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The story is told of a man who was on his way to attend a fancy dress ball one Sunday evening. He was wearing a red suit with a tail and a skin tight mask with horns. He was trying to look like Satan, but as he hurried along, he was caught in a sudden rainstorm, so he sought shelter in a church where the service was just ending. But when he ran into the building, he shocked the members, who thought he was the real thing. A flash of lightning and a clap of thunder added to the illusion. 

The congregation panicked and rushed for the rear exits. The intruder thought the church had been struck with lightning and was on fire, so he raced after them. Everyone got out except one elderly lady. Turning in fear, she stretched out her hands and pleaded for mercy, “Oh devil, please don’t hurt me. I know I’ve been a member of this church for 30 years, but I’ve really been on your side all the time!”

Last week, Paul had a long hard look at the Gentiles, at us, at the non Jews and said the wrath of God is against them because they have swapped their worship of the Creator to the worship of the creation. They are not ignorant, for God clearly has displayed his eternal power and his divine nature in his world and yet they have still turned their back on Him and done their own thing.

Then in the early part of chapter 2, he turns to the moralisers and says, “but don’t think you are any better, for when you condemn others, you bring judgement on yourself, as well.” And now Paul turns to the Jew, the religious man and puts the spotlight on them. They may have been a member of the synagogue for 30 years, they may have been at worship regularly but are they really on God’s side or are have they been opposed to Him? Could they too be on the devil’s side despite their worship?

And so Paul will ask the Jew a question, “Is the Jew any better. Now if you are like me and not a Jew by birth, you may think this is the time you can mentally switch off. Please don’t! Because for us today, one application could be that we switch the word Jew, with the word Church goer. Is the Church goer any better off? Has the Church goer any advantage? And when we do that, we will hear these truths hitting home to our own hearts as well. So…
1. Is the Jew any better? For the Jew knew that the Gentile was in deep trouble. But their father was Abraham. They had been given the law through Moses. They had been circumcised, set apart as God’s holy people. They had over 1500 years of history  an incredible spiritual legacy, that made them different to the Gentiles, didn’t it? 
Well no, says the Apostle Paul, who we might point out was a Jew Himself.  You may have the law, you may be a teacher of that law, a guide for the blind, a light for those in darkness. But if you don’t practice what you preach, if you do nothing more than hear the law and never obey the law, then you dishonour the law by breaking it. In fact you do more than that you blaspheme God’s name amongst the Gentiles. You profane the name of God by your disobedience.

Ah says the Jew but not only do we have the law, but we have circumcision. We have God’s sign of his presence among us. We have been obedient in that we have always circumcised every male that has been born within our family. That makes us different to everyone else. That sets us apart as something special.
No says Paul, circumcision doesn’t work that way. Circumcision is an outward pointer to an inward reality. It’s a physical mark that points to a spiritual quality. And so Paul puts it this way.
Circumcision - obedience = uncircumcision





Uncircumcision + obedience = circumcision
  (Repeat)

So the ultimate sign, the bona fide evidence of membership of God’s people is neither circumcision nor the provision of the law but the obedience which both circumcision and the law point to and demand. And quite simply no one Jew or Gentile has been obedient. All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Both Jew and Gentile are failures to be perfectly obedient to the law that God has either placed in their heart or in their hand. Yes, human beings are comfortable with what is outward, visible, material and superficial. But what matters to God is a deep, inward secret work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.

But as I alluded to a little earlier, the same thing could be said to the Church goer, as was said to the Jew. Don’t we have God’s word? Don’t we go to Church each week? Didn’t we bring our kids to Sunday School? Didn’t we have them baptised? Don’t I take communion every quarter? Isn’t the Presbyterian Church a true Church with a wonderful spiritual legacy?

Well yes, we do have these things. But the real Christian, like the real Jew is one inwardly, not outwardly. The true baptism is a matter of the heart, not a matter of sprinkling water. The Bible read is one thing, but is the Bible really being obeyed? We come to worship God physically but does this worship actually reach our spirit?

