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“The Knowledge of Sin”      Text – LD 2      Readings – Psalm 53  Romans 7:7-8:4


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
This morning, we considered an earthquake education.  
And we saw that one of the things that earthquakes teach us is that all is not well in the world.  
Yes, we live on a planet surrounded by much beauty, but fires sweep through forests, floods cover fields, and volcanoes bury whole cities.  
And on a much smaller scale, not even the earthquake has interrupted the growth of weeds and thorns in our gardens.  
We don’t need to be a phd scientist to see that decay and destruction is part of creation.

And then there are people.  
We are subject to fear, pain, and tiredness.  
Skin once smooth and supple begins to look like an Avonside street or a Hororata field, post earthquake.  
Muscles and organs that used to function efficiently become weak and dysfunctional, needing medicines and surgeries just to keep going.  
And at the end of it all, death waits for us all.  
Again, we don’t need to be a PHD scientist to see that decay and destruction is part of creation.

And then there is the harm that we cause one another.  
Through the things we do or do not do, injury, hurt, and even death can result.  
With words, looks, and physical actions, we can wound, cause distress, and even end the life of others.  Clearly, something is desperately wrong in creation.

And I think most people instinctively link this wider awareness of decay and destruction all around with their own wrongdoings.  If I behave like this, I shouldn’t be surprised to see the same behaviour in others, and the same evils all around.  

In fact there is even a word that is used to describe the problem of evil.  It is called Theodicy.  
Theo, you might recognize has to do with God, and Dikee is the Greek word for justice.  
Literally then, Theodicy is all about God’s goodness or God’s justice.  
But it refers to the study of God’s goodness in relation to the problem of evil.  
Not long before 1710, a French theologian named Pierre Bayle concluded that our suffering is proof that God cannot be good and all-powerful.  A German philosopher, Gottfried Liebniz, however, responded with a work proving that evil in the world does not conflict with the goodness of God, and that notwithstanding its many evils, the world is the best possible of all worlds.  And in the French title of his work, he coined the new term, theodicy, which now covers all thinking about the problem of evil.

And you will find very few people, if they are honest, who deny the existence of evil.  
Where the diagreement arises is in defining evil and its consequences.  
After all, who says what behaviour is wrong?  And even if it is, so what?

So let’s remember then what we saw when we looked at Lord’s Day 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism.  
	We saw that the God of the Bible exists and everybody knows it.  

God has revealed Himself in the very fabric of creation so “that men are without excuse (Romans 1:20).”  
	We saw that because creation reveals a perfect God, and that there are many imperfections in creation, which includes the way we behave.  So clearly something is wrong.    

And we saw that creation alone cannot reveal to us the solution to this problem.  And so, God has graciously provided us with the Bible which reveals the solution to sin; Jesus Christ.  
	Only Jesus Christ, in His perfection, can solve the problem of our imperfection.  

And the first thing we need to know in order for this problem to be removed                              is the nature of the problem.  
	We need a full understanding of evil and its consequences, or, as the catechism describes it, our sin and misery.  

Like the Psalmist, we need to be able to say,   “I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge.” 

You would think then that the answer is simple.  Just give everyone a Bible!  If the Bible reveals the true nature of evil, if the Bible reveals what it is that stands between us and God, if the Bible reveals the solution to the problem of evil, just get ‘im to read it!  Just preach it, sit back, and watch it do its work in everyone.  
Sadly though, it doesn’t work like that.  Some like parts of what it says, some like it for a time but then move on to something else, and some dismiss it all together,.  

Again, as we also saw last time from Romans 1, one of the realities of evil is that man suppresses the truth in his wickedness.  
Part of man’s miserable condition is that without the ears of faith, he cannot hear the truth about Himself or God.  He is so in love with sin that He will not believe himself to be a sinner.  
And neither are we immune from this selective deafness.  We too can pick and choose what we want to hear about godly living.  We too can be selective when it comes to doing what we ought.  Isn’t this so congregation?

