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[Read 2nd Samuel 11:1-5] 
 
Ministers sometimes come across stories that 
we’re not sure are factual, but are good stories 
none-the-less. For me, one of these stories is 
about how bowling was invented in Germany 900 
years ago. During that time, as people might have 
to travel dangerous country roads to attend 
church, they’d carry a wooden club for 
protection. Sanctuaries were ‘no carry’ zones and 
so the clubs would have to be placed by the entry. 
After worship – during the medieval version of 
“fellowship time” – parishioners would throw, or 
roll, stones to knock down the wooden clubs. The 
clubs were thought to symbolize sins; the more 
pins you knocked down, the greater number of 
sins were remitted. 
 
Some folks might feel it unwise to turn sin into 
an amusement, but I confess that I worked the 
word “hamartiology” into my ordination papers 
25 years ago. (I was devilishly pleased when 
some members of the Board of Ordained Ministry 
confessed they’d had to look up the definition of 
the word.) Hamartia is one of several Greek 
words for sin, and so hamartiology is the 
theological study of the concept of sin. (This may 
come back to haunt me as our area Bishop 
recently appointed me to serve on the BoOM.) 
 
2nd Samuel 11 and 12 are a case study in 
hamartiology. Indeed, the three-letter-word “sin” 
is simply too short a word to apply to King 
David’s wickedness. One, there’s an adulterous 
affair where David has a clear power advantage. 
In fact, many scholars suggest that this is not a 
story of adultery, but a story of rape, because 
there is no indication that this was a consensual 
encounter. Two, there’s David’s attempted cover-
up as he tries to get Bathsheba’s husband to sleep 
with her. Three, when the cover up won’t work, 
there’s a covert operation to ensure death of 
Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah. (These parts of the 
story are told in 2 Sam 11:6-27) So here you have 
it: rape, conspiracy, and murder, all attributed to 
this great hero of the Bible, King David. 
 
Though there are about 20 words related to sin in 
the Hebrew language, our reading from doesn’t 
use any of them. That verdict comes in 2 Samuel 
12:1-9 when God sends a priest, Nathan, to 
confront David. 

 
Now Nathan will prove to be a wise pastor, 
because he knows that no one wants to deal with 
their own sin. Nathan knows that everyone 
would much rather judge other people! And so 
Nathan tells David a story; an allegory which 
David does not know is a fabrication.  
 
Since we didn’t read it, I’ll share how one writer 
summarizes what Nathan says: You see King 
David there’s these two guys… one of them is a 
bigtime rancher. The other is a smalltime 
operator with just one tiny ewe. And one day, the 
bigtime rancher has an unexpected guest. But 
instead of using something from his own freezer, 
the bigtime rancher takes the one ewe that 
belongs to the poor man so the rich guy can 
provide dinner for his guest. (Fredrick Buechner)  
 
That’s the story Nathan tells, a story that intends 
to pull David out of self-deception. And it works! 
David is enraged and he demands that Nathan tell 
him who has been so vile, so predatory! Nathan 
invites David to look into a mirror. “You are the 
man!” he says. (2 Sam. 12:7) Confronted with his 
wretchedness, David says, “I have sinned against 
the LORD.” (2 Samuel 12:13) 
 
It’s a truthful admission, right? But isn’t it 
surprising to see David admit his sin so readily? 
Doesn’t such a frank confession of guilt catch us 
off guard? When was the last time a politician, or 
a friend, or a relative, or anyone you know, said, 
“I have sinned?” (And sounded truly remorseful 
saying it?) When was the last time you said, “I 
have sinned?” (Except in worship where we 
sometimes include prayers of confession!) Aren’t 
we more likely to minimize or rationalize or 
deflect or justify wrongdoing?   
 
David’s candid admission isn’t something to 
gloss over. That David sinned is obvious, but it’s 
not a given than he (or any of us) will own up to 
our transgressions. We would much rather judge 
other people’s sin than admit to our own. 
 
