Black, White, & Shades of Grey #3

“Balancing the Basics”

various texts

 Every four years the Olympic Games bring together athletes from all over the globe and highlights sports otherwise ignored by many fans. One such sport is gymnastics, and of all the various gymnastic events, I am fascinated most by the balance beam. I would probably have a difficult time walking on a balance beam, yet these athletes do spins, backflips, handstands…and combinations of all the above for their dismount. Whenever I watch that event I wonder, How do they practice for this without killing themselves?

Gymnastics is not the only time balance is important. I find it particularly true in spiritual matters. Both in belief and behavior, many Christians drift to one extreme or the other. But, as Chuck Swindoll points out, “Balance is always preferred to extremes. Keep your balance in all things. A scriptural word for it is moderation.” 


This is true in the realm of Christian ethics, too. When coming to grips with right and wrong, we must be careful to keep our balance. By this I am not suggesting that there are no such things as black and white when it comes to morality; I am simply stating that extreme positions on either side of an issue are rarely right. This morning I would like to focus on balancing the basics when it comes to ethical issues.

Three Elements to Adopt


There are three underlying elements we must adopt about Christian ethics: law, love, and liberty. Let’s take a look at each one.

Law  

This first element is law. By “law” I am speaking of the rules God has established for us. These expectations go by a number of names: “commands (or commandments)”, “statutes”, “laws”, “precepts”, and “decrees,” to name a few (all of which are found in Psalm 119).

Whenever the word “law” is mentioned, many people immediately think of the Ten Commandments first recorded in Exodus 20. While these are basic rules for living, the Bible contains many more than these ten; the Pharisees counted over 600 laws in the Old Testament alone! Because of this, many people assume that Christianity is nothing more than a list of do’s and don’ts, with a lot more don’ts than do’s! 

Both Jesus and Paul fought against this over-emphasis on the law (we will consider this in detail below). Law has no place in attaining our salvation (as Paul wrote in Romans 3:20, “By the works of the Law no flesh will be justified”), but God’s commands to hold a place in our behavior as guidelines for righteous living.
 Paul also wrote in Romans 7:12, “So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.”  While the Bible consistently teaches that no one can be saved by keeping God’s laws, the rules of both Old and New Testaments become the basis of biblical Christian ethics.


Wherever God tells us what we should or should not do, ethical issues are simple. These are the “black and white” areas of Christian ethics. It is impossible, though, to mandate rules for every possible situation in every era and every culture. (If this were the case, the Bible would be so large we probably couldn’t carry it!) 


So where do we turn in matters that are not specifically addressed in Scripture?

Love


The second ethical element to adopt is love. Love is crucial when it comes to Christian living. Why is that? For one things, 1 John 4:8 and 16 state simply, “God is love.” Love is a central part of God’s character.


Furthermore, the rest of 1 John 4:16 says, “Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.” Love is essential to live the Christian life. Without love, Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 13, we are nothing.

It is a popular notion that law and love are opposites. Proponents of situation ethics will say, “We don’t need a list of do’s and don’ts…all you need is love.” But the Bible reveals an interesting relationship between these two concepts.


Matthew 22:36-40 records this conversation:

An expert in the law tested him with this question, “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 


Notice the love does not replace the law; love is what the law is all about! 

Paul echoes this idea in Galatians 5:14, “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’” and then expands on it in Romans 13:8-10,

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 

How does this work? It’s pretty obvious that if we love God perfectly and properly, we would never do, think, or say anything contrary to what God wished. And if we love our fellow man perfectly and properly, we would never do, think or say anything that would harm or go against him.
 

So we can conclude that we can obey God’s law by loving God and loving others. How do we know that we are loving God? We read in 1 John 4:20, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.” How do we know we are loving others? John writes in 1 John 5:2, “This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands.”
Liberty


A third element to adopt is liberty (or freedom). The Bible has much to say about the liberty of a Christian. Jesus said in John 8:58, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:17, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom,” and in Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” James even refers to “the perfect law that gives freedom” in James 1:25. Instead of seeing God’s law as restrictive or confining, we should view it as liberating.


