LENT 4, C – March 27, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 12:1-6; 2 Cor. 5:16-21; Luke 15:1-3, 11-32; Ps. 51

      If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them. 2 Cor. 5
A couple of weeks ago our youngest daughter Tina came up from TX for a short visit. While she was here, we spent part of a morning counting. You see, Tina has a wedding piggy bank that she has been dropping spare change into for years. So, we sat at the dining room table, counting the coins and putting them into Ziploc bags: quarters in one, dimes in another, etc. We had different ways of counting. I counted out 12 quarters – $3 – and put them into a stack. I then made stacks of the same height and put them into rows and columns. Then, when there were no more quarters, I counted: 7 rows x 8 columns = 56 stacks; 56 x 3 = $168. Dimes, nickels, and pennies were put into stacks of 10. Simple! Tina ended up with $222. Woo-hoo! What a stash for her wedding! (Which, by the way, is coming. She got engaged last Sunday!)
We human beings are counters. We count costs; and especially lately, with prices rising due to inflation. We count attendance; I do, at church. We count pounds lost and gained. We count scores in games. We count days and weeks and years. We count all kinds of things… including sins.
We count sins because sins count, don’t they? Of course they do! Often, they count greatly. In Jesus’ parable – perhaps His best-known one, known as the parable of the prodigal son – sins divided the younger son from his father and from his older brother. After he returned, they continued to divide his older brother from him, and his older brother from their father. Sins count... and often, for years. Family events can be affected – delayed; canceled; or held but ruined – by sins that were committed years before. Groups of people can be divided, as we see in Luke 15. The Pharisees and scribes – people who strove to learn and obey God’s law and so be good people – were divided from the tax collectors and others like them who rather callously ignored God’s law. Perhaps this is why Jesus’ parable is so well-known. The division because of sin that it portrays hits so close to home!
Yes, our Lord certainly knows us. He knows that sins count to us, and that we think they should count to Him. Surely they should… shouldn’t they? God should count and keep track of sins!... not yours and mine, of course, but those committed against you and against me. If He doesn’t – if He ignores them or loses track of them – then there will be no justice for you and for me. It won’t be fair! We want fairness… and so we count. We keep track. So should God! He who is just should be the ultimate counter!
When you look at God like this, you are seeing Him in the wrong way. You are seeing Him as you think He should be – one who thinks like you – and not as He is. You are “regarding Christ according to the flesh,” Paul says; and, to see Him that way is to lose Him. If you lose God, this will not be because He has left you. The father in Jesus’ parable didn’t run away from his younger son. The son left his father. In fact, even when he decided to return, he wasn’t going back to his father. He was hoping for an employer. “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.” Hire me and pay me! That’s how a counter sees things. Be a counter, and expect God to be a counter, and you will lose God. For, He will be a Father, and not an employer.
Being a Father means God does not count like us. He does count; but, He only counts to one. There is one sin of which we are all guilty. We commit it in many different ways, and so it is seen in different ways.

· In Ps. 51 David confessed his iniquity – a word which means, being twisted and so broken, unusable. David’s sin twisted and bent him so that he looked upon himself and his desires and not God’s. His desires led him to sleep with the wife of one of his best soldiers and get her pregnant; and then, in an effort to cover up what he had done, arrange to have her husband killed in battle so that he could marry her. “Against You, [God], You only have I sinned,” he finally confessed. His many sins were one: rebellion against the one God.

· In His parable Jesus shows sin to be, in essence, seeing God – the father in the story – to be dead and gone. He is not to be relied upon, then: and so, the younger son  takes his inheritance and leaves. He is not to be listened to and honored: and so, the older son not only refuses to join his feast; he will not even call him, “Father.”
Sin is rebellion. It is casting off God and His will; thinking and acting as if He were dead and had nothing to say to you and you were not answerable to Him. No matter whether you count your sins to be of great consequence or little consequence, to be many or few, God counts them all to be one act of rebellion against Him; a rebellion that is worthy of eternal death in hell.

But, God has not run away from us because of this. He has run to us… and not with judgment for our sins, but with mercy. “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself,” Holy Scripture says. Jesus pictures this reconciliation, this repairing of a broken relationship, in His parable. Notice: the father sees his younger son “while he was still a long way off.” He had been looking for him, yearning for his return! And when he saw him he ran to him, threw his arms around him, and kissed him. This was all before the son said anything! It was not his son’s repentance that repaired their relationship. It was the father’s love, his not counting his son’s sins against him. “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them,” 2 Cor. 5 says. God only counts to one. There is one Christ, one Savior who bore the sins of all and gave His life for them all on the cross. And this was the Father’s will. “All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself.” (2 Cor. 5)
What does this mean? It means that God isn’t sitting up in heaven and counting sins… making stacks of big sins – you know, murder; adultery; etc. – and little sins: saying a bad word; telling a little lie… you know, sins that really don’t hurt much or cause any big problems. No, God sees no sins – in you… in me… in anyone! – because He removed them all from us and laid them all on His Son. “For our sake [God] made Him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”
So that in Him we might become the righteousness of God… become like our Father and like His holy Son! God made you so by washing away your sins with the blood of Christ in your Baptism. You are righteous in Christ! Now, be like Him by not counting sins: neither by keeping track of them and adding them up, nor by counting them to be big and important.
· Do not do so with your own sins. Confess them to be one, as David did, and believe them to be forgiven by Jesus’ one sacrifice upon the cross and then forgotten by God. And if any one sin remains in your mind and heart to trouble you and oppress you, know that you can come to me in private and confess. In the absolution your heavenly Father throws His arms around you personally, puts Jesus’ robe of righteousness on you, and says, “Let us eat and celebrate. For this my child was dead, and is alive again; was lost, and is found!”
· And with the sins of others, be like your heavenly Father by not seeing and counting them. “We are ambassadors for Christ. God is making his appeal through us,” God’s Word says. You are the face of the Father and of Jesus to others. You are the voice of the Holy Spirit. Let others see and hear and feel through you God’s great mercy, His not counting of our sins against us!
“This man receives sinners and eats with them.” So grumbled some about Jesus. “He’s ignoring their sins, instead of counting them!” Perhaps some will grumble about you if you do this. Let them! Far better is the joyful voice of our Father! He says in His joy, “bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate!” He spreads His feast of forgiveness before you this day and invites you to it. “Shout, and sing for joy, O inhabitant of Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel!” – the forgiver, the non-counter of our sins: Jesus Christ, our Lord! Amen.
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