
Luke 18:10–14 (CEB)  
9Jesus told this parable to certain people who had convinced themselves that they were 
righteous and who looked on everyone else with disgust: 10“Two people went up to the 
temple to pray. One was a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood and 
prayed about himself with these words, ‘God, I thank you that I’m not like everyone else—
crooks, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week. I give a 
tenth of everything I receive.’ 13 But the tax collector stood at a distance. He wouldn’t even 
lift his eyes to look toward heaven. Rather, he struck his chest and said, ‘God, show mercy 
to me, a sinner.’ 14 I tell you, this person went down to his home justified rather than the 
Pharisee. All who lift themselves up will be brought low, and those who make themselves 
low will be lifted up.”  

Romans 3:9b–11, 15-18 (CEB)  
9 We have already stated the charge: both Jews and Greeks are all under the power of sin. 
10 As it is written, 

There is no righteous person, not even one.  
11 There is no one who understands.  

There is no one who looks for God. . . .  
15 Their feet are quick to shed blood;  

16 destruction and misery are in their ways;  
17 and they don’t know the way of peace.  

18 There is no fear of God  
in their view of the world.  

1 Timothy 1:12–15 (CEB)  
12 I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength because he considered me 
faithful. So he appointed me to ministry 13 even though I used to speak against him, attack 
his people, and I was proud. But I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and 
without faith. 14 Our Lord’s favor poured all over me along with the faithfulness and love 
that are in Christ Jesus. 15 This saying is reliable and deserves full acceptance: “Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners”—and I’m the biggest sinner of all.” 

Am I a sinner? Emphatically, “yes!” How about you? 

Jesus once told a parable about two men who walked into the great temple in Jerusalem 
to pray. 

One is a Pharisee. Educated and much respected by all. He attended to all his prayers 
and fasted twice a week. He tithed scrupulously. Indeed, the man was diligent in all 
such matters. And he made sure that everyone knew it. As he now makes sure God 
knows it. In the eyes of the world, this Pharisee is upright and righteous, the sort of 
man who is surely embraced by the Lord God Almighty. 

The second man is a far different sort. A tax collector, disliked by all and hated by 
many. Like Zacchaeus (Luke 19) he is probably a rich man given his trade. But he won’t 
even look up while he prays; all he will say about himself is that he is a sinner, in need 
of God’s mercy. That’s it. 

One, to all appearances, an upright and honorable man. The other, a tax collector – 
about as far from honorable as you can get. Honor, you see, in the ancient world, and 
still to some extent in ours, was a socially-defined term. It was about how you appeared 
before others and there was little in life that mattered more. Even wealth was gained 
principally so that one could gain honor and reputation. 

In the eyes of others and himself, the Pharisee is honorable and righteous. He even 
feels compelled to point out to God that he is far more righteous than lesser men, those 
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robbers, adulterers, and assorted doers of evil. The Pharisee had always taken great 
pains to ensure that everyone knew he was a righteous man. 

Sadly, the Pharisee has it all wrong. He is so concerned that everyone see and applaud 
his supposed righteousness that he fails to grasp the condition of his heart. If he ever 
did know, he no longer remembers that God’s great commandments are to love God 
and others. 

The scene of these two men in the temple is like that of a Jewish law court. The two 
men come into the room and the judge (God, in this case) declares one man in the 
right (righteous) and one man in the wrong (unrighteous). Who is declared by God to 
be in the right? The despised tax collector who admitted he was a sinner and begged for 
mercy. God saw in him a humble heart; not so with the Pharisee. 

Which man knew the truth about himself? The tax collector. The question for us is 
whether we know the truth about ourselves. 

Yes, we are sinners . . . there is something wrong with us all! 

In a column marking the centenary of the beginning of the First World War, Peggy 
Noonan wrote this for the Wall Street Journal1: 

Once a few years ago a reporter who had covered wars talked about this with a 
brilliant, accomplished, famously leftist editor in New York. At the end of a 
conversation on a recent conflict the reporter said, quizzically: "Why is there so 
much war? Why do we do that?" 

