The Essence of the Matter
Text: Romans 6:23
Readings: 
	Romans 6 

"For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." 
The writings of Paul are like great works of art. The more attention you pay to the detail in them, the more you see the riches of the profound teaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Like one of the great masters, the more you look at the detail, the more you stand in admiration and wonder at the greatness of that thing which he has created. And yet at the same time you can stand back, as it were, and even a man of the simplest level of appreciation can understand the message of it. And so, Paul, after having told us many great and profound things about union with Christ, now comes in this 23rd verse to a kind of summary of all that he has been saying. 
So even if you haven't understood all the details, yet he is saying here, again, I give you the essence of the matter. "For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." 
Now, I want to look at this today in the simplest of terms. And it seems to me that there are four things that are clearly indicated in this text and how important they are, though they are very simple. 
First of all then, we note the fact that there are two and only two religious systems. The one standing on the principle of wages and the other on the principle of grace, the great gift of God. Now that is something that the natural man does not understand. Because to him the whole religious scene is one of total confusion. "Why, just look, he says, at all the different religions and just look, he says at all the different division, even with the various religions. Just look at all the division in the Christian church, the Protestant Church, the Reformed Church, just look at all of the division." 
I well remember when I was doing missionary work in New England and meeting people from all walks of life and from all kinds of diverse religious backgrounds, that this was constantly brought up to me. How can we ever make any sense out of all this terrible confusion? I can still remember how startled and surprised these people often were when I said "No, it's not really like that at all because in actual fact in the whole wide world in terms of principle there are only two religions, no more and no less. I remember one time that I saw a display at the Federal Bureau of Investigation and they had a great table full of money and as you looked at the various ten dollar bills lying there on that table sealed under glass, it looked like a considerable variety. Some were worn, some looked new, some didn't look very well printed, some did, and yet on that table there were really only two kinds of money. Genuine and counterfeit. And that is the only really significant and important difference in that display by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 
And so it is with religion. There really are only two in terms of principle and you can see this if you go back to the very beginning of history because that is what God announced right after the fall of man. He came to our first parents and said "I will put enmity between you and the woman, (He is speaking to the serpent) and between your seed and her seed and all the way down through all the rest of the history of the human race as it is recorded in the Bible itself, you see only these two great divisions. You see it in Cain and Abel. You see it in the covenant people in the world. You see it even in covenant families, in Jacob and in Esau. All the way down through the whole history of the Bible and of mankind you have two and only two divisions. 
Now in Christ's day they had many different religions. Even within the nation of Israel you had many sects and divisions. You had the Pharisees and Sadducees and you had the Zealots and you had the Aseans and you had the Dead Sea Scroll community out there and you had all of these different variations and divisions and Christ paid no attention to them whatsoever. He said "Broad is the way that leads to destruction and many are they that walk therein, and narrow is the way that leads to life and few are they that find it". 
So on the authority of none other than Jesus Christ we see that there are two and only two religions. And that is what Paul has been teaching us right through this passage. You are either in Adam or you are in Jesus. There are no other possibilities but those. You are either a part of the one covenant, the covenant of creation, the covenant of law, the covenant of works, the covenant of Adam, or you are part of the other. The covenant of grace, the covenant of Christ, the covenant of faith and redemption through his precious blood and that means that the greatest of all issues confronting everyone of you here today is this, which of these is your religion? You can be born in the household of the faith and still be on the wrong side of that question. 
Now the second thing that you see here is the diametrical opposition between these two religions. They stand in total and complete contrast. The one with the other. One is operating on the basis of wages and you all know what wages are because you all work for wages. You go and you agree with your employer that you are going to do so much work and at the end of that time you are going to receive so much pay. And the whole basis of the thing is that you work and then you receive a just and due reward for your labour. And there is one religious system in this world, (there are many varieties within it,) but there is one basic religious system that operate on the basis of wages and there is another religious system in this world that operates on the basis of a free gift. Salvation is a free gift of God and it consists of eternal life. 
Now, here again, the natural man cannot understand this. And I saw this again just this past week out at the Alcoholic Rehabilitation Centre. I use slightly different words sometimes out there but I teach the same gospel that I try to teach to you and out there I was showing them, that there are these two great divisions and that everyone of them is either in the one, or the other and that if they are not in fellowship with Jesus Christ, they are on the road to destruction. Right away there was a very violent opposition. One or two began to speak up and I am sure they voiced the thoughts of many of the others. And they said "But what about the Buddhist who is doing the best he can to serve God according to the only life he knows and what about the Islamic person who knows nothing but the book of Koran, and he is doing his best he can to serve God according to the life that he knows. Surely God will accept these people even if they don't know Jesus Christ, if they do the best that they can". One thing, about going out there, these people may be alcoholics but they certainly do raise the great issue that brings one in confrontation with the terms of the gospel. 
Well, I said to them, "That may sound very logical to you, but first of all answer me just one question. If it is true that the Buddhist can get right with God, by doing the best that he can according to the life that he has, and if it is true that the Mohammedan can get right with God by doing the best that he can, with the life that he has, then why did God send Jesus down to this world to die on the cross?" And you know, it was really quite interesting to see how there was a total and complete silence, because nobody was able to answer that simple question. And that is the point of it all. Why did God send Jesus? - His well beloved and only begotten son down into this world, to suffer the terrible and cruel death of the cross? Well, the answer is quite simple. Because the wages of sin is death and there is no man that does good and sins not. And the whole thesis that Paul has been developing thus far in the book of Romans, is to demonstrate the very simple, but tremendously important fact, that there is no man who can expect anything but death, on the basis of wages, for the simple reason that all have sinned and come short of the glory of God. That is why God has devised this other method. Namely salvation, given unto sinners completely, totally and exclusively as a free gift. Now you would think that when people heard, that they would be only to happy to abandon the system of wages. You would think that. If the heart and mind of man operated logically, it would immediately abandon the system of wages and embrace the gospel of grace. But that is not the way it works. And that reason why it doesn't work, is because we don't like to admit that we are lost, and that we are helpless. There is something deep in the human heart that has a terrible aversion to falling into the dust and crying out to God for the free gift of His mercy. 
