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How’s everybody doing? Good! What a joy to gather together this weekend in all five of our locations. Welcome.  We are in a series called ‘Sin Scars’ but before we jump in, can we give it up for Ebenezers?  Whew! [clapping].  If you are new, you may not know this but we are celebrating an anniversary around here. Three years ago, we launched this endeavor called Ebenezers Coffeehouse. Would you like to know a little bit of the back-story? This is embarrassing but funny.  We opened on March 15, and it wasn’t until we actually opened, on that day, that we discovered it was National Coffee Day! Like have you ever had a moment where you felt like an idiot but at the same time, you felt like – awesome timing!  It was just one of those providential moments, like God smiling and saying, ‘You guys don’t know what you’re doing but I’m going to give you a little blessing here.’  And sure enough, God has blessed Ebenezers, and if you want some free coffee or cake Sunday or Monday, swing by and we’ll hook you up.  
 
If you have a Bible, turn over to John Chapter 8 and we’ll get there in a couple of moments. Last weekend, Pastor Joel, our Campus Pastor at Ballston, shared about one of his scars. He has a scar on his little pinkie, the little piggy that cried all the way home. Let me tell you about a real scar! A man’s scar! Hey, give it up for Pastor Joel and for Ballston! What an awesome, powerful message last weekend! But let me tell you about a real scar.
 
When I was in college, I played basketball, it was a big part of my life, and during my sophomore season in college, it was the last game, it was the last quarter of the last game and there were just a couple of minutes left. I’m going up for a lay-up and I feel a pop and excruciating pain in my knee and I laid there and cried like a baby!  I was sitting there on the court moaning and groaning holding my knee in intense pain. It swelled up like a basketball. I went to the doctor and found out that I had torn my anterior cruciate ligament. I had never heard of that ligament up until that point but those of you who follow sports know of this. It’s one of the most challenging injuries. If you break a bone, it heals. Ligaments don’t heal, so you have to have reconstructive surgery.  So I went under the knife, and they took a graph from my atellar [?] tendon and put it where the ACL was and screwed it into the bone, so your pastor literally is screwed up! I woke up about five hours later and actually I felt pretty good because they had me on morphine for the pain. I felt better than good, I felt really good. The funny thing is, they had a little button and you could press it anytime you felt pain, so you kinda monitored your own pain, and my thumb got sore! I didn’t find out until later that they cut you off at some point. That’s a good thing or I would probably be addicted to morphine, but it had the placebo effect. A couple days later, I got out of the hospital and that’s where the challenge started because I had to go through rehabilitation, and my muscles had atrophied so they put me through a routine of exercises that was designed not just to build up the muscles but, catch this, but to tear down the scar tissue that had developed in my knee, because not as much blood flows, it’s not a healthy tissue, so here’s the craziest thing in the world, I had this fearing of tearing after that moment. If you’ve had an injury like that, you kinda play tentatively, so I feared any kind of tearing feeling or sensation. The crazy thing is that the therapist said, “You need to tear it down, you need to tear down that scar tissue.”  It took about six months, I was wearing a brace for about nine months, and it took really about a year until I felt like I was back to my old self.
 
Now, why share all of that? Because I think sometimes, we’re talking more about the emotional and spiritual scars that we have and we think they ought to heal just like that, but they don’t, do they? They don’t. Listen, even a year timeline, even some wounds take far longer than that to heal. So as we are in this series, I want you to know that I believe God can heal any wound in your life. We are a new creation in Christ. He is in the reconstructive surgery business, but it is painful to tear down that scar tissue, and you know, because we’ve told you up front, that we are going to talk about some things in this series that are painful to talk about and painful to listen to but ultimately, if we want to experience healing in our lives, we’ve got to be willing to endure a little bit of that pain. So, are you with me?
 
John 8:1  
 
1But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 2At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. 3The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. 
 
