2
3

Lent 3, 2009
Preached:  March 15, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Romans 8:1-10
No More Nagging Conscience
One of the things that Christians struggle with most is guilt. It’s really kind of strange, because Jesus came to remove our guilt. As our sermon text for today explains, “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” It’s interesting the way Paul words it. He doesn’t say, “The devil can no longer accuse those who are in Christ Jesus.” He doesn’t say, “The holy God no longer condemns those who are connected to Christ Jesus.” He doesn’t even say, “Our own consciences can no longer condemn us.” He just makes the blanket statement, “There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” No one can condemn us. No thing can condemn us. Those Ten Commandments that we heard in the First Lesson, they cannot make us feel guilty. Though we must admit that we have broken every one of them, Jesus has kept each one of them perfectly in our place. Through faith in Jesus God credits Jesus’ perfect keeping of the Ten Commandments to our account. It is now as if we have kept them perfectly. There is no one—nothing—that can hold us responsible for having done anything wrong.
So why do we feel so guilty? It’s because, as Dr. Luther diagnosed, it takes a lifetime—more than a lifetime—to figure out how to use the law and the gospel in the right balance. We understand the law part of God’s message, that we have not kept God’s wishes perfectly, the way He expects, and that we deserve to die and go to hell. And we understand the gospel, that Jesus lived the perfect life as our substitute and that He died to pay for all of our sins so that we are free to live with God in heaven. But then we get the two mixed up, and we turn the gospel into a law. We say to ourselves, “Well, since Jesus went through so much for me, I’ve got to get my act cleaned up here. I’ve got to get my life turned around.” And we begin to do all the right things out of a sense of obligation. We see the Christian life as a bunch of “have-tos.” And heaven help us when we make a misstep and we do something that Jesus doesn’t want us to do! We feel so guilty about it. We heap more of a burden on ourselves, and we say to ourselves, “What is wrong with me?”
Whenever you’re feeling that burden, whenever your conscience is nagging you this week, take out this verse (it’s printed there in the “The Word for the Week” so that you can cut it out), or better yet, engrave it on your mind by memorizing it so that you can put your nagging conscience to rest:  “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” 
Paul goes into the struggle that goes on our minds. It is the clash between the sinful nature and the new spirit, which the Holy Spirit created in us when He entered and worked faith in us. Verse 5:  “Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace.” We want to do what is right, but there’s another person that lives in our minds. He’s an imp, a stinker. He’s always itching to get into trouble. The word “control” is used a lot in this chapter. It’s so hard to control him. I think that’s what we struggle with the most. “How do I control my sinful nature?” we cry out to God. The answer is in v. 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.” Do you understand that part? God already condemned your sin in a man who was “sinful,” not “full” of His own sin, but full of your sins and mine. “God condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us.” In Jesus every one of God’s requirements have been fully met. When we need peace of conscience, we must look not to ourselves but to Jesus. Examining yourself will never lead to peace and rest. Only looking to Jesus will put your conscience to rest. 
“But how do I keep my sinful nature under control?” you continue to ask. We are learning an important thing in the predestination class. If we are to be saved, it can only be by God’s doing. We cannot of ourselves choose what is right. If we do what is right, it is only because of the Spirit’s control over us. But we are able to choose in one direction. We can choose the bad. We can reject the Spirit’s leading. We can step away from the wonderful position that the Spirit has placed us in. That’s the thing Paul agonizes over in Romans 7 and 8. How can I stop from letting evil take over? Let me try to use an example.

We have a beautiful house. We have a beautiful backyard. It’s all fenced in. The trees and the bushes are all mature. It’s so green and beautiful right now. But every once in a while a skunk will get in it. He burrows under the fence. I’ve blocked up his holes numerous times. Well, living in our house is a creature who has an inbred urge to chase any animal that’s moving in the backyard. We’ve left her out numerous times at night when she has seen the skunk and started to bark and chase it. You can imagine what happens. She will come squealing to the door, which we will open to see what’s wrong. And before we can so much as take a breath, she will make a beeline through the house spreading the awful fragrance that destroys the atmosphere of our beautiful home. We will say to her every time, “Kitzu, when will you ever learn not to chase skunks?” Well, the answer is obvious. It’s part of her nature to chase other animals. The urge is too strong for her to learn from experience. 
God has created a beautiful place for us to live. It’s a heavenly room that He has installed inside of us. It’s our spirit, our new self. It’s created to be a part of heaven some day. Oh, it’s a beautiful thing! But as long as we’re on this earth, we have another little creature that lives inside us. And he will never learn from his mistakes. His urges to sin are too much a part of his nature. And when he gets out of control, he chases after an even more awful creature called the devil, and man, do the two of them stink up the place! Do you see the point? When this creature does his awful business—when the sinful nature runs off to make his awful connection with the devil—don’t let him in! Don’t let the stinker in!
You see, God has created a beautiful place inside us. He has created a new spirit within us that only wants to do what is right and good. It’s a beautiful, spotless place that we have, not because we have made it that way. It is only so perfect because of God’s doing. But God has not made us in such a way that is impossible for us to mess up the place. Though we by ourselves cannot keep it looking so beautiful, there is a part of us that can open the door to letting the “stinker” in. And it is this “Achilles’ heal,” if you will, that is the nub of the matter. Herein lies the source of much of our guilt: We try to barricade the door. We try to make all kinds of rules for ourselves to keep ourselves from opening that door. What we do is really turn to the law, and try to make that law force us into good behavior. 
Paul knows the real answer. It lies in v. 3:  “What the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature . . .” The law is not the answer to this problem. Though it tries to force the believing mind to always do what it right, the sinful nature is weak, and it will buckle—it will kink, it will crimp up every time. It’s like the filament of a light bulb, so fine and weak that if it gets too big a surge of electricity, it burns out. No, Paul says, “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.” The solution is not to look at ourselves and say, “Now, what have you got to say for yourself.” The solution is to look at Jesus, and to say, “Oh, what you have done for me!” “And so [God] condemned sin in sinful man (in Jesus when He was full of our sins), 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.” The law of God has been fulfilled in us only because we are “in Christ Jesus.” There’s that tiny little phrase that can so easily escape our notice. We can only look perfect when we are “in Jesus.” That means being inside of Jesus, being completely surrounded by Him. It means relying on Him as your barricade. It means being “in” His Word, having your mind so immersed in His Word that you’re swimming in it, and it fills every one of your thoughts and your impulses. 
“You,” after all, Paul says, “are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit.” The sinful nature does not control you. Oh, he’s a wily demon. And every once in a while he does fool you into thinking that he calls the shots. “You know you’re going to do it!” he tempts us. “You know you’re going to do it!” Just tell him no! James tells us, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you!” At those times that he does fool you into opening the door, don’t despair about yourself. Look to Jesus. Listen to His Word, and you will hear the Spirit speak to you. He will speak to your spirit, and He will assure you, “There is no one who can condemn you. Your sins are forgiven. You are mine. You are not the devil’s!” When the conscience nags, defy him. Tell him, “No more nagging conscience.” And put the accent on the right syllable:  “No more, nagging conscience!” Because you are not controlled by the sinful nature but by the Spirit.”  Amen.
