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“Saintly Sinners or Sinful Saints?” 

 

 

In 2 days we are going to elect as our president one of two of the most disliked people in the entire country. 

Part of the problem is that with the internet, we can find out just about everything about a person –  

 and even if you had a candidate that seemed like a saint,  

  if you searched hard enough & went back long enough, you would eventually find something damning. 

 

Remember St. Peter?  The one on who’s confession of faith Jesus built the church,  

 the “communion of saints”, the thing that has lasted over 2000 years? 

Well, just think what people would say if St. Peter were running in the election: 

 Peter?  You’ve got to be kidding!   

  He was the one who tried to stop Jesus from accomplishing his mission! Even Jesus called him Satan! 

  And that time he was arrogant enough to try walking on water, look what happened -  

   he made a fool of himself and would have drowned if Jesus hadn’t saved him.  What an imbecile! 

  And that night Jesus asked him to pray?  the jerk fell asleep! 

  And that time he cut off the guy’s ear?  I mean, talk about violence!  That man is dangerous! 

 

Or think about Martin Luther, the patron saint of our denomination,  

 the one who stood fast against the errors of the church of his day,  

 the one who translated the Bible into the language of the people  

  because he cared for them and wanted them to have access to God’s Word, 

 the brilliant preacher, teacher, and reformer who not only changed the church, but the world. 

If he were running in an election, you’d hear things like: 

 Luther?  He’s the most selfish guy I’ve ever known –  

  he spent decades so preoccupied with his own sinfulness that even his confessor priests were fed up. 

 He’s really rather unbalanced – do you know he was so sure he saw the devil, he through an inkwell at him? 

 And have you read those horrible things he wrote about the Jews?  Unbelievable! 

 

Or think about John Wesley, founder of Methodism, renewer of the church,  

 a person known for his brilliant mind, disciplined prayer life, unswerving devotion to the church,  

  concern for the poor, and his wonderful translations of early hymn texts.  

If he were running in an election, we’d be hearing what a terrible workaholic he was, 

 and about his unhappy marriage,  

 and his complete lack of compassion for his sisters when they were grieving the deaths of their children. 

 

Even Mother Theresa, who founded the Kolkata-based Missionaries of Charity,  

 an order of nuns that has expanded to 123 countries, whose mission is to help the dying and the poor 

  would not get very far in an election. 

Questions would be raised about how millions of dollars in donations were spent,  

 about the hygiene and lack of care in her hospices  

 and why she supported corrupt regimes such as the Duvaliers in Haiti. 

 

 

The thing about saints, you see, is that they are not perfect. 



Saints are human and not divine. 

And every saint is a sinner. 

 

You and I are – and will always be – “simul justus et peccator”, at the same time saint and sinner.   

The sinner part is easy – we’ve certainly got that down!  We sin all the time – we can’t help it.   

But the saint part? 

What does it mean for Peter or Luther or Wesley or Theresa or you or me to be a saint? 

 

I think there are 2 things pointed out in today’s reading from Ephesians: 

 “ 
1  

To the saints in Ephesus…
16 

I have never stopped thanking God for you… 

 
15  

From the time I first heard of your faith in God and your love for all….” 

Faith in God and love for all. 

 

When are we living out our sainthood?  Whenever we are acting in faith and love. 

Both faith and love are easy to describe. 

 Jesus describes love in our gospel today: 

  “ 
27-30  

Love your enemies.  … 

    When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer for that person.   

    If someone slaps you in the face, stand there and take it.   

    If someone grabs your shirt, giftwrap your best coat and make a present of it.   

    If someone takes unfair advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life.    

  [ 
31  

or to put it simply:   

    Ask yourself how you’d like to be treated and treat others –  

    no matter who they are or what they’ve done – in the same loving way.]  [Luke 6] 

So easy to say – so hard to do! 

Which is where faith comes in.   

 Paul talks about faith like this: 

  
18 

I pray that … you may know the hope [of your calling] … – …  

  
19 

and the immeasurably great power that is given to those who…[put their trust in God]…. 

  
20 

the power that raised…[Jesus] from the dead. 

 

The truth is, we cannot, by our own power, love God or love others the way saints must love. 

We can’t raise our sinful selves up into saintly beings,  

 any more than Jesus could raise himself up from death to life. 

But just as God’s power raised Jesus from the dead,  

 so can that same power raise us from hate to love, from fear to faith, from sinner to saint, from death to life. 

Jesus showed us that when it comes to sin & death & the power of the devil, we are helpless to save ourselves. 

But when we, like Jesus, put our trust in the God of power and love, then God will raise us up. 

 

And then we will fall, and will need God to raise us up again.  And again.  And again.  And again.   

 

It would be quite a vicious and pointless cycle if I were in it all by myself,  

 but that’s where the rest of today’s reading from Ephesians gives me hope: 

  
22 

God has … made Christ… the head of the church,  

  
23 

and the church is Christ’s body… the fullness of the One who fills all…creation.  [Ephesians 1] 

I’m not alone in this saint/sinner thing – and neither are you. 

The Holy Spirit has called and gathered us together  

 into “the holy catholic church”, “the communion of saints”, “the body of Christ” with Christ as our head. 

And in that body God is always at work, forgiving our sin and resurrecting Christ’s body,   

 transforming sinners to saints, fear to faith, death to life.   Again and again and again and again.   

Thanks be to God.  Amen! 


