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AN OFFER YOU


can’t refuse


AFTER YEARS OF TRYING to teach people to be holy, Dr. Brown became fed up with reaching for the impossible. And so one day on his nationwide radio program, he offered the outlandish promise of three free sins. Sound too good to be true? The truth, Brown says, is that it is true.


Of course, Steve Brown can’t really offer free sins, but what he vividly conveys is that while we can never lead a blameless life, we can relax in knowing that we are completely forgiven—not just of three sins, but of all.


“My stepfather, Jack, once said, ‘We don’t need more people writing Christian books, what we need is more Christians writing good books,’ and I agree with him. Steve has written a good book that is also Christian. I have both learned from it and enjoyed it. You can’t get better than that.”—DOUGLAS GRESHAM, C. S. Lewis’s stepson and producer of the Narnia movies
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STEVE BROWN is the founder of Key Life Network, a radio broadcaster, seminary professor, and author. He previously served as a pastor for twenty-five years and now serves as Professor Emeritus of Preaching at Reformed Theological Seminary, teaching at the campuses in Atlanta, Orlando, and Washington, D.C. He is the author of numerous books, including Approaching God and What Was I Thinking? Steve and his wife, Anna, live in Florida.
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Praise for Three Free Sins


“Three Free Sins is a book that the world needs to read and Steve Brown is the only guy I know who is both Christian enough and irreligious enough to be able to have written it. My stepfather, Jack, once said, ‘We don’t need more people writing Christian books, what we need is more Christians writing good books,’ and I agree with him. Steve has managed to write a good book that is also Christian—a rare achievement indeed. I have learned from it and enjoyed it at the same time, and you can’t get better than that.”


—Douglas Gresham, stepson of C. S. Lewis, author, speaker, Chronicles of Narnia producer


“As paradoxical as this may sound, if you are looking for a book that’s fun to read and, at the same time, able to lead you into deep reflection on how the grace of God lifts the burdens of sin and guilt, you’re going to love Steve Brown’s book. He’s not only a great communicator but a first rate theologian. I give this book four stars!”


—Tony Campolo, Ph.D., author of Red Letter Christians, professor emeritus, Eastern University, founder of the Evangelical Association for the Promotion of Education


“Steve Brown wholeheartedly believes that the gospel of grace is way more drastic, way more offensive, way more liberating, way more shocking, and way more counterintuitive than any of us realize. He understands at the deepest level that there is nothing more radically unbalanced and drastically unsafe than grace. It has no ‘but’: it’s unconditional, uncontrollable, unpredictable, and undomesticated. It unsettles everything—and that’s what this book will do to you. It will unsettle you. It will make you laugh, cry, rejoice, and scream. It will make you sad, glad, and mad, sometimes in the same paragraph! It will confront you and comfort you. Steve loves Jesus a lot, and this love shines brightly throughout this book. Everything here is vintage Steve Brown—the ’ole white guy at his best. Enjoy!”


—Tullian Tchividjian, pastor of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, author of Jesus + Nothing = Everything


“After reading Steve Brown’s Three Free Sins, this rotten girl redeemed put on a pair of red stilettos and did a happy dance. Three Free Sins is like an old Three Dog Night tune—it’ll make you sing along, crazy and loud, happy as all get-out. Steve Brown isn’t the old bald guy he claims to be—he’s all heart, graceful and true, and his message is indeed Joy to the World.”


—Karen Spears Zacharias, author of Will Jesus Buy Me a Double-Wide?


“Once again Steve Brown has done what he does best. He’s pushed the grace envelope. He’s inviting us, no, forcing us to think through the radical implications of the gospel. As I read Three Free Sins, I got the clear impression that Steve wants us to take the command in 1 John 3:1 very seriously: ‘See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!’ ‘Look, see, behold! God loves you so outrageously more than all you could ask or imagine, all because of what Jesus has done for you!’ This book isn’t about how the gospel gives us a grace card to live like moral morons, but as those who are radically transformed by the only love that will never let us go.”