So is the Jew any better? Is the Church goer any better? No, we are as guilty as the Gentile, as the pagan, as the non Christian. 

So is 2. There any advantage in being a Jew, any advantage being a Christian?

Well a matter of fact there is, yes. Chapter 3:2 says much in every way. The Jew has been entrusted with the very words of God. They have been given the truth of God’s word. They have seen at close hand God’s faithfulness, his righteousness, his just judgement, his holiness, his love, his grace, his mercy. They have received so much. But there is a truth in Scripture which states that the more you have been given, the more that is required of you.

Likewise is there any advantage in being a Church goer? Yes, much in every way. We have been entrusted with the very words of God. We have been given the truth of God’s word. We have seen at close hand God’s faithfulness, his righteousness, his just judgement, his holiness, his love, his grace, his mercy. We have received so, so much. And so that same truth in Scripture hits us, the more we have been given, the more that is required of us.

And we can’t say, just because I haven’t been faithful that it is God’s fault. That’s like me being caught for speeding by the police and saying, the speed limit is too low, or that the police should catch the others who were going faster, or that it was the kids fault in egging me on in the back, or that I should be let off because I was running late for an appointment. I have been caught speeding, and there is no one else to blame but myself. But if I as a minister was caught speeding I would be even more guilty, because I’ve seen what speeding does in terms of road accidents, in terms of injuries in hospitals or death. I know more, which means I have even less excuse.

In Thomas Costain’s history, THE THREE EDWARDS, it described the life of Raynald III, a fourteenth-century duke in what is now Belgium. Grossly overweight, Raynald was commonly called by his Latin nickname, Crassus, which means "fat." After a violent quarrel, Raynald’s younger brother Edward led a successful revolt against him. Edward captured Raynald but did not kill him. Instead, he built a room around Raynald in the Nieuwkerk castle and promised him he could regain his title and property as soon as he was able to leave the room.


This would not have been difficult for most people since the room had several windows and a door of near-normal size, and none was locked or barred. The problem was Raynald’s size. To regain his freedom, he needed to lose weight. But Edward knew his older brother, and each day he sent a variety of delicious foods. Instead of dieting his way out of prison, Raynald grew fatter. 


When Duke Edward was accused of cruelty, he had a ready answer: "My brother is not a prisoner. He may leave whenever he so wills." Raynald stayed in that room for ten years and wasn’t released until after Edward died in battle. By then his health was so ruined he died within a year. . . a prisoner of his own appetite.

Paul is saying the same thing. The Jew, the Gentile, the Aussie are all a prisoner of our own appetites. We know the truth, we have the law with us, but we don’t want to obey God’s law. We might have been circumcised, baptised, regularly go to the Lord’s Supper, but we are still disobedient. And so our condemnation is deserved. 

Put simply, 3. We are all in the same boat together.

Chapter 3:9, in conclusion, “we have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles are all under sin.” And then what comes next is a stunningly, horrible portrait of what us human beings are all really like. In verses 10 -18, we read Paul’s perfectly focused picture of humanity - no mistakes, no exaggerations, he paints us as we really are. 

I was watching 60 minutes a while back and on it there was an interview with Rolf Harris and he had been invited by the Queen to paint her official portrait for her 80th birthday. And he commented that while he was doing his portrait of Her Majesty, the queen, he kept on wondering if she would like it, or not.

Well Paul, knows full well that we aren’t going to like his portrait! So do you notice how he does it? What he has to say is so controversial he doesn’t make the assessment up himself, he instead comes up with a number of quotes from the OT. He strings forth, in the words of one commentator, OT passages together like pearls on a string, in order to ram home his point that we are all under sin.

What are we like? Well there is no one who is righteous not even one. No one who understands, no one who seeks God. This is what the Psalms the song book of the OT states. The clear message from Ecclesiastes, from Isaiah, is that there is no exceptions. For 8 times in 3 verses we read the words, no one, not even one, no one , no one , all have, no one , not even one.

