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Texts: Song of Solomon 2:8-13 • Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9 • James 1:17-27 • Mark 7:1-8, 
14-15, 21-23

Song of Solomon 2:8-13 
The voice of my beloved! Look, he comes, leaping upon the mountains, 

bounding over the hills. My beloved is like a gazelle or a young stag. Look, there he 
stands behind our wall, gazing in at the windows, looking through the lattice. My 
beloved speaks and says to me: “Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away; for 
now the winter is past, the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; 
the time of singing has come, and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land. 
The fig tree puts forth its figs, and the vines are in blossom; they give forth fra-
grance. Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.

Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9 
My heart overflows with a goodly theme; I address my verses to the king; 

my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.
You are the most handsome of men; grace is poured upon your lips; there-

fore God has blessed you forever.
Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever. Your royal scepter is a scep-

ter of equity;
you love righteousness and hate wickedness. Therefore God, your God, has 

anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your companions;
your robes are all fragrant with myrrh and aloes and cassia. From ivory pal-

aces stringed instruments make you glad;
daughters of kings are among your ladies of honor; at your right hand 

stands the queen in gold of Ophir.

James 1:17-27 
Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming 

down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to 
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change. In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so 
that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.

You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow 
to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 
Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and wel-
come with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 
But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if 
any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at them-
selves in a mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately 
forget what they were like. But those who look into the perfect law, the law of 
liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will 
be blessed in their doing. If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their 
tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. Religion that is pure 
and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in 
their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from 

Jerusalem gathered around him, they noticed that some of his disciples were eat-
ing with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. (For the Pharisees, and all 
the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the 
tradition of the elders; and they do not eat anything from the market unless they 
wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing 
of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 

So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not live 
according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 

He said to them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is 
written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me;
in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ You abandon 
the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”



Sin Is our only Hope • August 30, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 3

Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, 
and understand: there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but 
the things that come out are what defile.” 

“....For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: 
fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, 
envy, slander, pride, folly. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a 
person.”

Once upon a time an Eskimo hunter went to see a local missionary in town 
who had been preaching in his village. “I want to ask you something” said the 
hunter.

“What’s that?” asked the missionary. 
“If I did not know about God and sin, would I go to hell?” the hunter asked. 
“No” the missionary said, “not if you did not know.” 
“Then why,” asked the hunter, “did you tell me?!”
So I am sorry if my naming them now makes us have to talk about them. 
The truths of these behaviors of course are much deeper than our naming of 

them.
Most people get heart checkups and start watching what goes into their 

mouths. Jesus recommends that we check out our hearts and then start watching 
what comes out of them!

The litany of things we see in the Gospel are mostly a failure of relationships, 
as one said, “sins are not simply a set of behaviors to be avoided but a way of life to 
be exposed and changed…. the essence of sin is not the violation of laws but the 
violation of relationships.”

“All sins are attempts to fill voids” said the philosopher Simone Weil.
We focus of course on the more dramatic sins, especially of others, perhaps 

in order to minimize more socially acceptable sins of our own.
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As Barbara Brown Taylor has said, we have downsized those things we call 
sin. We call lying “spin” and greed “motivation.” We call gossip “venting” to make it 
more acceptable.

Whenever we hear about this Ashley Madison site in the news or hear about 
the dramatic failing of a high profile person, part of us wants to say, “I would never 
ever do such a thing.” 

But no one is exempt from bad choices. Defining moments make the head-
lines and serve as inspiring stories or cautionary tales, but they are never isolated 
incidents. The big decisions we make in public are influenced by the daily, charac-
ter-shaping choices made in private. Tweet 

As Methodist founder John Wesley said, “There are only small sins if there is 
a small God.” 

God is interested in our whole interior life, as Jesus says – what comes out 
indicates what is inside a person. So, if there is boundary trouble, of which Jesus’ 
litany is mostly about…it is actually the by-product of some internal trouble that 
existed long before the outward manifestation of it.

My very first sermon ever could be from anything I chose – I chose James: 
“Faith without works is dead” be doers of the word and not hearers only.”

Quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger – that right there is counter cul-
tural – the opposite is so often true – slow to listen, quick to speak, quick to anger…

Doers of the Word and not hearers only.
This is precisely Jesus’ critique of the religious authorities who have been fo-

cused for so long on the law itself they have forgotten about what end goal the law 
served. Jesus reminded them of the “so that.”

And James provides an answer – to care for the orphan and the widow and 
keep oneself unstained by the world.