"Because something's wrong with us," the editor replied. 

I told him it was the best definition of original sin I'd ever heard. 

That’s it in a nutshell. There is something wrong with us. Every one of us. Not too long 
ago there was a popular TV show, House. Bizarre, puzzling medical mysteries would 
come into the hospital and it was up to Dr. House to correctly diagnosis the illness, so 
that a treatment plan could be developed and the patient healed. 

“Because something’s wrong with us,” is the fundamental affliction of humanity. Sin is 
the correct diagnosis that opens the path to healing and wholeness. The famous English 
apologist, G. K. Chesterton, once said that original sin was the only Christian doctrine 
that had been empirically proven. Chesterton was spot on. 

We Christians put a name to the problem, original sin, but that is merely a label. The 
truth we proclaim, and which has been self-evident over the course of human history, 
is that there is something wrong us, something that we cannot fix, eradicate, or repair. 
It is as if we have flaw in our “moral DNA” that no amount of training, education, 
effort, or good intentions can overcome. 

Yet countless people persist in the belief that deep down they are really ok, a good 
person, someone who can use some help and guidance, but, really, are all right. And 
certainly, good enough for God to embrace us just as we are. But that’s a lie, grounded 
in self-delusion. 

And this self-delusion is growing at a fast pace across the national landscape. Talk to 
youth and young adults about their beliefs, and you are likely to discover that they have 
little sense that there is something deeply and desperately wrong with humanity, and 
certainly not with themselves. This loss of the knowledge of sin is undercutting all our 
efforts to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

Indeed, I am increasingly convinced that this loss of the knowledge of Sin is the single 
greatest obstacle to the growth of Christianity in America. The Good News is good 
news only if it is delivered in response to bad news. Otherwise, it is heard as Good 
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Advice about how we can straighten up our lives or become better people. And no one 
gets too excited about good advice, much less follows it. Thus, the indifference that 
American teenagers demonstrate toward Christianity isn’t surprising. Kenda Creasy 
Dean on the findings of the National Study of Youth and Religion: 

The good news is that teenagers are not hostile toward religion. . . . Teenagers tend 
to view God as either a butler or a therapist, someone who meets their needs when 
summoned (“a cosmic lifeguard,” as one youth minister put it) or who listens 
nonjudgmentally and helps youth feel good about themselves (“kind of like my 
guidance counselor,” a ninth grader told me). Most young people (even 
nonreligious ones) believe that religion has much to offer, and those who attend 
church tend to feel positively about their congregations even when they are critical 
of religion in general. Almost all teenagers say that religion benefits individuals or 
society or both. 

The bad news is the reason teenagers are not hostile toward religion: they just do 
not care about it very much. Religion is not a big deal to them. People fight over 
things that matter to them—but religion barely causes a ripple in the lives of most 
adolescents. Butlers and lifeguards watch from the sidelines until called upon; 
therapists and guidance counselors offer encouragement and advice. . . . Teenagers 
gladly grant people the right to explore other religions, or to construct their own 
eclectic spiritualities, but they are not doing it themselves. So while religion is 
seldom a source of conflict for teenagers, it is also seldom a source of identity . . . .2 

What Paul says 

There are too many Christians who don’t have much time for the apostle. Granted, he 
is direct and, sometimes, harsh. But, like Dr. House, Paul gets the diagnosis right. Here 
is a brief introduction to his writings on sin (see the above passages from Romans and 
1 Timothy). 

