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A. One of the noteworthy features of this town, Hospers, is it artwork. Many people know Hospers because of our World War I memorial in the middle of Main Street. But we also boast of a “statue park” downtown with several images by a local artist of a previous generation. One of these figures is of a four headed dragon, with the caption, “The Cause of All Wars: Pride, Envy, Greed, and Wrath.” Where the artist came up with these four is unclear. The medieval “seven deadly sins” include these four 

but also add gluttony, lust, and sloth. No one knows why the artist would omit these three. It is possible that he himself was partial to one or more of these, gluttony, lust, or sloth, and there was some rumor to that effect. 


But it is interesting that our Lord Jesus also locates the cause of strife and every manner of moral corruption in these kinds of vices, and he says that they flow from the human heart. It is not some outside influence that prompts bad behavior: it comes from within a person, from the heart. 


B. This is, of course, the exact opposite of the prevailing view today. Due to the pervasive, popular teaching of secular humanism from the previous century, we have been told time and again that people are not only basically good, but that the self is absolutely good and pure and to be trusted in all matters (“Follow your heart!”). According to this atheistic philosophy the problem stems from outside influences that have damaged the self, harming self-esteem, and twisting the self in negative ways. The recommended remedy according to this therapeutic perspective is to affirm the self through “unconditional positive regard” to the point that the naturally good self, the heart, can recover its innate goodness. 


Our Lord Jesus, reflecting the consistent teaching of Scripture, declared that the problem is not out there but in here. It was at the fall of our race, that the heart was warped and twisted, rejecting God’s oversight and rightful authority, and demanding autonomy: to be in charge, to be our own little god. Please understand that these are two, opposite views of the human condition that are utterly incompatible and mutually exclusive. And so are the recommended remedies. The secular cure for soul problems is to praise and promote the self. Jesus’ call is to repent, to return to God as king and in the process to deny and mortify the self, putting the sinful self to death so that Christ might fully live and reign in us. And this truth could not possibly be more evident and obvious. 

“14 And he called the people to him again and said to them, “Hear me, all of you, and understand: 15 There is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile him.” 17 And when he had entered the house and left the people, his disciples asked him about the parable. 18 And he said to them, “Then are you also without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him, 19 since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is expelled?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20 And he said, “What comes out of a person is what defiles him. 21 For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. 23 All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” 

C. This clear teaching of the Son of God flies in the face of everything you will hear from this culture today. The secular world is fully invested in preserving and promoting the self, and you know this has reached the level of true insanity when people actually assume that they possess the power of God to make and reshape themselves into anything they can imagine. But Jesus calls us to reject this self-deceptive nonsense and return to sanity, to return to him, to return to God and his authority. The word is “repentance.” And it is admittedly a tall order.


I. WE MUST RETURN—WITHOUT NEGOTIATION. 


A. What are the terms of our returning to God? The answer is that there are no terms. We do not negotiate with God. We are very used to this in our human relationships. In marriage, for instance, we often find times of annoyance and frustration. “He never picks up his clothes.” “She’s always on Facebook.” And so, to settle the dispute, we will often negotiate a bargain, terms of agreement. “I will pick up my clothes if you will not spend so much time on Facebook.” “I’ll do the dishes more often, but you must cook what I like more often.” “I will not be so crabby, but you must not be so demanding.” 


B. Repentance before God allows no negotiation. We cannot set the terms of our surrender to him. We approach God as condemned criminals worthy of eternal death, with nothing to plead on our behalf. But in unfathomable mercy God gave his only Son who served the eternal death sentence for his people, and God offers us pardon and peace if we will trust his Son and surrender our whole life to him. It is an unconditional surrender. There is no bargaining. It is life in Christ or death in self, reconciliation or wrath, heaven or hell, take it or leave it, all or nothing. There are no terms except that we throw ourselves completely on the mercy of Christ, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.” 


“Okay, I’ll come, but I won’t knock on any doors or invite people to go to church.” “I’ll follow Jesus, but not if he embarrasses me before my friends.” “I will trust Christ, but only if I can make a nice living and enjoy an early retirement.” 


C. Nope. No deal. No negotiations. James writes (4:7-10) “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” That’s it. That’s the deal. And you know what? I would take it. Snap it up! Are you crazy? What are you waiting for? 

We must return—without negotiation. And…

II. WE MUST RETURN—WITHOUT SELF-EXCUSING.


A. And that’s another thing we tend to do when we’ve been caught in the wrong—we make excuses. Wrongdoing on our part, we think, is completely out of character. So, there must be some explanation, some excuse, some mitigating causes. “It was a bad day, it was a combination of external factors, it was the result of unforeseen circumstances, so it wasn’t really our fault.” We excuse ourselves. This is not repentance. God sees our motive and the true nature of our actions. He calls our ways and deeds evil. Why are we so reluctant to use that term, “repentance,” today, especially about ourselves? 


