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In Romans, Paul lays out his case for the gospel. Why is the good news of Jesus
really the best news? He starts in Romans 1 by showing that all of mankind has
a problem—a deep inner rebellion that corrupts every one of our relationships.

When he gets to chapter 2 he anticipates an objection from religious people,
who say, “Yeah, those Gentiles (pagans) are some messed up people, but not
us. We were raised on religion. We've got the Word of God, the heroes of the
faith, the Temple. We're different.”

So, Paul takes an entire chapter to show that religion doesn’t really remedy
our problem. In fact, in many ways, it makes the problem worse.

Now, a lot of times people get confused when church people like Paul, or me,
rail on religion. They say, “But isn’t Christianity a religion? Isn’t church stuff by

definition ‘religious’? So why you hatin’ on religion?” Today we are looking in
Romans 3 at the value of religion.

It's because, and this is crucial, Paul draws an a distinction between religion
and the gospel.
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Let me introduce you to a chart (that we gave you on the way in) in which we

see the contrast between religion and the gospel. We'll walk through it before we
dive into chapter 3, because this gets at the heart of what Paul is going after in
the book of Romans.

Chart

The gospel, the message that God saved us by dying for us and rising again, is
the power of God unto salvation. (Romans 1:16)
But...Religion is a man-made substitute .

And far from fixing the problem of our sinfulness...which at its core is a sense of

pride, rebellion and independence from God...religion caters to those things
and makes them worse.
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So now, as we press into chapter 3, Paul hears in his head another objection
raised by his Jewish readers. So he conducts this mock argument :

He pictures the Jews standing there with their Hebrew Bibles

saying,

* “Wait a minute. You are saying that all this is worthless?

* But wasn’t this book written by God?

* If it’s from God, how then can it be of no value?

+ Are you saying that all those stories of Abraham and Moses and David and
Queen Esther were of no benefit and that we should detatch ourselves from
them?
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Or, the way we might say it today: “Wait, Pastor Jonah... You're telling me that
growing up in church, and making sure my kids are learning the Bible...maybe
even sending them to a Christian school...that’s all worthless, maybe even
harmful?”

The fact that we feel ourselves having this objection shows we are reading Paul
correctly! A lot of people try to soften what Paul is saying throughout Romans.

“Well, Paul doesn’t really think religion is all bad!” But Paul intends to make his

case against religion so strongly that he brings us to this question, which is
why he stops to deal with it.

So...Does religion have any value?

1 So what advantage does the Jew have? Or what is the benefit of
circumcision? 2 Considerable in every way. First, they were entrusted with the
very words of God.

B, IS RATPAXFER: 55, EH00... MORES IR, EAZER
K, HRBHIZTE 2% BETRREMIEREHAK..... . XU EZ
TOER, BEEREAFN?”

HM9EFH AR RN, X —HLRPARMNERS FH2 ERRIRE A
WRILRBE (B EH) hidfig. 8, REFFAZEANIANFAEZATIELR
TR UM R, A DAMLER 7 XA, IR N 2 fthu s LAk B e
Mo, mEEMEG?

VIR 2R N T 2 W ?E LG (A 4r Ak ie?
AEFX T HAMRE R . HL, MAIPIY 7 LarryiEiE.

God himself inspired these stories word for word — but their purpose (and this
is key) was to point Israel to their need for Jesus, not equip them with some
strategy or technique that would remove their need for him.

All the things that God gave - the stories, the rituals...they were all designed,
not to give you something to master that would earn your place before God...
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but to bring you to the place where you would cry out, ‘I have no hope of
ever being restored to you apart from your grace.”

The rituals should drive you to humility in your need, not to pride in your
accomplishments.
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“But ( v. 3),” Paul imagines the Jewish religious person saying, “if the law was
supposed to lead us to Jesus, hasn’t God failed since, you know, so many Jews
haven'’t believed the gospel?”

“Absolutely not,” Paul says in vs. 4 . “Even though Israel (in large part) failed to
believe, God still kept his promise to bring salvation.

