DONE! Part 2 of 4 

A series about the salvation Christ accomplished on the cross. 

Main point made in this talk: On the cross, Christ took my condemnation, and gave me his righteousness.
Main doctrine made vivid in this talk: justification.
Note to preacher: 

This is a series that is teaching some of the most important doctrines of the Christian faith. It is so important that people know and believe these doctrines. But we need to speak not just to their heads, but also to their hearts. It is so important that people have these doctrines deeply impressed upon their hearts so that it changes their lives. This surfaces the challenge you will face: how can you preach this in a way that people feel what you’re saying in their hearts rather than just registering it in their heads. Some important keys are as follows: 1) Use imagery, story and metaphor as much as possible. The way from the head to the heart is through the imagination. 2) Don’t overload too much information into the talk. Work on simplicity and a non-jarring flow of content. 3) Trust God to give you a deep revelation of these doctrines before you preach so that there will be an anointing on you as you teach. More is caught than can be taught. 4) Somewhere in your talk be as vulnerable as you can and tell how these truths have been impacting your life of late, or perhaps some struggles you’ve had that relate to the theme. Please, do not let them just encounter good doctrine, let them encounter a real human being who is a work in progress. 5) Give them tangible ways that this truth impacts upon their lives. 

Intro to the series and talk. 

Good Friday is coming, the day we remember the death of Christ. We’re doing a series on the theme of the cross in light of that. 

We’re calling the series ‘Done!’ because of something Christ said on the cross. Moments before Christ breathed his last on the cross, he cried out: ‘It is finished!’ The Greek word is ‘tetelestai’. It means ‘Done!’ or ‘Fully paid!’ The question is, what had Christ just done on that cross? We’re doing a 4 week long series called ‘DONE!’ as we answer that question. 

Religion says ‘do’. Jesus says ‘done’. One way of thinking about religion is a ladder. You’re always trying to climb up it through good deeds. At the top of the ladder is God’s love, God’s acceptance, God’s approval. The way to get there is to ‘do, do, do, do, do, do’ and also to avoid all the ‘don’ts’ (which making you slip down a rung or two each time). But as we will see later on, there are real problems with the ladder. 

By the way, this series is for people who believe in Jesus, as well as for those who don’t (or aren’t sure what they believe). John Stott once said, ‘The cross is the blazing fire at which our heart are set afire with God’s love, but we must stay close enough to it so that its sparks can keep on falling on us.’ If you’re a Christ-follower but some of the fire is gone, this series might just help re-ignite your passion for God.  And, If you are here today and you don’t yet believe in the message of the bible – you couldn’t have stumbled into a better series! This is the central message. If you want to know anything about this faith – this is what you want to know. It’s all of our prayers, that as you hear this message, you too would be set ablaze with God’s love. By the scandalous message you’re about to hear.

Today I have one major question I am trying to answer. I dare say it is the most important question in all the world. It is a question asked by Job, in the Bible, millennia ago: Job 9:2 ‘How can a man be in the right before God?’ Said another way, ‘How can we be acceptable to a Holy God when we’re guilty of compromise and corruption?’

First, let me talk about guilt. 

The text we’re going to look at today is in Romans 3. Let’s go there and please keep your finger there because we’re going to keep coming back to it. If you don’t have Bibles with you, don’t worry – we’ll place most of the passage on the screens.

19 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in God's sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of our sin. 

And verse 23: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.

This verse reminds us that before a Holy God we’re all guilty. One day we will stand before God on Judgment Day and ‘every mouth will be silenced’ as God holds us accountable for the way we have lived our lives. On that day, this verse says, ‘no one will be declared righteous’. This Scripture uses court of law language – we stand before a Judge who bangs his hammer and say, ‘Guilty! Guilty!’ Scary. 

There are two main ways that people tend to deal with guilt nowadays:

· Relativists tend to deny their guilt. The easiest way to deny it is to refuse to believe that God, if there is a God, is a holy God who is concerned about the way we live our lives. We refuse to believe that there is even a day called Judgment Day. We refuse to believe that there really is some kind of absolute wrong or right by which God would measure us. And this is an exceedingly popular way to deal with guilt. 