Liberty manifests itself in two ways: freedom from and freedom to.


We are freed from sin. When we come to Christ, we are freed from the penalty of sin—the guilt, the shame, and the ultimate consequence of sin, which is eternal separation from God. We are also freed from the power of sin to enslave us and keep us bound. The Christian can never say regarding sin, “I couldn’t help it!” In Christ, we are free to not choose sin. Furthermore, we are freed from the expectations of others (and even ourselves). Swindoll notes, 

Essentially, liberty is freedom… It is a freedom to become all that He meant me to be, regardless of how He leads others. I can be me—fully and freely. It is a freedom to know Him in an independent and personal way. And that freedom is then released to others so they can be who they are meant to be—different from me! You see, God isn’t stamping out little cookie-cutter Christians across the world so that we all think alike and look alike and sound alike and act alike. The body has variety. We were never meant to have the same tem​peraments and use the same vocabulary and wear the same syrupy smile and dress the same way and carry on the same ministry. I repeat: God is pleased with variety. This freedom to be who we are is nothing short of magnificent. It is freedom to make choices, freedom to know His will, freedom to walk in it, freedom to obey His leading me in my life and you in your life. Once you’ve tasted such freedom, nothing else satisfies.


This reflects the positive side of liberty, the freedom to do certain things. We are at liberty to be our Creator’s creature…to have the right to be the person we really are.
 We are free to serve God, to obey God, to love God, and to enjoy God.


Such freedom is not absolute—it does have limits. We are not free to sin; we are freed from sin. Paul writes in Romans 6:1-2, “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?” He then concludes in verse seven, “Anyone who has died has been freed from sin.” 

Neither are we free to do as we please without regard for how our actions affect others. True liberty takes into account the consequences of our actions on those around us. Remember, the most important rules God gave us are to love Him and to love others. We cannot run roughshod over the sensitivities of others in the name of Christian liberty. This does not mean that the Christian is bound completely or permanently by the erratic or irra​tional behavior of others. Nevertheless, the issue is one of love and edification, not merely of per​sonal rights. The Christian can say, “I am free,” but can also choose to say, “I am ready to limit my liberty and to shape my habits and interests so as to be helpful to myself and to others.”
 At times it is best to limit our own liberty out of love.
Three Extremes to Avoid

With these three ethical elements to adopt, there are also three extremes to avoid. As I mentioned at the beginning of this message, we must keep our lives in proper balance. We have seen three aspects to God’s ethical system: law, love, and liberty. All three are crucial, but we’re not to live according to the dictates of any one of them on its own. Let’s illustrate:
 

· When law is isolated as the rule of life, it be​comes legalism. 

· When love is isolated as the rule of life, it be​comes lust.
· When liberty is isolated as the rule of life, it becomes license.

 

Legalism


Legalism takes the rule of law to an extreme. Legalism has been defined as “an obsessive conformity to an artificial standard for the purpose of exalting oneself.”
 Legalism believes that one’s standing before God is based on how well one conforms to a list of rules (God’s or man’s). Legalism tends to be negative in nature…it focuses more on the “thou shalt nots” than on the “thou shalts.” S. Lewis Johnson writes in his article, “The Paralysis of Legalism,”

One of the most serious problems facing the orthodox Christian church today is the problem of legalism. One of the most serious problems facing the church in Paul’s day was the problem of legalism. In every day it is the same. Legalism wrenches the joy of the Lord from the Christian believer, and with the joy of the Lord goes his power for vital worship and vibrant service. Nothing is left but cramped, somber, dull, and listless profession. The truth is betrayed, and the glorious name of the Lord becomes a synonym for a gloomy kill-joy. The Christian under law is a miserable parody of the real thing.


Legalism usually results in one of two ways: either pride (when the person thinks they are meeting their requirements) or dejection (when the person thinks they do not measure up).  


Paul constantly warned his churches against the dangers of legalism. He wrote in Colossians 2:8, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.”  He devoted one entire letter—Galatians—to the battle of liberty versus legalism. In Galatians 5:1 he wrote, 
It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.