In fact, God took Israel’s unbelief and has turned that into an opportunity for
Gentile salvation!

* He took Israel’s faithlessness (vs. 3) and used it as a way to show even
greater faithfulness on his part!”

“Well then,” they say (vs. 5), if Israel’s rebellion led to Gentile salvation, and that

was all part of God'’s plan, how can God still be mad at the Jews? Didn’t they
just play their part?”

Paul’s answer, vv. 6-7: That's a foolish objection. God will judge each person
for their own unbelief and rebellion.
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* How God'’s sovereignty works through human choices to accomplishes God’s
purposes is indeed a mystery, but God still holds us each accountable for
our own choices.
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Have you ever been inconvenienced or frustrated when YOUR plans didn’t go
YOUR way? You had plans but there was a delay...traffic backed up...your flight
was canceled. Or maybe something even more significant like a health setback
or infertility.
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A couple years after Kathy and | got married, we felt like we were ready to start
a family. By the way...you never really feel ready to have kids, but we were at
peace. Well after months of trying to get pregnant...it just wasn’t happening. As
our concern grew, we sought medical advise, had tests run, and over the course
of a few years tried a variety of recommended treatments...but still couldn’t get
pregnant.

After about 4 years of this frustrating and discouraging process. We came to the
place of peace and trust in whatever the Lord may or may not give us. It was
never easy and still felt anger and sadness over God’s seeming answer to our
prayers.

All this was happening as God was leading us to sell everything we owned and
move to China to advance the Kingdom of God. Well...after 2 years of living in
China, Kathy got pregnant.

As | reflect on that story...I believe that God had a purpose of when He decided
to give us children. | can honestly say that if we had kids when we wanted...we
never would have gone to China.
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| can just imagine God listening to our pleas for children. Crying out to God...
getting frustrated with God...and God looking down asking us to trust Him and
His timing.
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God was sovereign. That’s what Paul says here.
This little section is just an appetizer of what he gets into in chapter 9.

So, Paul ends this little imaginary Q&A with his fellow Jews by concluding...

9 What then? Are we (Jews who have the law) any better off? Not at all! For we
have already charged that both Jews and Gentiles are under sin, (Rom 1-2)
(What he does now is go through a series of quotes from the OT that

demonstrate the depravity of our hearts—He’s using a string of quotes from the

OT to show the Jews that he’s not introducing anything new --this has always
been what the Law is trying to teach)
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10 “None is righteous, no, not one;
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Righteousness here refers to our legal standing before God (right standing).
Sin has ruined our legal standing before God.

As we discussed last week...When everything is known about who we are, none
of us is going to be in a good place.

Just think about it: How would you feel if you had a little monitor on the side of
your head so that people could read what your thoughts were at any given
moment? The day is coming when all those thoughts get exposed.

10 as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; 11 no one understands; no
one seeks for God.
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Wé saw this in chapter 1: Our self-centered hearts warp our ability even to
perceive God. Our sin makes us distort and corrupt the truth about God....and
even how we look at His Word.

One of postmodern philosophy’s biggest contributions to modern thought was
its recognition that so much of what we perceive is determined by the shape
and biases of our hearts:

Two people can look at the exact same set of evidence and come to two entirely
different conclusions based on the biases they bring to it.
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"The Will to Believe" is a lecture by William James, first published in 1896 in
which he said: “what we believe is determined by what we want to believe.” His
central argument hinges on the idea that “access to the evidence for whether or
not certain beliefs are true depends crucially upon first adopting those beliefs
without evidence.”

Romans 1 has been saying this from the beginning. It's not that our ignorance of
God gives us hardness of heart; our hardness of heart makes us ignorant of God.

Sin warps our minds so we were unable, naturally speaking, to understand the
things of God. Because of this... 10 there is no one who seeks God.
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No one, naturally speaking, even wants to know God. We all run FROM him.
Now, at this point, you might say, “Wait a second. Surely Paul goes too far in
saying that No one seeks God? | know people who aren’t Christians and don’t
go to church who are sincerely searching for the truth. And what about people
from other religions? | know some very sincere Muslims who are really
passionate about knowing God.”