—Scotty Smith, founding pastor of Christ Community Church, author of Objects of His Affection and Everyday Prayers


“If Mark Twain had ever gotten over his cynicism long enough to believe the Gospel, he probably would have written a book like this. This is the kind of book that helps cynics like myself to actually hear the Gospel in the midst of all the social, religious, and political clap-trap that surrounds me. Thank God for friends and audacious preachers like Steve Brown. I am elated that he’s still at it, to wit, upsetting the religious gatekeepers by throwing open the Gospel door so that all the riff-raff like me can actually see inside. Wow, there’s a party going on! Who woulda thought?”


—Buddy Greene, singer-songwriter, entertainer, recording artist


“Steve Brown hates self-help books. Thank God. Three Free Sins is hilarious, honest, and full of the hard-won wisdom only an old guy knows. At its core is this truth: real change only happens when we realize God loves us whether we change or not. Do you know that in your knower? Read this book. It won’t self-help you into frustration. It will change your game. And if you are like me, you’ll laugh out loud, cry a little, and shout, ‘Amen! Preach it, Old White Guy!’”


—Susan E. Isaacs, author of Angry Conversations with God
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To my friend “J”
who struggles with HIV, guilt, and grace . . .
. . . and whose struggle, authenticity, and perseverance
make this “cynical old preacher” less cynical.




INTRODUCTION


Not too long ago I decided to offer three free sins to all Christian callers to my syndicated talk show, Steve Brown Etc. Six, if they called from a cell phone.


That’s right: free sins.


Not everyone was thrilled with the offer.


ME: You’re on the air.


CALLER: I’m angry . . . really angry!


ME: Okay. What’s making you angry?


CALLER: It’s this three free sins thing. It’s not right!


ME: Alright, I’ll give you four.


CALLER: You don’t understand. This is not funny!


ME: Okay, I’ll give you five . . . but that’s as high as I’m going.


CALLER: This is blasphemous! And you’re hurting the cause of Christ!1


ERIK (the producer): Lady, chill out. Steve can’t give you free sins. It’s a joke!


We receive thousands of letters, emails, and phone calls at Key Life each month, and a significant portion of those who write or call are upset with something they have read, heard, or seen at one of Key Life’s various ministry efforts. More than a few people responded in anger at my offer of three free sins.


“You are encouraging sin. Repent!”


“I will never listen to you again!”


“I don’t think you’re even saved.”


“I’m deeply offended by what you teach. Jesus is too!”


So why am I writing a book about it? Maybe I’m crazy.


When Barry Goldwater ran for president, he went to Florida and spoke against Social Security; to Tennessee and spoke against the TVA; to Washington and railed against politics. One of his Senate friends said to him, “Barry, there’s an angry bull in that field. Now, I know you have to go through the field, but do you have to wave a red flag at him every time you do?”


Maybe you picked up this book because you were intrigued with the title. Maybe you are a sinner looking for a pass. Could be that you’re a committed Christian and just can’t understand how a Christian book could be this off-base. Perhaps you’re on a heresy hunt.


I do suspect, however, that no matter why you picked up this book, you have a question for me: Why in the world would you write a book like this? Do you really think it’s smart to wave a red flag at that bull?


All my life I’ve struggled, with very little success, to stay within the “religious box.” Most of the time I’ve ended up offending people I didn’t mean to offend and saying things that seemed true and biblical only to find out that a lot of people, many of whom I deeply respect, disagreed. A number of years ago, an elderly lady called a talk show in Dallas where I was the guest. She was a delight and said, “Steve, if people could see beyond your nonsense to your heart, they would really like you.”






All my life I’ve struggled, with very little success, to stay within the “religious box.”







But make no mistake: this book isn’t nonsense for you to see beyond. I really mean this free-sins business. So much so that one of my friends recently told me, “You’ve really done it! You’re going to lose your job, be kicked out of the church, fired from the seminary where you teach, and offend the friends and supporters you’ve got left. Why would you write a book like this?”


