Unider the Law and In Christ

A sermon preached by the Revd. Theadore S. Atkinsan at the Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, PA
on the fifth Sunday after Penteccst ,dune 22, 1986, Scriplure Lessons: 1 Kings 19:9-14; Psalm 43;
Galatraas T:2F-28 Luke 3:18-24,
Text: "Now hefore faith came, we wers confined under the law , kept under restraint until faith stould
be revealed. So that the law was cur custodian unti] Christ carne, that we might be justified by faith,
Galatians 3:27.
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

some of you here this morning rnay be recent gradustes. | don't suppose
gou ever got spanked in school. | got spanked once. | was in seventh grade.
I sailed & paper plane across & class raom and got sent to the office and
the principle turned me aver his knee and spanked me. | hever sailed
snother paper plane in schoal.

It the ancient warld, school discipline was far more harsh then ariything

- — —-today._Discipline-wes-ususll y-exercised by men-called.intheRSWv. — -
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s 0 Ceustodians”. The Greek word is reigegagys and means, literslly, & o i
iwiar, e, & guide end gusraien af fays. The tutor or custodisn was
responsible for taking the child o schaol and bringing him harne. If the
child got out of line the custodian would beat the child severely. "He was
often harsh to the point of cruelty, and is usually depicled in sncient
drawings with & rod or cane in his hand” (JR.W. Stott). The child was
under the harsh discipline of the custodian until he came of age. Hopefully
by that tirme the child would've acquired some self-discipline. St Paul

tells us that the lew of God is our custodian to lead us to Christ. When that
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faith in Christ comes we're no longer under & custodian,
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Paul was talking, first of all, to Jews. God gave his law to the dews.

The law was & tough custadian; & harsh disciplinarian. It made the Jews
observe all kinds of rituals, sacrifices, ceremanies, and holy days. There

Was no area of life where the Jew didn't see the law as & custodian




standing over them with & rod ready to best them if they disobeyed. The
law even tald them what kinds of foad they could est. When they got out of
line the lew disciplined thern severely snd threatened them with desth and
all sorts of terrible punishments,

But the Tew was only meent to be & termporary thing. When Israel was &
child it needed & strict disciplinarian. A child needs firm discipline,
concetste rules, and cansistent nurturing to bring it to responsible
sdulthood. when e child grows up the custodisn isn't needed any langer.
God gave the law to lsrael as 8 custodian in order ta prepare his people for
g mature faith in Christ.

when Christ catme men and wornen didn't need the law to tell therm what
to do and what not to do. When Christ came he called men and warnen to
~ Tallow him. Therewas s winsome gt tractivenessTstioul Jesus thgt==— "= =~ —
appealed to men and women and drew to him all sorte snd kinds of peaple.
Peaple followed him because they wanted to. -Mettiremetefi-kisSobwithout
Jivingsnetice. No law told Zacchaeus to give away his ill-gotten gains. For
the Joy of knowing Christ he freely gave it away. No law forced Peter,

Jarnes snd John to leave their fishing and come worship Christ, When
Christ walked by the shores of Galilee snd called them they dropped their
nete and far the shear joy of it became the disciples of Jesus. Men and
women wha'd never sttended warship services at the synagogue, who
weren't at all interested in religion, teek delightefn desus. They enjayed
being with him. Mary Magdalene, Martha, and the woman of Samaria all
came to love, worship and obey Christ. He filled their hesris with joy and
gave thern a sense of freedom, & liberation that was unheard of for &
wornan in the encient world. No custadian, no law made themn worship

Christ and follow him. Their whole understanding of religion chenged.
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Their religion stopped being a religicn of laws and cbligations. Their
religion became o religion of grace, beauty, and joy. It didn't weigh them
down any langer. It lifted them up. Religion stapped being s ritual, it
becarme personsl. Religion far therm wes Christ. “For me to live ie Christ”,
Faul wrote.