Now as Paul goes on through this letter, you are going to notice that he argues that these two religions are so in opposition with each other (antithetical) that you cannot ever, even mix them in the least degree. I am quoting from Romans 11. "If it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis off works otherwise grace is no longer grace." It is either got to be entirely, exclusively and completely a free gift of God, or barring that, there is no escape from it - it is the system of wages. 
Well now, every one of you here today is either one or the other. You are either operating on the basis of wages - down deep in your heart you are doing the best you can you hope that God will deal well with you - either, or you have come to know yourself as one who continually does wrong. You have come to reject yourself in abhorrence and fall on your knees to cry out to God for his mercy. Which is it? 
Now the third thing that our text teaches is that the destinies of these two religions are totally diverse. Because the wages of sin is death but the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. Now that is really a staggering thing if you really stop and thing about it. Do you ever stop and think about that? You see, the Bible teaches that there was a time when we all had everything in common. Everything. Now there are some hyper-calvinists that don't agree with that. They are called superlapsarians, and they say that the elect are elect and the reprobate are reprobate and never the twain shall meet. But that is not true and I can prove it. It is not true because God created all man in Adam. Now that is a fact. In Adam we once had all things in common. Everything. All of us. We once stood in a blessed and right relationship with God. Now that is a fact. It is also a fact that once upon a time we all sinned in him and fell with him and we were all under his wrath and judgment. Not just some men - all of us were. I can tell you this, I was saved from a real wrath of God, not an imaginary one. So the mystery of the human existence is this. We started with everything in common - everything and we end up with nothing in common whatsoever. People form the same family, sometimes even Christian parents like Isaac and Rebekah and in the end they have nothing in common whatsoever. One of them by the name of Jacob is in Heaven and another by the name of Esau is in Hell. And that is a tremendous and staggering fact when you put your mind to it. Now there are minor things in which we differ. A lot of differences between us intellectually and son on, but you know, none of those really count for anything in comparison with this. Everyone of us, is on one of these two roads, going to one of these diverse destinies, and it is only the person who has the free gifts, who will have eternal life in the end. 
Now the wonderful thing is, that at this point in time while it is the day of grace and while you are still alive, the transition can be made from one to the other. Every single person who has eternal life has made that transition because we all were by nature the children of wrath even as others. Such a man as Paul himself made that transition. You see, there was a time when he was a very zealous religious man. He thought he was on the right track and then one day, he woke up to the fact that he was on the system of wages. Paul, the Pharisee, was operating on the basis of a system of wages, and he came to the shocking realisation, that the end of that road was eternal damnation. Yes Sir. Even if you are of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, the end of that road is damnation. And so, he renounced himself and cried out in his desperation for the free gift of righteousness, which is found only in the Lord Jesus. 
And that bring us to the last point which is so tremendously important. Because our text says that the free gift of God which is eternal life, is found in Christ Jesus. 
Now it has often been remarked that this text is very similar to the last verse of chapter five, where we read, "that as sin reigned in death even so grace might reign through righteousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." And that is true. It is through Christ, his mediatorial work, through what he did, that we are justified. But if anything, our text goes through an even deeper and more foundational truth. And that is the fact that if we are to have eternal life, we have it in, which is to say, in union with, the Lord Jesus. 
Now here again, you see the abjective foundation of our salvation. It is quite true that the Bible says that you are to examine yourself before you come to the Lord's table. But what are you examining yourself for? Well, the Bible says you are examining yourself to see that Jesus Christ is in you, except you be reprobate. Now, what is that talking about, that Jesus Christ is in you? Well, it is talking about the Christ of history. The Christ of the Bible. And it means that you, and the Christ that actually did come to this world and do these things, that you are in relationship one to another, in such an intimate fashion that you are indissolubly joined together, and that means you are not looking for something in yourself, as an individual considered as a being, separated from all other things, it means that you are looking for yourself to be in union with Christ Jesus. You are not looking for anything in yourself as such, but you are looking to see if you are indeed related to this Jesus. Are you? Well, you are, if you have come with an empty hand, confessing your total and complete unworthiness, confessing before God and man that there is no way, that you could ever risk, for even one more moment, operating on the basis of wages and that your hope is built entirely upon the free gift of righteousness, through Jesus Christ your Lord. 
Now, some people find this very distasteful. The reason is they are spiritually dead and they don't want to look at themselves and see what they really are, and cry out to the Lord Jesus. But there are others who come, with tears in their eyes and they gratefully and gladly take it. Do you know why? Well, it is because the spirit of God has enlightened their understanding and they come to see that the grace of God is the most wonderful thing in the world. Just imagine, they say deep down in their heart, if God could count me to be righteous, looking at me and seeing Jesus Christ and his righteousness in me. 
Well, do you have this union with Christ? You see, that is the great thing about the sacraments. What are the sacraments? Well, they are the Christian faith put in focus. They are all of the details brought again into the sharpest focus on the central reality. And what is the central reality of the Lord's table? It is quite simply this. Union with Christ. I come here to acknowledge that my salvation is Jesus and on the basis of what He has done, received by me as a free gift, I can stand before the judgement seat of God knowing that He will receive me. 
I trust that you have abandoned the great false religion and that you have received the free gift of our God, and rejoice in it. 
Amen

