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1 Timothy 1.12-19a - Overcoming sin, the obstacle to growth in Christ 
In our reading from Timothy this morning, we hear Paul reflecting on his former life of sin. Before he met Jesus, he was a man bent on destruction – the destruction of God’s people. He went so far as to get official permission to persecute Christians, and then actively and violently sought them out. He considered himself the worst of sinners.

In this part of his letter to Timothy, we catch a glimpse of how blown away he is by the grace and mercy of God in saving him from his sin.  Then he exhorts Timothy to learn from him and to also fight the good fight against sin!

When our son Toby was six, we moved from the coast to Goulburn.  Opposite our new house was a very exciting BMX track.  This was just the impetus Toby needed to learn to ride his bike without his training wheels!  He had his sights set on zooming up and down the hills and sailing into the air as he’d seen the older boys do.  He pestered us to teach him, so we took off the training wheels, spent a couple of exhausting days running alongside him holding onto the seat and finally the moment came when he wobbled down the street all by himself.  Two or three turns down the street later, I saw him look over at the BMX track and I said to him – “Don’t even THINK about it! You can’t take your training wheels off one minute and be an expert on the BMX track the next.”  
I turned to go back to the house, and I kid you not! Before I got to the front door, I looked back, and Toby had already zoomed down the first hill on the BMX track and was barreling up the other side – in the wrong direction!  He collected another lad head on as they both sailed over the same hill from opposite directions.  The pair of them ended up in a scrambled heap under their bikes.  
Unfortunately Toby’s passionate desire to be like the older boys led to him ignore his mother’s advice and he confronted a rather major obstacle which became his undoing.
We all encounter obstacles as we seek to live our Christian lives. Paul was aware of this, and it was these obstacles he was referring to when he exhorted Timothy to fight the good fight.

 Our prayer book classifies these obstacles as “The world, the flesh and the devil” – and we need to overcome them to grow in our faith.
When we give in to these things, it is called sin, and sin – however negligible we may think it is – always affects our relationship with God.

Let’s think for a moment about whether these obstacles might be affecting our Christian growth in any way.
· The ‘world’ can be an occasion for sin. Creation in itself is made by God and is good, but we can sin in that we can misuse it instead of looking after it as God has directed us to. Are we environmentally conscious?
Then there are those aspects of the ‘world’ that are opposed to the heart and nature of God – things such as the pursuit of power, materialism and ‘success at any price’ which seduce us and draw us in.  
· Another occasion for sin comes from what the Scriptures describe as “the sinful desires of the flesh”. The flesh means our physical appetites and being. It’s not the flesh itself which is evil, but giving into the sinful desires that can come from it.  Christians are not immune from these temptations. If they were, the Church would not be enmeshed in something as shameful as a Royal Commission into Child Sexual abuse! Christians are not immune to violence, or adulterous relationships, or substance abuse or addiction. Nor are Christians immune to a life which is self-centred rather than God-centred.
· Temptation can also come from the devil at times.  You’ve heard people say, “the devil made me do it!”  Actually, the devil never makes anyone do anything, but he’s not above enticing us to do the wrong thing! 
You’ve heard of the Ten Commandments of course, but the devil has a couple of his own:  They are, “Thou shalt not get caught” and “Thou shalt do it, because everyone else is doing it.”

When I was new in my previous parish, I asked someone in the church, “What’s the speed limit between Berridale and Cooma.”  This person said cheerily, “Oh – the limit is 100, but you can usually get away with 115 without getting booked.”  Thou shalt not get caught, eh?  

With all the different ways we can fall into sin, sometimes we can make the mistake of condemning ourselves every time a temptation comes our way. 
We need to remember that temptation in itself is not a sin – it’s what we do with it!  Jesus was tempted, but he never sinned. And as Paul told the Corinthian Christians, we’re all tempted, but God always provides a way out.
None of us can escape living in a sinful world. We can’t escape being bombarded by the media, enticed by materialism and self centred living.  We can’t escape the subtle influence of our society that instills the devil’s commandments rather than God’s.   How then, can we possibly hope to overcome these obstacles to our life in God?

