THE FIFTH SUNDAY IN LET              PHILIPPIANS 3: 8-14              MARCH 21, 2010

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     THE BIBLE OFTEN SPEAKS ABOUT “RIGHTEOUSNESS”.   “RIGHTEOUSNESS” IS CLOSELY RELATED TO “GOODNESS”.   A GOOD PERSON DOES GOOD THINGS.  A RIGHTEOUS PERSON DOES RIGHTEOUS THINGS…THINGS THAT ARE “RIGHT”.  BUT WHO SETS THE STANDARD FOR GOOD AND EVIL, RIGHT AND WRONG?  DO PEOPLE DO THIS?  OR DOES GOD?  YES.  BUT THE RIGHT AND WRONG ESTABLISHED BY PEOPLE IS TRUE ONLY IN SO FAR AS IT AGREES WITH RIGHT AND WRONG AS ESTABLISHED BY GOD.  WHY?  BECAUSE ONLY GOD IS GOOD.  ONLY GOD IS RIGHTEOUS.  ONLY GOD IS HOLY AND WITHOUT SIN.  SO THEN LET’S BEGIN THIS SERMON WITH TWO QUESTIONS:  QUESTION NUMBER ONE:    TRUE OR FALSE?  YOU ARE NOT PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS.  QUESTION NUMBER TWO:  TRUE OR FALSE?  YOU ARE PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS.  THE ANSWERS?  BOTH ARE TRUE.  YOU ARE NOT PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS AND PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS AT THE SAME TIME.  WHO SAYS?  GOD.  AND IF YOU DO NOT UNDERSTAND WHY BOTH ARE TRUE YOU DO NOT YET HAVE A FULL UNDERSTANDING OF YOUR CHRISTIAN FAITH.  SO LET’S LISTEN TO PAUL THIS MORNING AS HE EXPLAINS “THE TWO KINDS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS.”
I.  THE FIRST KIND OF RIGHTEOUSNESS, THE RIGHTEOUSNESS THAT IS NOT PERFECT, COMES FROM TRYING TO BE A GOOD PERSON.
     A.  THIS IS THE ONLY KIND OF RIGHTEOUSNESS THAT THE WORLD KNOWS AND UNDERSTANDS.  EVERYONE KNOWS THAT PEOPLE ARE A MIXTURE OF GOOD AND BAD.  AND SO IF PEOPLE ARE MORE GOOD THAN BAD WE USUALLY CALL THEM GOOD.  UNTIL RECENTLY, TIGER WOODS WAS CONSIDERED A GOOD MAN, BUT HIS REPUTATION AND IMAGE HAVE BEEN SEVERELY DAMAGED BY NOT JUST ONE BUT BY NUMEROUS AFFAIRS AGAINST HIS WIFE.  BUT GOD DOESN’T’ LOOK AT GOODNESS, RIGHTEOUSNESS AS A MIXTURE OF GOOD AND BAD.  FROM GOD’S STANDPOINT BEING RIGHTEOUS IS LIKE BEING PREGNANT.  YOU ARE EITHER PREGNANT OR YOU ARE NOT.  YOU CAN’T BE A LITTLE BIT PREGNANT.  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD AND RIGHTEOUSNESS.  WE ARE EITHER RIGHTEOUS OR WE ARE NOT.  WHY IS THIS?  WELL, BECAUSE GOD EXPECTS US TO BE LIKE HIM.  AND GOD IS NOT A MIXTURE OF GOOD AND BAD.  HE IS GOOD.  HE IS RIGHTEOUS.  HE IS HOLY AND WITHOUT SIN.  AND THIS IS THE WAY GOD MADE ADAM AND EVE:  REMEMBER?  THEY WERE GOOD; THEY WERE HOLY; THEY WERE RIGHTEOUS.  THEY HAD NO SIN. THEY WERE MADE IN THE “IMAGE OF GOD.” AND JUST ONE LITTLE SIN CHANGED ALL OF THIS.  ADAM AND EVE WERE NO LONGER RIGHTEOUS…….AND THEY LOST THE GARDEN OF EDEN.    
