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ROMANS ROAD #4:  THEREFORE
(Romans 11:33-12:2)

TEXT: Romans 12:1:  “Therefore” 

SUBJECT (Fallen Condition Focus):  What is the difference between a moralist and a Christian?

PROPOSITION (Theme Sentence):  BECAUSE TRUTH 
TRANSFORMS US, WE MUST KNOW OUR 
DOCTRINE AND LIVE OUT OUR FAITH.

INTRODUCTION:


It is my privilege to be the anchor-leg runner on this relay race journey down Romans Road and try to pull it all together.  And to do so I want to focus on one word in Romans 12, one of the most important words in the book of Romans, in fact, one of the key words for the Apostle Paul.  It is the word translated “therefore.”  I want to suggest that this is one of the most significant words for the Christian faith, and that if you do not understand this biblical word in its full weight and context, then I do not think that you are yet a Christian.  Instead, I fear that you are a practitioner of one of the world’s three false religions, probably the most popular religion in America today, a religion known as “moralism.”

I.  MORALISM.    

A.  There are three false religions in the world.  Satan has only so many options in creating a counterfeit that bears some resemblance to the true faith.  While these three false faiths use many names and titles, they are the same whatever they may be called.  The world’s three false religions are mysticism, magic, and moralism, and you undoubtedly know people who follow these religions.   Each of these false religions seeks to fulfill a human need.  It diagnoses a specific human problem that either creates the need or inhibits its fulfillment.  And each religion attempts to connect with, influence, or control God (or the Ultimate) in order to satisfy the need.

1.  For the false religion of mysticism, the perceived need is a lack of fulfillment or happiness.  The key desire is PLEASURE.  The supposed problem is that God is distant and unreachable, so true religion would involve experiencing God directly or immediately.  God is in a different dimension, and so to reach him we must attain an altered state of consciousness or some special, secret knowledge or esoteric insight in order to experience the divine in sustained ecstasy.  


2.  For magical religion, the perceived need is a lack of the ability to control our environment, ultimately to control God.  The key desire is for POWER.  The perceived problem is that God is aloof, unwilling, unable, or unpredictable.  So God (or our circumstances) must be manipulated, controlled, or co-opted by formulas, rituals, incantations, and/or mind-over-matter/positive thinking.  


3.  And for the false religion of moralism, the perceived need is a lack of moral or intellectual completeness.  The key desire is a sense of superiority or PRIDE (today we call this “self-esteem”).  The apparent problem is that God is righteous and offended by our failures or false beliefs.  True religion then consists of proper behavior or correct beliefs, those which God approves.  God must be placated, appeased, or won over by our better behavior or superior beliefs. 


B.  Moralism is probably the most common religion in America today, even among those who claim to be Christians.  These pseudo-Christians are, in fact, moralists sharing more in common with Jews and Muslims than they do with those who follow Jesus Christ.  That explains, for example, why the popular children’s videos, “Veggie Tales,” are so well-received among Islamic Arabs in the Middle East.  The reason is because the “Veggie Tales” videos share the same religion, not Christianity and not Islam, but moralism.  


This also explains why Rick Warren, popular pastor of the Saddleback Community Mega-Church, author of all of the “Purpose-Driven” stuff, could make the incredibly troubling announcement that he was ushering in a new reformation of “deeds, not creeds.”  Quoting Warren:  “I’m looking for a second reformation. The first reformation of the church 500 years ago was about beliefs. This one is going to be about behavior. The first one was about creeds. This one is going to be about deeds. It is not going to be about what does the church believe, but about what is the church doing.”  Or, in other words, “Deeds, not creeds.”  The reason why this is so disturbing is because it is so patently silly.  How can you have deeds without creeds? Suppose someone asked Rick Warren, “What kind of deeds should we do?”  And suppose when he answered, “Good deeds, helping others and being kind,” the inquisitor then asked, “Why should we do that?”  Warren’s answer, whatever it may be, is a creed.  Without creeds, there are no deeds, or at least there is no purpose for the deeds.  But Warren does not apparently know this, because his religion is really moralism and not Christianity.  Another popular “buzz word” way this kind of moralism religion is expressed today is to say the church should be “missional, not theological.”    


