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I have the utmost respect for the men and women who serve in our armed forces, but I don’t think I would make a very good soldier.  There are a number of reasons for that, but perhaps the most important one is that I think I would have a hard time killing someone.  I’ve only shot a gun once in my life.  I was 20 years old and living in Alberta at the time, and I was visiting a member of my brother’s church who was a farmer.  He took me out to his farm and invited me to try my hand at shooting the gophers that were wrecking his cropland.  I saw a fair number of gophers that day, and I fired a fair number of shots.  But unless a gopher died laughing, I had absolutely no success in helping this farmer with his gopher problem.  I am a lousy shot, and I would, I am sure, make a lousy soldier.
It’s not that I can’t kill anything.  I have killed many spiders and many ants in my day.  I have killed mice and I have killed rats.  One of my favorite chores is to spray weeds with weed-killer; I find great satisfaction in watching weeds die.  I’m sure you would agree with me that there are times when killing is righteous, when killing is the right and healthy thing to do.  We kill germs when we wash our hands and when we clean our homes.  We take medicines like antibiotics to kill infections and disease.  To kill a virus that is threatening our lives is without doubt a righteous kill – for us to live, the pathogen must die.
In Romans 6 Paul gives us a life-changing education in the art of the righteous kill.  Let’s get right into the passage and read what Paul says; here’s how Romans 6 begins:

What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?  By no means!  We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?  Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.  (Romans 6:1-4)  
In this sixth chapter of Romans Paul issues a challenge to us that is wholly counterintuitive – if you want to live right, Paul says, you have to choose to kill.  There are a number of you who understand this concept far better than the rest of us.  If you’ve had or have cancer, you understand that there are times when our physical survival depends on killing an intruder into our bodies, when we have to submit our bodies to chemicals and radiation that kill the trespasser that is attacking our healthy cells.  If we want to live, we have to choose to do whatever it takes to kill the disease that threatens to take us down.
Sin, the Bible tells us, is a killer.  Sin destroys our lives.  Sin does not make our lives better.  Cheating does not make our lives better.  Lying does not make our lives better.  Lust and greed and selfishness do not make our lives better.  Sooner or later, and we all know this from personal experience, sin makes us miserable.  Sooner or later, sin destroys us.  When it comes to sin, it is kill or be killed.

But how do we kill it?  The first way we kill sin in our lives is by partnering with Jesus, by connecting ourselves to Jesus.  It is an historical fact that Jesus died.  It is also an historical fact that Jesus rose from the dead.  Paul says that by our faith in Jesus we are able to join in with Jesus in those events, we are able to participate in them with Jesus.  If you’ve ever been to Cornerstone for a baptism, you’ve heard me read these verses from Romans 6.  You’ve heard me explain that baptism is a symbol of what happened in our lives when we put our faith in Jesus.  When we go under the water, it is a symbol of our dying and being buried with Jesus.  And when we come up out of the water, it is a symbol of our rising to new life with Jesus.  So if you are a follower of Jesus, if you’ve committed your life to Jesus, then one of the things you chose to do at that moment was to put to death your old life, to put to death your old values and habits and desires and plans.  In a very real way, the Bible says, you died with Jesus.  
But that’s not all Paul has to tell us about making a righteous kill.  Look down a few verses to verse 11 and notice what else he has to say: 

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.  Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.  Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life, and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.  For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. (Romans 6:11-14)  
There is a sense in which we are already dead to sin, Paul says.  We died to sin when we joined ourselves to Jesus, when we became his followers.  But there is another sense in which we need to continue the killing, in which we need to choose again and again to put sin to death.  
We had a termite problem in our home a few months ago.  It was our first experience with termites, and it was somewhat unsettling.  I came downstairs to our living room one Sunday night just before I was going to leave for church and discovered a swarm of termites flying around our family room.  I consulted with my wife on the matter, and after much prayer we felt God leading us to kill the termites.  So we had a service come out and crawl in our crawl spaces and drill holes in our house and around our house and spray the stuff that would both kill the termites and that would keep them from visiting in the future.  

