Sunday 14 December 2008 : 
Romans 3 : 21-28  [p. 1131]
I wonder if we truly appreciate how big a deal the coming of the Saviour truly is for us right now? You may think that’s a strange question, but I have a suspicion that a whole lot of church people still hold to what is basically an Old Testament system of belief, where grace and law are all mixed up together in one big pot to produce a strange-tasting religious concoction that doesn’t actually do the business.

Think of it like this. You may like steaming hot roast beef, and you may like double chocolate chip ice-cream, but I guarantee that if you got a food-blender and mixed the two, you’d not enjoy the resulting tepid gooey soggy mass. So it is if you uphold the 10 commandments, hot and strong, as the basic ground-rule of life, but then pour the sauce of gospel grace over the top. It doesn’t work, but many of us don’t realise that.

When we read most of the Old Testament, what we find is a system of reward and/or punishment based on how people behave. That’s what the 10 commandments God gave to Moses on the mountain top are all about. Obey the Law and you’ll be OK, disobey and you’re for the chop. That was the way it was for hundreds of years, not because God wanted to be harsh and judgemental toward His children, but because people did not seem able to relate to him any other way. But that has all changed.
The Law we find in the Old Testament was never God’s best purpose for His people, it was basically an exercise in damage limitation until the right time came for God to reveal the fullness of His loving nature, a revelation that came with the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. From the very beginning, in the story of the Garden of Eden, we see humans beguiled by the devil into refusing to accept the authority of God’s Word.

That rebellious streak is original sin. The attitude that says : I don’t accept the Word of God. I have my own opinions. I have my own beliefs. I, I, I. Me, me, me. My, my, my. The irony is that it’s not our own opinions and beliefs at all. It’s the devil’s trashy lies that so many people are willing to swallow whole without even thinking about it. I heard the other day that a so-called humanist group have approached Transport for London to put adverts on the side of buses : There is no God. Have a nice day! 
How pathetic is that? Cough up good money to advertise your stupidity on the 94 to Piccadilly Circus! I don’t know who’s more brain-dead – the fruit loops who want to do it, or the press who make a big story about it as if it was something wonderful! Join the dots, people! At the exact same time as demonised anything-goes madness runs riot, so too does knife and gun crime in our city streets, the trauma of Shannon Matthews, meltdown in the banking system, India’s 9/11, the mess in Zimbabwe – all symptoms of the fact that if you reject God, you will NOT have a nice day, ever!

Whenever man thinks he is smarter than God, or even is God, things go pear-shaped. Whenever man gets the crazy idea that he can do what he likes, when he likes, with no consequences, it’s a slippery slope. The reason God gave the Old Testament law was to make the point that actions DO have consequences.

God’s people were behaving like spoilt children who wouldn’t respect their Dad, so for a time God the Father treated them like children. You’d better do what I tell you, or else! You know that way of doing things? When our children were young, wasn’t that the language they understood best? But we looked forward to the day when it no longer had to be that way, when our relationship graduated to one based on mutual love and respect, rather than carrot and stick. Maybe some of us are still waiting!

Joking aside, it’s not wonderful if our offspring are in their 20’s, 30’s, 40’s, and we still operate on a basis of reward and punishment with them, rather than relating in a way appropriate to mature adults. Likewise, God longed for a time when his children would respond to His goodness with love and freely-made decisions to obey, rather than the way it was in so much of the Old Testament, when the only way God could get through to them was to withdraw his umbrella of protection at times and let them suffer the consequence of their wrong actions – invasion by enemy forces and so on.

Paul writes that the Old Testament based on law was like a schoolmaster put in place until the people grew up and took responsibility for themselves, and at that point God could relate to them by grace. The New Testament, the new covenant that Jesus came to establish, is not based on law but on grace. Things have changed radically since the arrival of Jesus, the Son of God in human flesh, on this planet.
I’m going to say this slowly and distinctly. In the New Testament, we are not saved because we do good, but because God is good. The truth of the matter is that no-one was saved by doing good in the Old Testament either. No-one was ever good enough to earn their ticket to heaven. It was always by the grace of God, even when people couldn’t understand that. But now it’s out in the open, as Paul writes in Romans 3 :

Righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.
Here is the fulcrum of the gospel, the beating heart of the New Testament, the whole purpose of Christ coming into the world. It was to set people free from the hopeless, soul-destroying impossibility of trying to earn salvation on our own account, which no-one could ever do because all – without exception – had sinned and fallen short. Now, our sin is no longer the issue. Now all who put our faith in Jesus Christ receive as a free gift, purely and 100% by God’s grace, righteousness and justification.

