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January 29, 2017 
1 John 1:8-10 & Luke 18:9-14 
“The Beginning Is Not the End” 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
Last Sunday, Rev. Wright began a sermon series that will take us along a journey through our 
Christian faith narrative.  He laid the foundation of our human condition.  He made a statement 
that resonated with me.  He said, “[S]ome Christians prefer to ignore parts of the Bible like [the 
words he had just read from the book of Ecclesiastes – what I’ll call the ‘downer notes’ of 
Scripture].  They prefer a religion that is always upbeat and confident.  But that’s not the faith 
that has been passed on to us in the Bible.  Faithful people in the Bible struggle to understand 
the meaning and purpose of their lives.  And we need to pay attention to those parts of our 
story.” 
 
I thought, I am one of those Christians. 
I prefer the ‘good news’ stories of Scripture. 
And as I thought about it I realized you need to understand a bit about my upbringing. 
We were not a family who viewed the glass as half empty or half full – we didn’t waffle 
between pessimism or optimism – we believed the glass had nothing to do with it because 
eventually the glass would break and the contents lost. 
We couched it in terms of holding to a sense of realism when in fact it leaned deeply into 
cynicism and borderline fatalism. 
It went back a good two generations, so yeah, family gatherings were interesting to say the 
least in my house growing up. 
 
And then, I started paying attention in the church we were attending – a good Presbyterian 
congregation in State College, PA – and there I heard about the beauty of something which 
declared in spite of the conditions we live in today – God has already made a declaration about 
the direction in which we are going – a destination that has been confirmed through the selfless 
action of God’s son on our behalf – and in response to that we can experience “full life” as Jesus 
declares in John’s gospel – and I began to understand and be grateful for the fact that our faith 
assures us of a simple and profound promise – The Beginning is not the End! 
 
And an unspoken mantra in my life was planted, “Thanks be to God…The Beginning is not the 
End!” 
 
Now, given today’s message is part of an over-arching sermon series – we need to keep in mind  
that we will get to the good news of the gospel – will get to the foundation for our hope – we 
will get to that which provides the inspiration in our lives to live fully grateful lives in response 
to God’s gracious love – and we need to know that today is not that day    
 
However, keep my mantra in mind, “Thanks be to God…The Beginning is not the End!” as we 
think together this morning.    
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Today, we talk about a fan favorite of God’s people – sin…  
Let’s be honest, sin to some degree is “fun” if you will – if it weren’t none of us would even give 
sin a second thought. 
I said in passing this week, “If sin were, for me, eating liver and onions for dinner every night 
then I’d have no problem saying no to sin.”  “The problem, however, is it often feels like 
choosing to eat Middlesworth BBQ chips…in which case yes!” 
 
If you ask a Presbyterian do you believe in sin, an adequately appropriate response could be, 
“No.” 
Now, this is not to be interpreted that we Presbyterians are soft in our understanding of sin 
because in our Reformed view of the world the clarifying statement is important, “No, 
Presbyterians don’t believe in sin.  We believe in the Lord of heaven and earth; however, we 
are thoroughly convinced of sin’s existence.”1   
 
Our Scots Confession puts it this way in Chapter XIV – The Works Which Are Counted Good 
Before God, “…to obey orders if they are not contrary to the commands of God…to repress any 
desire to harm our neighbor…these are most pleasing and acceptable to God as [God] has 
commanded them.” 
“Acts to the contrary are sins, which always displease [God]…such as, not to call upon [God] 
when we have need [of God]…to have worship of idols, to maintain and defend idolatry…”2 
 
Early generations of Reformed-Presbyterian type folk understood sin as pervasive, and 
therefore, contaminating every part of our humanness, even our best and most loving of 
intentions. 
We still believe this… 
 
In the beginning of our Book of Order we find a section entitled The Foundations of 
Presbyterian Polity: 
In Chapter One – The Mission of the Church - under the heading The Holiness of the Church it 
begins, “Holiness is God’s gift to the Church in Jesus Christ.  It also declares, “We confess the 
persistence of sin in our corporate and individual lives.”3 
In Chapter Two – The Church and Its Confessions – under the heading The Confessions as 
Statement of the Faith of the Reformed Tradition in response to the opening paragraph which 
sets forth the “central affirmation of God’s sovereignty [there] are other great themes of the 
reformed tradition:  [the final theme listed is], “The recognition of the human tendency to 
idolatry and tyranny, which calls the people of God to work for the transformation of society by 
seeking justice and living in obedience to the Word of God.”4 
 
In our Brief Statement of Faith, we confirm,  

                                                           
1 Foote and Thornburg, Being Presbyterian in the Bible Belt:  A theological survival ude for youth, parents, and 
other confused Presbyterians, Geneva Press, Louisville, KY, 2000, p. 61. 
2 The Book of Confessions:  Study Edition, Geneva Press, Louisville, KY, 1996, p. 39. 
3 Book of Order 2015/2017, section F-1.0302b., Louisville, KY, 2015, p. 3. 
4 Ibid., p. 10. 
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“In sovereign love God created the world good and makes everyone equally in God’s image, 
male and female, of every race and people, to live as one community. 

But we rebel against God; we hide from our Creator. 
Ignoring God’s commandments, 
We violate the image of God in others and ourselves, 
Accept lies as truth, 
Exploit neighbor and nature,  
And threaten death to the planet entrusted to our care. 
We deserve God’s condemnation.”5 

The next line in the Brief Statement of Faith turns our attention to good news, however, 
remember we aren’t there yet, though the mantra rings out, “Thanks be to God…The Beginning 
is not the end!” 
 
