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4 October 2015 

Rev Dr Scott Everett Couper 
 

Part VI of “Sunday Times” 

 

“Re-Defining Sin” 

 

*Hebrew Scripture: Leviticus 16:1 and 6-10 

Psalm: 130:1-8 

*Christian Scripture: Matthew 1:18-21 

 

 Friends, this morning we continue with part VI of our sermon series 

entitled “Sunday Times”.  In this series, we are, in a sense, reading the 

newspaper to learn about the state of our world.  What is happening in the 

world that ought to affect our Christian faith and our local church in 

Sydenham?  We are asking ourselves, “Do we have the courage to face the 

realities of our time and allow ourselves to feel deeply enough that it 

transforms us and our future?” 

 In our newspaper this morning, we read about all kinds of issues.  For 

example, we read about crime and corruption.  We read about wars, refugees, 

death and destruction.  It seems that most of the news we read about is 

negative.  But not all of the news is bad.  Some of the news is quite good.  

There are often things to celebrate.  This morning there is a blurb in the paper 

about an ‘EcoMobility Festival” in Stanton that showcases designer outfits 

made from recyclable materials (Sunday Times, 4 October 2015, p. 2).  The 
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campaign in Sandton aims to reduce the number of automobiles on the 

streets.  No matter what the news, most of it is about people’s actions and the 

consequences that arise from them. 

One of the earliest things we try to teach our children when they are 

growing-up is that there are consequences for their actions.  What happens 

when you step-out into the path of an on-coming bus?  One is tragically killed.  

What happens when you place your hand on a hot stove plate?  You 

experience almost immediate pain and you are badly burned.  What happens if 

you eat too many sweets?  You get a sore tummy.  The failure to learn lessons 

about the consequences of our actions will lead to a very short and/or 

miserable life. 

 The consequences of being hit by a bus, putting our hand on a hot stove 

plate or eating too many sweets are almost immediate.  But there are 

consequences to other things that we do that are not so immediate.  Let us 

take a look at the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 5:7-21):  

 

One, ‘you shall have no other gods before me.’  Two, ‘you shall not worship 

idols.’  Three, ‘you shall not use God’s name in vain.’  Four, ‘rest on the 
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Sabbath.’  Five, ‘honour your mother and father.’  Six, ‘do not murder.’  Seven, 

‘do not commit adultery’.  Eight, ‘do not steal.’  Nine, ‘do not lie.’  And ten, ‘do 

not desire what others have.’   

If we commit any or all of the Ten Commandments, the consequences 

are not necessarily immediate.  In fact, sometimes, there are not any 

perceivable consequences at all.  You know the phrase, ‘He got away with 

murder.’  Or, sometimes, we may even benefit by committing them.  Someone 

is likely enjoying my stolen car, even as I preach, and, judging by the 

performance of the police thus far, will likely continue to benefit from the new 

clutch I recently installed in it. 

 As a people of faith, we have traditionally referred to these acts 

committed (idolatry, murder, lying and stealing) as ‘sins.’  Because there are 

not necessarily immediate consequences to these sins, they can build-up.  They 

pile-up.  Like our dirty laundry, or our dirty dishes, they accumulate to such an 

extent that inevitably there are consequences.  When these sins build-up, the 

consequences are usually quite dire. 

 Our ancestors in faith had what may seem to us to be a strange way of 

getting-rid of people’s sins.   
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In Leviticus, we read that the priest took a goat and placed all the sins of the 

people upon it.  This goat would be sent outside the city, into the desert, to die 

– thus taking the people’s sins away.  While this was unfortunate for the poor 

‘scapegoat’, the ritual was seen to cleanse the people from their sins.   

 

The laundry was cleaned, the dishes were done, and the people, in a sense, 

had a fresh start - until the sins accumulated again and the people needed 

another scapegoat. 

 If we examine the Ten Commandments, we notice that the first three 

commandments deal with violations against God.  But, most of the 

Commandments deal with sins against other people – seven out of ten.  Using 

the Ten Commandments as an example, we notice that most sins are what we 

have referred to in this sermon as ‘anthropocentric’; most of the things we 

consider to be sins are violations against other human beings.  We view most 

sins in a ‘human-centred’ or ‘human-focused’ manner.  (This is especially true 
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since we as ‘monotheists’ rarely consider that we violate the first two 

commandments and, sadly,  we often think the third is no sin at all). 