Might I be a little naughty and suggest that even self-proclaimed relativists aren’t really relativists. To a person who says, ‘I don’t believe in absolute wrong and right. I believe everything is relative.’ I normally say, ‘If this is what you believe, let me ask you a question: ‘Is there anyone in the world right now who is doing something you think they should stop doing immediately?’’ The answer is no doubt yes. Which means that – deep down inside – you do believe there is some standard of wrong or right that applies to everyone. So who gets to ultimately set the bar? You? Or is it possible someone infinitely wiser would have a better perspective?

The verse we read says that ‘all have sinned and have fallen short of God’s glory.’ What does that mean? It means that from God’s infinitely wiser perspective, none of us have made the cut. Scripture tells us that God is light and he created us to live in the light (1 John 1:7). What does it mean that God is in the light? This is a powerful metaphor that highlights several things about him. It tells us that he is a good God, and that all his motivations are pure. He is a holy God, and he hates sin. He will not tolerate evil and rebellion in his universe. He is radiant and beautiful, full of glory and wonder. He is a self-revealing God (not a God who lives in duplicitous shadows) who has plainly revealed who he is to us through Jesus and the Scriptures. He is a joyful God, with joy radiating from him, like sunrays from the sun. To live in the light means that we acknowledge who he is, that we worship him for who he is, that we live compatibly with who he is, and that we live our entire lives in his presence and before his sight. 

And yet, none of us have done this, have we? We’ve all done things that God didn’t want us. (That’s sins of commission). We’ve all not done things God did want us to do. (That’s sins of omission). We’ve all embraced beliefs and attitudes that God didn’t want us to. We’ve all said things that God didn’t want us to. We’ve all failed to love like we were meant to. We’ve all put lesser things ahead of God. And just because people around us have also sinned in innumerable ways doesn’t make us less guilty. That’s because God doesn’t look at us in comparison to each other, but rather in comparison to his own nature, his own perfect love, his own uncorrupted holiness, his own standard of righteousness. God made us to be like himself, but we have failed to do the very thing we were created to do: reflect him into this world. 

Judgment Day is coming. No one gets away with anything in God’s universe. The video of our lives will be replayed. All we’ve said, all we’ve done, all we’ve thought – and all we failed to say, do and believe – will be evaluated by God himself! Because we’re all sinners, all of us will stand before God ‘guilty’ one day. And that’s the ultimate reality.

· There’s a second way we try deal with our guilt. Moralists tend to try atone for their guilt. Many people are ready to admit that they are guilty. Though we might suppress our own consciences, deep down inside we know we are corrupted and compromised. Proverbs 20:27 says, ‘The Lord gave us a mind and a conscience. We cannot hide from ourselves’ (Interestingly, many psychiatrists and psychologists say that guilt is the most common problem they try help people through. Psychologist Fred Perls said, ‘I could cure most psychological problems if I could just get my clients to not feel so guilty.’) What moralists tend to do is say, ‘I have done some wrong things. I will now try remove the guilt of doing all those wrong things by trying to be a better person and by doing many good things.’ Tiger Woods at the beginning of 2010 publicly apologized for his repeated adultery. He revealed that when he used to sin in that way that he did so as a relativist who had denied his guilt. He said, ‘At that time I had so much fame and success, I felt entitled to the temptations. I felt I could have whatever I wanted. I felt the rules didn’t apply to me.’ But, once caught, he swung round to being a moralist who would try atone for his guilt. His words were precisely this: ‘I was wrong. I am sorry. I have a lot to atone for. As my wife Elin has reminded me, my apology cannot be spoken. It must come in the form of new behaviour.’ Listen to his words: ‘I have a lot to atone for.’ At one point in his speech, he even suggested that he would return to his Buddhist roots and try again to live by those core values. Now I commend Tiger for trying to be a better person. But Tiger has to realize that he faces one profound problem: good deeds and religious endeavour don’t make bad deeds non-exist. Once we have done wrong, we have done wrong. A person who says, ‘When I am finally a good person I will then not feel bad about my sin anymore,’ is setting themselves up for disappointment. We might feel better about ourselves but the record of our wrong still stands in the courts of heaven. As an example, just because I drive well most of the time doesn’t mean that I am not guilty of whatever traffic offences I have committed. If I were to argue, ‘but I kept within the speed limit the whole of last month,’ the traffic officer would simply say, ‘but you sped on such and such a date’ and I would be guilty. Good deeds don’t make bad deeds non-exist. 

