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I have just returned from two weeks in Scotland and after touring a few of the castles and 
historic churches, I was reminded of the deep impact theology and Presbyterianism had on 
that country.  One doctrine stood out for me as uniquely Scottish and that is the doctrine of 
sin–quite a legacy to leave the world! The forceful Scottish preachers drilled home to their 
parishioners the belief that the snares of sin are real and ready to catch their next victims–be 
they the men who spent too much of the families money at the pub or the women tempted 
by the village gossip or the children ready to disobey their parents, steal sweets from the 
corner store, or covet their neighbor’s bicycle. Sin was lurking around every corner in 
Scotland and the church was the place where the fallen could receive grace, forgiveness, and 
new beginnings.   
 
Unfortunately the means of dealing with sinners was rather severe in the early Presbyterian 
churches. In John Knox’s church in St. Andrews a stool of repentance was used where 
sinners would sit up front facing out to the congregation. Nearing the end of the service the 
minister would read out their sins to the whole church and then tell them of their penance 
and compel them to amend their lives. A fairly effective strategy for dealing with the town 
thief, adulterer, or drunkard caught in their misdeeds.   
 
Worse still was something called a scold’s bridle or the branks, which was an instrument of 
punishment for transgressors in the 16th and 17th centuries in Scotland and beyond.  It was a 
form of torture and public humiliation as the guilty party had to wear an iron muzzle around 
their head with a bridle-bit about two inches long and one-inch broad in their mouth 
pressing down on their tongue preventing them from speaking.  The Kirk session decided 
how long one must wear the branks and the transgressor was led through town to show they 
had committed an offense in order to humiliate them into repenting.  Again, these were very 
effective at modifying behavior and I have no idea why the church got rid of them.   
 
The means have changed for dealing with sin, recognizing sin, and talking about sin. Mostly 
that is a good thing, but I think the Apostle Paul and the early Reformers would be appalled 
by just how little we think about sin, preach about sin, and deal with sin in the modern 
church. To the modern ear, sin sounds a little too judgmental or at least outdated. We’d 
prefer to hear messages about unconditional love, amazing grace, and endless mercy–warm 
and fluffy things. Of course these things are great and essential to the gospel and yet they are 
simply the byproducts of sin. We would have no need for God’s great gifts and sacrifices if 
there were no sin in our hearts and in our world. God proves the measure of God’s love for 
us because as it says in Romans 5:8, “God proves his love for us in that while we were 
sinners Christ died for us.” 
 
Paul is trying to make an argument to the Christians in the church in Rome that sin is alive 
and real, but as Christians this condition allows us to experience God’s love. When we can 
fully recognize our sin, and thus our need for God, it is then when God’s unconditional love 
means something and the experience of being forgiven, even though we do not deserve to 
be, is transformative. In chapter 6 that we read today, Paul writes, “Should we continue to 
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sin in order that grace may abound?” This hypothetical question or perhaps put it is to him 
by skeptics–so if grace and love are the byproducts of our sin then shouldn’t we keep on 
sinning so that we can experience more of these gifts from God? Paul’s answer, “By no 
means.”   
 
Sin is the condition, which causes us to require God’s grace and love. Sin is that which keeps 
us separate from God and from one another. Sin is not however something we continue in 
order to reap more benefits and favor from God. This is because in the recognition of sin 
and the true repentance from sin we are changed. One who has been changed by the 
experience of grace would never ask the question–should I sin again so grace can once more 
be imparted? It is just is not the question at hand. The question for the one released from sin 
by God’s grace is how can I repay, how I can show gratitude, how I can live joyfully my new 
redeemed life? 
 
My brother and sister in law attend a non-denominational church in Richmond, Virginia and 
a few months ago they arrived for the service and were handed note cards with numbers 
listed on one side and then a box for ticking yes or no. During the sermon the minister asked 
them to respond to his list as to whether or not they had personal experience with the 
struggles he listed. Some of them would be in the category of sins committed and some 
would be in the category of sins inflicted. The range was from small things to big things, 
lying to work about being sick, cheating on taxes, lying about credentials, marital infidelity, 
substance abuse, gossip and slander, suicidal thoughts or attempts, physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, the list went on and on. After he finished, the ushers collected the anonymous cards 
and they shuffled them up. Then they passed them out again and you received someone 
else’s card. He went through the list again and if your card had a yes checked then you had 
to stand up when he called the struggle of someone else in the room. It was incredibly 
moving to see the numbers of people who had sinned or who had fallen short or who had 
struggled mightily. Yet there they were all gathered together, all exposed for their 
brokenness, yet all unified in their need for God. Our sins take different shapes and forms 
and have different consequences but still they unify us–we are those who have not lived the 
lives God intended for us, we are those who have damaged the relationships around us, we 
are those who have wasted the gifts we have been given and we stand in need of mercy.   
 
In Jesus Christ, God saw our sin and responded in love. As sinners we stand in need of 
redemption.  As the redeemed there is nowhere to go but up. “Should we continue in sin in 
order that grace may abound? By no means!” Grace abounds and our response is to change 
our ways, live reformed lives, and respond in gratitude to God’s amazing love for us.   
 
The most inspiring Christian conversion stories come from those who speak of their days of 
living selfish lives, shallow lives, sin filled lives and then come to experience the love of God 
remarkably reforming their lives. People who realize their life has become so dark and so low 
that there is nowhere to go but up. St. Augustine living a life of gluttony and recklessness 
converted to a life of godliness and devotion. John Newton making a fortune in the slave 
trade industry converted to a great preacher and servant of the gospel. Anne Lammot living 
on drugs and broken relationships converted to a life of faith and evangelism. From sinners 
to saints–such is the call of the Christian.   
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Not all of us have one major glaring sin we are committing that needs to be changed. Most 
of our sins hide themselves much better in forms like pride, selfishness, stinginess, pettiness, 
vanity, prejudice and the like. These sins hide themselves or even help us conform to the 
secular society in which we roam. Yet still these sins separate us from God, God’s ways, and 
God’s people. One must examine their own heart to reveal the hidden sins and then repent 
and turn away from sin and towards God’s goodness.   
 
Unfortunately, recognizing sin and turning from it is a process a bit like washing your hair.  
As soon as you have washed and styled your hair it has already begun the process of getting 
dirty and oily again. Before long it will need another wash. So it is for us–repentance of sin is 
not a once in a lifetime experience, it is a regular and routine part of the Christian’s life.    
 
See your sin. Accept God’s grace. Change your ways. And repeat. That is the pattern for 
God’s beloved. It is the path from death to life, from brokenness to fullness, from sin to 
salvation. Thanks be to God for loving the sinners, thanks be to God for the gift of grace, 
and thanks God for the warm embrace offered to us again and again as we repent and begin 
again.   
 
Amen.   
 
 
 
 

 