C.  Distinguished Professor of Sociology at Chapel Hill University in North Carolina, Christian Smith, recently completed the largest and most detailed sociological study of teenagers and religion ever undertaken.  It was called, “The National Study of Youth and Religion.”  His conclusion was that most teenagers in America follow the same religion, whatever the brand-name:  Lutheran, Evangelical, Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist; Protestant or Roman Catholic, even Mormons and Jews.  The term he coined was “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.”  He declares that Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the largest religion among teenagers in America today.  He summarizes the unwritten beliefs of most American teenagers in his 2005 book, Soul Searching: 


“1.  A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life on earth.

2.  God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by most world religions.


3.  The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.


4.  God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a problem.


5.  Good people go to heaven when they die.”

(pp. 162-163)

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the religion that follows these beliefs.  


“First, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about inculcating a moralistic approach to life.  It teaches that central to living a good and happy life is being a good, moral person.  That means being nice, kind, pleasant, respectful, responsible, at work on self-improvement, taking care of one’s health, and doing one’s best to be successful…” (p. 163)

“Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is, second, about providing therapeutic benefits to its adherents.  This is not a religion of repentance from sin, of keeping the Sabbath, of living as a servant of a sovereign divine, of steadfastly saying one’s prayers, of faithfully observing high holy days, of building character through suffering, of basking in God’s love and grace, of spending oneself in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice, etcetera.  Rather what appears to be the actual dominant religion among U.S. teenagers is centrally about feeling good, happy, secure, at peace.  It is about attaining subjective well-being, being able to resolve problems, and getting along amiably with other people….” (pp. 163-164) 


“Finally, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about belief in a particular kind of God:  one who exists, created the world, and defines our general moral order, but not one who is particularly personally involved in one’s affairs—especially affairs in which one would prefer not to have God involved.  Most of the time, the God of this faith keeps a safe distance.” (164)  


Smith is careful to note that this Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is not an organized religion but cuts across organized religions in America, and that most of its followers would not call it that.  Nonetheless, after his extensive surveys and interviews, he is convinced that this is the religion followed by most American teenagers, whatever the brand name they use. 


D.  Of course, as we have seen on our journey down Romans Road, Christianity is something very different.  So, once again let me say that if you do not realize the full weight of the key biblical word in Romans 12, “therefore,” then I think you are not yet a Christian, but are most likely a moralist, and I would urge you to quit that false religion and come to faith in Jesus Christ.  

II.  MOTIVE MATTERS.  


A.  Our Lord Jesus said that motive matters.  The right motive is essential.  The wrong motive is, in fact, spiritually deadly.  Jesus taught that you could do the right action perfectly and yet be condemned—if you did it for the wrong reason.  Motive matters.  In the Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 6, Jesus said, “1 Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 2  Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.”

What that sounds like to me is “deeds, not creeds,” or “missional, not theological.”  And the reason it sounds like that is because the “deeds, not creeds” group has not supplied the right motive, or any motive for the deeds.  Motive matters.  And motive for deeds is in the realm of creeds.  Jesus never criticized the deeds, giving to the needy.  In fact, he endorsed, it.  He went on to say, “3  But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4  so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  The point is that the motive is supremely important.  And the motive comes from the creeds, the theology or biblical truth.  So it is utterly absurd, foolish, unbiblical and just plain silly to say “deeds, not creeds” or “missional, not theological.” 

B.  Rather, we must say that the “creeds lead to the deeds.”  Or, as we find in Romans 12, “therefore.”  “1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God (CREEDS, the great things God has done for us in Christ), to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship (DEEDS).”  The deeds flow from the creeds.  The creeds are the motive for the deeds.  

So, the religion of moralism says, “Deeds” or “Missional.”  Moralism downplays or even dispenses with “Creeds” or the “Theological.”  


Christianity on the other hand says, “Creeds, therefore, deeds.”  The religion of Paul says, “Theology, therefore, mission.”  


Moralism says, “Do.”  Jesus says, “Because I have done, therefore, do.”  How important is that little connecting word, “therefore!”  

III. THE HIDDEN MOTIVES OF MORALISM.


A.  The fact is that moralism will always seek a motive.  Not long ago a man said to me, “People don’t need theology, they need Christianity.”  I confess that I was rendered speechless by the stupidity of that statement.  But had I kept my wits about me, I should have asked him, “What do you mean by ‘Christianity?’”  And knowing him, he would have undoubtedly said, “Well, being nice and doing good things to others.”  And then I would have been very nasty and asked him, “Why should we be nice and do good things to others?”  And then it either would have been his turn to be rendered speechless, or he would have answered with theology.  When you give a reason, a rationale, or motive for doing the deeds, you are in the realm of theology or truth.  It can be good theology or bad theology, but you need the theology.