So what can we do about the condemnation we’ll experience on Judgment Day? The answer: there is nothing we can do. Nothing – absolutely nothing. 

But there is something God has done: ‘On the cross, Christ took my condemnation, and gave me his righteousness.’ Theologians have a big word to describe this grand aspect of salvation: justification. Justification is the way, on the cross, Christ took my condemnation, and gave me his righteousness.

Let me talk about justification now. 

Romans 3:

21 But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

Notice that: 

· ‘A righteousness (could also be translated ‘justification’) of God has been made known’.

· This ‘righteousness is given’.

· All are ‘justified freely by his grace’ even though we have ‘sinned and have fallen short of God’s glory’. 

But notice how this justification for us was achieved by God… 

Romans 3:

25 God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood…

Wow! Our justification was achieved by God through ‘presenting Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of blood’. But what happened on the cross that this is so? To answer that let me quote another verse:

2 Cor 5:21

For our sake God made him (Christ) who knew no sin to be sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

Martin Luther called this ‘the great exchange.’ Let me explain this truth using an illustration: (which the preacher is to enact)
I need two volunteers. One volunteer (volunteer 1) is given a big towel to hang over their neck - it is covered with dried stains and dirt – the other volunteer (volunteer 2) is given a clean towel.

Volunteer 1 represents me. That towel represents my sin. Sin weighs me down with its guilt before a Holy God. My sin makes me totally unacceptable before God. 

Volunteer 2 represents Christ. He is totally righteous. Christ is perfect and without sin. The towel represents his righteousness before his Holy Father. His righteousness makes him totally accepted by God. 

Now this is what happened on the cross – Christ took my sin upon himself and gave me his righteousness. (Get the volunteers to swap towels). Martin Luther calls this ‘the great exchange’: as Christ’s righteousness is transferred from Christ to me, and my sin is transferred from me to Christ. Notice now that I have no righteousness but Christ’s. And Christ has no sin but mine. Amazingly, that is what happened on the cross! 

On the cross, Christ took my sin and condemnation upon himself. It is true that man has sinned. But it is also true that God has suffered. The death sentence that I was facing was embraced by Christ who died in my place. And now my sin and guilt is atoned for. Isaiah 53 puts it like this: ‘the punishment that brought us peace was upon him.’ On that cross, Christ had no sin – but my sin, and your sin. 

But notice that on the cross, Christ not only took my condemnation; he gave me something in its place. He gave me his righteousness. Not only did he take away my guilt and condemnation before God, but he gave me his own righteousness and total acceptance before God. Now I can say I have no righteousness but Christ’s own righteousness. That is justification. And that is also the answer to Job’s question, ‘How can a man be made right before God?’ 

To understand justification a little more, let me tell you what justification is not. 

1) It is not just a change of your past. Part of justification means that our past sins have been forgiven. Amazingly, we get a new past. But, nonetheless, justification is not a change in your past, as much as it is a change of your future. One day when we stand before God on Judgment Day we can be absolutely sure that we will experience no condemnation, rejection or being banished from God’s sight regardless of what we have done. On that day the words God will speak over us will be ‘Righteous! As righteous as my Son!’ To be justified now is to be guaranteed that we will be justified then! Amazingly, Christ assumed the condemnation and punishment we deserved so that he can declare us righteous on that day. That is why the Christian can say ‘there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus!’ (Rom 8:1).  

