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The One Who Takes Sin Away 
I John 3:1-7 

 
 My favorite pope (i.e., Francis) is in a bit of hot water for some less-
than-infallible remarks.  This controversy isn’t over his generous spirit 

toward the LGBTQQ community; nor is it due to his gracious overture last 
fall to divorced Catholics that they can now receive holy communion 

(which, I suspect, was not the only reason lapsed Catholics haven’t been 
showing up to Mass).  Nor am I referring to his recent startling claim that 
hell doesn’t exist (which, to be fair, simply could have been a misreading of 

his disappointment when asked if he received an invitation to the royal 
wedding and he responded, “Hell, no!”).   

 Unfortunately, the Pope stepped into the proverbial pile when he was 
visiting Chile in January and offered some remarks supporting an 

embattled priest accused of “covering up [sexual] abuse by the country’s 
most notorious pedophile priest”.1  According to The New York Times: 

In a visit to Chile and Peru in January, the pope made a spirited defense of 
Bishop Juan Barros Madrid that seemed to disregard the testimony of abuse 
survivors, who had long claimed the prelate had witnessed and covered up abuse 
by his mentor, the charismatic priest the Rev. Fernando Karadima.  The pope 
said he had seen no “proof” of a cover-up. 2 
 

Then, to make matters worse, he blamed the victims of “calumny”—of 

making stories up to destroy the reputation of Bishop Barros, whom 
Francis believed was innocent.  Unfortunately, the papal assessment was 
wrong—“grave errors” in judgment, as he said—so now he wants to correct 

the situation and plead for forgiveness from the victims.  That’s very noble 
of the pontiff.  However, can you imagine the Vatican press department 

																																																													
1	 Jason	Horowitz,	 “Pope	Francis	Admits	 ‘Grave	Errors’	 in	Chile	 Sex	Abuse	Cases,”	The	New	York	Times,	 April	 11,	
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2	Ibid.	
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trying to explain the infallible pope’s “grave errors”?  How do you spin that 
one?   

 Pope Francis’s public remorse and desire to be forgiven by the victims 
is an extraordinary public apology for the people of Chile and to the world.  

It’s remarkable because this isn’t how it normally goes in public life.  If 
someone makes a grievous mistake, usually there is plenty of face-saving 

through denial and damage control, often with angry rebuttals and verbal 
volleys targeting accusers and critics, whose “malicious attacks are unfair, 
unwarranted, and false” (typical claims of denial).  We certainly have to 

come to expect this from politicians on the hot seat—those who only 
express remorse when it becomes absolutely necessary, if they ever do.  

Even then, to meet with one’s accusers to apologize and ask for their 
forgiveness is almost unheard of, going far beyond what is expected, even 
for a religious figure.  

However, as Francis demonstrated a few days ago, eating a slice or 
two of humble pie is not only good for personal accountability (no matter 

how powerful and infallible you may be), it also promises a greater 
likelihood of genuine human contrition and repentance, where the wrong 

isn’t only made right, but it will turn into a very memorable and teachable 
experience where the mistake likely will never happen again.  Whenever a 
person has owned the fault sufficiently enough to commit never to do it 

again, that is evidence of repentance in its truest form and purpose.  My 
guess is, after inviting this type of public scrutiny upon himself, Francis will 

be far more cautious about supporting even his closest allies and friends 
from such grievous allegations if he doesn’t know the whole truth and 

nothing but the truth.   
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 I always find it interesting, perhaps dismaying, for how often people 
short-circuit the process of accountability and redemption.  What I mean is, 

if the guilty express remorse, you’re never quite sure if the regret they feel is 
for what they’ve done or just for getting caught.  The only way you can 

discern the difference is if they take it to another level, which is to repair the 
breach and the damage done and/or accept whatever consequences are 

warranted.  If they do accept the consequences for their wrongdoing, most 
people would then assume justice has been done. 

However, justice served doesn’t guarantee that an offender has 

actually repented from their wrongdoing.  For example, prisons are filled 
with people who have been convicted and serve their sentences as 

punishment; some may be genuinely remorseful for their crimes.  Though 
the conventional notion of “justice” has been served, this isn’t to say there 
has been a change of heart, enough that they will never do that particular 

crime again—nothing to ensure that upon release there won’t be repeat 
offenders.  Now we have to recognize that not everyone incarcerated 

deserves to be there, just like everyone who isn’t in prison deserves to be 
where they are.  Recidivism is, in many situations, due to the way former 

inmates are cast out into society without much support and opportunity to 
begin to new lives.  Social location and privilege have a lot to do with this. 