I’m doing it because I just can’t help it.


I’ve always been impressed and moved by the words of Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms in 1521 when he was asked to either renounce or reaffirm his writings. He said, “Unless I am convinced by proofs from Scriptures or by plain and clear reasons and arguments, I can and will not retract, for it is neither safe nor wise to do anything against conscience. Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me. Amen.”


I know, I know. I’m no Martin Luther. But I do think I understand what he felt. Sometimes you want to run, but you can’t. Sometimes you think it’s insane that you’re saying what you’re saying, but you just can’t shut up. Sometimes you want to say things that are acceptable and pleasing, but the truth keeps getting in the way . . . and once you’ve seen truth, you can’t unsee it.


Besides that, I really do care. For years I pretended that I didn’t. I would say to people that I wasn’t their mother, that I was not responsible for them, and that they should talk to someone who cared. But it was a smoke screen. I knew that if I cared (or admitted I cared), my caring would fill my dreams and ruin my life.


But, God help me, I really do care.


I care about the church. I care about the thousands of people who are part of the church and who have told me about their sins, their failures, their fears, and their loneliness. I care about those who are running away from God and those who never came to him in the first place because he was so big and scary. I care about the leaders in the church who are sure God is angry and would give anything to know that he isn’t. I care about the people who get the truth right but never apply it to themselves. I care about sinners who can’t believe that God could ever like them. I care about those whose secrets are making them sick, whose guilt is making them neurotic, and whose fear prevents any kind of remedy. I care about people who have forgotten how to dance and laugh because dancing and laughing are unseemly and might not please a holy God.


But it’s more than that. I can never speak as an outsider of the human race. I wear the same T-shirt.






I care about people who have forgotten how to dance and laugh because dancing and laughing are unseemly and might not please a holy God.







Too many books are written by experts sharing their expertise. This is not one of them.


This book is a witness. It’s a witness to the eternal verities of the Christian faith, to the surprising discovery that God isn’t angry at his people, and to the incredible wholeness that comes when one encounters the real God . . . not the one “they” told us about.


This book is simply the words of one needy, fearful, sinful, confused, and joyous beggar telling other beggars where he found bread.


I often say at the end of my sermons, “Fifty percent of what I just taught you is wrong. I’m just not sure which fifty percent. So, you’re going to have to get your Bible and do some checking.”


That drives Christians nuts because we’re all looking for someone to follow who has all the answers and is willing to lead. I’m not that person. I used to be, but I’ve repented.


So I’m writing this book because I can’t help it. It may make you angry. You might read it and think that nothing could be this good. Perhaps you, like me, have a heart that is sometimes tired, sometimes cynical, and is weary of playing the religious game. It could be that you’ll want to check with the experts about what I’ve written. You may be longing for hope and think maybe you’ll find a bit here.


Or it could be that after you read this book, you’ll end up burning it.


Whatever.


My friend Dan Allender spoke at one of our pastors’ conferences and said, “The Christian faith and the grace at its heart is so radical that most congregations can’t deal with it. So you have to parcel it out little bits at a time . . . until you get the kids through college.”


Well, my kids are through college, and I’m an old white guy. There isn’t any leverage on me anymore. I don’t need a job, I’m not trying to climb the career ladder, I’m happy with the woman I’m married to, and I don’t want anything from anybody but Jesus.


But still, truth be told, I would rather not write this book. In fact, I wouldn’t do this for anybody but Jesus.


So let’s begin.
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I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.


For I have the desire to do what is right,


but not the ability to carry it out.


For I do not do the good I want,


but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing.