2) It is not something that happens in your heart. When you trust in Christ, salvation happens. Some aspects of salvation happen in your heart, but others happen in heaven. Justification happens in heaven. It is not something that you feel happen inside of you. It is a change of status before the Father. It is not a change that happens in you as much as it is a change that happens in God. He now sees you in a new way. Before he looked at you and saw your sin covering you – and the fact that he is pure, honest and holy, meant that he had to say about you ‘Corrupt and condemned.’ Now he looks at you and sees his Son’s righteousness covering you – and he says about you, ‘Forgiven and accepted’. Now, it would be pointless to say one day, ‘Today, I feel justified’ or ‘Today, I don’t feel justified.’ It doesn’t matter what you feel. What matters is what God feels – and we’re told that if we are in Christ then God looks at you and sees you as righteous in his sight. His total acceptance flows toward you. Wow. Let me give you an analogy. If your passport says you’re South African, it doesn’t matter if you don’t feel very South African does it? Whether you feel like one or not doesn’t change the fact that you are one! In the same way, if God sees you as justified, then you’re justified.

3) It is not the same as personal holiness. It is true that God wants to change us and make us more like Jesus once we trust in him. But justification is something totally different to personal holiness. Once you’re in Christ – any sins you commit will not make you less justified, and any good deeds you do will not make you more justified. You are totally accepted by God not on the basis of what you do, but on the basis of what Jesus has done. Your current level of holiness does not change how much God accepts and loves you. You’ll never be more loved, accepted and justified than the day you first believed. 

Let me address two points of confusion that might arise in light of our justification: 

1) Someone may say, ‘Oh great – does that mean I can sin as much as I want if I’m a Christian? God will accept me no matter what. Yeah. Let’s sin.’ I answer: ‘When a Christian refuses to turn from sin in their life this does not damage their acceptance by God, but it does damage their intimacy with God, and it does damage the unfolding of God’s plan for their life.’ Some Christians in this room walk closer to God than others, and some Christians walk more obediently in God’s plan for their lives, but no Christians are more loved and accepted by God than others. So there are still some very serious consequences to our sin, but loss of God’s acceptance is not one of them.

2) Some teachers nowadays say, ‘If we’ve already been forgiven for all our sin, then we don’t need to ask God to forgive us when we sin. The moment we sin, we can just assume its already forgiven.’ But Christ, in the Lord’s prayer, taught us to pray, ‘forgive us our trespasses’. And John the apostle told us (in 1 John 1:9) that when we sin as Christians that we need to confess our sins in order to experience cleansing and forgiveness. So these teachers are wrong. To be justified means that our sins will not lead us into condemnation. But our sins can still damage our closeness to God. When we ask God to forgive us, we’re not asking God to accept us (which he already does on the basis of Christ’s sacrifice), we’re asking God to remove this barrier to experiential closeness with him that has been built up through our sin, something he is eager to do. 

Next question: how is justification received? 

Romans 3 tells us the answer: 

Verse 22: This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.

Verse 24: All are justified freely by his grace.

Verse 25: God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood—to be received by faith.
Justification is by grace alone and through faith alone. Grace means that there is nothing we do to deserve it. It is a gift of God. Justification results from God’s action and initiative not our action or initiative. 

And how do we receive this gift? ‘By sheer faith’. Listen to how JC Ryle, over a century ago, so vividly describes this faith: ‘Faith is but laying hold of a Saviour’s hand. It is receiving a doctor’s medicine. It brings with it nothing to Christ but a sinful heart. It gives nothing, contributes nothing, pays nothing, performs nothing. It only receives, takes, accepts, grasps, and embraces the glorious gift of justification which Christ bestows.’

At this point let me suggest one reason that some people in this room may resist this gift of salvation: you don’t like the idea of a way of relating to God where you have nothing to boast about at all. 

