
Romans 3:9-24
Bad on the inside

It’s been a couple of years since I’ve been into any of the local schools to lead
assemblies. I’m actually quite amazed that what for me is quite a small part of the
job can really stick in kids’ memories. Quite often at Pool School, where I’m a
chaplain, youngsters give me a bit of a funny look and then say … You used to come
to my school! A couple of weeks ago, two girls at Pool said about an Easter
assembly I did at Roskear School three years ago.

I’ve learned a bit over the years of doing assemblies. It’s strange that one of
the images I need to be most careful of putting up on screen is The Simpsons. I
don’t know quite what it is about that curiously yellow family, but I just have to put
one of those pictures up, and the whole school hall starts giggling and talking to each
other. Fluffy animals gets a reliable (and brief!) aww … cute … but one flash of The
Simpsons can take best part of a minute to get them quietened down again.

It’s amazing just how long that series has been running now. Anyone hazard
a guess when it started, or how many seasons? 1989 / 33 seasons. Back when our
kids were young, I think we followed the first maybe five or six series, and I haven't
really seen that much of them more recently. But I just happened, totally randomly,
to tune into one when the TV came on a couple of weeks ago, and I thought I caught
it making what is actually a rather profound point.

So I guess that Bart has been acting up at school again, and he has finally
driven his teacher Mrs Krabappel to total distraction. She comes out with
something like this:

I didn’t think I’d ever have to say this to any of my students, Bart Simpson, but
you are bad on the inside!

… which you can see is where I got today’s title from. Now this statement
really gets to Bart. He goes home and even his normally dumb Dad notices that
something is wrong. He asks what the problem is. And Bart then enlarges upon just
what thoughts are going through his head.

Again, I can’t remember the precise words, but it’s along the lines of asking
Homer to confirm that he wasn’t totally bad on the inside. Isn’t there still just some
kernel of goodness deep down inside him? I think the producers of the programme
were very clever to just leave hanging what Homer then says, which isn’t really an
answer one way or the other. “Oh, I wouldn’t like to say a kernel … that gives the
idea of something far too big …”

So what do you think? Is Mrs Krabappel right - not so much about Bart, but
about whether someone could actually be “bad on the inside”, without even that
basic little kernel of loveability?

I know it’s really at the other end of the scale, but it’s still really a relevant
question as we approach Valentine’s Day - tomorrow - which is all about celebration
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of “love”. Or should I rephrase that? The way we do Valentine’s Day currently is
more about the celebration of being in love, or falling in love - and I don’t think that’s
quite the same thing. In fact, I think it tends to muddy the waters. And it certainly
doesn’t help us much to take a Valentines-Day understanding of “love” (in quote
marks) and dump it back into the Bible.

Folks, I think that in the Bible we find something far more profound, far more
exciting, far more wonderful in its understanding of love than a whole shop-full of
pink fluffy Valentine’s cards, or the ultimate in those romantic classics.

But it’s going to start with something that is terribly stark, totally contrary to the
way the world works nowadays. You will hear the argument now, that you have to
love yourself. In fact, it’s scarcely even an argument any more. It’s just largely
assumed and taken for granted. The idea is that you have to find something within
yourself - just like Bart is pleading that there must be - something which is good and
not just lovable, but actually worthy and deserving of love. Because … I can’t
possibly really be bad on the inside, can I?

It’s the same thinking behind that phrase you have very likely heard, too, that
“God loves the sinner but hates the sin”. I think I get what it’s trying to say, but I don’t
think the underlying implication is actually right - as if sin is something that is,
underneath it all, detachable from the real person deep down. It’s still pretty much
an argument, I’d say, for that kernel of inner goodness that Bart really wants to find
within himself.

I hope you know that when I stand here, I want to bring you good news.
That’s what the word Gospel actually means, you probably realise. But, just like that
Bible passage we read a few minutes ago, the Good News starts with some distinctly
bad news. News about the answer to that bad on the inside question. And an
answer that people have never really wanted to hear.

But I promise you: it’s worth reading on.