—Romans 7:18–19




1


•   •   •


The Impossible Task of Flying Frogs


Someone recently sent me a statement purported to be from a public school teacher who was applying for a position in the school system:


 


Let me see if I’ve got this right: You want me to go into that room with those kids, correct their disruptive behavior, observe them for signs of abuse, monitor their dress habits, censor their T-shirt messages, and instill in them a love for learning. You want me to check their backpacks for weapons, wage war on drugs and sexually transmitted diseases, and raise their sense of self-esteem and personal pride. You want me to teach them patriotism and good citizenship, sportsmanship and fair play, and how to register to vote, balance a checkbook, and apply for a job. You want me to check their heads for lice, recognize signs of antisocial behavior, and make sure that they all pass the state exams. You want me to provide them with an equal education regardless of their handicaps, and communicate regularly with their parents by letter, telephone, newsletter, and report cards. You want me to do all of this with a starting salary that qualifies me for food stamps . . .


 . . . and then you tell me I can’t pray?


Now that’s not a great job! But I can top it! I’ve had a lousy job for most of my life!


I’m a preacher/pastor, and my job description is to keep people from doing what they obviously want to do. I’ve often felt like a police officer at a rock concert charged with keeping the concertgoers from smoking pot. Everywhere I turn, people are lighting up, and the air is so sweet that I feel like a mosquito in a nudist colony.


With a job description like mine, I hardly ever get invited to parties (at least, not the good ones). Sometimes I feel like a wet shaggy dog shaking himself at a wedding. I tell the guests that I’m trying to help and that God anointed me to reach out to them, but they simply don’t care.


Preachers are supposed to keep people from sinning. I haven’t been very successful so far. And I’ve been trying for forty years.


There are times when I feel like I’m standing by the sheer edge of a high cliff that people frequently approach. “Be careful,” I tell them. “It’s a long way down and coming to a stop at the bottom will be quite unpleasant.” They look at me. They sometimes even thank me.


Then they jump.






They look at me. They sometimes even thank me. Then they jump.







But I keep at it. “Hey,” I say to the next group who approach the cliff, “not too long ago, I saw people go off that cliff; if you’ll bend over and look, you can see the bloody mess they made.” Like everybody else, they seem grateful for my concern. They may even say something about my compassion and wisdom.


Then they jump. It happens again and again.


Frankly, I’m tired of it. In fact, I’ve given up standing by this stupid cliff. I’m tired of being people’s mother. I’m tired of trying to prevent the unpreventable. I’m tired of talking to people who don’t want to listen. And I’m tired of pointing out the obvious.


Just when I determine to leave my position by the cliff, to my horror and surprise . . .


I jump!


What’s with that?


Let me tell you. Human beings have an undeniable proclivity to sin—to jump off the cliff. We’re drawn to it. We love it (at least for a while). No matter who tries to keep us from doing it or how much pain it will cause, we are irresistibly drawn to that cliff. Maybe we want to fly. Could it be that we have a masochistic streak in our DNA? Could it be that our default position is jumping off cliffs? I don’t know. But for whatever reason, we do jump, we do get hurt, and—if we survive—we then climb back up the cliff and jump again.


I heard a parable (author unknown) about Felix the flying frog. Even though it mixes the metaphor a bit, let me tell it to you.


 


Once upon a time, there lived a man named Clarence who had a pet frog named Felix. Clarence lived a modestly comfortable existence on what he earned working at the Walmart, but he always dreamed of being rich. “Felix!” he said one day, hit by sudden inspiration, “We’re going to be rich! I’m going to teach you to fly!”


Felix, of course, was terrified at the prospect. “I can’t fly, you twit! I’m a frog, not a canary!”


Clarence, disappointed at the initial response, told Felix: “That negative attitude of yours could be a real problem. We’re going to remain poor, and it will be your fault.”


So Felix and Clarence began their work on flying.


On the first day of the “flying lessons,” Clarence could barely control his excitement (and Felix could barely control his bladder). Clarence explained that their apartment building had fifteen floors, and each day Felix would jump out of a window, starting with the first floor and eventually getting to the top floor. After each jump, they would analyze how well he flew, isolate the most effective flying techniques, and implement the improved process for the next flight. By the time they reached the top floor, Felix would surely be able to fly.