B.  The fact is that even moralism needs a motive, or it will not long survive.  People need a reason to act contrary to their sinful, selfish nature.  And the dirty little secret of moralism is that it always supplies a motive, though often pretends it does not or seeks to hide its real motive.  


Let’s use an example.  Take, for instance, these adventures in Christian tourism, these sight-seeing trips that people take to other places, often called, “mission trips.”  Sometimes there is some legitimacy to these trips; but all too often what they amount to is three hours in a soup kitchen and three days at Disneyland.  But even so, these trips cannot really be deeds without creeds, or actions done for no reason.  People don’t do things for no reason.  So what are the hidden motives? In other words, what kinds of incentives are offered to get people to sign up for these trips? 


1. How about this one: “You will have a lot of fun.”  So the hidden motive is that this is all about me and my experience of fun.  


2.  Or this incentive:  “You will feel good about yourself for helping those in need.”  So the hidden motive is that this is still all about me and my feeling good about myself, boosting my self-acceptance or self-esteem (or pride, which God always condemns).


3.  Here’s another:  “You have so much to share with others.” So the hidden motive is that this is again all about me, the superstar, the great repository of goodness sharing my wonderful self with the less fortunate.  

4.  Or this one:  “You’re really bored and need a road trip.”  So it’s all about me and my quest to escape boredom.

5.  And finally:  “Others will think you are a hero.” So this is all about me being praised by others.  Our Lord Jesus utterly condemned this motive forbidding us to practice our righteousness before others, to be seen by them. The Puritan Thomas Watson said it this way, “The praise of men is the wind that fills their sails.”  

IV. THE CHRISTIAN MOTIVE.


So, what is the wind that should fill our sails and propel us on to deeds of service for Christ if it is not self-seeking pride or personal glory? You are probably guessing that it has something to do with creeds, with theology, but that’s only because you are a quick learner.  


A.  Let me suggest that the biblical answer from the end of Romans Road here is GRATITUDE.  Let’s look again at this crucial transition point in Romans 12:1 “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”   You see the pattern, “by the mercies of God” or because of what God has done for us in Christ, THEREFORE, “present your bodies as a living sacrifice.”  Motive matters.  What is the supreme motive according to St. Paul?  It is gratitude.  Because of the astonishing goodness of what God has mercifully done for us in Christ, therefore, in gratitude, offer yourself to him in sacrificial service.  Those of us who are familiar with the Heidelberg Catechism will immediately recognize this pattern:  “guilt, grace, and gratitude.”  

Q. 2.  How many things must you know that you may live and die in the blessedness of this comfort?  


A. Three. First, the greatness of my sin and wretchedness.  Second, how I am freed from all my sins and their wretched consequences.  Third, what gratitude I owe to God for such redemption. 


B.  Gratitude becomes the great, godly motive for service.  Increase gratitude and you increase motivation, passion, energy, and love for Christ.  Decrease gratitude, and you decrease motivation, and people begin to nit pick, grumble, grow lazy, and eventually drift away.  A person who is not grateful is an ingrate.  If I’m not mistaken, the primal sin was ingratitude according to Romans 1.  

C.  Now here’s the big question.  If you want to increase motivation, passion, love for Christ, and willingness to spend your life for him, do you focus more on the deeds or the creeds? Do you spend your time rehearsing all of the things you ought to be doing, or do you rather study with great interest all that God has done for you in Christ?  Well, of course it is the latter.  The heightened sense of our shameful, dreadful guilt before a thrice-holy God enables a deeper appreciation for God’s amazing grace in Christ, and this inevitably leads to a stronger and more enduring sense of gratitude.  John writes, “We love, because he first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)  Would it not follow that we will love more when we know his love more?  

C.  Luke 7 records that one day Jesus went to the house of a Pharisee named Simon.  While he was there a woman of questionable character came to Jesus and washed his feet with her tears, dried them with her hair, and anointed them with expensive ointment.  Simon raised his eyebrows and thought, “If Jesus really were a prophet, he would know what kind of woman this was who was touching him.”  Jesus knew his thoughts and told him a story:


41  “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42  When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 43  Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 44  Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45  You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet. 46  You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47  Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.”  

D.  May I ask why you find it so hard to sustain love and service to Christ?  It is not for lack of knowing what you should be doing.  No, the reason is that you have no wind in your sail, and according to our Lord Jesus, and the whole Bible, and the end of Romans Road here in chapter 12, the right wind, the true and unfailing wind to propel us forward and make us fly is the unfailing, everlasting, and continually amazing mercies of God to us in Jesus Christ, and gratitude for them.  


