Wanting to Justify
Punchline: Human nature causes us to want to make checklist of what we need to say, do, and believe, but God wants us to be transformed.
1) Last year when we were doing the Easter Sunrise service other churches, one of the other pastors said that some of his members had come up to him and asked him if the sunrise service “counted.”  If going to the sunrise service counted as going to church for the week so they could head up to the lake early.

I kind of chuckled a bit because I’m not sure who was supposed to be the one counting.

<Slide>

We’re all familiar with the parable of the Good Samaritan – the Priest and the Levite were supposed to be the pillars of the faith community and the Samaritan was the enemy of the Jews.  But let’s look at the context in which Jesus told this parable.  Who was he speaking to?  A lawyer.  A lawyers’ job is to make and interpret and argue about a list of rules.   And notice how he phrases his question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  <click> (Interestingly, the exact same question, word for word, that the rich young man asks).  The nature of the question shows his bias about his faith – he wants Jesus to give him a list of rules to follow.  He thinks faith is about obeying rules.
Jesus responds with the two greatest commandments as the two rules.  Love God, love your neighbor.  But the lawyer is not satisfied.  He wants the fine print.  He wants to know that he has an airtight defense.  He wants to know what “counts” and what doesn’t “count” so he can argue a case.  And so Luke writes that he asks the question “Who is my neighbor?” wanting to justify himself.  <click> Wanting to justify himself.  In other words, he asked this question, not so that he could actually understand more, have a deeper wisdom, or grow in faith.  He asked the question to prove (I’m not sure to whom) that he did not need to change.  He wanted Jesus to tell him that he did not need more discipline, more faith, or more understanding.  He wanted Jesus to tell him that he followed all the rules correctly.
And so Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan.  In the story, the priest and the Levite both follow the rules.  We know from Numbers that dead people were unclean so the religious leaders would have been afraid to touch anything or anyone who could possibly be dead.  They knew the rules and followed them well.  But Jesus does not commend them.  Instead, Jesus commends the Samaritan who broke the rules and touched a man who might have been dead.  Jesus commended the person who listened for God’s Spirit in the law instead of just trying to follow the rules.  And notice that Jesus never actually answered the question.  He never said, “Your neighbor is this person and not this person.”  His parable explained what it meant to love your neighbor, not what the fine print said about who your neighbor is or isn’t.
As much as I kind of laughed at the story of people wanting to know if the sunrise service “counts”, I know I do it myself.  We all do.  We want to know “the rules” and want to be able to be able to prove that we’re faithful.  <slide>
I know that when I take on a Lenten discipline – for instance, not listening to the car radio – I wonder (and I actually asked Lindsay) “Does listening to the Bible on CD count?” as if she were the referee.  When I call people or visit people that haven’t been to church in a while, they apologize to me personally for not coming, as if they owed their church attendance to me.  I’ve had conversations with people about whether a tithe is supposed to be 10% of our income before taxes or after taxes and whether we need to tithe on our tax refunds.  Every year when the session looks at our church membership rolls, we talk about who counts as a member and who doesn’t. Our human nature is legalistic.  We want clear cut, straight forward rules that we can follow so that at the end of the day, we can say, “Look!  See!  I did what I was supposed to do” because I think it’s so much easier for us to believe that we can earn God’s favor than for us to just trust that we don’t deserve but it is given freely.  We’d much rather have some set of rules which we can concretely study and memorize, than a living, changing, mysterious God whom we have to trust.
And herein lies the problem with reducing our faith into a set of rules to follow:  We can follow rules all by ourselves.  Once we know the rules, we can follow them without God’s help and we don’t need to grow or change or be transformed.  We don’t need to pray or read the bible.  We don’t need to ask for help.  If faith is merely rules, we don’t need God and we don’t have to trust God.
We are all like the lawyer, wanting to justify ourselves.  We would all rather prove that we don’t need to change, than confess that we do need to.  We would all rather do the bare minimum that “counts” than actually be transformed by God’s power.  We would rather come to church, say our prayers, and read our bible, than be asked to do something outside our comfort zone, something that could challenge us, something that would be risky.  I don’t fault anyone for this attitude…changing our actions is hard, justifying our actions is easy.

As we read the bible together this year do you justify not needing to read or can you trust that you might get some benefit out of it?  When the plate gets passed, do you make excuses about why you can’t give or can you trust that you might gain something by giving?  This Lent have you spent more time convincing yourself that you don’t need extra spiritual discipline in your life or can you trust that you might mature in faith?  Are you more concerned about justifying yourself or about growing?  Are you more concerned with convincing other people (and honestly, you’re really trying to convince yourself because no one else is buying it) that you don’t need to change or with actually changing for the better?
The truth is that Jesus has already justified us.  By his death on the cross and his resurrection from the grave <click>, we have been justified in the sight of God.  We do not need to prove to anyone – not to other Christians, not to the pastor, not to ourselves, and least of all to God – that we can follow a set of rules.   Instead of trying to convince ourselves that we don’t need to change, Jesus asks us to confess our sins and admit that we have a lot of work to do.  Jesus wants us to transform, to grow, and to trust.  This is the message of the Good Samaritan and the message of the cross and empty tomb.  That by God’s grace and our trust, we can have eternal life in the next world and joy, peace, hope, and love in this one.  Let us give our obedience, not to a set of rules, but to God.
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