Felix pleaded for his life, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. He just doesn’t understand how important this is, thought Clarence. He can’t see the big picture.


So, with that, Clarence opened the first-floor window and threw Felix out. He landed with a thud.


The next day, poised for his second flying lesson, Felix again begged not to be thrown out of the window. Clarence told Felix about how one must always expect resistance when introducing new, innovative plans.


With that, he threw Felix out the second-story window. THUD!


Now this is not to say that Felix wasn’t trying his best. On the fifth day, he flapped his legs madly in a vain attempt at flying. On the sixth day, he tied a small red cape around his neck and tried to think Superman thoughts. It didn’t help.


By the seventh day, Felix, accepting his fate, no longer begged for mercy. He simply looked at Clarence and said, “You know you’re killing me, don’t you?”


Clarence pointed out that Felix’s performance so far had been less than exemplary, failing to meet any of the milestone goals he had set for him.


With that, Felix said quietly, “Shut up and open the window,” and he leaped out, taking careful aim at the large jagged rock by the corner of the building.


Felix went to that great lily pad in the sky.


Clarence was extremely upset, as his project had failed to meet a single objective that he had set out to accomplish. Felix had not only failed to fly, he hadn’t even learned to steer his fall as he dropped like a sack of cement, nor had he heeded Clarence’s advice to “fall smarter, not harder.”


The only thing left for Clarence to do was to analyze the process and try to determine where it had gone wrong. After much thought, Clarence smiled and said . . .


“Next time, I’m getting a smarter frog!”


A number of years ago, I realized that I was, as it were, trying to teach frogs to fly. Frogs can’t fly. Not only that, they get angry when you try to teach them. The gullible ones will try, but they eventually get hurt so bad, even they quit trying. And let me tell you a secret: the really sad thing about being a “frog flying teacher” is that I can’t fly either.


If you are a teacher trying to teach frogs to fly, nobody ever bothers to ask if you can fly. In fact, if you pretend that you’re an expert and tell a lot of stories about flying; if you can throw in a bit of aeronautical jargon about stalls, spins, and flight maneuvers; and if you carry around a flying manual and know your way around it, nobody will question your ability to fly. You just pretend you’re an expert, and the students think you can fly.1






If you are a teacher trying to teach frogs to fly, nobody ever bothers to ask if you can fly.







For years, as a preacher charged with preventing people from sinning, that was my problem (and sometimes it still is). I became so phony I could hardly stand myself.


I know, I know, there is a lot more to being a preacher and a pastor than keeping people from sinning, but if you become obsessed with sin prevention, it begins to take over everything you do and teach. Pretty soon you become a police officer, and the crime is sin. You spend your time trying to discern what is and what isn’t sin, you emphasize “sin prevention” by teaching how to avoid sin and stay pure, and you create a disciplinary process whereby sin is punished in the name of Jesus and “for their own good.”


PULLING BACK THE CURTAIN


Have you ever watched the television program that reveals the secrets of magicians? It’s called Magic’s Biggest Secrets Revealed. If you’ve seen it, you know there is this weird, masked man who looks kind of scary. He does the impossible, to wit, performs major illusions to the astonishment of the audience. And then after the trick is demonstrated, he goes back and step-by-step reveals how he did it.


I suspect that professional magicians are not altogether happy with this television show. It’s kind of like the Wizard of Oz who is big and scary . . . until Toto pulls the curtain aside. Everybody then sees that behind the big, scary, demanding image on the screen is a little man pulling levers. I hardly ever go to magic shows anymore. I used to love seeing the illusions and being astonished by an illusionist who did things that seemed impossible. I just don’t enjoy them anymore. The television show took the fun out of it, and I wish I had never watched it.