When it comes to the book of Romans, the Romans Road, many preachers run right to Romans 12 and start with what we are to do (Deeds, not Creeds).  In this they reveal their own moralistic tendencies and make a critical error.  If they would desire to make strong, stable, joyful and highly motivated Christians, they would spend most of their time in Romans 1-11:  in the grim and horrific details of our sin, and the astonishing and unspeakably glorious grace of God in Christ.  As we said, the heightened sense of our shameful, dreadful guilt before a thrice-holy God enables a deeper appreciation for God’s amazing grace in Christ, and this inevitably leads to a stronger and more enduring sense of gratitude.  “He who is forgiven much loves much.”
V. THE NEED OF THE HOUR.


And now you understand why moralism and not Christianity is the main religion in America today, and why the church is in so much trouble in America today.  Instead of a brokenness because of our guilt, and a wondrous hope in God’s grace, leading to an explosion of service in gratitude, what we find more common in our churches is that we deny guilt, assume grace, and so begrudge gratitude.  Motive matters.  

A.  Protestant Liberalism, for example, simply denies sin and guilt altogether, and so has no true concept of God’s grace.  As the church historian H. Richard Neibuhr has famously described it, liberalism teaches that “a god without wrath, brought men without sin, into a kingdom without judgment, through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.” No wonder such liberalism is dying, for it is sheer, unvarnished moralism, and moralism is not self-sustaining, it must always be parasitic.  


B.  And neo-liberalism (the new liberalism) today does not deny sin and guilt as much as it simply ignores it.  Take, for example, one of the most famous preachers in America over the past couple of decades, the neo-liberal Robert H. Schuller.  Robert Schuller tells us that he made the conscious decision from the outset largely to ignore the subject of sin in his church services.  In fact, he did not allow some passages of Scripture to be read in his church services because he deemed them harsh or because they mentioned sin and judgment.  Just stop for a moment and think about how odd that is.  A Christian preacher refused to have certain passages from the Bible, God’s Word, read in his church services!  

But Schuller explained himself in a letter some years ago in Christianity Today, dated October 5, 1984, “I don’t think anything has been done in the name of Christ and under the banner of Christianity that has proven more destructive to human personality and, hence, counterproductive to the evangelism enterprise, than the often crude, uncouth, and unchristian strategy of attempting to make people aware of their lost and sinful condition.”  Apparently, according to Dr. Schuller, there are parts of Romans Road that we should not travel, certainly never take people to visit.  To do so would be an “uncouth, unchristian strategy.”  

I have read the New Testament many times.  It would seem to me that all of the New Testament writers and supremely our Lord Jesus Christ are guilty of using that “uncouth, unchristian strategy.”   One would think that Dr. Schuller is suggesting a different religion, something other than Christianity, and he is.  His religion is called “moralism.”  Where do you suppose Moralistic Therapeutic Deism came from, if not from celebrity, moralism preachers like Schuller and those who try to imitate him?  

C.  And in many ways evangelicalism today has come to ignore sin and guilt by replacing it with a focus on our works, our activities, the self-help of fine tuning your life and feathering your nest in this world.  If you peruse a copy of Rick Warren’s wildly popular book, The Purpose-Driven Life, you will find very little about guilt or grace or even gratitude, but a veritable grocery list, even the mother of all grocery lists of ways to live out your purpose and so seize the great prize of self-fulfillment.  I know he has this chapter that declares, “It’s not about you,” but then the rest of the book …is all about you.  Motive matters.  Nobody denies that you can garner a large following with the self-fulfillment message, but then moralism always was more popular than Christianity.  Our Lord Jesus said something about a broad road that leads to destruction and the narrow road to salvation.  I’m thinking that the Romans Road is narrow and that few truly find it.  

CONCLUSION 

And if you would leave your life of moralism and come at last to faith in Christ, you must feast your barren soul on the mercies of God, on Romans 1-11, for example.  Let God’s holy Law terrify you and put to death all your self-righteousness.  And then let his holy Gospel, the astonishingly good news of hope in Jesus Christ, “while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us,” raise you from death.  And then when you come at last to Romans 12, you will grasp what is meant and feel what is announced in the phrase “by the mercies of God.”  And sweet gratitude will energize you, and with gladness and self-abandon you will present your body “as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”  The creeds lead to the deeds.  


“I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”
____________________________________________________________________________________________