Paul isn’t saying that no one seeks spiritual things or that no one wants to
connect to the supernatural.

He is saying, “No one, prompted by their own decision, acting in their own
ability, wants to find God—at least, not the true version of him.”
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People may seek God to get blessings from him, or they may seek a reshaped

God who conforms to their needs and serves their agendas, but that’s different
than seeking the true God for his own sake.

Apart from his regenerating grace, we flee from him even as we seek him. This
means that anyone who is truly seeking God does so because they are
being sought by him.

Jesus said, “No one comes to me unless the Father draws him.” ( John 6:44 ).

This means if you are here seeking God this weekend it is because God is
seeking you. And that should be encouraging.

And maybe that just makes sense as | say it. You can see that in the questions
he has put in your heart, the struggles, the emptiness - or maybe even in the
joys that are beckoning you to something beyond this worid.

ANTRTREF R MR BRI BIAE, B Mt ATR] B8 TR — D EE I HRAF & 1K) 7
B, RS THIRR], (HiX 50 E ORGSR S SREMZARR.

PR 7B R R, AT SORMA g, HERE. XEWE, EMEIESXK
ERmEAZ A AR, 2B i IEFE TR AT o

HRSRG0: 7 A2 22 FOR AN, A RERIFX ok (LT EItR E6:44).

%%%ﬁﬂ%%ﬁ?%%ﬁﬁ%@ﬁt%,%%Hﬁt%EE%ﬁ%oﬁmﬁ%%
=] Mo

MIFHX AVUEEEEA . R DM RE O ELRH A, L. 2R E
X — fl---- B B R A R BB M R A PR AR

Philippians 2:13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his

good pleasure. It is God... If you want to know him, it’s because he is working in
you.

In fact, 1 Corinthians 12:3 Therefore | want you to understand that no one
speaking in the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus is accursed!” and no one can say
“Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit.

No one can recognize that Jesus is Lord apart from the Holy Spirit’s special,
regenerating grace:
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12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does
good, not even one.”
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This is a quote from Isa 53 and Psalm 58....and is the essence of sin: we have
all turned away from God’s truth and each of us has sought our own way. We
preferred our way to God's.

* There is one central lie that has propelled our rebellion since the Garden of
Eden....
* One suspicion, born in unbelief, that has led to all our disaster.

* It's the lie that echoes in the heart of every teenager, every
college student, every adult:

| think my way is probably better than God’'s. When it comes to making
decisions for my life, I'm smarter than God.

It continues to whisper in the hearts of every person...in every stage of life...in
every place on this earth: My way is better than God’s.
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There is no one who does what is good, not even one. Again, you're like: “Well,
surely this is an overstatement... NO ONE who does good?
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* ... mean, what about the Marine who is not a Christian and doesn’t believe
in God but throws himself on a grenade to save his buddy? He’s not a
Christian, but that’s still a good deed isn’t it?

+ Or the woman who sacrifices everything to get her kids out of poverty...and
she’s not a Christian. Aren’t those good things?”
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Yes, but two things:

+ First, The Bible only considers a deed good if it is pure in both form and in
motive.

* I've shown you: If we do good deeds to try to improve our self-image or
reputation, or try to earn our standing before God, those are inherently
selfish deeds, even if on the surface they are good.
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Have you ever had someone be really nice to you but you figure out it was only
because they wanted something from you?

| remember in college | met someone who was super nice and wanted to hang
out with me and be my best friend for life...and the second time we got together,
he presented me with an opportunity to get involved in a multi-level marketing
company. And when | declined his offer...I never heard from him again. (But |
thought we were going to be best friends?)

If are doing good to get something from God - blessings or eternal life or
whatever, that is an inherently selfish motive.

