THE RED LETTERS
(The Life and Words of Jesus)
Part 17
( 1995. John Creamer. All rights reserved.
I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· How do you like waiting in lines?
· Have you ever waited in a long line for several hours?
· Have you ever waited a long time in a long line only to discover when you got to the clerk at the window you had been standing in the wrong line? Or...that since you did not have everything you needed to get what you wanted you must return later and get back in line?
State governments have a system of automobile taxation linked to the registration and licensing of the vehicles. Many adults don’t quite understand the system for their first 15-20 years of vehicle ownership, but eventually the process begins to soak in. Because of the confusion surrounding the process, however, an interesting phenomenon surfaces among the citizenry; procrastination. The percentage of procrastinators is so high that many states have instituted a staggered system of deadlines of last days to pay without fines or penalties or both. The procrastinators are severely punished for their ‘sin’ by being forced to wait in seemingly endless lines for several hours. Everyone’s fear is to have the clerk at the window inform them something they needed to settle this debt with the government is missing...that several hours spent in sheer boredom have been sacrificed in vain! 
· Suppose there was a similar line at the end of this life for those who procrastinated about their spiritual preparedness?
· Imagine the thoughts of the people in line... 
“I don’t suppose He will let me go back and take care of that...” or
“I wish I could remember what it was I was supposed to say when I get to the window...”
· Do you suppose there will be some who find out too late they have not fulfilled the necessary requirements? 
· What will they do? 
· What do people think will be needed? 
SCRIPTURE:
(Matthew 5:20 NIV)  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.
· What did Jesus say was needed to enter the kingdom of God in verse 20? (Righteousness greater than that of the Pharisees and teachers of the law.) 

· Jesus implies...actually states... a great deal about the Pharisees and teachers of the law as well as everyone else in verse 20. What does He imply about the Pharisees? (Their righteousness was insufficient to provide them entrance into the kingdom of heaven.)

· How did the Pharisees and teachers of the law measure their righteousness? (By how well they ‘kept’ their Jewish law.)

· How good were the Pharisees and teachers of the law at ‘keeping their law’? (No one could keep the law better than a Pharisee or teacher of the law.)

· How many people at that time were thought to be more ‘righteous’ than the Pharisees?

· What, then, does this imply...actually state...about everyone? (No one can earn enough righteousness by keeping the law to enter the kingdom of heaven.)

It is difficult for us to comprehend how earth-shattering Jesus’ words were to His audience the day He spoke them. Why were His statements so radical to these people? 

First of all, the Pharisees had convinced themselves (and everyone else) that because of their righteousness earned by expertly keeping the law, they would be the only ones to enter heaven...or would at the least be the first in line. Jesus had the ‘nerve’ to say to the Pharisees, teachers of the law, and everyone else listening, that it would take more than these ‘experts’ had to make it! In others words...if they couldn’t make it...who could?

This would have been more than enough to make everyone shake in their tunic, but Jesus wasn’t through yet! He delivered the second blow to the crowd throughout the next 27 verses by raising the difficulty level of several laws, making them seemingly impossible to keep! It is as if He was saying, “These (Pharisees and Teachers of the Law) guys think they are something special just because they can keep the law! Wait ‘til I tell them their standards have been too low and should be raised a few notches...then we’ll see how good these guys really are!”

Our task in this lesson and the next is to investigate Jesus’ two main points: 

1) (In this lesson) How much righteousness earned by keeping the law (today’s vernacular...‘being a good person’) will it take to enter heaven?

2) (In Redletters 18) The standards in the law are too low anyway...and need raising!

How much righteousness earned through working hard to be a good person will a person need to enter the kingdom of heaven? The hint lies in the following riddle: How much gasoline does it take to drive a deisel truck 100 miles?

(Galatians 2:16-21 NKJV)  "knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified. {17} "But if, while we seek to be justified by Christ, we ourselves also are found sinners, is Christ therefore a minister of sin? Certainly not! {18} "For if I build again those things which I destroyed, I make myself a transgressor. {19} "For I through the law died to the law that I might live to God. {20} "I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. {21} "I do not set aside the grace of God; for if righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain."

· The Pharisees had become experts in keeping the law (‘legalists’) and established the keeping of such law (‘legalism’) as the standard for righteousness; what problem do you see in verse 16 for this Pharisaical methodology of achieving righteousness? (No one can be justified...become righteous...by being a good person.)

· This was bad news for the Pharisees and good news for the not-so-religious people of Jesus’ day. What about people today...are there some who expect to enter the kingdom of heaven because they have always tried to ‘be a good person’? 

· On the basis of verse 16, being good enough will not do; what will?