The pastor I served with in La Jolla once received 
a harsh rebuke after a Prayer of Confession had 
equated the dishonesty of a national leader – 
President Clinton – with our own tendency to be 
deceitful when it serves our purposes. The 
parishioners’ statement was: “But I’m not that 
bad.” (If sin were a matter of degrees, we’d all 
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have more valid excuses, wouldn’t we? But it 
points out again, how comfortable we are judging 
other’s sinfulness than dealing with our own.) 
 … 
If confession is so difficult for us, it’s a wonder 
that St. Augustine, one of Christianity’s first 
theologians, coined this term: “Felix Culpa!” 
(Anybody who knows Latin care to translate 
that?)  “O Happy Sin!” Prior to his conversion, 
Augustine was a party animal, a drinker, and a 
womanizer. But St. Augustine wasn’t using the 
term “O Happy Sin” to reminisce about the fun 
he'd had “back in the day.” St. Augustine coined 
the phrase “Felix Culpa” to say that it’s only 
when we recognize and confess our sin that we 
place ourselves into the hands of the God who 
can save us from our sin.  
 
People engaged in Alcoholics Anonymous and 
other 12-step programs, are very aware of this 
great truth: that recovery begins with the 
admission that our lives are unmanageable, 
mangled, and broken; that we must turn our lives 
over to God. As long as we pretend there’s 
nothing wrong with us, that “we’re not that 
bad”… as long as we judge others rather than 
dealing with our own sin, then we separate 
ourselves from the healing grace of God.   
 
The reality is that confessing our brokenness 
isn’t meant to be a downer. No! It’s a critical 
step towards becoming real and whole and 
healthy. Eugene Peterson, one of my favorite 
Christian writers, recommends that Christians 
train themselves to become sin-watchers. Since 
we can’t avoid sin, Peterson uses the analogy of 
bird-watching, and recommends, “we go looking 
for sin with a certain sense of anticipation and 
delight, for each discovery of sin [and each 
admission of brokenness] brings us to the brink 
of grace.”   Peterson’s statement makes it clear 
that focusing on our sin isn’t about wallowing in 
wretchedness. It’s about inviting God to restore 
us so that we will live in grace rather than 
judgment.  
 
But this is important, sin-watchers are watching 
for their own sins, not the sins of others! 
 … 
In gospel of John there’s the story of the Woman 
Caught in Adultery. According to the story, the 

scribes and Pharisees bring a woman caught in 
the act of adultery to Jesus. Leviticus 20:10 
leaves no wiggle room. This adulteress should be 
face the death penalty. The scribes and Pharisees 
know it; but they want to test Jesus to see if he’s 
really a Bible-believer. You know, the type of 
person who says “The Bible says it. I believe it. 
That settles it.”  
 
But Jesus reacts strangely. He bends down and 
writes on the ground. He then stands up and says: 
“Let anyone among you who is without sin cast 
the first stone.” He then bends down again and 
again writes on the ground. The scribes and 
Pharisees then leave. Why? 
 
Early Christian preachers speculated that when 
Jesus bent down to write on the ground, he may 
have been writing the actual sins of the scribes 
and Pharisees who were ready to stone the 
adulteress. Seeing their own sins written on the 
ground, they dropped their stones and left. And 
then there’s just one person left with Jesus; one 
person who hears Jesus utter precious words of 
grace: “I do not condemn you.” 
 
What about the scribes and Pharisees? Instead of 
sticking around to deal with their own sins, right 
there on the brink of grace, they shrink away and 
miss out on the boundless grace that Jesus is all 
too ready to share.  They – the good religious 
folks – are too self-righteous to deal with their 
own sin.  
 
Ironically, the part of that story many people 
quote is Jesus’ admonition: “Go and sin no 
more.” But it is quoted as a judgment and 
condemnation upon ‘others’ they believe are 
committing sexual sin, whereby they are the 
exact opposite of what Jesus does.  
 
How about us, my friends? Let us not be 
numbered among those who are all too willing to 
judge others, but who shrink away from 
identifying our sin and confessing it. Let us never 
miss the opportunity to receive the gift of God’s 
amazing grace.   
 
Amen. 
 