So, a deed is only good in God’s eyes if it is motivated purely by love for God
and others with no self-interest at all.
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The second reason that (apart from faith) even our good deeds aren’t good, is
that in light of our biggest sin — replacing God’s authority in our lives with our
own — good things we do don’t seem that good.

Say you have a guy who is committing adultery with a woman and as he goes
into the hotel to have his affair he tips the bellhop generously. That’s a good
deed, right? Yes, but in light of the context it’s hard to see that deed as good,

* What if our rebellion to God was the same way in God’s sight, but a billion
times worse?

+ What if throwing yourself on a grenade for someone else, in light of our cosmic
treason, was like tipping the bellhop.
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There is none good, not even one. You say, “But Oprah said | was beautiful,

special and precious” Yes, you are. And that’s part of the paradox of the human
race. You are a beautiful person made in the image of God, but you have been
ruined by sin.

12 of 21



And the ruin by sin is greater than the loveliness of your creation. J. Edwards,

“The slightest sin has an infinite amount of hatefulness in it, enough to outweigh
whatever loveliness the creature possessed.”

Or, Blaise Pascal: “What a contradiction man is: On the one hand, judge of all
things, on the other a stupid earthworm; a depository of truth and a heap of...
error; the glory and refuse of the universe.”

I’m waiting to see that on a hallmark card
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13 “Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive.” “The
venom of asps is under their lips.” 14 “Their mouth is full of curses and
bitterness.”

The primary place that our corruption most reveals itself is probably in our
words.

Jesus said this: The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces
good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the
abundance of the heart his mouth speaks. Luke 6:45

Our words, uttered in private, are the best indicators of what is going on in our

hearts.

* Consider your speech just from the last week - what you’ve said to yourself or
to family and close friends. And see if your words are not filled with gossip,
slander, anger, boasting and half-truths.

+ Jesus said in Matthew 12:37, for by your words you will be justified, and by
your words you will be condemned.”
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15 “Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16 in their paths are ruin and misery,17
and the way of peace they have not known.”

You're like, “OK, well finally one that doesn’t apply to me. | mean, I've never been
part of murder.” The point is that we all have a natural reaction to get violent
when people get in the way of what we want.

* As long as we have what we want, we're peaceable.

* But let someone else get what we want...let them get the promotion,

* or the recognition,

+ or the boyfriend we feel like we deserve;

* let their kids get the honors we want for our kid,

* and we don’t respond with excitement for them and contentment in the

blessings we have...and trust in God’s good plan for us.
* We struggle with hating them, even wishing harm on them. Our ears perk up
when we hear somebody criticizing them.
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Finally,
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18 “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”

This kinds of sums it all up. We don’t recognize God’s size, goodness
or importance in our lives.

Saying, “There is no fear of God before their eyes” means that God and his
authority are just not that big of a deal to us. Us, our needs, our desires, our

agenda...that’s the big deal to us, what is most important to us and dominates
our thinking.

That’s our heart .
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19 Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under
the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held
accountable to God. 20 For by works of the law no human being will be justified
in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.

The purpose of the law, Paul said, was not to correct sin, but reveal sin.
It was supposed to function like a mirror that reveals to us how sinful we are.
By looking into it, we see what the shape of our heart should be and what it

isn’'t.
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For example,
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Commandment 9, “thou shalt not lie,” shows me that | should /ove honesty so

much that I'm never tempted to lie, even when doing so would gain me some
advantage.

Commandment 7, “Do not commit adultery,” shows me that I'm supposed to
love purity so much that any sexual desire | have for someone else besides my

spouse is outweighed by my love of purity and doing things God’s way.

Commandment 10, “Thou shalt not covet,” shows me that I'm supposed to be

so satisfied with God and so trusting of his plan for me that | don’t get jealous
when someone else has something | want.

But | read these and think, “My heart is not like that!”

That’s what Paul means, “Knowledge of sin comes through the law.” The law
shows me how messed up and spiritually rotten my heart is.
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And just forcing yourself to act righteous isn’t changing your heart...if
anything it is just covering it up the corruption.