If you are anything like me, some of your most memorable moments double as your most embarrassing moments. For some reason, embarrassing moments have a way of stamping the human psyche so you can’t forget them. Some of them are rather benign, just innocent, embarrassing moments. My first day of Pop Warner [?] football, I got all of these pads to put on, and I had only played flag football, I didn’t know what I was doing, I didn’t know where everything went, where does that tail pad go? I thought maybe it went in front. So I showed up, but fortunately I had a gracious football coach who said, “Hey, take that pad out and put it in the back.” So that was all good, but ya know, we have those embarrassing moments where we kinda blush but they are benign.  But then there are embarrassing moments, honestly, like this moment for this woman, that are malignant, aren’t they?  

You don’t know this, but a few years ago, your pastor almost ended up in jail.  You want me to tell you how?  Or should I just leave it hanging out there for your imaginations to run wild? Now you’re into the message!  This was several years ago, before we opened Ebenezers Coffeehouse so I was actually going to visit a church in Minneapolis that had a coffeehouse style service, I wanted to see what they were doing, so I preached that morning, and I’m not making excuses, took an afternoon flight, went to the service that night, it was Parker and I together, and then we drove from Minneapolis to Alexandria Minnesota to be with family for a couple of days, so I was really tired. I’m still not making excuses but have you ever noticed how rental cars run much smoother than your own car? Or maybe that’s just our car.  But we had a car, a car ago, that when you hit 60, the thing started shaking uncontrollably, like I would talk to people and it sounded like I was really nervous because my voice was jostling.  Once it hit 60, the speedometer bounced, so really there was no telling how fast you were going, but in most of the vehicles we’ve had, like the maximum speed you can get up to is maybe 65, so did I mention that rental cars drive smooth?  I’ve driving from Minneapolis to Alexandria, it’s about 11:00 at night, and the rental car is running so smooth that I’m not aware of how fast I’m going until I see flashing lights right behind me.  The response, you look at the speedometer, I’m going 97 miles per hour!  Now, it took me five years to tell this because I can laugh at it a little bit now but I’ll never forget, he walked up to the window and he saw my son in the back seat and he didn’t just give me a ticket, he gave me a lecture, and I deserved it, I needed it.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been on the road and I’ve had moments, I’ve had flashbacks to that moment where I’ve thought, ‘Mark, what were you thinking?’  Nothing bad happened but he did say that if I had been driving 100 miles per hour, he would have put me in jail. I guess that’s the legal limit. So I was 3 miles away from spending the night in the county slammer with my son!  I felt so ashamed when it happened. Have you ever had a moment like that?  You just get busted saying something, doing something, looking at something, just a moment where you have no defense, a raw, real moment. Listen, it doesn’t get much worse than this moment in this story. It is a moment that this woman would never forget, and my hunch is that some of you have moments like this.  In a moment of anger, in a moment of lust, in a moment of compromise, you said or did something and there’s some scar tissue that forms around that memory and that moment and that decision, the thing said, the thing done, and that is the reality of life. That’s where we live our lives. 

And it gets worse before it gets better.  Verse 3.  
 
They made her stand before the group 4and said to Jesus, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. 5In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?" 6They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. 
Let me zoom out, because I feel like if we’re going to understand what’s happening to this woman in this moment, we need some Biblical perspective in a culture that doesn’t share our perspective.  I’m on an elliptical a couple of weeks ago, and at the gym, a captive audience to whatever is on the TV in front of me, and it happens to be on a morning talk show, I don’t remember what station or who the people were that were the hosts, but they had a bunch of panelist on and the topic was a celebrity who had gone public with the fact that he would not have sex until he got married, and the host wanted to pitch this scenario to the panelists, and the consensus amongst the panelist was this, that either he is gay or part of a religious cult.  I had a tremendous workout that morning because the adrenaline was surging, and it ticked me off on two fronts – as a parent trying to teach my kids that there’s right and there’s wrong and that there’s a way to live your life and that there are things you shouldn’t do because they will hurt you; and as a pastor, see, we live in a culture where we glorify the passion of the moment, but I’m the guy that deals with the pain because I’m the guy who does premarital counseling with the couples, I’m the guy who deals with couples that the morning after have to deal with ‘what did I just do?’  And in a culture where you’re either gay or a religious fanatic if you’re not having sex, I think that we need to raise our voices in a loving way and tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. So let me do a little bit of reverse engineering here.  If you go all the way back to the Garden of Eden, Genesis 2:25 says The man and his wife were both naked and they felt no shame.