If we are realistic, we will recognise our weakness when it comes to dealing with these obstacles, and will take advantage of the avenues God gives us to overcome them, in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Let me share with you some very effective remedies for overcoming sin.
· The first is the threefold discipline of repentance, confession and absolution.  We’re told in John’s first letter, that “If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

When I was quite new in my faith, a Christian teacher at my high school told me it was important to “keep short accounts with God”.  She told me that if I sinned and recognised it, I shouldn’t let it slide, but should confess it to God right away, determined to turn away from it with his help, and turn back to him.  That’s called repentance, and when we truly repent, God truly forgives. He wipes our slate clean and we can start afresh.  And God not only forgives, he forgets, so we need to make sure we don’t continue to carry the guilt. We often need to forgive ourselves as well! 
Sometimes though, our sin can be a real burden to us, and it can be helpful to confess it in the presence of another.  Our prayer book provides us with a service called “The Reconciliation of a Penitent.” 
When I first moved into this diocese, my Spiritual Director introduced me to this service. I was wrestling with something pretty major at the time, so she suggested I “make a formal confession.”  As this wasn’t a concept I was familiar with, I was reluctant at first.  But then I figured it might be helpful, so I made a time to do it.  And I have to tell you – it’s one of the hardest things I’d ever done!  To confess out loud to someone I loved and respected, the things in my life I was most ashamed of, somehow put my sin out there - and made me realise in a way I wouldn’t have otherwise – the gravity of what I’d done.  It made me own it, and realise the sorrow it caused God. 
Part of this service also provides for “godly counsel” from the priest.  My spiritual director gave this, and far from feeling condemned it was something that left me feeling cared for, cherished and deeply touched by the love of God. It was a powerful experience of cleansing for me.
· Another effective remedy for sin of course is prayer.  I’m sure we all pray. But remember not all prayer has to be in words. Prayer can just be the lifting up of our soul to God in wordless praise, or also in times of struggle or pain.  Prayer opens the channels for God’s power to flow in our lives.  A famous Christian writer called Watchman Nee once said “Our prayers lay the track down which God’s power can come.  Like a mighty locomotive, his power is irresistible, but it cannot reach us without rails.”
The more we’re able to pray, the deeper the intimacy that develops between us and God.  The closer we grow to God through prayer, the stronger we are in resisting temptation. Prayer is a discipline, though, and most of us find we have to work at it.  It helps to set aside a time of quiet regularly, to connect with God at more than a superficial level.
· And a third effective remedy for sin is to find a Spiritual Director. This can be a priest or wise lay person to whom we can go for guidance. A Spiritual Director is not a problem solver or counsellor. Rather, he or she is someone who listens and teaches us discernment through prayer and Scripture.  
I see my spiritual director once every couple of months, and over the years, I have found it one of the most helpful relationships in my life.  I can’t recommend this practice highly enough!

In addition, a ‘soul friend’ is also a great help.  This is someone we might meet with on a more regular basis – some one we unload to and share with, someone we overdose on caffeine with – and someone we share our spiritual journey with. 
I’m told that in previous years, ‘prayer triplets’ were introduced in this parish and it was the growth of this ministry that led to the Men’s Breakfast group, which has been going now for how many years?
· A final powerful remedy for sin is the Christian Community – our church. It is so important to have regular contact with other Christians. We simply cannot survive in a world indifferent or even hostile to the Christian message without the support of a genuine Christian community.  God calls us to be part of a family, and healthy families spend time with each other.  Our Christian community becomes a source of encouragement and strength; it’s a place where we hear from God in the company of other believers, and a place where we discover the delights of worshipping together.
It is possible to grow in mastery over sin and become more like Christ – not in our own power on the world’s terms – but in the victorious power of Jesus who proclaimed, “I have overcome the world.” 

I hope that we will allow the Spirit to shine his light within us, and that in his strength, like Timothy, we will fight the good fight, against the world, the flesh and the devil.
Let’s pray.

