“The Romans Roadmap!”

11/14/10 Sermon:  “The Lie of Licentiousness!”
 (Text:  Romans 1:18-32)

********************************************************************

     I recall an occasion during my first year in the ministry when I was taking a couple through pre-marriage classes.  They were a very young couple.  The woman, who was a member of my congregation, was 19; the man, who was NOT a member of my church and was NOT active in his own church, was 21.  

     Now, as I do with every couple in pre-marriage classes, I began with the book and Genesis and explained God’s gift of marriage as the crowing work of His creation.  After that, I explained how things fell apart because of Adam and Eve’s rebellion against God and how we have inherited their sinful nature and so things continue to fall apart in our world because of our sin against God.  

     I went on to explain that God has given us a Savior from sin and death – His Son, Jesus – and that through faith in Him we sinners are free from a life of sin and free for a new life living in God’s mercy and following His loving plan for our lives, including marriage.
     However, at one point during our pre-marriage class the young woman, who was one of my members, said something that completely shocked me.  She said:  “Pastor, now that you’ve explained what sin is, why we need Jesus and what it means to be a Christian, I realize that I’ve had it wrong for several years.”  I then said, “What do you mean?”  She said:  “I remember learning that God is love and that He forgives us, but for some reason I thought that meant I could live as I pleased and enjoy certain sins without worrying about God’s wrath.  But now I realize that being forgiven means that I’m supposed to turn away from the sins that God condemns.”
     Now, even though I was glad to hear that she now understood what it meant to be a Christian, I was shocked to hear that for several years she thought that God’s grace meant she was free to enjoy sin without fear of God’s wrath.

     Over my 20 years of ministry I’ve meant people who claimed to be Christians even though they never attend church, read the bible or pray.  These same people engaged in certain sins without remorse, and when confronted about their sin they would say:  “But God is love.  I don’t have anything to worry about!”

     Last Sunday we began my sermon series on the Book of Romans.  In the first two chapters of Romans the Apostle Paul writes against two common types of unbelief in our world.  One common type of unbelief is LEGALISM.  We’ll deal with that next Sunday.  The other common type of unbelief is LICENTIOUSNESS – and this is the lie Paul addresses in today’s reading.  

     Simply put, the lie of licentiousness suggests that we can enjoy sin and live as we please without fear of God’s wrath.  People believe this lie either because they have rejected the One True God or because they believe that the love and grace of the One True God means that we are free to sin all we want without fear of His wrath.

     This reminds me of a text we can read in the Book of Jude.  Listen:  “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.  For certain men who condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you.  They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality…”
     Did you hear that?  The devil wants to deceive us into thinking that God’s grace gives us a license for sin.  This is the lie of licentiousness!  In contrast, listen to what Paul writes in Romans chapter 2:  “…do you show contempt for the riches of [God’s] kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?”  

     Simply put, the forgiveness that God freely gives us in Christ is meant to set us free FROM a life of sin.  But God’s grace was never meant to give us a license FOR a life of sin!  With that in mind, let’s examine our text for today – Romans 1:18-32.

     Paul begins with some words that are shocking to many people in our American culture.  Paul writes:  “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.”  What is Paul teaching us hear?

     First, Paul clearly speaks about God’s WRATH.  In our culture where all we hear is “God is love!” this talk of God’s wrath seems odd.  But Scripture is clear that God’s wrath must be poured out on sinners – not because God WANTS to do that but because He MUST do that.  God is holy and just.  He would NOT be a holy and just God if He did not punish sin.

     Of course, the Good News is that God has provided a way for us to be rescued from His wrath, which is what we deserve.  God sent His to the cross to suffer His wrath in our place so that through faith in Him we could receive forgiveness and eternal life in God’s love.

     However, eternal life in God’s love assumes that we trust His Word and want to live according to His will.  If we do NOT trust God’s Word and we do NOT want to live according to His will, we thereby reject the very forgiveness and love that sets us free from the evil lie of licentiousness.

     For example, what happens if a person wrongly thinks that God’s grace is a license for us to enjoy sin all we want without fear of God’s wrath?  Listen to these words from Hebrews chapter 10:  “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is lift, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.”
     Simply put, we can’t take God’s grace seriously until we take our sins seriously.  And if we don’t take our sins seriously, then we are still unbelievers who are rejecting God’s forgiveness and who remain under His wrath.

     In today’s reading Paul explains that we are all without excuse because we know there is a God and we know that we ought to obey Him.  

     For example, in today’s reading Paul points to creation as evidence that there is a Creator.  Therefore, those who deny the existence of God or who worship false man-made gods are without excuse.  Just as a painting exists because of a painter, this creation exists because of the Creator.  If we deny His existence or worship false man-made gods, we are without excuse.