I think that passage reveals God’s original blueprint, and it is this, sex without shame. And I’m going to be as straightforward as I possibly can, sex without shame is sex within marriage. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard it this way, but sex is a sacred covenant between a husband and a wife.  And if you haven’t thought about it in these terms, here’s what’s so beautiful about that, when a husband and a wife have sex, they are renewing the sacred covenant that they made with one another, and that’s a beautiful thing and that’s a Biblical thing.  I remember a few years ago, talking about this. It’s a delicate topic and we’re not quite finished yet, but someone emailed me and gave me permission to share what she had emailed, and I think this perspective is helpful because, again, real people, real issues, we’re dealing with this stuff.

Pastor Mark, thanks for taking on the difficult topic of sexuality. I, like many others, have always been prone to shut out pastors in the past when this issue was discussed, probably because of the approach that was taken. I’ve heard my fair share of hellfire and damnation speeches regarding sex. Your sermon made me realize that I’ve grown so accustomed to giving in to my sexual desires, I had lost sight of how beautiful sex can be, probably because no one has ever described its purpose. Over the years, sex has become part of the process of dating, not something to look forward to on a spiritual level. I’ve always blamed the shame I felt the morning after on God, when all the while it was me who was ashamed of myself because I knew I was not living in his image.  I made so many mistakes in my life, all of which could have been avoided had I not succumbed to my sexual desires, but ultimately, it is God’s forgiveness I am seeking, and I know that the first step is changing my habits. Over the past few years, I began this process and after hearing the sermon this morning, I know that God brought me to National Community Church for a reason. He is ready to forgive me and I’m ready to forgive myself.  

I want to be very clear here. I am not a pastor that preaches in the past tense. Trying to produce guilt over what you did yesterday. I am a future tense preacher. What I care about is your future. I care about you. I care about the decisions that you are going to make today moving forward in a way that is healthy and holy.  I’m not saying that very few people probably don’t feel a twinge of guilt about something, ok, we are all in this thing together, but I want to make one other observation here because we need this paradigm shift. I think we tend to view the 10 Commandments in very judgmental terms, but I would suggest that they are 10 of the most loving statements in the Bible. I mean, if you really love someone, aren’t you going to do everything within your power to keep them from hurting themselves. Listen, sex was God’s idea, it’s not just a good idea, it’s God’s idea, a beautiful, wonderful thing, but He wants us to experience sex without shame, and when we go outside of those boundaries, what we are doing is we are hurting ourselves. Listen, here’s a little definition of sin – sin is trying to meet a legitimate need in a illegitimate way.  And so many of us fall into that trap and make that mistake.  So the bottom line is this, this woman made a selfish decision, she made a sinful decision, she made a terrible decision, she made a decision to hurt herself and to scar her husband, to scar the other man’s wife, obviously in a moment of passion, wasn’t thinking consequentially, and certainly lived with that moment as a memory that she would regret the rest of her life.  And her reaction is as ancient as Eve, shame.  That’s not a real popular word, we don’t like talking about that, but I think a lot of feel this guilt that we can’t put our finger on it. What I’m trying to say is that shame is the first negative emotional reaction and it is something that at a deep level, we have got to deal with if we are going to experience hope and healing and wholeness.

