St Mary’s   10.30am  Sunday 28th February 2010   Christine Simpson

Bible Readings  Deuteronomy 30:11-20; Matthew 5:17-20

Sermon Series 3  “All Scripture is profitable for ... TRAINING IN RIGHTEOUSNESS”

2 Timothy 3:16,17

“All scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

Today we come to our third, and final, sermon in this series. Previously, Martin preached on the subject of all scripture being profitable for teaching and Stephan preached on the theme of scripture being useful for correction. 
This week, our subject is “All scripture is profitable for training in righteousness.” 
Righteousness, isn’t really a word that easily trips off the tongue. You don’t hear many people saying “I want to be righteous”, in fact it’s more usual to hear it used in a negative way, to talk about people being self-righteous – judgmental, holier than thou.  

So, firstly, perhaps we should look at what the word actually means. The Oxford Dictionary defines “righteous” as “morally right, just, upright, virtuous, law-abiding.” When we come across this word in the Bible, it has the added meaning of following the ways of God. Many times in the Old Testament, God is referred to as righteous, and of rewarding those who act righteously. 
Of course, when Paul wrote to Timothy that all scripture is profitable for training in righteousness, the Old Testament scriptures would have been the only scriptures available.

So, how can Scripture train us in this way? 
Well, I know some of you have just completed reading all through “Cover to Cover”, and even if you didn’t do so, you may have heard some of our sermon series on Moses, David and Daniel. All through the Bible, we’re given examples of those who behaved in the right way, by following God’s laws, and of those who failed to do so. 
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Often, the same people are capable of  behaving God’s ways or of turning away from him – for  example, David, Israel’s greatest King, who committed adultery with Bathsheba. We learned how this led to great pain and distress for him and his family and we also learned how he repented and received God’s forgiveness. We discovered how Daniel and his friends stood firm and obeyed God when they were exiled in a foreign land, and of how they were protected and rewarded because of this. The books of the Law, clearly set out God’s commandments. Time and again, the Prophets urged the people to be faithful to God and warned them of the consequences of disobedience yet they often seemed unable to learn. 

In the Book of Deuteronomy we find Moses preparing the people to possess the land they’re about to enter – reminding them of  their past mistakes; of God’s care for them and his mighty acts on their behalf; restating the 10 Commandments and other laws that God has given to them and calling them to commit themselves totally to Him. He tells them that what he is asking of them isn’t something difficult or unreasonable – “It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it? Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it? No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so that you may obey it.”

Moses told the people that they had no excuse for failing to obey God. His commands had been made perfectly clear to them - written on tablets of stone; taught to them by their parents, passed down through the generations. They couldn’t use ignorance as an excuse, they couldn’t protest that they had no means of gaining access to this teaching or that there was no-one to interpret for them. They weren’t being asked to do something impossible, unreasonable, beyond their capabilities or understanding. The only difficult part for them was simply making the right decision – choosing to please God instead of just pleasing themselves. Moses put the choice before them in stark terms – it was a matter of life and death. Following God would bring about blessing, turning from Him, would lead to destruction. “I command you this day to love the Lord your God, to walk in His ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and increase….But, if your heart turns away and you are not obedient….you will certainly be destroyed.” 
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If the people of Moses’ day had no excuse for failing to live righteous lives, then neither do we. 
We only have to turn to our Bibles to discover what God requires from us. The Ten Commandments that God gave to Moses and the Israelites on their journey out of Egypt are still applicable to us today. They give us a framework, a moral compass if you like, with which to navigate our way through the minefield of choices that we face every day. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’ teaching no doubt appeared new and radical to many of his listeners. For example, few people would have considered the poor, the meek or those who were persecuted as being particularly blessed. But Jesus was quick to set aside any misunderstandings, to clarify that his mission didn’t involve overturning the religious Laws and the teaching of the Prophets that had shaped their faith and their society. Rather, he had come to fulfil in his person the Old Testament prophecies and to fulfil by his teaching the Old Testament Laws. He plainly said, “ Whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the Kingdom of Heaven, 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.”

This statement must have shocked his listeners. How could anyone be more righteous than the scribes, the most noted teachers of the Law and the Pharisees, those whom the people regarded as having reached the highest plain of religious knowledge and faith. These people were known to fast and pray, to give alms and to strive to teach others.  However, many of them had become proud of their knowledge; they were trusting in their religion, their conformity to the Law, to make them righteous. They’d lost sight of the radical demand for absolute holiness and obedience to God. 

When Jesus was asked which was the greatest commandment in the Law, he replied, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. Love your neighbour as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” If we truly love God, then we will do our best to obey Him; if we love our fellow men and women and accord them the same care and respect that we would wish for ourselves, then we will automatically obey the other commandments. You can’t actually love someone if you set out to steal from him, murder him or commit adultery with his wife. 
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The Pharisees often followed the letter of the Law without real reference to love of neighbour. They criticised Jesus for such things as healing on the Sabbath and spending time with sinners, those they believed were beyond the pale. Jesus taught the need to obey the spirit of the Law; to be motivated by our love for God and for all his people. As we read in the Letter of James, “How can you say you love God, whom you haven’t seen if you don’t show love to your brother whom you have seen?” Without love there can be no obedience; without obedience, love is faithless and dead.

The Law and the Prophets pointed forward to Jesus and his teaching. He is the one through whom alone the Old Testament Law finds its valid continuity and significance. In fulfilling it, he establishes the true direction in which it points and the way we are to obey it. In fact, Jesus does far more than to simply teach us how to be righteous. 
Scripture also tells us that it’s only through Christ that we can truly be considered righteous in God’s sight. 2 Cor 5:21 “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that, in him we might become the righteousness of God.” Through his sacrifice on the cross, Jesus made it possible for us to receive forgiveness. When we trust in him and turn to him as our Lord and Saviour, we make an exchange – our sin for his righteousness. Only through Christ can we enter into a relationship with God in which he accepts us as righteous, however much we might have failed to obey him in the past.

All Scripture is profitable for training in righteousness – just as we have previously discovered that it is profitable for teaching and for correction. Writing in yesterday’s Times, Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi, poses the question, “Do we have to be religious to be moral?” He  believes that, things like duty, obligation, self-restraint, the difference between what we desire to do and what we ought to do, no longer make sense to many of us because we’ve now adopted an entirely different ethical system, more like that of the Ancient Greeks. He says, “Although the Greeks produced much of the greatest art, architecture, philosophy and drama the world has ever known, the society they produced wasn’t capable of surviving. 
The Judaeo-Christian ethic is not the only way of being moral; but it is the only system that has endured. If we lose the Judaeo –Christian ethic, we will lose the greatest system ever devised for building a society on personal virtue and covenantal responsibility, on righteousness and humility, forgiveness and love.” 
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So what practical steps can we take in order to receive this training? 
In the Bible we have all that we need for showing us how to be righteous. 
It is up to us to read it, to weigh our actions against its teachings; to ask ourselves if we are truly loving God and walking according to his commands. What he teaches us and asks from us isn’t far from us, beyond our comprehension. It is there in the written word, and it is there in the Living Word, the one through whom we are made righteous. 
Lent, might be a good time to read through one of the Gospels; to absorb Jesus’ teaching; to pray that the Holy Spirit will guide us in your decisions and actions; to ask  ourselves if what we’re about to do demonstrates real love for God and for others; to pray that we might become increasingly aware of God’s love for us and that we will grow in our love for Him, and  desire to walk in his ways.