Sin affect our character, for no one is righteous. It affects our mind, for there is no one who understands. It affect our purpose in life, there is no one who seeks God. Sin touches our throats, it infects our tongues, it poisons our lips, it fills our mouths full of cursing, it forces our feet to be swift in doing evil. From head to feet, human beings are full of sin. We are helpless before its siren call. We are hopelessly in its grasp.

Why? What has caused this? Why is it that our condition is so messed up? Why are our conversations filled with decay and death? Why is our conduct so violent? The answer in large part is found in verse 18 where we read of yet one more body part tainted by sin: “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” We have become complacent towards God. We take our sin too lightly because we take God too lightly. 


And don’t think we can turn to the Law to be our Saviour. It is there according to verse 19 to silence us, to humble us, to take the words out of our mouth. It holds the whole world accountable to God. No-one, not even one of us, will be declared righteous by observing the law. Instead the law, the 10 commandments, the Bible, helps us to be conscious of our sin. Or as J B Philips translates it “It is by the straight edge of the law that we realise how crooked we are”
Now is Paul overstating his case here? Is Paul being too hard on our world? For lets be honest here, you won’t hear this diagnosis anywhere else, will we? Elsewhere we will hear, you are beautiful, wonderful, creative. That man is getting better and better. That if properly educated we can do almost anything. No, our world doesn’t agree with anything Paul says in this passage.

But even though we might squirm at the severity of what Paul says and we might question whether it is a fair description of human behaviour or not. Yet I want you to imagine, an impartial alien trying to piece together from human history, from newspapers, from family histories, from parliament and the law courts, a picture of what human nature is really like? Would it be so very different to this? Sure we might want to make an exception for ourselves, maybe for our closest family members, but really it’s not too far wrong. In fact God says its spot on.

Listen to what Archbishop Tutu has to say. “As I listened in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to the stories of perpetrators of human rights violations, I realised how each of us has this capacity for the most awful evil - all of us. None of us could predict that if we had been subjected to the same influences, the same conditioning, we would not have turned out as these perpetrators. This is not to condone or excuse what they did. It is to be filled more and more with the compassion of God, looking on and weeping that one of God’s beloved had come to such a sad pass. We have to say to ourselves with deep feeling, not with a cheap pietism, “there but for the grace of God go I.”
A few pages on he picks up this topic again. “This was the kind of testimony that made me realise that there is an awful depth of depravity to which we can all sink, that we do possess an extraordinary capacity for evil… There is no room for gloating or arrogant finger pointing. We have supplied God with enough evidence for Him to want to dispatch us all, to wipe the slate clean as He did before the Flood, to try and make a fresh start. It is important to note that those who were found guilty of abuses were quite ordinary folk. They did not grow horns on their foreheads or have tails hidden in their trousers. They look just like you and me.”
Wow, do you feel the force of that? This is God’s word speaking to you, to me, to us, to our world. We can’t side step it, we can’t avert our gaze, it is there for all to see. We are all in the same boat. As Paul will go on to say at the end of Romans 7 “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks to God - through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Doesn’t this teaching, show us that we are imprisoned in our sin, and point us to the jailor who is Christ who can unlock its door for us? Doesn’t it point us to the deadness of sin and point us to Jesus who alone can bring resurrection to our lives? Doesn’t it humble us and help us to reach out to God’s solution in Jesus Christ? Doesn’t it silence us and show us how accountable we are to God? And it doesn’t it make us want to reach out to the grace of God, that we find with Jesus Christ our Lord?

Friends there is an inscription cut into a stone wall at the University of Western Australia that simply says “Know Yourself”. Know Yourself. For this according to the university is the beginning of wisdom. So do you know yourself? Can you see yourself through God’s eyes? Are you aware that in the words of Isaiah the prophet, that even our best actions are like filthy rags?

What should be next to that simply inscription is another simply inscription, “Know God.” God has a solution to your sickness, an answer to your sin, a way out of your spiritual poverty, a way forward through your spiritual death. “Know God” God has the solution and it is all tied up with faith in Jesus, that’s what we are going to look at over the next few weeks. He is the way, the only way we can be cured of this disease.

So yes know yourself, but also lets together open up God’s word so that we can truly know God as well.



