
Romans 3:21-24
Beyond “naughty or nice”

I really don’t want to take up a lot more time now, because that video has put
it so very, very well.  But it’s a bit like those old Rupert the Bear annuals.

I don’t know if any of you remember them, but I do. I think I used to rather
bolt down the stories. If you look closely at this picture here, you might notice that
there are two lines of text under each picture, as well as some text at the bottom of
the page.

Those sets of two lines told the story in poetry, and the stuff at the bottom was
just prose. I was always so keen to follow the story that I just read those two lineses
of rhyme, which, I have to say, suffered from the typical drawback of poetry, that
using only so many syllables and having to rhyme, it meant they had to say things
rather awkwardly, and using unusual words. Just to get it to fit. You could just about
follow the story, since the pictures told it well enough. But it was only years later
than I realised you got a much fuller and more comprehensible account of the story
by reading the prose at the bottom of the pages.

Only, by contrast, with the video we’ve just seen, I thought the poetry was
really very, very clear indeed. I hope that what I now say isn’t just going to muddy
the waters again.- and that’s why I want to just zoom in on one particular point, and
keep it short.

It’s those “naughty” and “nice” words that we heard numerous times during
the video. It seems to me that those words are very toned-down words, tame words,
rather soft and fluffy words. And I wonder if we sometimes prefer them because it
keeps the urgency of the Gospel safely domesticated.

Just take the word “naughty”, for starters. It’s much less stark and
challenging than the word “evil”. We don’t like to think of ourselves as “evil”. We
don’t like to think that God holds us guilty of actual sin that is serious enough to
warrant any serious punishment. It’s just being naughty! we say.  It’s not a big deal!

But it’s actually the spiritual equivalent of treason, leaving God out of our
thinking, and leaving God’s rules out of our living, in the world which he made and
rightfully rules.  It is a serious deal, not just a slightly aggravated form of mischief.

And on the other side, too, that word “nice”. Do you think that we prefer to set
the acceptable standard for our lives as being “nice”? Generally inoffensive.
Haven’t done anyone any serious harm. Haven’t harboured any serious grudges - or
at least haven’t said to people’s faces what we at least think behind their backs.

Do you think that we settle for congratulating ourselves on achieving “nice” …
because we know that to claim to be good is a much higher bar? To be consistently
good in every aspect of our lives … God couldn’t expect that of us, could he?
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And that is precisely where this Gospel thing comes in. We are all of us far
worse than merely naughty, as God sees things. To be consistently nice is hard
enough, but to be actually consistently good is just beyond us.

But there is one who was truly, fully good … truly, fully God:

He came down to earth from heaven / Who is God and Lord of all

And he lived and died and rose again so that his perfect goodness could
cover our evil. Not earned, as Santa found out in the story, by our being nice
enough, but simply received as a free gift.

Let me finish with some words from the Bible that sum this all up. That show
that our little cartoon is not just a cutesy Christmas story, but, as we say, “Gospel
truth” - it is an accurate summary of the Gospel, or Good News, about Jesus Christ.

But now God's way of putting people right with himself has been
revealed. It has nothing to do with law, even though the Law of Moses and the
prophets gave their witness to it. God puts people right through their faith in
Jesus Christ. God does this to all who believe in Christ, because there is no
difference at all: everyone has sinned and is far away from God's saving
presence. But by the free gift of God's grace all are put right with him through
Christ Jesus, who sets them free.

(Romans 3:21-24)

And that free gift is on offer to you too, this evening. Even if you came into
this room not knowing that you needed it, or not knowing that it was as simply
available as this …

Santa learned the Gospel. And responded to the Gospel. In Rupert the Bear
poetry mode again:

So that night, at the North Pole,
By the fire in his den,
With a simple prayer, led by an elf,
Santa was born again.

Of course that story about Santa is make-believe. And many of us have an
inkling where the gifts we say that Santa brings actually come from. But at
Christmas, we’re talking about the best gift there could possibly be. We would never
have imagined that this could actually be free to us. But that is why, all the year
round, believers in Jesus Christ sing about amazing grace.

Everyone has sinned and is far away from God's saving presence. But
by the free gift of God's grace all are put right with him through Christ Jesus.

(Romans 3:23-24)

And tonight, you can be put right with him too, through Jesus Christ.
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