“The Romans Roadmap!”

11/21/10 Sermon:  “The Lie of Legalism!”
 (Text:  Romans 2:1-16)

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

      Last Sunday we learned about the lie of LICENTIOUSNESS.  Simply put, licentiousness means that one can enjoy sin and rebel against God’s will all one wants without fear of God’s wrath because “God is Love!” and He will supposedly overlook our sins.
      However, we learned that this is simply not the truth.  Even though God is Love, He is also Holy and Just – and that means He must punish sinners.

      Of course, because God IS Love He has provided a way for us sinners to be saved from the wrath we deserve.  God sent His Son into the world to live a perfect human life for us and then die on the cross where He suffered God’s wrath in our place.

      Those whom the Spirit moves to repent of their sin and trust in Jesus receive forgiveness and the certain hope of living in God’s love now and forever.

      However, those who continue to believe the lie of licentiousness; those who think they can joyfully continue in sin without fear of God’s wrath will end up suffering God’s wrath for all eternity in hell because by their licentious unbelief they have rejected the forgiveness Christ has won for all sinners.

      Having said that, today’s reading from Romans chapter 2 teaches us about another common form of unbelief – the lie of LEGALISM.  So, what is legalism?

      Simply put, those who believe the lie of legalism admit that they are guilty of some sins and they admit that sin deserves God’s wrath.  However, they wrongly believe people can avoid God’s wrath by canceling out their sins through obedience of God’s laws.

      In other words, as long as your good deeds outweigh your bad deeds; as long as you obey God’s Commandments to the best of your ability, then God will overlook your sins and you do not have to fear His wrath.

     Do you see how the lie of legalism is different from the lie of licentiousness?  Those deceived by the lie of licentiousness believe that God will not damn anyone.  However, those deceived by the lie of legalism believe that God WILL damn those who have NOT done enough good works to be saved from God’s wrath whereas those who HAVE done enough good works have thereby made themselves worthy of God’s mercy.
     Now, the real problem with both lies is that both licentiousness and legalism make Christ’s death meaningless.  On the one hand, if God damns no one (as licentiousness teaches), then why did God damn His own Son?  On the other hand, if God will NOT damn you if you do enough good works to be worthy of His mercy, as legalism teaches, then why did God damn His own Son?

     Now we’re ready to examine today’s reading.  Starting with verse 1 of Romans chapter two Paul addresses the Jews of his day who thought they would be spared from God’s wrath because of their faithful obedience of His laws.  

     Of course, what Paul says to them also applies to US whenever we are deceived into thinking that we are better than other people and that God will overlook our sins because of all the good things we have done.

     Listen to what Paul writes:  “You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.”  Now, I have two points to make about these words of Paul.
     My first point is this: Paul is NOT saying that we should never confront or rebuke people for their unrepentant sin.  For example, the bible passage that is the basis for my new book’s title is Galatians 6:1-2, which reads:  “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.  But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.  Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”

     Did you hear that?  God wants us to help those who are caught in sin.  We do this by speaking God’s Truth in love to them by proclaiming repentance and forgiveness of sins – all the time recognizing that we, too, are sinners who are saved only by the mercy of Christ.

     Now for my second point:  In Romans 2:1, which I read moments ago, Paul is teaching that we should not look down on others as though they are MORE sinful than we are and that we are worthy of God’s mercy because of the good works we have done.  In other words, Paul is rebuking those who are deceived by the lie of legalism.

     You see, even though many Jews in Paul’s did obey God’s laws more faithfully than the Gentiles – the fact is that the Jews still sinned.  Of course, their excuse was this:  “But we don’t sin anywhere near as often as though Gentiles.  We do our best to obey God’s laws, and so God will overlook our sin whereas those Gentiles have sinned way too much to ever be forgiven.”
     Does that confused thinking sound familiar?  We are sometimes guilty of thinking that God will forgive us because we’re not as bad as other people who are the “real” sinners.  We are sometimes guilty of thinking that God should be merciful to us because of some of the good things we have done.  But when we think this way we are being deceived by the lie of legalism!
     You see, what we must understand is that God does not judge us on a curve.  Even if you ARE better than most people – from a human point of view; even if you do more good works than most people and sin less often – the fact is that even just 1 sin makes us guilty before God and no amount of supposedly good works on our part can cancel out that sin. 

     That’s why Paul says what he does is today’s reading:  “For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but is those who obey the law who will be declared righteousness.”  What is Paul saying here?  Simply put, if you want to be saved by your good works then you have to obey God’s Law PERFECTLY and never, ever sin – not even once!
      But, of course, that’s impossible for us sinners!  That’s why Paul says the following:  “All who sin apart from the law will perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the law.”  What does this mean?  

      Simply put, those who sin apart from the law are people who don’t know about the Bible or the 10 Commandments but are still guilty before God because He has given all people a conscience – the law written on our hearts.  On the other hand, those who sin under the law are the Jews as well as us Christians today who DO know about the Bible and the 10 Commandments.  When we sin, we are even more to blame because we have God’s WRITTEN Law.  
      Well, so far things are not looking very good for us sinners.  Just as licentiousness is a lie that leads us to hell, so is legalism a lie that leads us to hell.  What is our hope?  Our hope is the truth of God that leads us to salvation!

      In today’s reading Paul writes:  “God ‘will give to each person according to what He has done.’  To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life.”

      Now, if you read these words out of context from the entire Book of Romans and the rest of the Bible you might wrongly conclude that God is teaching we must be saved by works after all.  But that’s NOT what Paul is teaching us here!

      When Paul says that God will give to each person according to what he has done, he is talking about the life of faith versus the life of unbelief.  In other words, those who persist in doing good are those who confess their sins, trust in Christ alone for mercy, and by God’s grace strive to obey His laws in response to the forgiveness and salvation He has freely given us in Christ.  

     As we learned two Sundays ago, true obedience flows from faith and is the RESULT of having received forgiveness.  In other words, we Christians don’t strive to obey God’s laws because we’re trying to cancel our sins and make ourselves worthy of God’s mercy.  No!  We Christians strive obey God’s laws because the gospel about God’s free gift of forgiveness in Christ has given us new hearts that want to do good works in thanks to the God who has saved us by His grace.
     In closing, Paul writes:  “There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good:  first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  For God does not show favoritism.”  What does this mean?

     If we do evil by believing the lie of legalism, we have no hope.  This is especially true for those who have God’s written Word but refuse to believe what it says about Jesus.  On the other hand, if God’s Spirit moves us to do good by repenting of our sins and trusting in Jesus alone for salvation, then we have forgiveness and the certain hope of eternal life in God’s love.  This is true especially true for those who have God’s written Word and believe what it says about Jesus.

     My brothers and sisters in Christ, God has rescued you from the lie of legalism and He has used His Word from Romans today to remind you of the evil of legalism so that you can reject that lie when the devil whispers it in your ear.  In addition, God has used His Word today to assure you that you have forgiveness and eternal life through Jesus who obeyed God’s law perfectly for you and suffered God’s wrath in your place.
     In Romans chapter 8 Paul writes:  “…there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus … For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.  And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteousness requirements of the law might be full met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.”  Amen!
