Can We Clean the Slate and Begin Again
2 Corinthians 5: 16-21
A sermon delivered on March 18, 2007, 4th Sunday of Lent at Chung Chi College Chapel, Andrew Wai Man NG


Man has selective memory and chooses to retain glad memories in the consciousness and put the unpleasant ones at the back of the mind. In extreme case we even tend to have a temporary black out of memory when traumatic experiences inflict on us. This is a common defensive mechanism. Many years ago Andy Lau the singer put forward a popular song Amnesia Water which lyrics run as follows: 
忘情水　劉德華 詞:李安修  曲:陳耀川

如果你不曾心碎, 不會懂得我傷悲,  當我眼中有淚別問我是為誰 , 就讓我忘了這一切

啊 給我一杯忘情水, 換我一夜不流淚,所有真心真意,任它雨打風吹,付出的愛收不回

啊 給我一杯忘情水, 換我一生不傷悲, 就算我會喝醉, 就算我會心碎,不會看見我流淚
In this song the writer craves for amnesia water to get rid of the pains and tears. However we may not have the liberty to choose to forget the past---we had done something that we have regretted and what we had done already been put on record. Our slate is not clean. If what we had done being discovered we may be brought to the court and face sentence. Can we then clean our slate and begin again? We are under constant threat of condemnation and at the mercy of our enemies.
Last week I had the chance to write a letter pleading clemency with the honorable judge on behalf of somebody at the request of his mother. When the mother visited my office she expressed deep regret not talking to her son often. She wondered why her son had committed such a silly deed of theft that will bring him imprisonment. On the other hand the son is in remorse for what he had done to bring dishonor to his parents. When lovers are on the verge of breaking away one party may beg for the other to stay while another may say it is too late. Yes we should be responsible for what we have sown. As James bluntly tells us: “Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” (James 1:15)  We can not change the past. But at the same time we are not in bondage of the past. According to the text today, we can have a new beginning. “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come.”(2 Cor. 5:17)
1. We are not under the condemnation of the past.

We can not change the past but we are not under its accusation and condemnation if we are in Christ. What we have done have done and we have to bear the fruit of our deeds. The past can not be erased like the slate at our wish. As an authentic moral agent one has to be responsible for his behavior. We reap what we have sown. We reap decadence if we have sown the lusts of our flesh. The past is not to be tempered   otherwise we have no historical heritage and lose our communal memory that is precious to the community. Altering historical record means infringing on our moral integrity. If we say there was no Nanking Massacre and nobody had been forced to be military prostitutes then nobody has to apologize. 

The old has gone does not mean history can be suspended or even erased. It means we enter into a new existence---in Christ. The continuity of the past and present remains intact but the past has been transformed. Those in Christ are no longer under condemnation of sin. They are forgiven and have new life. Yes we still are responsible for what we had done even to be imprisoned if we are convicted of committing crime. Nevertheless we are freed of any guilt and shame because we receive spiritual deliverance from Christ.
 
Paul here talks about the dual existence of a Christian. The old man and the new man exist side by side with the new man taking the upper hand. Beginning in chapter four, Paul delineates the differences of the two natures. “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are hard pressed on every side but not crushed; perplexed but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.”(2 Cor. 4: 7-10) In the early part of Chapter five Paul compares the two: the old man as earthly tent soon to be destroyed the new man becomes forever vibrant and strong as days go by. The old may inflict us temporary pain that is light in compaation with the heavy honor yet to come borne by the new. The new man walks by faith while the old by sight. 

The old has gone the new has come means we are not under the condemnation of sin. You know condemnation of sin is unbearable. In 1994 a man surrendered himself to the police after the lapse for a couple of weeks for a severe crime committed. A branch of Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank in Shek Kip Mei was set on fire. A miserable husband came to his wife who left him. The wife worked in the bank. One day the husband came to the bank to request reunion with his wife, with a lighter and a bottle of inflammable liquid in his hands. Of course the man just wanted to threaten the runaway wife to come back. He was refused. In desperation he lighted the fire with paper. Very fast the whole bank was set on fire. The electrical door was automatically closed and all twelve staff except one who was then in the bathroom were burnt to death, two died instantly other ten died within two to twenty one days. Among the dead two were pregnant. 

Why did the man surrender himself? It later emerged that it was the heavy guilt that drove the man crazy. The guilt and shame are unbearable. Like a big stone it laid on the conscience of the sinner. That is the gravity of sin. However, deliverance is more powerful. In order to remove a heavy stone we need some power that is more powerful than the weight of the stone. Thus grace and forgiveness prevail over condemnation. Paul extols the new covenant that brings about justification and forgiveness which glory is much greater than that of the ministry of the law that brings about condemnation. “Now if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in letters on stone, came with glory, so that the Israelites could not looked steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory, fading though it was, will not be the glory of the Spirit be more glorious?” (2 Cor. 3: 7, 8).