We take sin and God seriously. 
Think about the quintessentially Reformed question we ask parents at their children’s baptism, 
Do you renounce evil and do you rely upon God’s grace for your child’s salvation as you do for 
your own? – The response being, “I do.” 
 
We know we need help. 
 
You know what, though?  You’re good people.  So, from here on out I’m not going to talk about 
you, I’m going to talk about me and you decide if it applies to you or not. 
 
I think I’m a pretty good person…if you don’t ask my family or friends . 
Some of you will recall the best comment I overheard at my ten year high school reunion as I 
took the microphone to offer the invocation prayer and meal grace, was from a guy I sat next to 
in home economics class, “Nyiri’s a minister.  How’d that happen?” 
Thanks be to God…The Beginning is not the end! 
 
Overall though – I’m pretty good. 
I haven’t done any of the really bad things that make up the lead stories on nightly news. 
I generally treat people with respect.   
Sometimes though (okay most times…pretty much everyday) there’s a recurring thought in my 
mind that I didn’t do it right – I missed the mark – there are moments of each day that I wish I 
could go back and do different – I could redo that conversation with my family member or 
friend or co-worker – that I didn’t do life the way I wanted or knew I could… 
 
Theologically, the Bible calls this missing of the mark – sin. 
 
Romans 3:23 ~ “…all have sinned and fall short of God’s glory…” 
1 John 1 ~ “…if we say we are without sin, we deceive ourselves…” 

                                                           
5 Ibid., p. 341. 
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Luke 18 ~ that Pharisee who stood alone praying, “God, I thank you that I am not like other 
people:  not even like this tax-collector…” compared to the tax-collector who with averted eyes 
declared, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” 
 
And, yes, it does make me uncomfortable. 
It is however reality. 
 
That’s why for me one of the milestone moments of worship each week is our confession of sin 
and declaration of pardon – it helps me to remain honest and humble in who I am – regardless 
of what is going on around me – more so it reminds me who I want to be – it’s like a cosmic re-
set of my expectations and hope. 
It reminds me of my mantra, “Thanks be to God…the Beginning is not the end!” 
 
It also reminds me of sin’s slippery slope. 
As I heard recently, I don’t think I said at any point as a child, “You know what, I want to be evil.  
I want to go about this worldly existence exercising cruelty on all those around me.  I want to be 
– as they might say in New England – wicked bad.” 
 
I don’t start out the day thinking today is going to be the day I sin boldly…and yet, as I live my 
life I often find that I miss the mark. 
 
Mike Yaconelli – founder of Youth Specialties – put it this way, “I live in a small, rural 
community.  There are lots of cattle ranches…and every once in a while a cow wanders off and 
gets lost.  Ask a rancher how a cow gets lost, and chances are the reply will be, ‘Well, the cow 
starts nibbling on a tuft of green grass, and when it finishes, it looks ahead to the next tuft of 
green grass and starts nibbling on that one, and then it nibbles on one right next to the one by a 
hole in the fence.  It then spots another tuft of green grass on the other side of the fence.  The 
next thing you know the cow has nibbled itself into being lost.’”6 
 
Life is the sum of all the little choices I make which add up to how I live my life. 
And often I get there by accident. 
I don’t go into a conversation with Candace or Alex – my wife or my son – thinking I’m going to 
be impatient or short with my response – and yet what I find as I stand in the door way tapping 
my head against the door frame after having a conversation that didn’t go as I had planned is 
that the impatience or shortness in me is often the result losing time in earlier parts of the day 
– I think my world is more important than theirs and I respond in self-centered ways. 
 
To think of myself in any other way is to become like the Pharisee in Luke’s gospel reading this 
morning. 
 

                                                           
6 Illustrations for Preaching and Teaching (from Leadership Journal), edited by C. Brian Larson, Baker Books, Grand 
Rapids, MI, 1993, p. 230. 
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My first thought is usually a self-serving thought – it is what our Presbyterian forebears would 
call total depravity.   
Which, as I understand it, basically means that sin pervades and affects our whole selves – all 
dimensions of heart, mind and will.   
 
Perhaps this comical illustration will help…it comes from my history professor in Seminary who 
preached about total depravity in chapel. 
He tells of how when he married his wife he had smoked a pipe. 
He loved the pipe.  The smell of the tobacco.  The way the smoke hung in the air like ideas 
waiting to be thought.  The distinction it fostered within him as he illustrated an idea while 
pointing with the pipe or how he would work out theological treatises while nibbling on the 
pipe bit.  Yet, early in their marriage his wife voiced her displeasure with his pipe smoking and 
so he quit because he loved her more than he loved smoking that pipe. 
 
Fast forward about ten years into the marriage and they are spring cleaning their home and 
discover they need to hammer a piece of siding back in place which had come loose during the 
winter winds.  It was up near the eve of the house and he was afraid of heights.  So, his wife 
volunteered to climb the ladder while he stood on the ground holding the ladder steady.  As his 
wife began to nail the siding back in place, a squirrel which had taken up residence behind the 
attic vent leaped forward toward his wife who lost her footing for a split second then regained 
her balance and righted herself on the ladder. 
 
What surprised him though was the first thought that went through his mind when he saw the 
squirrel leap and his wife startle on the ladder, “If she falls and dies…I can start smoking a pipe 
again.” 
 
Sin is pervasive.   
We can rationalize it away…yet it is still there. 
While we believe in the Lord of heaven and earth…we also believe in sin’s presence in this 
world. 
 
One of faith’s great prayers is, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” 
 
And yet…and yet, “Thanks be to God…The Beginning is not the end!” 
 
Alleluia and Amen. 