Yes, God has given us His law, His rules for living that define right and wrong. But when we take law to the extreme, we can slip into legalism, which God never intended for us. Our standing with Him is not based on how good we are…it has always been (and thankfully always will be) based on how good He is.

Lust


“The greatest…is love,” the Bible tells us. Yet love can also be taken to an extreme, and the Bible calls that extreme lust. Often the word “lust” is understood only in a sexual context, but it really means any strong desire. The desire itself may not be wrong, but the way in which that desire is satisfied is contrary to God’s standards. Satan loves to take natural, God-given appetites and pervert them by lust into sin.


How can we distinguish love from lust? Love desires to please the object of love; lust is the strong desire to please oneself. John Stott observes,

Sometimes when we say we love somebody, what we really mean is that we want to possess him and use him and manipulate him. We want him to serve us, rather than being willing ourselves to serve him.


Remember the story of Amnon and Tamar from 2 Samuel 13 that I mentioned a couple of weeks ago? Amnon was Tamar’s half-brother, as they were both children of King David to different mothers. Verse one states, “In the course of time, Amnon son of David fell in love with Tamar, the beautiful sister of Absalom son of David.”  Amnon was sure that he “loved” Tamar. He had to have her…but he couldn’t. So he took her by force. Verse 15 then records, “Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, “Get up and get out!” That is not love…that is lust. Selfish to the core, he used her for what he desired, then wanted nothing to do with her.


I am not suggesting that love isn’t good, or even a good guide for making ethical choices. But in our sinful nature, love is imperfect…distorted by selfishness. When it comes to Christian ethics, “all you need is love” just doesn’t cut it.
License

The third basic element of ethics, liberty, can also be taken to the extreme of license. Jude 4 refers to “godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license…” to sin. Paul continually dealt with people who under the guise of religion were libertines; they talked about liberty when what they really meant was, “﻿I insist on doing what it is my right to do, and I don’t care about anyone else.﻿” That is not liberty, that is lawlessness.
 That is license.

We see this attitude in our own country. America is a free country, with certain civic rights guaranteed by the Constitution. Some people take this to mean absolute freedom…that they can say or do anything they want, anytime, any way. If they choose to exercise their rights without restraint, they will soon find out that there are limits to liberty!

Christianity is all about mercy, grace, forgiveness, and love. Jesus Christ died on the cross so that our sins could be forgiven, that we could become God’s children, and that we could go to Heaven when this life is over. But we are never allowed to use God’s grace as permission to sin as we please, knowing that we can “get the slate clean so we can dirty it again.”

The extremes of legalism, lust, and license are the results of losing our ethical balance. 
Three Essentials to Align


So how do we avoid falling into these extremes? Let’s return to law, love, and liberty—the three essentials to align for a balanced ethic. How do all three work together? 


Turn to Galatians chapter five. Earlier we read the first verse, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” I’d like to turn our attention now to verses 13-14,

You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”


All three essentials are seen in this verse. We are called to be free—liberty. We are to serve one another—love. We are commanded to love one another—law. Instead of taking one of these in isolation, we must align all three and keep them in proper balance.


God created mankind to be free. Think back to God’s words to Adam in Genesis 2:16 regarding the Garden of Eden, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden.” Did you catch that? “You are free.” From the very beginning, we were intended to live in liberty.


But that freedom was not absolute. Verse 17 continues, “…but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” God introduced law for the first time. Was it because He was mean or trying to take away man’s fun? No, God’s decree was intended to protect man, as well as to define the limits of his liberty.


Yet man’s relationship to God and to each other was not confined to sterile compliance to commands. We are to love God and to love one another. That is the law. That is also our liberty. 


So how does this work in daily life? We will answer that question over the next several weeks. But here is a summary of where we are going:

· When God gives specific commands, we are to obey His law.
· When dealing with others, we are to act in love (in accordance with God’s law).

· When dealing with our own actions, we are to live in liberty.

Of course, we must also keep all three of these essentials in balance. Otherwise, we can find ourselves in a world of hurt, just like a gymnast falling off a balance beam.
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