Now, pretty tense here, and I’m guessing at all of our locations. Can I offer some hope? You know what’s so beautiful about this story in Genesis is Adam and Eve make a mistake, but who is the first one to the rescue? It is God Himself. It says that they were ashamed of their nakedness, so what did God do?  It says He created covering. Now this is a beautiful, primal picture of what Christ would do on the cross because the word atonement means to cover, and God covered their shame in a moment of grace and mercy and love and it foreshadows what Christ has done for each one of us on the cross. He covers, He atones, not just for our sins but in a very deep level, for our shame. Straight up, those of us who know Christ and know the grace of God, we take it for granted. I’m just thinking of myself, if I didn’t have a place to turn, where would I go with these feelings I carry inside of me? I would be so trapped by my past, but Christ came to set us free. I love what happens next. Verse 6.

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. 7When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, By the way, I don’t know if this is more brilliant or more compassionate, more compassionate or more brilliant, but what a response, "If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her." 8Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. 

I love Jesus for lots of reasons, but this is so heroic to me. A woman who was without defense, the last thing Jesus wanted to do was condone what this woman had done, but this is courage. He was willing to risk his reputation to defend this woman, and I love that about Jesus.  Like, you can cast a stone, over my dead body. This woman’s life had to be changed that moment. We’ll come back to it, but what a moment. Listen, some of you have messed up and you are naturally afraid of God’s reaction, and I think we carry with us this image of an angry God, but Jesus said, “I did not come to condemn the world.”  If you want to know how Jesus will respond to your messed up life, what you need to do is look at this story. It is a picture of how He responds. He comes to our defense. It’s why the Bible calls Him our Advocate. He is our Defender. Jesus said, “I didn’t come to condemn the world,” but He came to step up and offer healing and hope and forgiveness. We have a core value at National Community Church, love people when they least expect it and least deserve it. Don’t you think this is that moment for this woman?  Least expected it, maybe least deserved it, but I tell you what, if you want to impact someone’s life, you love them when they least expect it. Don’t love them when they expect it and deserve it. That didn’t come out right, but you know. Love them when they expect it and deserve it, but you know this, you get no credit for flowers on Valentine’s Day.  That gift on her birthday? You’re thinking, ‘I’m such a great husband! I got my wife a birthday present.’  You get no credit! You only get negative credit, you get the debit if you don’t remember.  If you aren’t married, you will discover this! But if you really want to impact them, love them when they least expect it and least deserve it. That’s how Jesus loves us. While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. He is our Advocate.

Verse 9

 9At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there. 10Jesus straightened up and asked her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?" 

One day, while fighting in the Spanish Civil War, George Orwell, the famed English author, recounts a face-to-face encounter with the Fascist enemy. He had gone to fight Fascism but as this soldier ran by him half naked holding up his pants in the air, Orwell refused to shoot, and he later reflected on this moment. He said, “I did not shoot partly because of that detail about the trousers, I had come here to shoot at Fascists but a man holding up his trousers isn’t a Fascists, he is visibly a fellow preacher similar to yourself and you don’t feel like shooting at him.”  There’s a guy named Jonathan Glover who did a document on 20th Century wars and he refers to moments like this as a sympathy breakthrough, a sympathy breakthrough. And he said in his research, almost always it is the result of one thing – eye-to-eye contact. He said there are moments, even in conflict, when compassion will overwhelm us because eye-to-eye contact will overcome hand-to-hand combat. Now, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow put it in more poetic or prose terms. He said this, “If we could read the secret history of our enemies, we should find in each man’s life sorrow and suffering enough to disarm all hostility.”  

Is it possible that that’s why God loves us so unconditionally?  We are so quick to judge others, aren’t we? We are so quick to take that stone in our hands. We are poised and ready to throw it, often criticizing in others what we don’t like about ourselves.  We desperate need a sympathy breakthrough in the church. This is the saddest thing to me and I’m not sure exactly how to state it but I want to speak to those who have had some stones thrown at them by those who are supposed to be representing Christ Himself. I’m sorry.  I remember watching some news show after 9-11, do you remember this? Crazy things some Christian leaders were saying as to who or what was to blame. I’ll tell you what was to blame, some terrorists exercised their free will, made some terrible decisions, killed some people. We are so quick to blame someone, we’ve got to explain it somehow, got to point the finger at someone, but that’s not who Christ is, that’s not what He represents.  