With my apologies to the teachers of flying frogs (i.e., preachers and teachers), I’m going to pull back the curtain and tell you how I did it—and sometimes still do. It’s a problem, you know? If you can’t fly and have been charged with teaching others how to fly—who also can’t and never will be able to fly—you have to be very good at creating a facade. And not only that, the problem is compounded when you believe that the master flyer (God) has commissioned you to do it.


Being a preacher and a pastor is like that. And it will kill you if you let it. Trying to teach people not to sin and, at the same time, finding out that they are still sinning is not a fulfilling task. Neither is trying to cover up that you have your own sins too (maybe bigger than your students’/parishioners’).


Let me give you some of the techniques of teaching frogs to fly and of keeping people from sinning.


1. Manipulate with guilt.


You would be surprised at how far a “How could you?” or “After all that Jesus has done for you!” will go if it is said with sincerity and passion. It’s even better and more effective if you can attach a Bible verse to it.


Last week I heard about a preacher who said that heaven wasn’t going to be a happy place for some Christians. “When you look back and see how many opportunities you missed and how often you failed when you could have succeeded, it will be depressing.” Now that’s over the top. Okay, okay, I did some guilt manipulation over the years, but at least I left heaven alone. It’s almost like this preacher is not content with making people miserable on earth. He has to mess with heaven too.


2. “Encourage” with comparisons to how much better others have done.


It’s sort of like the rooster who found a gigantic eagle’s egg. He rolled it into the chicken coop and said, “Ladies, I don’t want you to think I’m complaining, but I did want you to know what the competition is doing.”


3. Tell stories of heroes of the faith who persevered and were faithful in the hard places.


“If they can do it, God will give you the grace to do it too!” It’s very important that, when motivating with biography, you not tell the whole story. You have to leave out the sin, the doubts, and the failures. Only reference the victories.


4. Use the carrot-and-stick technique.


This is one of the best techniques there is. The carrot is heaven, of course, and the stick is hell. After someone becomes a Christian, the hell thing doesn’t work very well, but there is always Hebrews 12:8 (“If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons”). It’s a simple matter of telling your congregation that while they probably won’t go to hell for their sins, God will break their legs if they get out of line. A few attention-grabbing words like “cancer,” “financial ruin,” and “leprosy” help.


5. Throw out the “follow me as I follow Christ” thing.


The trick here is to never let them see you sweat. You have to look spiritual, speak spiritual, and act spiritual when people are around. If they catch you in an unguarded moment, the gig is up. But it’s doable. I was able to pull it off for a whole lot of years.


•   •   •


The above list is, of course, truncated. For a price, I can send you a complete manual on keeping people from sinning. I have, however, given you enough so you get the idea.


Now, can we talk?


That stuff is sick. And that’s our problem, the problem I want to address for the next few chapters.


Simply put, we’re in serious trouble in the church. It isn’t because we are sinners or because we don’t know enough, pray enough, or read the Bible enough. Our problem isn’t about being more faithful or not living a supernatural life of victory. Our problem isn’t going to be fixed with more programs, better methods of evangelism and stewardship, or discipline. Our problem isn’t spiritual formation or that we aren’t missional.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Three Free Sins

GOD’S NOT MAD AT YOU
11

STEVE BROWN

};§ HOWARD BOOKS

York + N






OEBPS/images/bc2.jpg
HOWARD

BOOKS"






OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here





OEBPS/images/bc1.jpg








OEBPS/images/common.jpg











OEBPS/images/copy.jpg









OEBPS/images/9781451612301.jpg
it b sl bt i e elheth s o et el i i s o s s s

“.hilarious, honest, and full of wisdom.”—SUsAN E. Isaacs

©

THE REASON WE'RE SO BAD Is THAT WE'RE

TRYING SO HARD TO BE GoOD

three free sins

GOD’S NOT MAD AT YOU

STEVE BROWN

author of A SCANDALOUS FREEDOM

R A P R P S S P S I S R S R R