Very direct, very concrete, not much left in doubt. We’ll come back to that.
I am not nearly clever enough to come up with the title of today’s sermon: 

“Sin is Our Only Hope.” 
I take it from a chapter of a book from Barbara Brown Taylor. The book is 

Speaking of Sin: the Lost Language of Salvation.
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Her idea is that recognizing that something is wrong is the first step in mak-
ing things right again. It is deeper trouble if what we are doing causes no alarms to 
go off at all.

At the risk of sounding like a Dr. Phil-ism, “if it’s mentionable, it is man-
ageable.” That is, if you can say it or admit it or confess it, you can begin to work 
through it.

And mention it the Gospel writer does. 
One of the biggest challenges we have is with self-deception…”for any that 

are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in 
the mirror for they look away at themselves, and on going away, immediately forget 
what they were like.” 

The whole point of James is not to beat around the bush. He says the best way 
to not deceive yourself or your best way to overcome sin is by doing good — faith 
and good works together.

The easiest lie to believe is the lie that says we don’t need help, that we can do 
this on our own, we’re “captain of our own souls,” and all that.

We don’t know how to captain our souls, and knowing this is the first hopeful 
step toward new life.

Now, what you and I need today is not just a heaping spoon of guilt and 
shame over whatever we’ve done on the list, or not done, or anything not included 
here. Most of us have enough guilt to paralyze us for a lifetime already.

What do we do about it?  
Seventeenth-century preacher John Owen said that temptation can be some-

one’s exercise or his destruction. I’m sure we have all thought of temptation as being 
our destruction. But have we ever thought of it as being exercise? Even making the 
smallest of good decisions daily is like flexing a muscle that strengthens you for the 
challenges ahead. 

Each good decision one makes exercises a kind of moral muscle that eventu-
ally makes one stronger to withstand larger and larger challenges.
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He says the best way to not deceive yourself or your best way to overcome sin 
is by doing good — faith and good works — care for the orphan and widow around 
you and keep yourself unstained by the world.

Poetry of two lovers — Solomon and a wife — the Lord and Israel.
We live faithfully when we devote ourselves to 
God alone
Care for orphans and widows 
When my wife and I became foster parents and adopted, we learned so much. 

These are our orphans today. If one family in every church in Texas adopted a child 
from CPS there would be no child waiting in Texas

Care for widows — 50 percent of Harris County is Hispanic and most are 
children; the other largest population is aging people — many opportunities to be 
doers of the Word

Keep yourself unstained by the world (rid yourself of the bad stuff)
How does one keep unstained by the world? 
How do you both engage with the world and not be overly influenced by it?
How do we pay attention to history and what is happening around us without 

letting it be determinative? 
One phrase I often hear about a host of topics is this: being on the right or 

wrong side of history. For Christian people this is not the right question. It is the 
wrong starting place. Your faith might end up intersecting and aligning with his-
tory’s movement, but history is a product of what people and their God make of it. 
History isn’t this disembodied force by itself that is moving in spite of us. 

We are history.
The question isn’t about being on one side of history or another; it is being on 

God’s side of things. If we are to be stained, let us be stained with the mark of God’s 
will. James is clear that what is at stake in the world is our very souls and the soul of 
the world.

The way we stay engaged but not dominated by a human narrative is by doing 
exactly as James writes here — Busy yourself doing holy things. As Albert Outler 
said, if you’re going to get worn out in life why not get worn out doing holy things?
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This is pure religion in the words of James — to care for widows and orphans 
in their distress. We could be busy with nothing else and have our lives full with just 
that.

Remember, Jesus teaches us to remember that there is a point, a goal for the 
law. Rules are not rules for their own sake but so that the world might become more 
good and beautiful.

I had a high school band director who understood the “so that.”
Our high school band had a string of years wherein we earned the Division III 

rating. If that doesn’t mean anything to you, it means, we were average at best. We were 
determined that the new year would be our best. And so we practiced to that end. All of 
our preparations and rehearsals were so that we would be better this year than we were the 
last, that we would grow, and learn, and develop. 

The day came for the contest and we marched and gave it our all. While we awaited 
the results, we listened as the announcer named the other bands and their Division I rat-
ings, the highest possible. When they called our name and announced a Division II, you 
would have thought we had won the lottery. The other bands looked at us like something 
was wrong. Why would one be proud of such a rating? 

What they did not understand was where we had come from. They didn’t under-
stand the progress we had made. We were better this year than we were the last. And it is 
all because our director lead us, helped us to understand that all of our efforts were not 
simply for practice sake but so that we would be better than we were the year before.

So that…it is what the Pharisees had forgotten about the law, and what Jesus re-
minded them about it.

I’ll leave it to you to think of what your life is in service of. There is opportunity all 
around to serve faithfully so that the world might be more beautiful and good, as God cre-
ated it to be.