     B.  AND THIS IS TRUE EVEN FOR CHRISTIANS WHO TRUST IN JESUS AS THEIR SAVIOR AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR TEXT: “NOT HAVING A RIGHTEOUSNESS OF MY OWN THAT COMES FROM THE LAW….”   OUR LIVES ARE NEVER GOOD ENOUGH TO SATISFY GOD; OUR LIVES ARE STILL A MIXTURE OF GOOD AND BAD.  UNFORTUNATELY THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN CHRISTIANS WHO DO NOT UNDERSTAND THIS AND MISLEAD PEOPLE BY TELLING THEM THAT CHRISTIANS DON’T SIN.    YEARS AGO IN ONE OF MY CONGREGATIONS IN CANADA I HAD A YOUNG WOMEN WITH A PENTECOSTAL BACKGROUND GO THROUGH MY ADULT INFORMATION CLASS; AND SHE TOLD ME THAT SHE WENT DAYS WITHOUT SINNING.  HOW CAN A PERSON SAY SUCH A THING?  ONLY IF THEY REALLY DON’T UNDERSTAND SIN.  FOR THIS YOUNG WOMAN SAID THE EXACT OPPOSITE OF WHAT PAUL SAID OF HIMSELF:  “NOT THAT I HAVE ALREADY OBTAINED THIS OR AM ALREADY PERFECT….”    ARE WE PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS AND HOLY AND GOOD BEFORE GOD ON BASIS OF HOW WE LIVE? NO, WE ARE NOT JUST AS WE CONFESSED THIS MORNING: “WE HAVE SINNED AGAINST YOU IN THOUGHT, WORD AND DEED, BY WHAT WE HAVE DONE AND BY WHAT WE HAVE LEFT UNDONE.  WE HAVE NOT LOVED YOU WITH OUR WHOLE HEART; WE HAVE NOT LOVED OUR NEIGHBOR AS OURSELVES.”  NO, WE ARE NOT PERFECTLY RIGHTEOUS.  THIS IS THE BAD NEWS OF GOD’S LAW.  WE WILL NEVER BE RIGHTEOUS BEFORE GOD ON THE BASIS OF HOW WE LIVE FOR THIS IS WHAT DAMNS US TO HELL AS WE CONFESSED:  “WE JUSTLY DESERVE YOUR PRESENT AND ETERNAL PUNISHMENT.”  .  SO PAUL WRITES IN ROMANS: “THEREFORE NO ONE WILL BE DECLARED RIGHTEOUS IN HIS SIGHT BY OBSERVING THE LAW; RATHER, THROUGH THE LAW WE BECOME CONSCIOUS OF SIN” (3:20, ESV).
II.  BUT, AS CHRISTIANS WE KNOW THE THAT THERE IS ANOTHER KIND OF RIGHTEOUS…A RIGHTEOUSNESS THAT IS NOT OUR OWN DOING, A RIGHTEOUSNESS THAT IS GIVEN TO US AS A GIFT FROM GOD.  WE KNOW THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF THE GOSPEL.
     A.  JUST AS PAUL SAYS:  “BUT [I HAVE THE RIGHTEOUSNESS] WHICH COMES FROM GOD THAT DEPENDS ON FAITH….”    PAUL IS TALKING ABOUT THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS CHRIST.  HE IS GOOD; HE IS RIGHTEOUS, HE IS HOLY; HE IS SINLESS.  AND THIS RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS CHRIST IS GIVEN TO US AS A GIFT THROUGH FAITH IN HIM.  BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST GOD CONSIDERS YOU RIGHTEOUS IN HIS SIGHT, HOLY IN HIS SIGHT, SINLESS IN HIS SIGHT.  THIS IS THE GOSPEL, THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS CHRIST.  YOU SEE THEN THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS:  YOUR RIGHTEOUSNESS WHICH IS NOT GOOD ENOUGH; AND THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS CHRIST WHICH IS.  ON THE JUDGMENT DAY YOU WILL NOT STAND BEFORE GOD WITH YOUR OWN RIGHTEOUSNESS…THAT WOULD BE PRETTY SCARY.  HOW MANY SINS COULD GOD POINT OUT?  HOW MANY SINS WOULD HE HAVE TO PUNISH?  NO, YOU WILL NOT STAND BEFORE GOD WITH YOUR OWN RIGHTEOUSNESS.  YOU WILL STAND BEFORE GOD WITH THE PERFECT RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS CHRIST.  THIS IS WHY YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE AFRAID OF THE JUDGMENT DAY.  YOU ARE COVERED WITH THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JESUS….JUST AS PAUL WRITES IN ROMANS:   “BUT NOW A RIGHTEOUSNESS FROM GOD, APART FROM LAW, HAS BEEN MADE KNOWN, TO WHICH THE LAW AND THE PROPHETS TESTIFY.  THIS RIGHTEOUSNESS FROM GOD COMES THROUGH FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST TO ALL WHO BELIEVE” (3:21, ESV).  ISN’T THIS WONDERFUL?!  THIS IS WHY THE GOSPEL IS GOOD NEWS.  BECAUSE OF THIS RIGHTEOUSNESS WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD, A CLEAR CONSCIENCE, AND THE HOPE OF ETERNAL LIFE.  AND IT’S ALL GIVEN TO US AS A GIFT AS PAUL AGAIN SAYS IN ROMANS:   “FOR IF, BY THE TRESPASS OF THE ONE MAN, DEATH REIGNED THROUGH THAT ONE MAN, HOW MUCH MORE WILL THOSE WHO RECEIVE GOD'S ABUNDANT PROVISION OF GRACE AND OF THE GIFT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS REIGN IN LIFE THROUGH THE ONE MAN, JESUS CHRIST” (5:17, ESV).    “THE GIFT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS”.   DO YOU UNDERSTAND THEN WHY PAUL WAS SO THANKFUL FOR JESUS CHRIST?  “…I COUNT EVERYTHING AS LOSS BECAUSE OF THE SURPASSING WORTH OF KNOWING CHRIST JESUS MY LORD.  FOR HIS SAKE I HAVE SUFFERED THE LOSS OF ALL THINGS AND COUNT THEM AS RUBBISH, IN ORDER THAT I MAY GAIN CHRIST AND BE FOUND IN HIM…”
AND SO IT IS WITH US.  NOTHING IN ALL OF LIFE IS AS IMPORTANT AS KNOWING ABOUT THIS GIFT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS IN JESUS CHRIST.  IT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT AND PRECIOUS GIFT WE HAVE.  .

