Grace Anatomy #6 – Avoiding Grace: Legalism
I. Introduction: A Pointless Story

I have a story for you told by a Lutheran pastor, Dan Erlander, who in turn was inspired by Ann Herbert.  It’s a story about Creation.

In the beginning God created not one or two but a whole bunch of us—lots of us—because God knows that we love to play.  So we played—all day and into the night. We splashed in the rivers. We rolled down the hillsides. We ran with the wind.
Until the day the snake came. At least they told us it was a snake. It might not have been a snake. It might have been someone in a 3-piece suit with a cell phone. Or it could have been a theo​logian with a very fat book… And the snake came to all of us who were playing on the hillside and splashing in the water, rolling and playing and tumb​ling, and said, "This is foolish! You are wasting time. None of this makes any sense unless you learn to keep score."
We had no idea what the snake meant. But then the snake said something really interesting. The snake said, "Whoever gets the most points will get this apple!"…The snake taught us how to keep points with our running and our jumping and our climbing, so that whoever climbed highest got points, and whoever ran fastest got points, and whoever could roll down the hill fastest got points. Some things however, like frolicking, were too hard to score. So we gave them up all together.
Soon we were keeping score for everything we did. We chalked up the points for everything. We kept track so that we would know who had the most points because, surely, all of us wanted to get the apple.  Soon we were spending so much time keeping score that we didn't have time to play.
Then God came into the garden.  And God was wroth. God was very, very wroth. And God told us that we would have to leave the garden, [and never come back until we stopped keeping score.]
Well, it doesn't matter to me.  It's God who didn't understand things! My cumulative lifetime score is now 12,263. By the time I die, it will probably be even more!  …Now I'm teaching my children to keep score. I think they could reach 15,000… maybe 20,000.  …I'm really grateful to the snake.
II. Points
Opening
Doesn’t that story hit the mark?  We love to keep score!  Rules and scoring just makes the game more interesting.  Our Communications Director, Jason Andera, has an annual golf tournament with his three brothers.  He shared with me the rules of the tournament.  One of my favorites is: #7: “A player shall have a "Free" mulligan if his tee shot doth not clear the ladies' tees, but they must endure any and all ridicule from other competitors without any response. Any response will incur a one-shot penalty.”
Paul’s points
But problems arise when we become people who keep score all the time in everything we do.  “It’s not my time to call her; I called her last time.”  “Our friends went on two trips last year; we only did one.”  “I certainly care more about my appearance than that person does.”  We know our score for every dimension in our lives.
Paul told the Philippian church about all his points—circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the keeping of the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.  Paul was one of the all-time high scorers! But then he said something mind-boggling!  He said, he considered all his points as rubbish compared to knowing Christ and his love.  
Closing
In other words, all his points didn’t mean a thing when it came to God.  And thinking they did matter would have made him like the people who invited Jesus to dinner. 
III. Jesus
Opening

I think Jesus knew exactly what he was doing when he didn’t wash his hands before the meal.  Remember that Jesus was Jewish; he grew up Jewish; he went to Hebrew school where he learned to read and write; and he went regularly to synagogue where he learned all about the rules of being Jewish.  He certainly knew the rule about washing your hands before you eat a meal… seven times while holding your fingers upwards so as to let the water drip away from them.  And undoubtedly had done it thousands of times.
Points that miss the point
Nevertheless, at dinner that day he chose to ignore that rule and all chaos broke out among the Pharisees and the experts in the law.  Finally Jesus called them all unmarked graves which defile the unwary who walk over them.  In other words, he was telling them all their rules and score-keeping were missing the point and keeping them and those they taught away from God.  That happens whenever you’re keeping points for the wrong things
Let me show you how that works.  We all know that husbands are supposed to love their wives, and wives their husbands.  But imagine a wife telling her husband, “I know I was supposed to meet you at the restaurant to celebrate our anniversary three hours ago, but you should see what I got done at work!  You’d be so proud of me!”  Wrong points.  Or a husband telling his wife, “I had an affair this afternoon, but look at this dinner I made you!  Isn’t it great?  Aren’t you proud of me?”  Definitely wrong points!
Closing
The points we are so proud of are pointless when it comes to having a relationship with God.  God doesn’t care about the points we think we are racking up; God wants our hearts… nothing less.  And if our heart is focusing on points, it is not focusing on God and God’s grace.
IV. Conclusion: Pointless Kingdom

There is more to the story I told at the beginning.  Here it is:
…And so we perfected our score-keeping with a vengeance. God told us there were only two things we really needed to remember. God said, "Love me and love your neighbor." But we said, who on earth can play a game with only two rules? So we wrote pages and pages and pages and pages of rules, and pages more!…
And then an ordinary fellow appeared from Nazareth - we said to ourselves, did any winner ever come from Nazareth? And do you know what he did? He went up to people like fishermen and whispered in their ear, "You don't need points!" And he sat down beside a Samaritan woman at the well and told her everything about her loser-sort of life and said, "You don't need points either!" Then he sat down with Nicodemus, a teacher of the Law, and said to him, "You don't need points, Nicodemus."… And those who gathered around him, listening to what he said about the kingdom of God being in the midst of them, soon looked at each other and him and said, "This kingdom is pointless!"
Well, he didn't say a thing except to smile. They had pointless banquets where the guest lists were thrown away. They had pointless picnics on the hillside where everyone got plenty to eat, and there was still some left over. They even had a pointless parade into the city with children leading the way and people waving palms instead of swords.  How pointless can you get!

But the snake, or …some​one with friends in high places, said, “This will never do."  And so shortly after that parade, they put him on trial. And they stopped him good as dead.  And they sealed the place where they laid him to rest with a huge stone so that not even a whisper could escape that would ever say to anybody "You don't need points." And that was that. 
Except this morning! This is strange. This morning some women came running to us... And they said to us, "[It’s true!] You don't need points!" 

…But we said, "You've got to be crazy!" And we sent them away. And as they left, they were frolicking. I am not kidding - they were frolicking!  Did you see where they went?  Amen.
