Core: Mechanical God:

Legalism and the Religious Spirit

Acts 15: 1-21

Part One: Religious Spirit…

Gift of Discouragement

I once knew a woman who said her father had the ‘gift of discouragement.’ He could find the bad in just about any situation.

If she tried real hard at something—he’d find an area where she could have done better.

If God was doing something good in her life—he’d find something that wasn’t all it should be.

In fact, not just with his own family—but with just about everything in life—he could find a reason to not get too hopeful; something to “be concerned” about.

It’s the religious spirit—that always comes head to head with the spirit of life in the gospel. Like it’s naïve to be happy, and ‘spiritual’ to be ‘concerned.’

The spirit of religion always resists the freedom of the gospel. It is offended by the implications of grace. The religious spirit resents people being forgiven without having to earn it. And therefore does all it can to undermine the gospel of grace.

On the Road Again

As Paul and company make their way to Jerusalem they tell about all the good stuff God is doing. The people they tell—see God’s work and rejoice. They are focused on praise. And thankful for every life that’s being changed.

You know, most of the time, you don’t have to look very far to find a reason to praise God.

Like look at what God’s doing around here.

The dream to act on the belief that we have company coming and to take radical measures to get God’s house ready for his guests—it’s an awesome/exciting thing.

I was blown away by some of the numbers Phil shared last week. Already with labor, materials and cash we’ve had over $57,000 committed to the project. That’s awesome. We’ve already 1/3rd of the way there and we haven’t even asked for donations yet.
God is moving…

And did you know that the entire upstairs of building 1000 (Jones)—the children’s area—received brand new carpet this week?

And, did you know that in July:

Our worship attendance was up 44% from July last year?

Our Sunday School attendance was up almost 10%

Our giving was up 12%

Did you know that during July we had 40 guests

And did you know that in that month—with VBS and all the congregational service we’ve had 43 significant commitments (recommitments, first time; or surrender) to Christ?

Doesn’t that make you want to give God praise?
This is exactly what’s happening as Paul and Barnabas make their way to Jerusalem.

Some people just like to cheer you on!

To live the gospel—the good news about Jesus—is to live a life of praise, of hope, and of the optimism of grace—which believes that no life is beyond the saving reach of Jesus.

Part Two—critics

Some people like to cheer you on, others like to pick you apart.

Enter the legalists.

Legalism is all about control

Controlling others—you have to do life like this…

Controlling God—“I did this, You have to do that…”

This religious spirit is a dangerous and deadly enemy of the gospel. It lures people into thinking that the things they do give them leverage with God. And it fosters a judgmental/critical attitude toward others.

The more deeply entrenched a person or a group become in this ‘religious’ attitude, the further they are from the saving grace of Jesus.
Those under the influence of the religious spirit think they are absolutely right in their relationship with God; while perfectly content to identify the faults in others.
Bottom line: It’s not about performance:

v.11 “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved…”

Part Three: God and the Heart

Some people love to cheer you on…

Others like to pick you apart…

But God alone can change the heart.

The objective of God’s work in us is not legalistic righteousness, but something far deeper; and much more difficult (from a human perspective).

What did God do in the Gentiles—Cornelius’ household—that Peter said was the undeniable proof of God’s work in their lives?

Read v.9 again:

“He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith.” And that is the great work of salvation.

I was talking to someone the other day who said: “I would just like to get away from myself for a while.”

I replied: “The problem is that wherever you go, there your self will be.”

The greatest work of Christ is not the work of saving us from hell.

The greatest work of Christ is the cleansing of our hearts.

And it is God’s work in our hearts that allows us to live a life free from the domination of sin. We were created to be holy—to be like Jesus. That can only come through the fullness of God’s Holy Spirit living in the center of our lives—in the purity of our hearts.

Romans 8 explains this beautifully
1 Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, 4 in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.

It’s not that God doesn’t care about righteousness—he just can’t stand an artificial righteousness. Jesus didn’t die to conform you to a human standard. Jesus died to transform you into a purer reflection of God. It is from a pure heart that pure behavior flows. It’s always about the heart; and only God can know the heart:

King David—the Bible calls him a man after God’s own heart. He was so greatly respected that they referred to the Christ as “the son of David.” Definitely one of the all time heroes of the Bible.

But David had a really low point.

It started with a look


At a woman



Who was bathing

Then he let his mind run imagine…then he decided to see what her name was…then he decided to have her visit…and wonder of wonders, he ended up in bed with her. “It just sort of happened”

He lied about it; tried to hide it.

Killed the woman’s husband even though he’d been a lifelong friend and helper.

He only came clean when confronted with the truth.

And the truth demolished him.

This is what he prayed: (Psalm 51, pg. 889) vv.1-12, key v.10.

David knew what we all need to realize: to have our sins forgiven is not enough. Indeed to be only forgiven, and not given the power to live above sin—it is the worst thing imaginable.
David knew what we all need to realize—we don’t just need our sins forgiven we need our hearts made pure.

Some people like to cheer you on…I really want to be like that

Others like to pick you apart…God save us from the religious spirit,

But God alone can change the heart…How’s your heart today? Are you ready for the deeper cleansing? Are you ready for full surrender?