B. Part of the reason is that we have swallowed the lie that people are basically good. The Bible’s perspective is that God did indeed create us good like the rest of his works, but that we have gone bad, that our true nature after the fall is evil. So, these bad deeds should not be a surprise, but should be expected because this is who we are deep down within. I recently heard of a young woman who was fascinated with big cats, tigers and lions. She secured an internship in a private zoo in California, and went alone into a cage with a massive, African lion—and was killed. This was a tragedy. But was it unexpected? Should we blame the lion for being a lion? Should we make excuses for it? Was it having a bad day? Was it a combination of external factors, the result of unforeseen circumstances for this lion? Not at all. The lion was just being true to its nature. The lion is a predator at heart, and acted his part well.


But we have been trained, especially by some schools of modern psychology, to think that we are basically good and gracious and generous deep down in our hearts, and that whenever we do something wrong or unseemly, it’s a surprising anomaly: “Where did that come from? That wasn’t me. It must have come from somewhere out there.” I met a young woman in the county jail and presented the gospel to her. When we got to the subject of sin, she automatically intoned, “I’m a good person who makes bad choices.” She said it almost in a chant. I could tell that she had memorized this line somewhere along the way, undoubtedly supplied by some therapist, perhaps even by a preacher. 


C. Jesus saw it clearly. In Mark 7 he said: “20 What comes out of a person is what defiles him. 21 For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. 23 All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” Are we sinners because we sin, or do we sin because we are sinners? According to Jesus, we sin because we are sinners at heart. That’s our true nature.


And true repentance acknowledges this. Our sinful deeds are evil. Our sinful words are evil. Our sinful motives are evil. God knows it, and we must agree. Biblical confession means that we agree with God concerning our sins. And so, we must return without self-excusing. Repentance is the beginning of new hope and new life. Rehearsing excuses is not repentance. 


We must return without negotiation, without self-excusing, and…
III. WE MUST RETURN—WITHOUT ACCUSATION.   


A. That’s yet another way we try to soften the blow when we have offended another and attempt to reconcile with them. We blame them, at least in part. “Well, if you hadn’t done this, then I would never have responded in that way. So even though what I did was wrong, it was partly your fault—you share in some of the blame.”


And what’s interesting is that this is often true. We are all sinners. We all do things to offend one another on a fairly regular basis. None of us can claim perfection. And that implies that in reconciling with those who have offended us, we should be a bit ruthless about examining our own hearts to see if we have perhaps contributed to the problem. It’s like the little boy who ran to his father and complained, “The dog bit me… back!” For our soul’s sake, we need to be quick to admit our sinful responses and the way they may contribute to damaged relationships.


B. But all of this is completely untrue when it comes to our relationship with God. “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.” (1 John 1:5) James tells us: “13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death.” (1:13-15) And so, we must return to God with no accusation: “God, it’s your fault. You made my life so difficult, you brought so many hardships into my life, you disappointed me so many times, I had no choice but to do what I did.” 


How very different that is from the biblical response to hardships we find in Psalm 119: “75 I know, O LORD, that your rules are righteous, and that in faithfulness you have afflicted me. 76 Let your steadfast love comfort me according to your promise to your servant.”


C. Dear Brother or Sister in Christ, you may indeed have suffered great pain, loss, heartache, and disappointment. You may be staggering under the weight of some heavy burden at this moment, one that you have long carried. But let me plead with you: trying to blame God is a dead end. There is no help, no relief, no satisfaction in blaming God. Several years ago, I was listening to an interview on a Christian radio program. A woman told a tale of astonishing personal suffering: it was hard to imagine. But then the interviewer asked her, “Have you forgiven God?” And she replied, “Yes, I have forgiven God.” I was stunned! No doubt this woman suffered greatly, but this was blasphemy! Forgiveness is only necessary when someone has done wrong to us. God, the just Judge cannot do evil.

It’s our heart that is the problem. And the cure for such a sin-afflicted heart is to turn from Lord Self to Lord Christ in humble confession and submission, in true repentance. Know that in Christ your sins are forgiven, and that he is making you new through the indwelling power of his Holy Spirit. 
CONCLUSION


This is repentance. No negotiation, no self-excusing, and certainly no accusation. But rather confession of our sin, with grief and hatred of it, and a firm resolve to leave it behind with God’s help. King David leads the way in Psalm 51: “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! 3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 4 Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. 5 Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 6 Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.”

And here is the beginning of life. Jesus offered his blood as an atoning sacrifice that all our iniquity might be washed away. He gives his Spirit and a new nature—that we may truly flee and leave this old, wicked life behind. 


And so, God’s call today, and each day until glory is to return to him: no terms, no defense, and no finger-pointing. Simply acknowledge your sin and wickedness, and find pardon and peace in the Son of God for sinners slain. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


