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February 26, 2023 - SW Area service - Lent 1 - The Rev. Dr. Kayko Driedger Hesslein, 

Hordern Professor of Theology, Lutheran Theological Seminary Saskatoon 

 

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7; Psalm 32; Romans 5:12-19; Matthew 4:1-11 

 

“Sin came into the world through one person, and death came through sin, and so death 

spread to all because all have sinned.” 

 

Well, today is the first Sunday in Lent and so we have these Scripture passages that 

allude to sin. But what exactly is sin? Some people say that sin is disobeying God, and 

they use Genesis as the first example of that. God says don’t eat - Eve and Adam eat. 

The verse from Romans points that way. Our psalm talks about transgressions, the 

intentional crossing of boundaries God tells us not to cross. In these cases, sin is 

connected with an intentional act of doing or not doing what God wants. We know what 

God wants, and we choose the opposite. 

 

There are other ways of understanding sin, though. Sin can also be explained by 

referring to its Hebrew roots, which translate as “missing the mark.” In this sense, sin 

isn’t really about refusing to obey God, it’s about trying to obey, but not quite making it- 

falling short. Like an arrow shot at a target that goes in the right direction, but misses 

the bullseye. Paul seems to be using this understanding when he writes, “I do not do the 

good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is 

no longer I, but sin that dwells within me.” Here, sin isn’t about intention, it’s something 

we do even when we’re trying not to. This is why Lutherans talk about being in bondage 

to sin. It’s not something we have a choice about. 
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So on one hand sin is something we choose to do, and on the other hand it’s something 

we have no choice about. This explains why we get so confused about what sin is, or 

why we might have such strong feelings about Paul’s claim that “all have sinned.” 

 

But what if sin is not an act but a description? What if sin is the word we use to describe 

the reality that we experience - that in this world there is pain and suffering and yes, 

death. What if sin is how we describe and acknowledge our experience that, in many 

fundamental ways, this world is not the way God created it to be? So we say that the 

world is full of sin - it is full of suffering and pain and death in ways that God did not and 

does not intend. 

 

And so then, “All have sinned,” because all of us live in this reality, we can’t escape it, 

and sometimes, whether we mean to or not, we contribute to it. 

 

So what causes this suffering? Why is this world different from the way God intends it to 

be? Where does sin start? How can we limit our contributions to it? 

 

I think that our readings from Genesis - and from Matthew - are actually helpful here. 

They show us that we suffer, we experience sin, when we humans attempt to exceed 

our natural limits. 

 

Yes, humans have limits. All of God’s creation has limits, actually, because God has 

created us all to live together in harmony, which means that we each have our limits. 

The ocean is given limits to make space for the creatures who live on land. Land animals 

are given limits -no gills- so they don’t take over the oceans and push out all the fish. 

Each creature has its own space to occupy so that all of them have space to thrive. 
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When one expands beyond its limits, like with an invasive species (or virus), God’s 

balanced world is thrown out of balance, and everything suffers. 

 

And us humans constantly try to exceed our limits, and occupy spaces that aren’t meant 

for us, and that’s when there’s suffering. Eve tried to exceed what we humans are 

designed to know by eating fruit from the tree of good and evil, which is the Bible’s way 

of saying the tree of universal knowledge. Human brains don’t have the capacity to 

know absolutely everything. There aren’t enough neurons in our brains to hold all of 

that data. More importantly, we don’t have the wisdom to know what do with it all. But 

Eve, and then Adam, tried. And because of that, they experienced shame, which is a 

kind of suffering, and God let them know that this suffering would now be with them 

always. Not as a punishment, but just as a consequence of knowing more than they 

were designed to know, a consequence of exceeding their limits. 

 

Jesus, on the other hand, refused to exceed his human limits when he was tempted. 

None of God’s creatures are limitless - we all depend on God to survive. Jesus was 

tempted to behave without limits, to take over God’s role in providing for his bodily 

existence, but he said, no. Taking over God’s role in that would lead to suffering. Jesus 

was tempted to exceed the limits of human power, to rule over the entire world, and 

again, he said no, that kind of power is only for God. Humans aren’t designed for that - 

again, that results in suffering. 

 

When we exceed our limits, when we “transgress” the boundaries God has designed us 

with, when we cross into the sphere of others, physically or emotionally, they suffer. We 

suffer, too, actually, because we’re not designed to be there. Likewise, when others 

exceed their limits, and intrude into our space, physically or emotionally, we suffer (and 

they do, too, whether they know it or not.) 
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So what’s to be done? If sin is this reality that suffering exists because we try to exceed 

our own limits and cross into others’ space and they do the same to us, and as much as 

we try we can’t stop it, are we locked into this suffering, this sin, forever? 

 

By no means, as Paul liked to say. Much more surely than the reality of suffering, the 

grace of God and the free gift in the grace of Jesus Christ abound! In Jesus we have 

someone who was like us, tempted to exceed his limits, but graced with the power of 

God to refuse. We have someone who accepted the limitations of his nature, who 

accepted death, and then was raised to true life, a life freed from suffering and pain and 

sin, by the power of God. 

 

Most importantly, we have someone who joins our lives with his. Christ joins your life to 

his. This means that when you’re tempted to live as if you have no limits, and to cross 

over into the space God has created for another, you are empowered by God’s spirit to 

resist, you are equipped to live, and thrive, within your limits so that others may also 

thrive. This means that when you experience suffering because others have exceeded 

their limits, Christ stands with you and helps restore those limits so you can thrive once 

again. This means that when you experience that ultimate human limitation and die, 

you will be raised to true life, a life without suffering, through Christ.  

 

God intends for this world to be a place of life and thriving for all, but it isn’t. God’s 

people have named this sad reality “sin.” But thank God that God has enabled us to 

name this suffering that we all experience, to imagine how it might have come about 

and understand and acknowledge our own role in perpetuating it, and thank God for 

sending us Christ, who helps us to live as God intends us to, and who restores us when 

we don’t. Thanks be to God, Amen. 