Note: Many people ‘feel’ they couldn’t be righteous, because after their justification through faith in Christ, they still sinned. Perhaps they feel their salvation was bogus, that they have become one of those dreaded hypocrites, or that by association with Christ, their sin has made him a minister of sin rather than a Savior from sin!
Galatians 2:17 has good news for these people...
 "But if, while we seek to be justified by Christ, we ourselves also are found sinners, is Christ therefore a minister of sin? Certainly not!
the essence of what Paul said in verses 15-21 is that under the old system of being righteous by keeping the law, it would be logical for a person to feel guilt or doubt their salvation if they sinned, but if we ‘have been crucified with Christ’ we can live by faith (really and truly believe) that God’s Son, who loved me, gave himself for me! Guilt need never take up residence in our hearts and minds when we understand this, repent of our sins and allow God to cleanse us through our faith in His Son’s death for those sins.

· According to verse 21, if we try to achieve righteousness by being a good person, what comment do we make about Jesus Christ’s death on the cross?

(Galatians 3:2-3 NKJV)  This only I want to learn from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith? {3} Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by the flesh?

· Paul reminded the churches in Galatia in Galatians 2:16-21 (above) about a fact they knew well...that a person is justified (made righteous) through faith in Jesus Christ, not by being good enough. In these verses, Paul is saying “If you know this is true, how can you be foolish enough to revert to a system of ‘achieving perfection by trying to be perfect’?”

· The question for us is: Even after we understand salvation comes through faith, not by ‘being a good person’, do we get caught up in trying to be more spiritual by ‘being a good person’?

· Suppose we did; what message would we send to the person looking to us for the way to salvation?

(Galatians 3:5 NKJV)  Therefore He who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you, does He do it by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?;

· Often, we think salvation is the only aspect of our spiritual lives that is mistakenly linked to being a good person; what does this verse say is another area of confusion? (Linking His miracles to our performance, re: That God only blesses those who are deserving and who have been good, never believing God would ever perform any miracles in our lives because we haven’t been good enough.)

· That is the mistaken theology; what is the correct view in verse 5 about why He supplies His Spirit and works miracles among us? (Because we trust Him, not because we are deserving.)

(Galatians 3:10-13 NKJV)  For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse; for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who does not continue in all things which are written in the book of the law, to do them." {11} But that no one is justified by the law in the sight of God is evident, for "the just shall live by faith." {12} Yet the law is not of faith, but "the man who does them shall live by them." {13} Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree"),

· Let’s suppose there is still someone who says, “I don’t believe in all this ‘salvation through faith in Jesus’ stuff! I think if a person tries to live a good life, they will make it!” According to verse 10, this person ‘is of the works of the law’. How is this person who tries to be righteous by being a good person described in the rest of verse 10? (‘under the curse’ if they do not continue in all things which are written in the book of the law, i.e., if they ‘mess up’ just once, they are no longer justified.)

What does the phrase in Galatians 3:10, ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue in all things which are written in the book of the law, to do them’ mean?
(James 2:10 NASB)  For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.

· The ‘Three strikes and you’re out’ philosophy of convicting lawbreakers was recently coined and adopted by our legislative, judicial and executive branches of government. According to this verse, what is God’s philosophy of how many times you are allowed to ‘mess up’ before you forfeit your righteousness?

The bad news: you mess up just once and you are completely guilty. 

The good news is in the verses below.

(Romans 7:21-25 NRSV)  So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. {22} For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, {23} but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. {24} Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? {25} Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the law of sin.

(Romans 8:1-3 NRSV)  There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. {2} For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. {3} For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,

· Have you ever felt guilty because you tried over and over to be a good person, and failed? Then take heart; you are not alone! This is Paul, writing to the church in Rome; can you identify with Paul’s assessment of himself in verses 21-24?

· Anyone in their right mind would cry out for an answer to this dilemma as Paul did in verse 24. But Paul had learned there was an answer! What does he say in 7:25-8:3?

· In verses 1-3, what did Paul say God has done that we could not do? (He ended guilt and condemnation for all who are in Christ. By trusting that Jesus died for our sins, we need never condemn ourselves through our guilt from our inability to be perfect; Jesus set us free from that!)

WHAT IS THE BOTTOM LINE?
· Humanly speaking, the Pharisees and teachers of the law were as free from committing wrongdoing as anyone who has ever lived...perhaps even more than you and I. 

· (Jesus said)  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.

· If anyone hopes to enter heaven by being a good person, they are in deep trouble.

· (Paul said) "knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified.

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
II. TABLE TIME.