Listen to Romans 3:27. After speaking about a person receiving the gift of righteousness it asks, ‘Where, then, is boasting?’ And it answers: ‘It is excluded.’ In others words, you have nothing to boast about at all! 

All religion outside the way of Christ is spelt ‘do’. It can be summed up like this: ‘If I do good then God will accept me.’ This only leads to self-inflating pride (when we feel like we’re doing well) or self-loathing (when we realize we can’t keep the standards we’re trying to reach). But the way of Christ is spelt ‘done!’ It can be summed up like this: ‘When I realize that God accepts me in Christ, even though I have done so much bad, then I want to do good.’ This is the power of a deep humble joy that melts the heart. 

Let me provide an illustration. A guy in our church, Nick Gibson, swam from Robben Island to Cape Town several times. And he’s very cool because of it! Now imagine I were to want to impress everyone with my swimming ability, and one day I tried to swim from Robben Island to Milnerton beach. Now imagine about a few minutes in, I start to sink. And a rescue boat from NSRI rescues me and drops me off at Milnerton beach. Imagine I were to put my hands in the air upon arrival and I were to say, ‘Look how amazing I am! I did it! I swam the distance!’ You would say, ‘Shut up. You cannot boast. You should be full of gratitude not pride. You were rescued!’ That is a picture of justification by grace. We’re made acceptable to God not by our good works, but by Christ’s amazing rescue on the cross!  You see – that’s why a Christian is not someone who can ever look down upon anyone else as though they’re better than anyone else. And a Christian is not someone who should ever feel proud about their own goodness. Rather a Christian is someone who – as they understand more and more that they’re a sinner made righteous by grace – experiences deep, humble joy. A Christian doesn’t approach God saying, ‘I have obeyed you. Now accept me.’ But rather a Christian approaches God saying, ‘I haven’t obeyed you. Yet you have accepted me nonetheless. Now, with a heart melted by your grace, I want to obey you.’ 

In these last minutes let me ask a question of God, and then a question of you. 

Firstly, a question of God: ‘Why did you justify me?’ The answer comes in Romans 5: 

8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 … we have now been justified by his blood…
We see that Christ took our condemnation and gave us his righteousness 

because he loved us. Let me give one last illustration. Suppose you are found guilty of a crime. You are in a courtroom in front of the judge, and he sentences you to death for a crime. His sentence is just. You are guilty, and the punishment for your crime is death. But suppose that judge is your father. He knows the law; he knows that your crime demands a death. But he knows love; he knows that he loves you too much to let you die. So in a wonderful act of love, he stands and removes his robe and stands by your side and says, ‘I’m going to die in your place.’ That is what God did for you. The wages of sin is death. Heaven’s justice demands a death for your sin. Heaven’s love, however, can’t bear to see you die. So here is what God did. He stood and removed his heavenly robes. He came to earth to tell us he would die for us. He would be our Saviour. And that is what he did. Wow!

Now a question of you: Have you yet received his act of love? 

All have sinned before God and all are guilty before God. That includes the person on your left, and the person on your right – and the person in the middle of them. And there are three things you can do with your guilt:

1) You can deny your guilt like a relativist (which doesn’t make our guilt before God any less real), or

2) You can try atone for your guilt through good deeds. This is the way of religion, the way of the ladder. But religion is flawed as we have showed. Besides no amount of good deeds make bad deeds disappear.

3) You can let Christ lovingly atone for your sins for you by faith. 

One day you will stand before God face to face. And you will give account of your life. The question Job asked (‘How can a man be in the right before God?’) will turn out to be your life’s most important question. And on that day – either you will be condemned or justified, depending on what you have done with Christ. 

If you have trusted in what Christ did on the cross already, then I am sure that this talk has filled you with even deeper humble joy! And no doubt your heart, freshly melted, cries out, ‘God now I want to obey you not because I’m trying to earn your acceptance, but because you accept me already.’

However, if you haven’t yet trusted in Christ then I hope this talk has caused you to reconsider. Friend, why not trust in Christ now? 

