosea to take Gomer as his wife, and to go through this whole experience, to show the Israelites, in real human terms, what they had done to their relationship with God.

•
Our relationship with God should be like the perfect marriage, with God devoted to us and us to God (see also Song of Solomon, where the picture is of Christ and His church in perfect union)

•
However, we have been unfaithful to God, just as Gomer was unfaithful to Hosea. We have replaced him with other gods, like money, popularity, success, idols, and this is like a wife committing adultery. We turn our back on Him, neglect to spend time with Him, neglect to speak to Him in prayer, neglect getting to know Him better through the Bible. How Hosea felt when Gomer was unfaithful to him is only a small picture of how God feels when he looks at us.

What does this picture of Hosea & Gomer suggest is the essence of sin?  What do you think most grieved Hosea – Gomer’s attitude towards him or the individual deeds she did?
•
The picture of Hosea & Gomer shows us that the essence of sin is an attitude.  Sin is about rejecting God, about turning our backs on our relationship with Him.

•
What most hurt Hosea must have been Gomer’s attitude towards him.  Firstly, she showed that she couldn’t care less about him (hard for any spouse to accept from their partner!), and secondly, the wrongful acts she did only occurred because she couldn’t care less about him.  If they had had a happy marriage she would not have been unfaithful in the first place!

•
Sin is not primarily about individual wrongful acts.  It is about a broken relationship (See Martyn Lloyd-Jones quotes).  It is about our attitude towards God.  It is about our unfaithfulness towards Him.

How does the account of the fall in Genesis 3:1-13 reinforce this picture of sin as an attitude?  How about the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32)?
•
Adam and Eve thought they knew better than God, and so they ignored His command and rebelled against Him.  So the heart of the matter was their attitude.

•
By asking for his inheritance the prodigal son was effectively saying he wished his father was dead.  He then lives his life as if his father did not exist.  This again is a picture of sin. When we live our lives the way we choose to, as if God did not exist, we break the relationship we have with God. We turn our backs on our relationship with Him.

How could this understanding of sin as an attitude alter the way we try to explain to people that they are sinners?
We can explain to them why they were created, i.e., for a perfect relationship with God. And then we can ask them whether they are in such a relationship.  If you had the perfect spouse you would want to talk to them, spend time with them, get to know them better.  So they must ask themselves: do I worship God alone?  Do I long to speak to Him in prayer? To get to know Him better through the Bible? If not they have broken their relationship with God, in precisely the same way Gomer did to Hosea. And who is there that can honestly say they have never been unfaithful to God? We are all sinners - whether we believe we are relatively well-behaved or not.

What are the immediate effects of sin?  How did Adam and Eve respond to rebelling against God? Where did the prodigal son end up after living as if his father did not exist?  What does the prophet Isaiah tell us are the effects of sin?
•
We can see three immediate effects of sin in Genesis 3.  Firstly, Adam and Eve do not acknowledge their sin - they try to hide it. Secondly, they recognise that they cannot come into God's presence.  Thirdly, God judges sin.

•
Where do the prodigal son's actions get him? Alone feeding pigs. Sin may appear attractive and so seduce us, but ultimately it leaves us alone like the prodigal son in the fields with the pigs

•
Isaiah 1:1-8; God says He has reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against Him (v2) (again - sin is an attitude).  The ox and the ass are stupid creatures, but they know they are dependent on their master and the food he provides for them (v3). Man’s more stupid. We think we're clever, but we don’t realise our utter dependence on God, and the basic fact that our life is in His hands.  We don't even realise the excellency of His provision for us today. Instead we turn our backs on Him (v4).  And where does this get us?  It leaves us utterly rotten, from the head to the foot (v6). And it leaves us completely isolated, like the shelter in the middle of the vineyard (v8) (or like the prodigal son in the field with the pigs).

•
Pigs are foul-smelling creatures. They smell terrible to us, and to other creatures. But to themselves they don’t smell at all!  So it is with our sin.  We are thoroughly sinful.  In God's eyes this sin is terrible. Yet like the pigs, we don’t realise how sinful we are at all.  Pray that God would open our eyes to this, that we might realise (i) the desperate need of those around us; (ii) how grateful we should be that He has rescued us (‘the stars shine brightest against the darkest night’) - the more we appreciate how sinful we are, the more we will appreciate Christ’s saving grace.