So we start breaking into a long chain of reasoning from apostle Paul. He
said, back in the first chapter of Romans, that he was overwhelmed with the privilege
of being associated with and entrusted with this Good News. When he summarises
what it does, you can see why, too

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for
salvation to everyone who believes, …

(Romans 1:16)

And so he starts to unpack things, to explain just how this gospel offers you
and me salvation.  It starts, he says, with God - to which we are to make a response.

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is
written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”

(Romans 1:17)

2



But Paul then starts off by showing us that this isn’t just nice news, but
necessary news. There is a shocking bit of bad news - or maybe I should say, news
about badness - that we need to hear first, to put things in proper perspective. God’s
being righteous is great to hear … if we are righteous too.  And if not …

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness
and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the
truth.

(Romans 1:18)

And pressing home that argument, proving the truth of what he says, is what
takes up the next couple of chapters. Our reading a moment ago just came in at the
end of this. He has been talking about Jews and Gentiles separately, but both, he
says, suffer the same problem:

For we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under
sin, …

(Romans 3:9)

He backs up this point with a stack of quotes from the Bible, stuff like …

… as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands;
no one seeks for God.”

(Romans 3:10-11)

And, summing it all up - or, worst of all …

“There is no fear of God before their eyes.”
(Romans 3:18)

You know what this is all saying, don’t you? - remembering where we’re
starting from today. Paul is saying that we actually are, all of us, bad on the inside.
Not so totally bad that we can’t recognise, to some extent, what is good - but we’re
just not able to live that way ourselves.

For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight,
since through the law comes knowledge of sin.

(Romans 3:20)

Conscience gives us some clues. The Bible makes it clearer again. We know
that we don’t match up to the standards that God sets for living. We don’t love our
neighbour as ourselves. And we don’t love God and give him the rightful place in our
lives. And all that the Law in the Bible does is just to make that unavoidably plain
and clear to us - “knowledge of sin”.

Folks, this is the bad news, and it’s necessary for us to hear it, just as any of
us might need to be told by the doctor at some stage that we have an illness that is
fatal.
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But Gospel, remember, means good news. This fatal disease of sin is
treatable. There is a cure - only one - so it’s not a choice of which treatment, but
whether treatment. And it still fits under that umbrella of God’s righteousness, too.
His upright and just behaviour. Sin cries our for his just condemnation. But that
condemnation can also be justly avoided. Something amazing has been put in
place.

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the
law, … the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who
believe.

(Romans 3:21-22)

The summary of the problem, or the illness:

For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory
of God, …

(Romans 3:22-23)

Yes, we are, every one of us, bad on the inside. But that is not the end of
the story.  Now here is the summary of the solution, or the treatment, or the cure.

… and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is
in Christ Jesus, …

(Romans 3:24)

And there’s even a summary of how to apply that treatment, too:

… to be received by faith.
(Romans 3:25)

You know, this is all so well summed up, too, by the strap-line to the original
Christianity Explored course.

You are more sinful than you ever imagined,
But you are more loved than you ever dreamed.

(or something like that - haven’t been able to find the original)

It really runs so very much counter to our instincts. We’re all pretty much like
Bart Simpson. We want there to be some core of basic goodness, even if it’s hidden
deep down inside ourselves. We say it’s necessary for our self-respect. We invent
all kinds of reasons and excuses to not let go of this treasured notion.

It’s humiliating! we will probably say. Only that’s the wrong word. God doesn’t
seek to humiliate us; only to humble us, to bring us to realise the sad reality that we
are, in Edna Krabappel’s words, bad on the inside. That’s precisely why the word
“lost” gets used in that context.
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But the amazing thing, when we think we have reached rock bottom like this,
is that we do not need to despair.

Let me give you an example of what I mean. I’m not going to name names,
because I don’t really want this getting back. But I’ve got a lot of cousins, so I think
it’s sufficiently anonymous. One day, quite some time back, I visited the home of one
of my cousins. On top of a mantelpiece or some cabinet or other, there was a
picture of this cousin’s very young baby. I have to say that it struck me as the
ugliest baby I could remember having seen. And you know the phrase that might
well come to our minds when we see some poor unfortunate kid like that:

It takes a mother to love that

And if you and I are faced with the grim reality that we are bad on the inside,
it takes more than a mother: it takes God to love us. He doesn’t love us because we
have some kernel of love-worthiness hidden deep inside, he just loves us because of
who he is:

So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us.
God is love, …

(1 John 4:16)

There was plenty enough about us for God to not love us. But he did. And
does:

For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the
ungodly.