That said, repentance is what is needed in any wrongdoing, even if 

accountability and justice have been served.  Why?  Because the goal of 
redemption is a transformation of the offender’s conscience and soul; the 

endgame is not punishment, but a change in their outlook and behavior.  
Metanoia (the Greek term from which we derive the English word 

“repentance”) literally means “to turn oneself around in order to head in a 
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different, if not opposite, direction”—from turning away from evil toward 
doing good.   

Repentance was the original purpose for “penitentiaries” and “reform 
schools” in an effort to change the heart and behavior of the guilty, instead 

of merely punishing them with jail.  Completing the process of justice and 
redemption is what allows trust in the offender to be returned and where 

forgiveness is justified and meaningful.  Shy of that, there is reason to 
question how contrite and sorry a person may be. 
 Obviously, this has implications for all of us, not just those caught up 

in the criminal justice system.  For this reason, we need to be careful with 
our theology on a number of levels, not only in viewing divine and human 

punishment as the final word and destiny, but also in how we portray 
divine forgiveness and the religious concept of absolution of sins.  
Forgiveness is not meant to be mere ceremony, i.e., “cheap grace” as 

Bonhoeffer famously put it.  Yes, we should seek forgiveness for 
wrongdoing—both divine and human—but not in response to confession (as 

it’s often done), but instead, preferably with the evidence of repentance.   
Think about it.  Confession is only the first step on the road to 

redemption.  Isn’t this why forgiveness seems inappropriate or not costly 
enough in situations where real harm has been done, even if it doesn’t 
reach the level of criminality?  The reason it does is because we want 

something more than mere confession; again, is it remorse for what one has 
done or for getting caught?  And what is the offender doing to correct his or 

her behavior, with evidence of a changed heart?  If there is clear evidence of 
a change, forgiveness is not hard to offer, even without punishment, as the 

change of heart fosters a new willingness to trust them.  The offender has 
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done some hard, sacrificial work at earning that trust by changing their 
behavior to their best ability.   

 Unfortunately, far too often Christian tradition has made a real mess 
of this by making divine forgiveness merely a matter of doctrine and 

ceremony.  God’s forgiveness is presented every Sunday as a done deal 
before any of the hard work of repentance is done, based (theologically 

anyway) on Jesus’s death serving as the punishment for human sin, which 
then absolves us of guilt.  Some of our favorite hymns proclaim this, but is 
it accurate?  One common consequence of “cheap grace” is that people 

routinely forgive themselves claiming, “Oh, God’s forgiven me for this…” or 
“I’ve made my peace with God over this…” which is supposed to convey that 

the wrong has been made right, when in all likelihood it never was. 
 I’m not trying to be harsh about this; I’m trying to be realistic.  
Forgiveness is the final act of redemption, not the first; that process 

includes accountability and remorse, appropriate reparations or just 
punishment if necessary, and repentance evidenced by a change in 

perspective and behavior.  If forgiveness comes before repentance and 
behavioral change in the guilty party, then forgiveness can be 

counterproductive and pointless, because nothing has really changed.  
We’ve blessed the offenders without ever asking much of them, to the 
dismay of victims. 

If we apply this more broadly, it’s even more evident.  We see public 
figures stand up and plead forgiveness for past grievances in society—for 

racist policies, for sexual harassment and abuse, for terrible injustices, 
including genocide and other crimes of war.  But unless serious steps have 

been taken to ensure it never occurs again, a mere apology doesn’t matter.  
History will likely repeat itself. 
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As much as Christian tradition proclaims that Jesus alone takes our 
sin away, the truth is, that’s not the case; we are an integral participant in 

making this happen, demonstrating our worthiness for grace by committing 
to never going down that path again.  Hence, each of us, not just Jesus, are 

the ones who must take sin away. 
 This shouldn’t be a revelation, since Jesus often told those he met, to 

“go and sin no more.”  The story of the woman caught in adultery didn’t 
result in her public stoning, but in her protection and redemption and 
Jesus’s words, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go your way and from now on 

do not sin again” (John 8:11)—a message that was equally intended for her 
accusers.  Do whatever is necessary to find oneself in a right and just set of 

relationships and do no more harm. A more profound example was that of 
Zacchaeus, who when he responded to Jesus’s invitation for redemption 
and a right relationship with those he wronged as a corrupt tax collector, he 

showed the fruits of this repentance by being committed to give half of his 
possessions to the poor, “and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will 

pay back four times as much” (Luke 19:8).  Upon hearing this, Jesus 
proclaimed his redemption: “Today salvation has come to this house.”   