There are more than thirty words in the NT that convey some notion of sin, and 
Paul employs at least twenty-four of them. He makes very little use of the “guilt” 
terminology in the psychological sense, but it may fairly be said that many of the 
things he says about sin include the thought that sinners are guilty people. After 
all, to commit a sin is to be guilty of that sin. While it cannot be said that Paul has 
a morbid preoccupation with sin, it can be pointed out that he recognizes that the 
evil that people do is a barrier to fellowship with God and that unless some way is 
found of dealing with the problem of sin, all people as sinners face a time of moral 
accountability (Rom 2:16; 1 Cor 4:5; 2 Cor 5:10). But with this we must also say 
that Paul’s prevailing attitude is not one of unrelieved gloom and pessimism. 
Rather, he continually rejoices that in Christ sin has been defeated so that the 
believer has nothing to fear in this world or the next. . . .  

Paul presents a massive treatment of the problem of sin in his letter to the 
Romans, where he uses the noun for “sin” (hamartia) forty-eight times, the noun 
“trespass” (paraptōma) nine times, the verb “to sin” (hamartanō) seven times, 
“sinner” (hamartōlos) four times, “bad” (kakos) fifteen times, and 
“unrighteousness” (adikia) seven times. . . .  This concentration of words about 
evil cannot be paralleled elsewhere in the NT. . . . Paul does not define sin, but 
clearly he does not see it as primarily an offense against other people; for him sin is 
primarily an offense against God (cf. Rom 8:7; 1 Cor 8:12).3 
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Hope 

Just as Dr. House’s uncanny ability to diagnosis the illness led to cures and healing, so 
the Christian diagnosis of the human condition as mired in sin, provides hope. For the 
cure to human sinfulness is Jesus. He is the answer. He is the path to wholeness. 

In a culture that has lost the knowledge of sin, Jesus can seem like an answer in search 
of a problem, a cure in need of an illness. But losing the knowledge of sin does not 
make sin less real. There has always been something wrong with us and there still is. 
Any objective look at the last century reveals that our scientific and technological 
advances have left human Sin untouched. 

So yes, Jesus is the answer to the most real problem of all. We are in desperate need of 
rescue and we will never accomplish this ourselves. But God has done for us what we 
cannot do for ourselves. God has rescued us through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. As 
Paul writes, “God’s righteousness comes through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all 
who have faith in him. There’s no distinction. All have sinned and fall short of God’s 
glory, but all are treated as righteous freely by his grace because of a ransom that was 
paid by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:22-24, CEB). 

There is no other answer, no other solution. Rescue cannot be had by any other means. 
There is no other path, no other route. In Jesus, God has done for us what must be 
done and what we would never do. This is genuinely Good News, not merely great 
advice about how to love more or become a better person. Thanks be to God. 

Daily Bible Readings 
More on sin 
Monday, Genesis 3  Adam and Eve choose defiance and rebellion 
Tuesday, Genesis 4:1-16  Cain murders Abel – sin is in full bloom. 
Wednesday, 2 Samuel 11  The great King David takes Bathsheba and murders her 

husband. 
Thursday, John 8:1-11  Who is without sin? Who can throw that first stone? 
Friday, John 18:15-27  Even Peter denies Jesus to save himself. 
Saturday, Romans 3:21-31  All have sinned; the faithfulness of Jesus is the cure. 

Scott Engle’s Bible Classes 
Monday Evening Class 
We are studying the book of Daniel. 
Meets from 7:00 to 8:15 in Piro Hall 

Tuesday Lunchtime Class 
We are studying the book of Kings (1&2). 
Meets from 11:45 to 1:00 in Piro Hall 

About the weekday classes: 
Join us whenever you can. Each week’s lesson stands on its own. This is very “drop-
in.” Bring something to eat if you like. Bring a study Bible. 

On occasion Scott must cancel class, so if you are coming for the first time, you can 
check www.scottengle.org to make sure the class is meeting. 

Scott’s 10:50 Sunday Class in Smith Worship Center 
This is a large, lecture-oriented class open to all ages. 
Current series: Embracing the Bible: an introduction to Scripture 
Video of each week’s class is posted here: vimeo.com/groups/scottsbiblestudy 