(Romans 5:6)
… but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners,

Christ died for us.
(Romans 5:8)

For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of
his Son, ...

(Romans 5:10)

The Bible pictures it as even worse than just weakness, but death:

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins …
(Ephesians 2:1)

But even that is no problem for a God who can raise the dead:

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he
loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together
with Christ — by grace you have been saved —

(Ephesians 2:4-5)
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See, that is how grace works. It reaches out to people who don’t deserve it.
God does not love us because, underneath it all, there’s still a kernel of goodness.
God loves us because God is love. It is the kind of thing he does. Even the unlovely
is not beyond God’s love.  Even an avowed enemy can be pardoned and forgiven.

But that is not the end of the story. When we have received that grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ, things happen. He does not just forgive us for that badness on
the inside: he changes what is on the inside.  Here’s a picture from way back:

“I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your
uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a
new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of
stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.”

(Ezekiel 36:25-26)

In one sense, that has just happened, a once-for-all change. If you have put
your trust in Christ, technically speaking, it’s probably because God has already put
that new heart in you. If you consistently want to follow Christ now, that is evidence
that God has been at work in you.

But there is also a different aspect, of something ongoing, too. Not just that
God has done something, but started something … and …

And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it
to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.

(Philippians 1:6)

But let’s not think of that just in terms of something like completing a
impersonal project of work. God’s work is not just about getting you to heaven, or
finalising the details of that heart transplant. God’s work is about making us not just
lovable, but lovely.

Right in the middle of the OT, there’s a really curious book called the Song of
Solomon. On the surface, it’s a collection of love poems, poems that at times get
very heated and passionate - though with always a great reverence and decorum
alongside the surprising explicitness you’ll see there.

It is about the expression of love between a husband and a wife. But since,
as we read earlier on, marriage is not just given to us, but carefully designed in order
to point to an even greater love …

“Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his
wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” This mystery is profound, and I am
saying that it refers to Christ and the church.

(Ephesians 5:31-32)
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So what we see in the Song of Solomon also sheds light on the love of Jesus
Christ for his people. Let me just leave you with some of the words of “the
bridegroom” from that strange and wonderful book.

Keep in your mind the title of today: bad on the inside. But hold that in your
mind so that you can see the contrast.  You and I start off as, said Paul,

… we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires
of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of
mankind.

(Ephesians 2:3)

A Jewish turn of phrase, that, people who deserved God’s anger because of
sin. But instead, he offers to save and change an object of his wrath into an object
of his delight. Some of the imagery is rather odd to us. Bear with that. Just get
what this bridegroom - a foretaste of Jesus Christ - is saying to his beloved.

I compare you, my love, to a mare among Pharaoh's chariots. Your
cheeks are lovely with ornaments, your neck with strings of jewels.

(Song of Solomon 1:9-10)
Behold, you are beautiful, my love; behold, you are beautiful; your eyes

are doves.
(Song of Solomon 1:15)

As a lily among brambles, so is my love among the young women.
(Song of Solomon 2:2)

You have captivated my heart, my sister, my bride; you have captivated
my heart with one glance of your eyes, with one jewel of your necklace. How
beautiful is your love, my sister, my bride! How much better is your love than
wine, and the fragrance of your oils than any spice!

(Song of Solomon 4:9-10)

And a final verse. And see how far God intends to bring you from “bad on thie
inside”, if you become one of his children, by putting your faith in Jesus Christ:

You are altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you.
(Song of Solomon 4:7)

How deep the Father’s love for us,
How vast beyond all measure,

That He should give His only Son
To make a wretch His treasure.

And why is that? It’s no longer a question of bad on the inside. That was
then. But now, something totally different has come about. We are changed from
the inside out, such that now it is …

… Christ in you, the hope of glory.
(Colossians 1:27)
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