     B.  DOES THIS MEAN, THEN, THAT WE DON’T CARE HOW WE LIVE?    SOMEONE MIGHT ASK:  “WELL, IF YOU ARE ALREADY RIGHTEOUS IN GOD’S SIGHT BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST, THEN WHY TRY TO LIVE A RIGHTEOUS LIFE?”    THIS QUESTION IS JUST A DIFFERENT VERSION OF “WELL, IF YOUR SINS ARE ALL FORGIVEN WHY NOT SIN ALL YOU WANT?”  WHY?  BECAUSE WE DON’T WANT TO.  THIS WONDERFUL GIFT OF GOD’S RIGHTEOUSNESS HAS CHANGED US.  BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST WE LOVE GOD.  WE WANT TO KEEP GOD’S LAW.  WE WANT TO LIVE FOR HIM.  .  IN JESUS CHRIST WE WANT TO LIVE THE KIND OF LIFE THAT GOD HAS GIVEN US AS A GIFT:  A RIGHTEOUS LIFE.  HOW COULD IT BE OTHERWISE?  WANTING TO LIVE FOR GOD IS SIMPLY ONE WAY THAT WE SHOW OUR THANKS AND PRAISE TO GOD FOR HIS WONDERFUL GIFT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS.  IN VIEW OF SUCH A WONDERFUL GIFT …HOW CAN WE NOT WANT TO LIVE FOR HIM?  SO PAUL SAYS:  “I PRESS ON…FORGETTING WHAT LIES BEHIND AND STRAINING FORWARD TO WHAT LIES AHEAD.  I PRESS ON TOWARD THE GOAL FOR THE PRIZE OF THE UPWARD CALL OF GOD IN CHRIST JESUS.”  “FORGETTING WHAT LIES BEHIND”…THAT’S FORGIVENESS.  OUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN.  DON’T KEEP FEELING GUILTY ABOUT THEM.  THEY ARE FORGIVEN.   SO PAUL SAYS: “I PRESS ON”…..EACH DAY WE TRY TO LIVE A LIFE THAT IS PLEASING TO GOD, NOT TO BECOME RIGHTEOUS.  NO, EACH DAY WE TRY TO LIVE A LIFE THAT IS PLEASING TO GOD BECAUSE IN JESUS CHRIST WE ARE ALREADY RIGHTEOUS.   
CONCLUSION:   WHY WAS JESUS SO IMPORTANT TO PAUL?  BECAUSE HE KNEW ABOUT THE TWO KINDS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS.  AND SO DO WE.  GOD DOES NOT ACCEPT OUR OWN RIGHTEOUSNESS.  WE ARE SINNERS.  GOD EXPECTS US TO BE PERFECT AND HOLY LIKE HIM AND WE ARE NOT.  AND BECAUSE OF THIS WE DESERVE ONLY HIS “PRESENT AND ETERNAL PUNISHMENT”.  BUT THANKS BE TO GOD!  IN HIS LOVE AND MERCY HE HAS GIVEN US THE PERFECT RIGHTEOUSNESS OF HIS SON, JESUS CHRIST!  WE ARE FORGIVEN!  WE ARE HOLY!  WE ARE SINLESS!  WE ARE RIGHTEOUS!  THIS IS THE GOSPEL.  AND IT HAS CHANGED US. AND BECAUSE IT HAS CHANGED US WE WANT TO LIVE FOR HIM; WE WANT TO BE WHAT GOD HAS MADE US IN HIS SON:  RIGHTEOUS.  AMEN.
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