But while the termites died immediately, we learned that other unwelcome visitors to our home died from the application more slowly.  What happens to these other pests is what I guess you would call “collateral damage.” For the next two weeks we would come downstairs and find a cockroach or two sitting in the middle of our hallway.  The cockroaches weren’t dead, which seemed to bother the girls in our home, but they were most definitely disabled.  The spray that killed the termites right away was killing these cockroaches more slowly.  But even though they were doomed, my wife strongly encouraged me to take action to finish them off.  Just leaving them there on the floor was not an option.
The Bible tells us that in our partnership with Jesus we have died to sin, that when Jesus died, we died as well.  Sin has been disabled because of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  But the Bible also encourages us to take action to finish sin off.  The Bible challenges us to make a righteous kill, to kill off the sin that would keep us from living righteously.  
Here’s how Paul puts it in another New Testament letter called Colossians: “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry … But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander and filthy talk from your lips.  Do not lie to each other …” (Colossians 3:5-9) The Bible says, “Be a killer; have a killer instinct.  Show no mercy to sin.  Do whatever it takes to finish off those things that would bring you misery and pain.” 

Let me give you another illustration that is a bit less gross than swarming termites and half-dead cockroaches.  Every so often PG&E will stop by the church to tell me that we need to cut the ivy off of the trees on our property.  You’ve all probably seen ivy growing up a tree trunk and wrapping itself all around the trunk and up into the branches.  It may look OK, but the ivy is actually sucking the life out of the tree and will eventually kill the tree.  Dead trees are more likely to blow over in a storm and pull down the power lines, and so PG&E asks us to cut the ivy off the trees.  Some of you helped do that during our Faith In Action Sunday, and then I went out the next week to deal with the 8 or 9 trees that were still at issue.  I used to do this job every year, and when I did that the ivy wouldn’t get too thick.  But apparently I hadn’t done this for a few years because some of the ivy that was wrapped around those trees was about four times the size of my wrists (you can insert your own joke at this point).  
Now once I cut through the ivy the job was in some ways done.  Eventually the ivy was going to die; eventually it would fall off.  But that didn’t mean it couldn’t keep doing damage for quite awhile.  The ivy was cut off from its roots, but it was still dug deep into the tree trunk, and could keep sucking nutrients from the tree to keep itself alive for some time.  So the most effective way to deal with the ivy is not only to cut it off at the bottom of the tree, but to strip the ivy completely off of the tree.  In order to keep the ivy from doing further damage, I needed to finish it off.
By his death and resurrection, Jesus put sin to death.  But you and I both know that sin has a way of hanging on. Sin is an addiction of sorts, and addictions do not die easily.  We need to finish it off.  So what do we do in practical terms to kill off our sin?  
I’ve mentioned that I’ve been watching a show on the History Channel called “Expedition Africa” about four explorers who are retracing the steps of Henry Morgan Stanley when Stanley walked nearly 1000 miles through the wilds of Africa in search of David Livingstone.  Seeing the different ways people can die in the African wilderness has given me some ideas on how to make a righteous kill of the sin in my life.  One obvious way to die in Africa is starvation.  So far the four explorers have yet to come across a single grocery store.  There are no Arby’s, no McDonald’s, no Burger King’s – no where to stop for food. 
So maybe we can use starvation as an effective means of putting our sin to death.  For example, this suggestion comes from the book “Every Man’s Battle.”  In that book, which deals with the problem so many men have with lust, the author suggests that the best way to overcome lust is by starving your eyes of lustful images.  The author cites Job as a person who did just this.  Job, according to God himself, was the most righteous man on the face of the earth, even though he suffered terribly.  Listen to how Job handled the temptation to be impure; here’s what Job said: “I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl.” (Job 31:1)  So the author of “Every Man’s Battle” decided to do the same thing, to make a covenant with his eyes not to look lustfully at a girl.  He decided to starve his eyes, to save his eyes for his wife.  And it worked.  It is, he writes, an extremely effective way to kill off lust – starvation.
Or maybe the sin that has wrapped itself around your heart and is sucking the life out of you isn’t lust; maybe for you it’s materialism.  Maybe the way you’ve learned to deal with the pain in your life and the emptiness in your life is through retail therapy.  You feel bad, but going to the mall and buying something makes you feel better.  Or you feel bad, so you go online and do some cyber-shopping, and it gives you just enough of a rush to get you through the day.  So how do you break the grip of greed?  Starvation.  Maybe it means you need to cut up your credit cards.  Maybe it means you need to cancel all the shopping catalogues that you get.  
And here’s a way to accelerate the starvation process – in addition to not spending, start giving.  There are a host of good reasons to give, to become a generous person.  We’ve talked before about the joy of living generously.  We’ve said that God commands us to give because of what God wants for us, not because of what God wants from us.  And this is one of the things God wants for us – he wants us to be free from the grip of greed and materialism, and he knows giving is the best way to kill off greed.  When we give we are starving our greed, we are depriving it of the fuel it needs to survive.  
Now starvation isn’t the only deadly danger explorers encounter in their journey through the wilds of Africa – exposure is another.  Each afternoon of the trip the four explorers in “Expedition Africa” are hurrying to find an appropriate place to set up camp.  They know that the worst thing they can do is to just bunk down in any old place; they know they can’t leave themselves exposed.  All sorts of predators come out at night in Africa. They need to find a place where they can erect some sort of barrier between their camp and the wild.  They need to build a fire.  And, of course, they need to set up a rotation so that someone is always awake to guard the camp and to warn them of any danger that might arrive in the dark night.
So here’s how we can use exposure as a means of putting sin to death; listen to what Paul says in his letter to the Ephesians:  “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.  Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord.  Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them.” (Ephesians 5:8-11)  I have usually heard these verses used as a challenge to expose the sin and the darkness of other people.  But I’m not sure that’s what Paul means here, since he’s challenging us as followers of Jesus to live in the light.  I think what Paul is telling us to do is to expose our own darkness, to bring our own fruitless deeds into the light.  
Now don’t get nervous.  I’m not going to ask you to come up here one by one and confess your sins.  This is really not the place for that.  But if we are going to finish off those sins that are sucking the life from us, we need to be able to come clean with one or two or three other people – people who love us, people we can trust, people who are on our side.  We need to be able to go to those people and say, “Let me be honest about something.  I am really tempted by this.  I have a problem with this.  I know I shouldn’t be doing this, but I can’t seem to stop.  I need your help.  I need you to know this about me.  I need you to check up on me; I need you to challenge me.”  
Isn’t that how groups like AA work?  Instead of hiding their drinking, instead of trying to keep it a secret, the recovering alcoholic calls his sponsor and exposes his temptation.  He calls the sponsor and says, “I’m in a place I shouldn’t be and I’m really tempted to drink. I needed to tell you about it.  I need you to talk me through this.”
In fact groups like AA are far better at this than we are in the church. We in the church often have a hard time exposing our deeds of darkness, exposing our temptations and our challenges.  We are often more concerned with looking good than with being good.  I read a definition of church awhile ago that really bothered me, and it bothered me because it is too close to the truth.  This author wrote, “Church is where we go to be alone together.”  We come here to a place like this and we worship together and we watch the videos together and we listen to the message together.  But we’re still very much alone.  We might exchange some pleasantries with each other on our way in and out of the building, but for the most part we keep everything really important locked up in our own private vault, hidden from each other and hidden from the world.  Too often the church is a place where we come to be alone together.  