Let me also challenge you with this – don’t let those who want to stone you keep you from the God who wants to forgive you. Do not let a Pharisee keep you from coming to Christ, don’t use that as an excuse, because that’s not who Jesus is, and we need to do our level best to represent the grace of God, to love them when they least expect it and least deserve it, but we make mistakes because we are human. I would just ask you this question, is there a stone that you need to put down? Is there something you need to stop throwing at other people? If you really knew them, I think it would disarm you. God knows you, He knows everything about you, He knows the best the thing you’ve done and the worst thing you’ve done, and here’s the thing that is so tough for us to understand, He can’t love you any more or any less because He loves you perfectly. You can’t do anything to change how much He loves you because He is an infinite God with infinite love for each one of us.  

Verse 11

 11"No one, sir," she said. "Then neither do I condemn you," Jesus declared. "Go now and leave your life of sin."

This is interesting to me, because the only One who met the qualification that He established was still standing there, but He gave this woman a new lease on life. I want to talk about that because I think that is one of the most hopeful statements in the Bible, it could change your life. But first, let me say this, how do we experience healing for these shame wounds that we’ve experienced, for these sinful scars in our life?

Number one, you’ve got to confess that sin. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  But you’ve got to confess it. In other words, you’ve got to come clean. Here’s the thing we overlook in this story, we don’t think about it because it is not recorded in Scripture, but this woman had to go tell her husband. Can you imagine? What a moment. How many of you know how difficult it is to confess? To God, to others, it’s hard. Some things are more difficult to confess than others. We try to hide it, try to blame others, try to use it, but at the end of the day, the only way you are going to find freedom is confession. If you confess your sin, I promise you this, He will forgive you, and in that forgiveness, am I saying that all the consequences are gone? No, but He will help put back together the pieces of your life in a way that is redemptive, in a way that is healing and you will no longer be responsible for the penalty of sin, and that is a beautiful promise.

Secondly, you need to change your lifestyle. Do you notice what Jesus says here? Go now and leave your life of sin.  Easier said than done! Really, nine times out of ten, spiritual growth comes back to breaking a bad habit or establishing a good habit.  There’s something you need to stop doing and something you need to start doing, and it’s going to take something radical for you to make that change. I don’t know what that is for you, but you might need to cancel some channels, cut up a credit card, get an Internet accountability partner, stop talking about someone behind their back, move out, go for counseling, confront someone, compliment someone, start serving, lose a friend. Those are some things, you’ve got to interrupt the pattern in your life and you’ve got to take steps to step out of that and begin to create some change in your life.  

Now, what empowers us to do it? This thing, this is it, the God who believes in you.  This isn’t some self-help message. We talk about our faith in God all the time, but what about God’s faith in us?  I can’t help but think about Peter, he messed up, denied Christ, and then Jesus doesn’t just forgive him, He says, ‘Ok, here’s the kingdom, it’s in your hands, go for it.’ Is that not the most quantum act? Not just forgiveness but Peter I believe in you because I'm going to empower you, I'm going to use you, you are going to become more than you could ever be on your own.’ What’s so beautiful about this is that Jesus gives this woman a new lease on life. I want to tell you, it is never too late to be who you might have been.  You let the grace of God into your life. Is it going to be painful? Maybe. Are you going to have some tough conversations? Absolutely.  There will be scar tissue and it will be painful to fight through that but it is never too late to become who you might have been, if you allow the grace of God into your life. 