Conclusion
As we saw in Genesis 3, one of the immediate effects of sin is that God will judge it. So there is a desperate need to take the Gospel to the world around us.  But bear in mind John 16:7-11 - while we can do our best to explain to people that they are sinful beings in need of forgiveness, ultimately it is the Holy Spirit that convicts people of this.  So as well as talking to people about the Gospel, it is crucial we pray for God to work through the Spirit and to convict people of their sin.

NAVS Discipleship materials

What’s the problem? – Sin
Hosea 1 “The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel: When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, ‘Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.’ So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son. Then the LORD said to Hosea, ‘Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. In that day I will break Israel's bow in the Valley of Jezreel.’ Gomer conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the LORD said to Hosea, ‘Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them. ‘Yet I will show love to the house of Judah; and I will save them--not by bow, sword or battle, or by horses and horsemen, but by the LORD their God.’ After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. ‘Then the LORD said, ‘Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God. ‘Yet the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore, which cannot be measured or counted. In the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ The people of Judah and the people of Israel will be reunited, and they will appoint one leader and will come up out of the land, for great will be the day of Jezreel.”

2 Kings 10:28-29 “So Jehu destroyed Baal worship in Israel. However, he did not turn away from the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to commit--the worship of the golden calves at Bethel and Dan.”

Genesis 22:15-18 “The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time and said, ‘I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”
Genesis 3:1-13 “Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, "Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’? The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’ ” ‘You will not surely die,’ the serpent said to the woman. ‘For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’ When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realised they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden. But the LORD God called to the man, ‘Where are you?’ He answered, ‘I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.’ And he said, ‘Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?’ The man said, ‘The woman you put here with me--she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.’ Then the LORD God said to the woman, ‘What is this you have done?’ The woman said, ‘The serpent deceived me, and I ate’.”

Luke 15:11-14, 20 “Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between them. ‘Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living …‘But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.”

John 16:7-11 “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counsellor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgement: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgement, because the prince of this world now stands condemned.”

Isaiah 1:1-8 “The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! For the LORD has spoken: “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner's manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.” Ah, sinful nation, a people loaded with guilt, a brood of evildoers, children given to corruption! They have forsaken the LORD; they have spurned the Holy One of Israel and turned their backs on him. Why should you be beaten anymore? Why do you persist in rebellion? Your whole head is injured, your whole heart afflicted. From the sole of your foot to the top of your head there is no soundness-- only wounds and welts and open sores, not cleansed or bandaged or soothed with oil. Your country is desolate, your cities burned with fire; your fields are being stripped by foreigners right before you, laid waste as when overthrown by strangers. The Daughter of Zion is left like a shelter in a vineyard, like a hut in a field of melons, like a city under siege.”
“'The sinful mind, says the apostle Paul, ‘is hostile to God: it does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so’ (Romans 8 v 7).  What is ‘the sinful mind’?  It is self-will; it is forsaking God as a person, and his law, and everything that he stands for.  How necessary it is that we should realise this!  As we have seen, we are in far too much of a hurry to get on to particular sins, but sin is much more important than sins.  There would be no trouble about sins were it not for sin.  And the ultimate sin is a wrong attitude towards God.” (D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones from God's Way Not Ours, at p.38)  

“What is sin?  Isaiah tells us that sin is rebellion, revolt against God.  We have seen that sin is not primarily a matter of actions and of deeds.  The really serious thing about sin is that it denotes a wrong attitude towards God.  People are prepared to admit that they are not perfect.  ‘I’m not a perfect saint, you know’, they say.  As if anybody thought they were!  But that is not the point.  What they are really saying is, ‘Ah well, I know I do certain things that are wrong’.  But how different that is from admitting that their real trouble is their wrong relationship to God!” (D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones from God's Way Not Ours, at p.20)

“Sin is defiance, arrogance, the desire to be equal with God, the assertion of human independence over against God” (Emil Brunner from Man In Revolt, at p.129)

“The stars shine brightest against the darkest night” (from a sermon by Tom Chapman on Romans 5:6-8) 
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