But if we are going to make real progress in our walk with God, we can’t do that anymore.  We have to find ways to let each other into our lives, to let some fellow explorers in on our real struggles and our real challenges.   Think of it like this.  One of the biggest dangers in Africa is snakes.  If I remember correctly, there are 27 different kinds of poisonous snakes in Tanzania alone.  And when one of the members of the “Expedition Africa” team got attacked by a snake, a bunch of people jumped in to help.  A couple of them grabbed sticks and beat off the snake, another one captured the snake, and together this group managed to kill the snake and then to administer first aid to the person who had been attacked.  
Do you remember how the Bible portrays Satan?  In the first book of the Bible, the book of Genesis, Satan appears in the form of a snake.  In the last book of the Bible, the book of Revelation, the Bible describes Satan as “that ancient serpent called the devil.” (Revelation 12:9)  And the truth is this, in terms of our spiritual lives – we need help killing the serpent.  We need help beating off his attacks, we need help wrestling him to the ground, and we need help defeating him.  We simply cannot afford to live alone together in the battle with sin.  Satan is out to take us down.  He is out to ruin our lives.  When it comes to sin, it is kill or be killed.  And if we are going to make a righteous kill, we need a team.  We need to come clean about our struggles – to expose them to the light of day – and to invite people who love us to join with us in putting sin to death.
Most of you have likely seen the 1998 movie starring Tom Hanks called “Saving Private Ryan,” a movie that takes us back to June 6, 1944 when the Allied forces stormed the beaches of Normandy and began the liberation of Europe.  One of the subplots of that movie has always stuck with me as an illustration of this “kill or be killed” principle.  Hanks is leading his small group of men across the fields of France in search of Private Ryan, and in the course of their mission they are attacked by three Germans firing at them from a well-hidden bunker.  Hanks and his team manage to overrun the bunker and to kill two of the three German soldiers.  But Hanks’ character decides to let the third German go, to have mercy on him.  The soldier runs for his life, and we in the audience assume along with the characters in the film that we will never see him again.
Fast-forward to the movie’s climactic battle scene.  There is loud gunfire and there are explosions from every direction as the Germans advance on the American troops.  Then the battle gets personal; it’s man against man.  And then, if you’re paying attention, you notice that the German soldier the Americans had shown mercy to is back in the thick of the battle.  And it is that same German solder who takes his knife and plunges it into the heart of one of Tom Hanks’ best men and kills him.  And we get the point – when you are in a war, it is kill or be killed.