That’s what repentance is: it’s not just being sorry for wrong and then 
getting off the hook, but it’s repairing the breach in the trust between 
people by restoring what has been lost (if possible) and turning one’s life 

around to never doing harm to others again.  I believe if we orient ourselves 
toward following the examples that Jesus and other spiritually grounded 

mentors provide—if we try to live in right and just ways with others—then 
grace will be abundant to redeem our lives from the terrible mistakes and 

harm we’ve done.   
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 This parallels much of the message we receive from our text for today, 
affirmed in these words: 

Everyone who commits sin is guilty of lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.  You know 
that he was revealed to take away sins, and in him there is no sin.  No one who 
abides in him sins; no one who sins has either seen him or known him.  Little 
children, let no one deceive you.  Everyone who does what is right is righteous, 
just as he is righteous. 
 

Weaving this into what I’ve already said, if we are intentional in our 
commitment to live into the teachings and spirit of Jesus, we will find 

ourselves in right relationship with God and with others, especially those 
who embrace these values.  Scripturally, sin is viewed as active defiance of 
God’s intentions, so it follows then, that if we embrace and embody the 

spirit and values of Jesus, there’s an assumption our will becomes more 
malleable and consistent with the intentions of God.  In essence, that’s the 

meaning behind John 14:6, where Jesus says to his disciples, “I am the way, 
the truth and the life”.  It’s a double entendre playing off the revealed name 
of God on Mt. Sinai (YHWH is the way, the truth, and the life) and a 

statement that following Jesus’s way, his truth, and his life will bring us 
into perfect union and communion with God.  The emphasis isn’t on Jesus’s 

exclusive claim as Savior (I sincerely doubt Jesus of Nazareth was fostering 
a self-glorifying cult around himself), but on following his way, which is the 

path to right relationships with God and with others. 
Above all, please don’t view the concern about redemption merely as 

a matter of religious piety; it’s much more about what we value, who we 

value, and how we express those values every day within human life and 
community.  It’s about redeeming relationships in our lives where we can 

express love, gratitude, and joy rather than resentment or bitterness; it’s 
about reflecting qualities of the divine Spirit, be it peace, patience, 
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kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, compassion, mercy, and self-
control and living into these values every day in every relationship.   

In many ways, living into the divine relationship isn’t beyond us at all.  
We know when we have sinned—when we have done something wrong or 

harmful to another; the first step is to admit it, take responsibility for it, 
instead of deflecting blame.  Then we continue the process all the way to the 

last step, which is to change our ways and pledge never to do it again.  In 
that way, we heal the breach and distrust we helped to create in the first 
place.  We live into being responsible for our actions, so we then are the 

ones who must take sin away. 
My favorite pope seems to grasp this deeply in his heart, regardless of 

any shortcomings and faults he may have as a human being.  His humility 
seems sincere.  His courageous and faithful witness of standing up in the 
public square to admit his faults and wrongdoing is truly remarkable.  He 

didn’t have to do this, at least by conventional standards.  But I believe by 
virtue of his divine calling, he knew he must. 

By doing so, Francis helps the rest of us in this world, and especially 
those he harmed with his initial inability to grasp the sins committed 

against them, to see what it means to be inextricably bound by the 
limitations of life and human knowledge, as well as how responsible we are 
to each other to live into the truth of right relationships.  As it happens in 

our own personal lives, it is we who must correct our ways in order to make 
things right again—we must take our sin away—which will warrant the 

grace of forgiveness, both human and divine.   
This is what love does.  To receive forgiveness in the context of 

unconditional love at any point in life is an amazing gift and grace—one 
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where we recognize that to err is certainly human, but to forgive is 
unquestionably divine. 

     The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
     Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
     15 April 2018 

  