So let’s look then at the Law of God as we find it in the Bible.  
Firstly, how may we know what stands between us and God?  
Secondly, what exactly does the law demand of us?  
And thirdly, is the law the solution to our sin?  
Our three points then will be the knowledge of the law, the demand of the law, and the inadequacy of the law.  Knowledge, demand, and inadequacy.  

Firstly then, the knowledge of the law: How may we know what stands between us and God?  

	Boys and girls, if you were getting ready to go out to a birthday party, and you were just about to leave, what is one of the last things you would probably do?  You would probably look in a mirror.  And even if you forgot to do that yourself, it’s likely that Mum or Dad would remind you to do that, wouldn’t they.  
	And this is because, if you really want to see if you are clean or dirty, you need a mirror.  For it is only when the mirror reveals that you are truly clean that you are ready to go the party. 


	Well, God has given us His law, in a sense, as a mirror.  And He even calls His law a mirror in James 1.  


	He says there, “Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.  But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it-- he will be blessed in what he does.”


	The law then functions as a mirror.  If we want to know what is acceptable to God, it is to His law that we must turn.  
	You see, if you ask two young boys to make sure each other is clean before they head out to the party, you know that one will go out with peanut butter in his hair, and the other will go out with grass stains on his trousers.  

It doesn’t make any sense to ask those who are imperfect themselves to show us our imperfection.  
Only a perfect God can reveal to us what perfection looks like.  
	Thus, only God’s law can help us see whether we are, figuratively speaking, clean or dirty.  


	And this is exactly what we find in the Bible itself.  Turn with me, firstly, to Romans 3:19-20.  
	There we read these words, “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law.”  
	In the chapters leading up to this point, Paul has revealed that the Gentiles stand condemned before God on account of creation.  But to the Jews who arrogantly claim to be special because they have the Law of Moses, Paul is saying, Uh-uh!  You too are guilty.  
	In fact, even more so!  Because you have the law, you should know what it says.  


	And if you did, you would know, as he goes on to say, “That every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.  Therefore no one will be declared righteous in His sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  
	Perhaps we can understand it this way.  I don’t know what employees of Pak’nSave need to wear to work.  And I don’t need to know because I don’t work there.  But if you work at Pak’nSave, and you have been given a dress code, you know what it means to break the law of Pak’nSave.  You are under the law of Pak’nSave.  
	When God’s law speaks to people, it reveals sin; it makes them aware of their sinfulness.


	And yet, a simple head knowledge of God’s law is not enough to know what stands between us and God.  Turn with me now to Acts 7:51.  
	There, prior to his stoning, Stephen spoke to priests and scribes and Pharisees and Sadducees of the Sanhedrin.  And these were law of God experts.  They could recite the law back to front and upside down.  In fact, according to them there were a total of 613 commandments in the Law of Moses; 245 positive ones and 368 negative ones.  And they had carefully ranked each of these commands in order of importance.  
	But Stephen says to them, “You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!”  
	They knew the law up here, but were not convicted of it down here because they resisted the Holy Spirit.  


	And so congregation, if you want to know what stands between you and God, if you want to know the extent to which sin makes you guilty in God’s eyes, then you must study the Law of God and pray that His Spirit will help you to understand it properly, to apply it were it needs to be applied, and to bring to your understanding sins that you had never before even noticed.  
	Beg the Spirit to convict you of sin as you read God’s word.  Implore Him to open your eyes and your heart to its penetrating words.  

For then you will really have a knowledge of sin.  
	Then, like the Psalmist, you will be able to say, “I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge.” 


But then you will see also, the demand of the law; our second point.

	What does the law demand of us?  Well, the explanation of the law’s demand is simple:      Perfect obedience.  
	In Deuteronomy 27:26, after giving His people the law, God said, “Cursed is the man who does not uphold the words of this law by carrying them out.”  
	Why did God allow a generation of the people of Israel to perish in the wilderness?  

Why did he scatter the Northern tribes into exile?  
Why did he permit the people of Judah to be taken into Babylonian exile for 70 years?  
	Jeremiah 16:11 – “They forsook me and did not keep my law.”  


