Romans: The Gospel In Action

Week 2: To Be Righteous

February 10, 2013
GETTING THINGS STARTED
Caron started the lesson by asking for two volunteers.  She explained that both need to be pretty strong and determined if they are going to be able to meet this challenge. Though most were reluctant, Jonathan and Vivian courageously stepped up to the challenge.  Once they were chosen as volunteers, Caron explained that each volunteer is going to have a chance to win a prize.  That REALLY got the volunteers fired up and the rest regretting they didn’t volunteer when Caron pulled out a Twix Bar and a Hershey’s Bar!
Volunteer number one (Jonathan) had to do several tasks while the rest of the class waited and watched:
· Perform 20 pushups (which he did with ease!)
· Quickly say this tongue-twister five times: “Eleven benevolent elephants” 

· Perform 10 jumping jacks

· Hop on one leg while quacking like a duck for a minute (what a sport!)
When Jonathan finished the tasks, he got his well-deserved prize!  
Caron now proceeded to explain to Vivian how she can get her prize too.  With tension and enthusiasm building, Caron revealed that Vivian will receive the chocolate prize simply by asking for it.  At first she was surprised, but then, Vivian complied and kindly asked for it, and Caron simply handed her the large Hershey Bar and thanked both volunteers for playing.

You should have seen Jonathan’s response!
· Who would you rather be in this situation: the first person (Jonathan) or the second person (Vivian)?  Why?
· If it doesn’t seem fair to you, consider this: Who made the rules for this game?  Did our second volunteer break any rules?

· To the first volunteer: Would you have rather earned the prize simply by asking? Why or why not?
This activity was an illustration of what our salvation is like in Christ.  Many people try to earn right standing in God’s eyes.  But God offers it freely to us; all we must do is choose to accept and receive God’s gift of forgiveness through Jesus.  Those who try to earn God’s favor will never be able to perfectly do so.  Only by faith in Christ can we ever hope to be righteous.

Read Romans 3:21-28 (nlt)
21But now God has shown us a way to be made right with Him without keeping the requirements of the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses and the prophets long ago. 22We are made right with God by placing our faith in Jesus Christ.  And this is true for everyone who believes, no matter who we are.

23For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard. 24Yet God, with undeserved kindness, declares that we are righteous.  He did this through Christ Jesus when He freed us from the penalty for our sins. 25For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice for sin. People are made right with God when they believe that Jesus sacrificed his life, shedding His blood.  This sacrifice shows that God was being fair when He held back and did not punish those who sinned in times past, 26for He was looking ahead and including them in what He would do in this present time.  God did this to demonstrate His righteousness, for He Himself is fair and just, and He declares sinners to be right in His sight when they believe in Jesus.

27Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to be accepted by God?  No, because our acquittal is not based on obeying the law.  It is based on faith. 28So we are made right with God through faith and not by obeying the law.

Paul has spent portions of the first two chapters of Romans making the case that the Jews were just as unrighteous under the Law as Gentiles were apart from the Law.  Paul has also made the argument that the Spirit working in Gentiles welcomed them into the family of God.  In chapter 3, Paul seems to want to make sure that the Jews and Gentiles alike do not misunderstand him; he makes it clear that Jews did indeed have an “advantage” of sorts over Gentiles as they are God’s chosen people.

Where we reach our passage for this lesson, Paul begins making a long and important argument that all people are in need of God’s saving righteousness.  This is righteousness apart from the Law and apart from the good deeds of people.  This righteousness is only available to us through the work Christ did on the cross.  By atoning for our sins once and for all, Christ purchased us righteousness.  We gain this by faith in Christ.

Righteousness is a church word.  It’s not a word often tossed around by teenagers, but it is an important concept.  It’s at the heart of our need for Christ.  To be righteous is to be seen as good by God.  It is to have favor, or right standing in God’s eyes.  Only the righteous can stand in God’s presence.  Only the righteous will find salvation.  Yet without Christ, we can never be righteous.  Christ earned righteousness on our behalf when He took our sins upon Himself on the cross.  As followers of Christ, we are righteous in God’s sight.  Though we were once enemies of God, because of Christ, we are now children of God.  This fact, when truly internalized, can be a freeing, powerful force in our lives.

This is the second of six lessons from the book of Romans.  The passage we just read contains some important truths.  Let’s take a few minutes to flesh them out.
1. We are made righteous in God’s eyes through Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross

· What are some ways people try to get into “good standing” or “right standing” with specific groups of students at your school?  How easy or difficult is it to earn that “good standing” with those groups?

· What are some ways people attempt to “earn” God’s blessing or favor or forgiveness?  Can any of these attempts work?  Why or why not?