You ever see that Tupperware container in the back of the refrigerator... in it is a
piece of chicken from a restaurant... and you wonder, “| wonder how long that’s

been in there?” It's been so long that you can’t remember it. So, you take it out
and smell it ... and then you wake up like 4 hours later?
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Now, how many of you when that happens, you say, “You know, the problem is it
doesn’t have enough spice. A little barbecue sauce should take care of that.
Good! Now | can’t smell the rotting meat anymore!”

That’s what the law is doing. It sweetens up your behavior without changing
your heart.

God wants us to be...created us to be...so naturally righteous in our hearts, that
we wouldn’t need a law to do what is right. We’d instinctively do it.
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| don’t need a law do to the things I love. You never have to command me to
eat dessert. Or find a good cup of coffee. To spend time with my family. | love to
do those things...no law required.

The law is only required where my heart wants to go the wrong direction.
And God doesn’t want us to stop sinning because we are afraid of
punishment.

He wants people in His family, with His heart, who wouldn’t choose sin even if
they had the opportunity to.

He’s not just after obedience. He's after a whole new kind of obedience. Sin is
not so much as an action as it is a condition.
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Many people only think of sin as bad ACTIONS that we do: stealing; lying. Etc.
But Paul’s analysis is much more devastating. The sins we commit are
because of the hearts we possess.

* The words he uses in chapter 3 are more about our heart’s conditions than
our life’s actions:
* He says our hearts are “open graves”; we are filled with “viper’s venom;” we

have “mouths full of cursing and bitterness.” The actions we do are merely
symptomatic of our hearts.

It’s like being sick. You’re not sick because you show symptoms; you show

symptoms because you’re sick. You don’t have the flu because you cough and
sneeze and run a fever; you cough and sneeze and run a fever because you
have the flu.

We’re not sinners because we sin; we sin because we are sinners.

What we say with our mouths and do with our hands is a symptom of the
rottenness in our hearts.
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21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law,
although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—

This, Tim Keller says, is one of the biggest transitions in the whole Bible. God is
going to change us, but it's not going to be by the law.

22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For
there is no distinction:

We're not going to be made righteous by doing anything. We’re going to be
made righteous by believing the news - the announcement - that Jesus kept

the law in our place, living the life we were supposed to live and dying the
death we were condemned to die in our place.
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Romans 1:16, Paul says, | am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the gospel is
the power of God unto salvation.

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed - and the greatest news is that the
righteousness of God in Romans is not a righteousness by which God judges

the sinner; it's gift-righteousness by which God, in his mercy, makes us

righteous, removing the record of our sin and implanting new life in our hearts
that will change us into his image.

And it’s available to ALL who believe.
And, to the Jews he says: This was attested by the Law and the Prophets.

This is not something new I’'m introducing. It was what God was trying to say
throughout the whole Old Testament.

Literally every page of your Hebrew Bible foretells this coming Savior. The
law was given to us both to show us our need of him and to give us a preview of
him.
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The law is a mirror of our sinfulness and shadow of the Savior to come.
The news of this salvation always been there, available for you, he tells them,
and it still is, but you have to receive it.
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The Apostle John said: He came to his own, and his own people did not receive
him. John 1:11

And to receive him, you have to admit the problem. You have to be honest
about the problem of your heart. Admit that your heart is not what it should
be, and that you can never change it through religion or by willpower.

You have to admit your desperate need for grace. And that’s what most
people won't do .

Billy Graham: What sends most people to hell is not their sins, but
their good works.
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Nothing stands between you and God but your ‘good works’. Nothing can keep
you from Christ but delusion about your goodness ... that you have good
works of your own that can satisfy God.

To come to Christ, all you need is need .

All you must have is nothing ... But most sinners cannot part with their ‘virtues’,
their goodness, which is why a sense of goodness sends more people to hell
than sin does.

Do you have a sense of your need? Are you ready to come to Jesus?
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