	What did Jesus say about these hypocritical and Spirit-resisting Pharisees in Matthew 5:20?  “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.”  


	Think also of Psalm 24:3-5.  “Who may ascend the hill of the LORD?  Who may stand in his holy place?  He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol or swear by what is false.  He will receive blessing from the LORD and vindication from God his Saviour.”


	God’s expectations, brothers and sisters, in terms of the law, are not unclear.  All He asks of you, is that you commit no sin, keep your heart pure, worship no idol, nor swear falsely.  


	But instead of combing through the pages of the OT to compile the full list of all of the commands that we must keep, this Lord’s Day rightly guides us to Matthew 22.  
	For there the same summary of the law is given that we find also in Luke 10, where hearing a man ask Him, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”, Jesus asked Him what the law said, to which he replied, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'"  And Jesus then said, “You have answered correctly … Do this and you will live.”  


	Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, to be right with God you must love God from the very core of your being, which the Bible calls the heart.  

You must love God with all of your emotions and your gifts and your talents and your abilities; with all your soul.  
You must love God with all of your mind.  
	You need to understand who God is and what He reveals about Himself and His works in the Bible so that you can believe it, be convinced it is true, know that it is true for you, and love Him from that knowledge, which grows every day.  
	And you must love Him with all the energy of your physical and spiritual power; with all of your strength.


	And then you must also love your neighbour as yourself.  
	Love your parents, boys and girls.  Love your teacher, even when they give you too much homework.  Love the person at school who is a bit loud and unusual.  
	Young people, love your parents even as you flex your independent muscles.  Love that other young person who doesn’t share the same educational or social interests as you.  

Brothers and sisters, love each other.  Love the elderly people living in the rest home down the road.  Love the boy at the end of the street who does wheelies and has his stereo on full noise all the time.

	As Jesus said, Do this and you will live!  Do this perfectly, all the time, and whole-heartedly, and you will live.  God will welcome you into the joys of heaven.


Which brings us to our third point; the inadequacy of the law.

	Turn with me again to Romans 3.  
	In v9, after demonstrating the guilt of the Gentiles and the Jews, Paul says, “What shall we conclude then? Are we any better?  Not at all!  We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.”  
	And then he quotes from Psalm 14, which uses very similar words to what we read earlier in Psalm 53, “God looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.  Everyone has turned away, they have together become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.”  

And then he goes on to spell out the true nature of our miserable condition.  “"Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit."  "The poison of vipers is on their lips."  "Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness."  "Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know."  "There is no fear of God before their eyes."”  
	Look down also to v23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  

And then look back again, at v20, “No one will be declared righteous in His sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  
	The law’s purpose is to reveal sin, not to solve it.  

The law’s function is to make us see our guilt in God’s eyes, not to remove it.  
The law’s intent is to awaken an awareness of the need for salvation, not to provide it.  

	And if you, by God’s Spirit and Word, working together, have a knowledge of the law, and understand the demand of the law, then you will also see the inadequacy of the law to fix the problem of evil.  


	So turn with me as we conclude to Galatians 3.  
	And perhaps no verse of the Bible better sums up our miserable condition than Galatians 3:10.  
	There we read of the inadequacy of the law in these words, “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law."”  

It continues, “Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, "The righteous will live by faith."  The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, "The man who does these things will live by them."”  
	Law is about doing, and as sinners, you and I both know that we are incapable of doing anything worthy of salvation in God’s eyes.  This is the plain testimony of God’s Word.


	But, Galatians 3 continues with the Gospel!  
	We end up in v13, precisely where the law is designed to lead us by the Spirit’s power.  “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree."”  

And the good news of the gospel that Galatians 3 speaks of is echoed in Romans 8:3, “For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.  And so He condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.”  

Yes, we need to know what the law reveals about our sinful nature.  
We need to search God’s law so that we truly discover sin and wrestle with it in our lives.  
We need to be able to join the Psalmist in saying, “I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge.”  

But we need to do this so that we may flee from law to gospel and the sure and certain knowledge that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.”  Amen.