 In this sermon series we have proposed that ‘cosmocentricism is the 

new anthropocentricism’.  That is, we have considered adopting a theology 

that focuses on God’s Creation rather than exclusively on ourselves as human 

beings.  When we shift our thinking to saving God’s Creation – the 

environment - from destruction, we allow ourselves to more relevantly address 

the current crises faced in our world, and thus we allow ourselves to be more 

attuned to God’s will.  Ultimately, by preserving the environment, we partner 

with God to save ourselves from the consequences of our own selfish actions. 

 To conclude our sermon series, I propose that we adopt new 

commandments from God that do not only focus on human beings.  The Ten 

Commandments were relevant then and are still relevant now; but, we all can 

agree they do not address the crises of the world about which we have 

recently learned: overpopulation, pollution, over-consumption, species 

annihilation, climate change (global warming) and water/energy shortages.  I 

believe we need to shift our thinking to include more commandments that 

protect God’s Creation.  I believe we need to declare that which harms the 

Earth as ‘sins’. 
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 I do realise that many of you think that I am a bit nuts.  (That’s O.K.  I 

love you and I know you love me.)  Most of the prophets were viewed to be 

barking mad.  The prophets routinely preached theological revolutions and 

were viewed as nothing short of bizarre.  They were resisted by their own.  

Jesus, upon his first sermon, was so radical, introduced such a theological 

paradigm shift that he was almost run out of town, stoned and thrown off a 

cliff!  Ultimately, he was crucified.  So, I do not mind being a bit of a prophet 

and offer to you my “Thus sayith the Lord…!” 

Thou shalt not litter and pollute, it is a sin.  To leave the light on after 

leaving a room is a sin.   

 

 

To cut down a tree without replanting should be a sin.  To not service your 

car’s engine thus polluting the air should be a sin.  To not recycle at home and 

at work should be a sin.  To use private rather than public transportation 

should be a sin.  To not turn off the tap should be a sin. 
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To not give charitably to organisations who protect the environment should be 

a sin.  To not spay or neuter your pet should be considered a sin.  In short, if 

we are to preserve our Earth and thus ourselves as humans (especially, the 

poorest and most marginalised in our world) we must undergo a theological 

paradigm shift and begin to conceptualise the raping of the Earth as a sin and 

include the prohibition of the Earth’s destruction as a new commandment.  

God says to us: “A New Commandment, I give unto you, that you love my 

Creation, as I have loved you”. 

 Friends, I fear that if we do not adopt this new commandment, then we 

will effectively make our children and our grandchildren scapegoats for our 

sins.  We will be sending out future generations, out into the dessert, to die for 

our sins.  If we do not reverse the ecological crisis, the foremost crisis of our 

time, our children will pay the penalty for our sins just as the scapegoat of our 

Hebrew scriptures paid the penalty for our ancestors’ sins. 

Last week, Leon Lambert preached a beautifully traditional, or orthodox, 

sermon.  The message focused on the power of God through Jesus Christ that 

we have to positively affect and change the world!  Leon, in typical self-
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deprecating manner claimed to not be in sync with our sermon series.  I 

confided to you he was in sync.  The radical paradigm shift I propose in this 

sermon series, for a more cosmocentric theology, rests on the indispensable 

foundation of our Christian faith, Jesus Christ.  Leon’s sermon last week 

reminds us that it is God, through Jesus Christ who saves.  Leon’s sermon last 

week inspired my choosing of our Christian scripture reading from Matthew 

(1:20-21) which reads: “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary 

home as your wife, for what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will 

give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will 

save his people from their sins”.  Leon, rightfully reminded us that we are the 

hands and feet of Jesus.   

 

Since that is the case, we must be participants with Jesus, his hand and 

feet, in the saving of the Creation and thus ourselves.   

At this table, we remember our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, the Lord 

of Creation, who was with God and was God at creation (John 1:1).  The same 

Jesus who calmed the storm; who walked on water; who changed water into 
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wine; who multiplied the loaves and fishes; who raised the dead; who saves us 

from our sins. 

This was the word of God.  And it was preached to the people of God.  

And the people of God responded: “Amen.” 

A new commandment I give unto you, 
that you love my creation 
that I have left you, 
that you love my creation 
that I have left you. 
By this shall all men know 
that you are My disciples, 
if you have love, love for Creation.  (Lyrics by Frank van Wyk) 