     In addition, Paul clearly teaches that all humans know that we ought to obey God because God has revealed His will to us.  In fact, even people who don’t have the Bible and who have never heard of the Ten Commandments know what right and wrong is because God has given all people a conscience.
     Listen to what Paul writes about this is Romans chapter 2:  “All who sin apart from the law will perish apart from the law … Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law … they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.”
     Simply put, deep down all people – even those who don’t have a Bible or have never heard of the Ten Commandments – all people know what right and wrong is.  The problem is that we disobey our conscience!  In other words, we rebel against the Law of God written on our hearts.

     Think about it.  How many times have you thought something or said something or done something even though you knew it was wrong?  We’re all guilty of doing this more times than we can imagine!  We’re without excuse – especially us people who DO have the Bible and who DO know the Ten Commandments!

     Let’s get back to today’s reading.  Paul goes on to give some examples of what happens when people willing rebel against God and His will for our lives.

     Paul begins with the example of homosexual lust and behavior.  Paul writes:  “Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones.  In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another.  Men committed indecent acts with other men, and receive in themselves the due penalty for their perversion.”

     Now, why does Paul single out homosexual lust and behavior.  Is it because homosexuality is the worst of all sins?  Is it because homosexuality is the unforgivable sin?  Absolutely NOT!  Please recall that at the end of our reading Paul lists many other sins that we are ALL guilty of and then he writes:  “Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these every things but also approve of those who practice them.”
     In his list of sins at the end of our reading Paul mentions such things as greed, gossip, arrogance, disobeying parents, envy, deceit, and so on.  Sound familiar?  We’re all guilty of these sins and Paul says that such sins deserve death – not just physical death, but eternal SPIRITUAL death in hell.

     So, if homosexuality is no worse than any other sin, why does Paul single it out in our reading?  Simply put, sin turns God’s creation upside down and inside out.  When we rebel against God’s will for our lives we live in the opposite way that He intended for us to live.

     One of the most obvious examples of sin turning God’s creation upside down and inside out is homosexual behavior.  Male and female anatomy is designed in such a way that men were meant to have sexual relations with women and women with men.  We don’t even need the Bible to know that homosexuality is wrong.  The act itself is obviously a distortion of God’s created order.

     However, having said that, we need to understand that ALL sin is a distortion of God’s created order.  For example, Genesis teaches that sex is God’s good gift for 1 man and 1 woman to enjoy in marriage.  But any other use of sex outside of marriage is sinful rebellion against God’s created order.

     Therefore, heterosexual men and women we live together before marriage are just as sinful as those who engage in homosexual behavior.  Those who commit heterosexual adultery are just as sinful as those who engage in homosexual behavior.  Those who view heterosexual pornography are just as guilty as those who engage in homosexual behavior.

     In fact, ALL the sins Paul lists and more also distort God’s created order and therefore those who are guilty of those sins are just as sinful as those who engage in homosexual behavior.

     My friends, the lie of licentiousness deceives us into thinking that we can enjoy these sins and approve of those who practice them without fear of God’s wrath.  But the truth is that those who live and die believing the lie of licentiousness will spend eternity under God’s wrath.

     What hope is there for those who have been deceived by the lie of licentiousness?  Our hope is the Truth of God!  First, God reveals to us the truth about our sin.  God uses His Word to force us to realize that our sin is very serious and that it deserves God’s wrath.

     Once we believe that our sin deserves God’s wrath; once we understanding that we deserve to suffer for eternity in hell, we will them humble ourselves before God and long for His mercy.  Of course, the Good News I have for you is that we have a MERCIFUL GOD!

     In last Sunday’s reading we heard these words:  “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes … For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last.”
     Once we realize that we are sinners who deserve God’s wrath, the Spirit then points us to Jesus who suffered God’s wrath in our place so that we might be cleansed from our guilty and clothed with His own perfect righteousness.  We repentant sinners receive this salvation through faith in Jesus, our Lord and Savior.

     You are here today because God has rescued you from the lie of licentiousness.  God has used His Word to convict you of your sin and convince you that you deserve His wrath.  

     But God has also used His Word to comfort you and give you faith in Jesus through whom your sins are forgiven and through whom you have the hope of eternal life in God’s love.

     Once this Good News captures our hearts we are no longer comfortable with the sin in our lives.  Instead of our enjoying our sin without remorse, we feel guilty and long to be free from it.  Instead of approving the sin in the lives of other people, we grieve for them, pray for them and witness to them in the hope that they will also repent and trust in Jesus as their Savior.

     My friends, you will continue to struggle with the desires of your sinful nature until the day you die.  But you do not have to despair, because God has saved you from the lie of licentiousness.

     Every day God moves you to confess your sin.  Every day God moves you to trust in the forgiveness and eternal life you have in Jesus.  Every day God moves you to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s loving plan for your lives.  God also plans to use you to speak His Truth in love to others who are still deceived by the lie of licentiousness so that they too might rejoice in the salvation Jesus longs to give to us sinners.

Amen!
Amen!