Those are big words, worth lots of points on the Scrabble board, that’s for sure, but what do they mean? Righteousness – right standing with God, restoration to the place in God’s family that he always wanted us to have but that our lifestyle kept us out of. Justification – from the verb justify, as in just-if-I had never done anything wrong, in other words total forgiveness, a clean sheet, a new beginning as a new creation.

What gives us this righteousness and justification? Our own good deeds? Our own bold New Year resolutions? No, the shed blood of Jesus Christ, and that alone.

This is where so many of us get into confusion, if we lose sight of the fact that what Jesus did, once and for all, is both necessary and sufficient for our salvation. Jesus came to set us all free from the malignant grip of sin and suffering, despair and death, that landed on the human race when Adam and Eve blew it in the garden. Only Jesus could do all that, because only Jesus was both human enough to share our lot with the rest of us, and only Jesus was godly enough to run his earthly race without sinning.

Jesus, and only Jesus, squared the circle. Jesus, and only Jesus, laid aside all the glory of heaven to endure blood, sweat and tears ; hardship, ridicule and rejection ; for our sake. Jesus, and only Jesus, had no sin yet became sin for us, to break the curse of the Law and the human disobedience that lay behind the Law. Jesus, and only Jesus, took our sins in his body to the cross, that we might die to sin and live for righteousness. Jesus, and only Jesus, paid the entire price for our salvation. We can add nothing to it. 
Please listen carefully to what I’m about to say. It’s easy to miss this. We earn no Brownie points with God for good works : church attendance, church membership, church eldership, weekly offerings, being a good husband, a good wife, a good mum, a good dad, a good neighbour, a good employee. We get no heavenly credit because we don’t smoke, don’t drink, don’t take drugs, don’t back horses, don’t play puggies.
Don’t misunderstand this. I am not saying that how we live doesn’t matter! It’s right and proper that we worship regularly, joyfully and attentively, that we give cheerfully and generously, that we treat others unselfishly and courteously. Something is very wrong with us if we don’t. But these things are no more, nor less, than a response of love and gratitude for the blessing of new and everlasting life that we have in Christ.

Never make the mistake of thinking that these responses are what buy our salvation for us. If we go back to the Old Testament way of trying to buy our ticket to heaven on the basis of our good works, we disconnect ourselves from the gospel of grace and we’ll have to pay for our not-so-good works. If you want to stand before God at the gates of heaven and argue your case for admission on the basis of all the noble things you’ve done, remember you’ll also be held to account for all your botch-ups. 

It cuts both ways, and I can’t think of anything stupider than tossing away the gospel of Jesus Christ in a futile and unbelievably arrogant attempt to boast in my own 2p worth of good deeds instead of the cross. Yet that’s what we do if we try to add the Old Testament of works-righteousness, which will always fail, to the New Testament of salvation by grace, which will always succeed. Don’t even think about it.

Do not for one minute rent any more space in your brain to that lie of the devil that you have to earn your salvation, that you’re in constant danger of throwing away your hope of heavenly glory by doing things wrong, or not doing enough things right. Do not, ever, fall into the devil’s trap of allowing your words, your deeds, your thoughts, your attitudes, your omissions, to become a weak link in the chain of salvation.  

Don’t ever worry if you’re good enough to get into heaven. Can I put your mind at rest on that right now? You’re not. You never will be. No-one ever is. But the good news of the New Testament is that you don’t have to be. That’s no longer the issue. Now, Jesus has declared you righteous, and worthy of eternal glory, because of his goodness, absolutely nothing to do with us. All he demands is that we believe in Him.

If anyone tragically does end up in hell, it is not because he or she is a bad person, it is not because he or she has been excluded from the atonement of Jesus Christ, it is because he or she has intentionally and wilfully refused to accept what Jesus has done for them and has chosen instead to go on a wild-goose chase, desperately seeking salvation somewhere it cannot be found – whether that be wrong religious thinking or running themselves into the ground frantically trying to prove their own goodness.
That is a path of madness leading to stress, despair and disaster, and there is no need for it. The Bible could not be clearer – there is no other name but Jesus by which we may be saved, because no-one but Jesus has done what was required to save us.
Only by putting 100% of our faith and trust in what Jesus has done for us, and 0% of our faith and trust in our own response to His grace, however noble, however worthy, can we fulfil what God sent His Son to earth for, to save us from our own pride, our own stupidity, and set us free to live for Him, forever, richly blessed, fully forgiven, totally healed, body and soul, enjoying wholesome relationships, generosity flowing out of prosperity. That’s New Testament living, in freedom and victory and peace, not fear and bondage and defeat. This Advent, make sure you don’t miss it.