A couple of weeks ago, Paul Harvey passed away. I loved Paul Harvey, love the rest of the story.  One of the things that drives me crazy as I study Scripture, and I’ll close with this, the fact that a woman like this walked right off the pages of Scripture and we have no idea what happens to her. You notice this, right? What happens to this woman? For that matter, what about this kid who gave Jesus five loaves and two fish?  What happened to that kid?  I want to know the rest of the story! What about the daughter of Jyrus [?] who was raised from the dead? What about the demonic that had a legion of demons cast out into a herd of pigs?  What was he thinking every time he ate bacon?  I have no idea where that just came from! What about the paralyzed man that four friends lowered through the ceiling and he literally walked off the pages of Scripture? What about that guy?  But what about his woman? We don’t know, but I do know this, that Jesus turned what had to be at that point in her life the worst moment of her life. Yes? Yes. It had to be the worst moment of her life, and I believe He turned it into the first day of the rest of her life. He turned the worst day in this crazy kind of way that the grace of God does that turns our lives upside down, He turned the worst day into the best day because He gave her a new lease on life and He wants to do the same thing for you. 

Today can be the first day of the rest of your life. How? Help. That four-letter word, when I don’t know what to pray for, some of you are at that point, if you only knew how messed up I am inside. Listen, when you don’t even know it, help. Help. He knows what you need, He knows who you are and He loves you and He wants to meet you and He wants to grace you. He wants you to start all over again. The wonderful thing as we celebrate communion this weekend, what a reminder! What a reminder as we celebrate communion, it is God’s way of saying, ‘Let’s start over again. I’m going to heal you, I’m going to help you.’  You have to make some tough decisions but He is going to help us heal.

I relive that moment over and over and still there is not a day that I don’t think about it. Growing up I had good grades and did well in sports and had a lot of friends, I just didn’t feel good enough. There was something that felt inadequate, a hole in my life. So when I got a little bit older, I discovered alcohol and that was what filled that hole for me. I didn’t understand why I was feeling depressed and anxious all the time and my life became smaller and smaller until all I was doing was drinking. It was the one thing that could break me. My worst fear, I realized as I was driving home one night from a party, I drank and drove a lot, all the time, and this night, I was not fortunate and I ended up hitting someone on my way home and at that point in my life, I couldn’t stop and face reality. My first instinct was to run, so I did. I went home and discovered that the person I had hit was killed instantly. Everything changed in my life right then. All I knew was to inestisize [?]myself, so I just drank for oblivion. That next six months was the darkest period in my life. I was facing about 40 years and my lawyer just didn’t think there wasn’t any way that I wasn’t going to serve some time. So we showed up at court, I was 18, I had just finished my first semester of college, and the first miracle that happened that day was the victim’s mother came up to me and said she was going to recommend probation to the judge. That was miraculous, we were not expecting that. The whole time, she had been very angry and really wanted justice, so to hear that gave me a lot of new hope. The judge that was there that day, we were concerned because my lawyer didn’t know him, no one knew who this judge was, it was supposed to be a female judge and out of nowhere, this judge from Dillon [?] County came and we sat in the courtroom all day terrified because he was so strict. We got up in front and he was talking and a lot of it I couldn’t understand but I’ll never forget these words, he said, “You probably think I don’t know what it’s like to be in your position,” and he looked at the mother and said, “You probably don’t think I know what’s it’s like to be in your position, but there was a boy I knew who was 17, and almost the exact same thing happened to him and he didn’t give up, he went on to college and had a great life and that boy was me. And the person I killed was my brother and I had to face my mother for the rest of my life, so I’m granting you probation and this is your second chance at life, so make the most of it.”  I’ve never forgotten that. That judge has been with me every day on this journey and I really began to seek God and I wanted to know who God was. I mean, I believed that He existed but I still, it really hadn’t translated to my heart yet. When I first heard the word grace, I had no idea what it meant, and I think that my experience with this judge personified it and showed me then, not getting what I deserved, because if I had gotten what I deserved, I would be sitting in a jail cell, but he said I was given this glorious second chance at life. 