In recent weeks I have come to know the glory of the law in the visit of a retention center and a court. When I approached to entrance of the court to attend a hearing I was captivated by the gravity of law. There is the guarded entrance for the vehicle carrying the suspects that are in custody. The accused are escorted by guards all along. Nobody is allowed to contact them except their lawyers. In the court the atmosphere is grave. The judge, the prosecutor and court police all look like stern. We seldom find people smile in the court. Suspects are requested to stand up listening to the accusation and await sentence. 

In the retention centre the suspects and convicts are kept together. We have to pass couple of security check and wait two hours for a fifteen-minute visit.  The law is merciless and violation results in condemnation and penalty. You feel the glory and weight of the law in the court room, in the retention center, and in the prison. That is the ministry of Moses. The Ten Commandments are to be kept. 

But the new has come. The ministry of justification brought about by Christ has come. The condemnation of the law has to retreat. It is not the eradication of the past but redemption of sins done in the past. Forgiveness prevails over condemnation and judgment. As such Paul exhorted the Corinthians to forgive those who are remorseful for their sins. “The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him…in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.”(2 Cor. 2: 6-8, 11) The scheme of Satan is the constant accusation of the Christians. (Rev. 12: 10, 11) But those in Christ are longer under accusation and condemnation. Christ had set us free.
2. The old has gone because we are reconciled with Christ. 

“God has made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”(2 Cor. 5: 21) The new has come because Christ had made atonement for our sins and ushered a new covenant. Reconciliation comes as a result of atonement made. No sacrifice no reconciliation. The wrath of the righteous God has to be propitiated. In the Old Testament time people had to sacrifice the victim in order to approach holy God. Once a year the High Priest will sacrifice a victim and brings its blood to sprinkle on four corners of the seat of mercy on top of the ark where the two tables of law were laid. The sprinkling of blood foretells the crucifixion of Christ on the cross for the forgiveness of sins.  Therefore conscientious people are suspicious of the fairness of amnesty declared by the head of a state, though it is legitimate and within the jurisdiction of the head of the state. In the case of amnesty justice is not done to the victims and their family who are deeply hurt. When the adulterous woman was brought to Jesus she was forgiven for her sin and released. Jesus released her as her redeemer in anticipation of his going to die on the cross for her. (John 8)  That is why we are touched by the late John Paul II visiting his assassin in the prison. That is real pardon. You can pass condemnation but you withhold and instead you extend forgiveness. 

Another touching story of forgiveness comes from the father of the brutally murdered son in 1985---the Braemer Hill murder. A teenager boy and his girl friend of Island school in the age of seventeen and eighteen were brutally tortured to death by a gang of five. Two were under sixteen when they committed the crime. All were sentenced to death penalty which means life imprisonment in Hong Kong. One of the then sixteen-year old lad Won Sam Lung was released in September 2004 owing to the petition to the Chief Executive Officer by the father who lost his son.

The petitioner, Mr. McBride, an engineer, told the reporter: “My wife and I were devastated by our son’s and Nicola’s deaths. We miss them every moment of every day. They live in our hearts and the grief we feel over their suffering and deaths is part of us, and will be with us always. We have never sought revenge for their deaths, nor have we ever believed in the death penalty.” “We believe in mercy and forgiveness, and we believe that those who understand and regret their evil actions, and seek forgiveness, should be forgiven.”

The killer, Won Sam Lung admitted that he had contemplated suicide while in prison. He said he had recurring nightmares of the murders. But these nightmares ceased after Mr. McBride had written to request his release. He said, “I found it hard to understand being forgiven. It shocked me, but it also told me that love can change a person.” The love and forgiveness can change a person. So is Paul’s own experience.
3. We can not change the past but we can redeem our past.
The second epistle to the Corinthians is known to betray Paul’s inner emotion. In the epistle he defended his apostolic office and unfolded his heart as an apostle. The emotion intensity accounts for the irregular grammar in this epistle. Paul realizes that his apostolic office is out of God’s mercy. “Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not lose heart. Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor we distort the word of God. On the contrary , by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God.”(2 Cor. 4:1,2 ) Paul was a former persecutor of Christians turned propagator and defender of Christian faith. He considered himself the greatest among sinners. Therefore he had to redeem his past. He unfolded his heart and in great agitation penned the moving words: ”If we are out of mind, it is for the sake of God, if we are in our right mind, it is for you. For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.”(2 Cor. 5: 13-15)
When Pilate had a notice written: JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE JEWS, fastened on the cross. Th chief priest of the Jews protested to Pilate, “Do not write ‘The king of the Jews but this man claimed to be the king of the Jews.” Pilate said, “What I have written, I have written.”(John 19: 21, 22) JESUS OF NAZARETH, is the name of the criminal to be crucified; THE KING OF THE JEWS is the name of the crime committed, reason to be crucified. As we know the reason for the trial before Pilate is Jesus’ claim to be the king of the Jews, insisted of the Jews who brought him before Pilate.  Jesus’ slate has been written, for us, so that we can clean our slate and begin again. 
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