Now I don’t want to be overdramatic, but it strikes me that we often take our sin way too lightly, that we let it off the hook way too easily.   Have you ever done something you knew was wrong – whether it was telling a lie or taking something that wasn’t yours or indulging your fantasies or drinking more than you should before you got behind the wheel – and then rationalized what you had done as being “no big deal”?  We’ve all done that.  And we’ve all, we assumed, got away with it.  We moved on.  It didn’t affect us.

But listen to what God has to say in the Old Testament book of Numbers: “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.” (Numbers 32:23)  Sin always comes back to bite us.  And what we need to take seriously is that sin wants to kill us, every bit as much as that German soldier in “Saving Private Ryan.”  So when it comes to sin, we need to be absolutely ruthless.  By his death and resurrection, Jesus has stripped sin of its power.  He has freed us from our slavery to sin.  And now we need to finish it off.  We need to starve it.  We need to expose it.  We need to gang up on it.  We need to do whatever it takes to put it to death. 
In sports we often talk about certain athletes who have a “killer instinct.”  We mean that as a compliment, don’t we?  For example, in golf we use that phrase to describe someone like Tiger Woods.  When Tiger gets the lead in a golf tournament, he always finishes the job.  He makes sure that no one catches him, that no one takes that tournament win from him.  Tiger has a killer instinct.  In baseball one of the most important players is a guy who really doesn’t play that much – we call him “the closer.”  For the Giants that’s Brian Wilson, the pitcher who comes into the game in the 9th inning to finish off the opponent, to slam the door shut in their face, to close out the game.  Brian Wilson, like all great closers, has a killer instinct.
In Romans 6 Paul challenges us as followers of Jesus to develop a killer instinct.  He challenges us to finish off our sin, to close it out, to put it to death.  So let’s be practical about that.  Let me ask you to pick one moral challenge in your life that you’d like to finish off.  I’m not even going to suggest any ideas; I’ll let the Holy Spirit do that for you, just like he has for me.  And let me ask you to think for a moment about what you’re going to do to kill it off, to make a righteous kill.  How can you starve it to death?  Who do you trust enough to expose this to; who can you ask to help you and to check up on you and to challenge you?  We have to say goodbye to this whole idea of church as “being alone together.”  We need to team up with each other and to open up with each other and to go to battle together to put to death those sins that are trying to kill us and to kill our relationships and to destroy our future.  So who can you talk to about helping you make a righteous kill?
Oh, and let me encourage you with this. This isn’t all on you.  God is very much on your team, and God is a finisher.  Listen to how Paul describes our God in his letter to the Philippians: “Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 1:6)  God has promised to finish what he started in you.  God began his good work of transforming your life when you first asked Jesus into your heart.  And God will not quit on you; he will not quit until he finishes the job.  So let’s spend a minute right now asking God these three things: (1) God, what sin do I need to finish off? (2) God, what can I do to put this sin to death once and for all? And (3) God, who in my life can I ask to go to battle with me?  Let’s pray.
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