QUESTION: Did you ever have a tutor or take any kind of lessons? What was the purpose of the lessons? 
SCRIPTURE:
(Galatians 3:21-25 NKJV)  Is the law then against the promises of God? Certainly not! For if there had been a law given which could have given life, truly righteousness would have been by the law. {22} But the Scripture has confined all under sin, that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. {23} But before faith came, we were kept under guard by the law, kept for the faith which would afterward be revealed. {24} Therefore the law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith. {25} But after faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor.

· According to verse 21, is there any law we can keep or deed good enough to provide us life or righteousness?

· What good thing does the law do for us according to verse 24? (The law serves the role of a tutor in our lives, to help us learn that we can only be justified by faith, not by good works. That is, when we realize we can’t keep the law...be good enough to achieve righteousness...we become aware of the need to be justified through faith in Jesus Christ.)

· After we are justified through faith in Jesus Christ, how does verse 25 say we are to relate to the law? (We are no longer under a tutor. The NIV says, “...no longer under the supervision of the law...”)

· What are the implications to you personally that when we are justified...made right with God...through faith, the law no longer supervises or tutors us?

· Does your inability to be the kind of person you would like to be; 

· Make you really feel guilty to the extent you feel like quitting spiritually because you don’t want to be a hypocrite...or...

· Make you thankful that your inability is called sin, that Jesus died for that sin, and that by trusting in Him as your Savior from that sin means you are made perfect in God’s eyes!?!?

(Romans 3:20-26 NKJV)  Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin. {21} But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, {22} even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; {23} for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, {24} being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, {25} whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously committed, {26} to demonstrate at the present time His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.

· Once again we see the limits God places on achieving righteousness through being good enough... keeping the law. According to verse 20, how many good deeds will it take to be justified in God’s sight?

· Many of us struggle with unresolved guilt because we try to be good...but fail; over, and over and over again, but according to verse 23, how many fall short of God’s standard of righteousness?

· According to verses 21, 22 and 24-26, how can the righteousness of God be achieved? (Through faith in Jesus Christ.)

(Romans 3:27-31 NKJV)  Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? Of works? No, but by the law of faith. {28} Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law. {29} Or is He the God of the Jews only? Is He not also the God of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also, {30} since there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith. {31} Do we then make void the law through faith? Certainly not! On the contrary, we establish the law.

(Romans 4:1-8 NKJV)  What then shall we say that Abraham our father has found according to the flesh? {2} For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. {3} For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness." {4} Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt. {5} But to him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness, {6} just as David also describes the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes righteousness apart from works: {7} "Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, And whose sins are covered; {8} Blessed is the man to whom the LORD shall not impute sin."
· According to verse 28, how does observing the law... ‘being a good person’ relate to a person being made right with God? (The two are ‘apart from each other’...being a good person does not lead to righteousness.)

· According to verse 31, does our justification by faith mean that ‘being a good person’...(today’s equivalent of keeping the law) is no longer a valid aspiration for us? (No!)

· What does it mean? (We can’t achieve righteousness through being good, but once we achieve God’s righteousness through faith, being good is the by-product of that righteousness.)

· According to verses 3:27 and 4:2, what does justification through faith in Jesus Christ prevent someone from doing? (Bragging about what a good person they are.)

· Do you know any Christians who are border-line braggarts about their ‘good lifestyle’, thinking God loves and blesses them more than normal because they are such good Christians?

· As if it needs repeating...what is the conclusion in verse 28?

· Even though we are justified through faith rather than through being good enough, what does verse 31 say to us about the law...being good? (Faith does not do away with the need for a good life; in fact, it establishes the need for a good life.)

· Why do you think Paul chose David to contrast the righteousness that comes through faith to trying to be right with God through never sinning or breaking any of God’s laws? (If anyone was ever guilty and deserving of God’s wrath it would be David because of his committing adultery and murder. Conversely, this is why is David the perfect one in Scripture to demonstrate God’s righteousness.)

(Ephesians 2:8-10 NRSV)  For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God-- {9} not the result of works, so that no one may boast. {10} For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

· What do verses 8 and 9 say is not the cause of salvation?

· What does verse 8 say is the means of salvation? (Faith...not any good thing we have done.)

· What does verse 10 tell us we are made to do after we are saved? (Good works.)

· What do these verses and Romans 3:31 (above) tell us? (Good works will never lead us to salvation...only faith will do that...but once we achieve salvation through faith, good works should be our way of life.)

BOTTOM LINE:
· Have you mistakenly tried to ‘earn’ God’s favor, His Spirit, His salvation and His miracles by being a good person instead of simply placing your trust in Jesus as your Savior from your sin and the Lord of your life?

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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