· How does Jesus’ death on the cross earn righteousness for us, based on how you understand it and based on what you read in this passage?
Jesus says in Matthew 5:48 “Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect.”  But we can’t be righteous on our own.  It’s simply impossible.  We can try.  But our thoughts at times turn to impure or selfish thoughts.  Our actions show that we are motivated, at times, by how we feel or what we can get.  Left to our own, we can never be righteous. But Jesus was righteous.  He did not deserve to die.  But He did die in our place.  And if we believe in Jesus and accept God’s gift of forgiveness, God sees us as righteous because of Jesus’ righteousness on our behalf.
This is called POSITIONAL righteousness.  You are righteous in Christ as a believer based on what Jesus has done for you.  When God looks at us as a just God who must punish sin, He sees His own perfect son who shed His blood to cover us with His righteousness.  Though we do not deserve it, we are accepted and justified.  When God sees us, He sees His Son who was punished in our place so we can have a relationship with Him forever.

2. Without grace, we cannot be in right relationship with God

· How is sin the opposite of righteousness and right standing with God?

· How does your sin lead you to fall short of God’s glory?

· What does our sin earn for us?  In other words, how should God treat us because of our sin?

· When it’s said that Jesus has redeemed us, what does that mean?  What did God redeem us from?
Eternal death, which is partly defined as eternal separation from God.  This is the second death.  The first death for those of us who die before the rapture, is a physical death.  Non-believers will experience the second, eternal, spiritual death after their physical death in a place of suffering away from God as punishment (Jesus describes this place as hell, where your flesh does not die but the fire is not quenched--Mark 9:43-48; Jesus also describes this place as “outer darkness” where “there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:12) in this “furnace of fire” (Matt. 13:42,50).  Revelation describes hell as “the lake of fire burning with brimstone” (19:20) where “they will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (20:10).

“Then Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire.  This is the second death.  And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire.” 

· Rev. 20:14-15

“But the cowardly, unbelieving, abominable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars shall have their part in the lake which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.” – Rev. 21:8 

· Without Christ’s atoning sacrifice, we all would be enemies of God.  What does it mean to you to be a child of God instead of an enemy of God?
We are all sinners who deserve punishment.  We deserve death, as all sin is rebellion against God, the giver of life.  But because of God’s grace, His unearned favor that He pours out on us, God has made it possible for us to have life through faith in Christ.  In this way, Jesus has redeemed us from death and has given us life.
3. Sin requires punishment, but Jesus took the punishment in our place

·  Look at verse 25.  What did Jesus make right through his death and resurrection?

· God is a merciful God “who desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4) but He’s also a just God who MUST punish sin!  How does God solve this dilemma?  How does God’s justice come into play here?  How does God demonstrate his justice by expecting sin to be punished?

· What does it mean to you to know that Jesus took the punishment of your sins on Him knowing that He was sinless and met God’s requirement of perfection?

· What does it mean to you that, because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, the very righteousness of Christ is counted on your behalf in God’s eyes?
Because God is perfectly holy, sin against Him requires punishment.  Christ became an atoning sacrifice, or a sacrifice that makes right the wrong.  The wrong your sins earn was taken care of by Christ.  We can receive mercy, and love, and forgiveness through faith in Jesus and His ability to cover our debt through His sacrifice on the cross.
Once we receive our positional righteousness or positional sanctification, we can cooperate with the Holy Spirit as He works out our progressive sanctification or progressive righteousness, a process by which we become more like Christ and get closer to His perfection (which will ultimately be accomplished when we see Him face to face).  Isn’t it great to have both types of righteousness?

ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Psalm 35:28 (nlt)
Then I will proclaim your justice, and I will praise you all day long.

· Read Psalm 35:28. How does this verse relate to what we’ve been talking about today?
· In a practical sense, what are some examples of how you communicate this awesome news—that you have right standing in God’s eyes because of Jesus?
· How important is praising God in your life?  What role does it play in your relationship with Christ?
APPLICATION

· What if you truly had to earn your way to God’s approval?  What if you had to be good enough to be granted salvation and eternal life?  Can you think for a second what that might be like?  How would you feel when you made mistakes?  How would you ever know if you were good enough?
· Now consider the freedom you have in Jesus because of the righteousness He has made available to you.  What does it feel like knowing that in spite of your shortcomings, failures, and mistakes, you are in good standing with God?

· What are some examples of how this standing might enable or empower you to live a life of greater meaning and joy?

SUMMARY
While we know in our heads and in our hearts that our good standing in God’s eyes comes through the work of Christ, it is so easy to lose sight of this.   We sometimes receive mixed messages about what makes us righteous, about what makes us “good” in God’s eyes.  Is it the things we do?  Is it what we believe?  This lesson makes it clear that God’s “good news” is that righteousness is made possible by faith in Christ.
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard. Yet God, with undeserved kindness, declares that we are righteous. He did this through Christ Jesus when he freed us from the penalty for our sins (Romans 3:23-24 NLT).
“God is my strength and power, and He makes my way perfect.” –2 Sam. 22:33

“It is God who arms me with strength, and makes my way perfect.”—Ps. 18:32
“The LORD will perfect that which concerns me…” –Ps. 138:8

“And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.”—Rom. 12:2
“And He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.’  Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.”—2 Cor. 12:9

“Are you so foolish?  Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by the flesh?”—Gal. 3:3

“But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.”—James 1:4

“Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of turning.”—James 1:17

“But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.”—1 Pet. 5:10
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