But, secondly, what Paul says iz true of 8l of us. God's alsa given us
lews. They tell us whata@®e Lo do and rot to do. The law threatens us with
severe punishment if we disobey it even in the slightest metters. It
warns us about resping what we've sown. It warns us about death, hell,
and judagment if we don't abey. The law stands aver us with & big ugly
stick and makes us do things we dor't enjoy end keeps us from doing things

that we do enjoy. And as we try to abey the law and constantly find

ourselves disobeying snd beirgthreatened withpurishrient we sometimes -

actually come to hate religion. We rebel. We try to escape this harsh
taskmaster, the law.
We may do a lot of things the law tells us to do just like the ancient

-schoal-boy would cbey his custodian. we may go ta church dutifully. We
may cantribute to the church. ‘We may not cheat or comrmit adultery. But
the law's always there, like an unwelcame quest, never giving us any
privacy, slways standing in the shadows walching us with the cane raised
ready to strike us. The law keeps us in line. It compels us to be qood, at
least outwardly. Sometimes we manage to get away fram the custadisn
for & time. But even then there's the fear of being discavered, caught and
punished. The law always catches up with us and warns us af the
consequences of our actions. So we never get too bad. But that kind of
religion is a religion of rules and regulations. It's something that weighs

us dowh. [t oppresses us. We long to be free of its restrainte. So rany



young people stop sttending worship and Sunday school efter they graduste
from high schoel and qo off to college or the service or jobs. They stop
giving. They're glad to get away from the law, that harsh custadisn,

Think of what Paul says shout the law in terms of gour childhood. when
you were 8 child your parents made you do certain things. "Clean up your
rooml Pick up your toys! Eat your breakfast! Brush your teeth! Don't
farget to wesh behind your ears! You can't watch t.v. until yau've done your
harmework. Don't you dare go near that placel Stey away from those
people! Be back here by midnight!” They made you say "please” and "thank
you". They made you sey, "I'm sorry” even when you weren't. They made
you go to Sunday schoal. They threatened you with all sorts of .
punishments if you didn't obey. It was rough being a child. "You never let
us do anything!"-they're-constantlysayi ng.” That's the waythe law is.

Now every parent longs for the day when the child will start doing some
of these things on their own, withaut thrests. Hopefully when you're
children are 30 or 40 theyll brush their tesch withaut being told. It's &
sarry thing when a fifty year old daughter has to be tald by her 80 yesr ald
mother to pick up her toys. 1t's & pathetic thing for & full grown sdult ta
be nagged by mother to go te Sundey schaol end church, [t's & day of joy
when the parent walks into a child's roam and finds it clean, with the beds
made. It's & proud day to see how your son and daughter have grown up and
becomme mature, responsible adults.

The tragic thing is, though, that we can grow up in every other way tut
in our relationship to God. We can graw up and graduate from high-schoal
or college. We make it through the rigors of the areny, merines or
air-force. We get married, hove children, find & good job snd handle a1l

those respansibilities fairly well. We brush our teeth without being told.



“e get up and go to wark. We do all these things without having enyane
threaten us. But when it cores tao religion so many people rermain
immature and childish. They prey, read the Bible, go to public worship ar
contribute their tithes and offerings anly when the law threatens them or
mekes them feel guilty; for many it's not something they enjoy daing. The
custodian drags them ta worship snd they grudgingly give their time,
rnoney and telents. Their religion is a burden to them. They'd rather be
fishing.

Don't be satisfied with religion as & custodisn. God doesn't want
religion Lo be & burden but a joy. The law of Gad may Keep you from
becoming too bad but it'1 never make you really good or ensble you ta win
God's favor. In fact, as long as yau remain under the law you'll eniy
became more-andmare unhappy with God for a1l therestrainte he places on
your 1ife. You may even begin to hate God and wish that there weren't any
God. Like a child you may shake your fists in the face of God and cry out,
“You never let me do anything!”

The law can't get you on the right side of God but it can lead you toa
mature faith in Christ. The other day | was talking to a parent. One of her
children had been brought up in the church but after he'd 1eft harne, and gat
i out from under the law, he'd fallen away and lost interest in the
church. Recently, however, he's come back to the church. He avidly studies
the Bible and he's even thinking sbout going to sefninary. He's doing all
this on his own, nat becasuse mother and father are standing over him
anymore. The law, a5 exercised by his parents when he wes & child, has
done it's purpose. The law, a5 & custodian, has braught him to Christ. Now
he's enjoying an adult end respansitile faith.

I've heard so many stories like that. We can have confidence as parents

vyl .‘rﬁf"



that the loving discipline, the rules and regulations, we firmly lay down
to guide our children will lead them eventually to 6 mature and responsible
Christian faith. And we can also be confident that as we cantinue to do
aur duty, and try to follow God's will and law, even when it seems hersh
and burdensome, that law will Jead us eventually to & new, deeper, and
more mature faith in God through Jesus Christ.

But I hope that none of us will ever be satisfied with a religion of law
where we're constantly looking for preacher or church to tell us exactiy
what to do in every ares of our lives: what kind of clothes ta wesar, what
not to eat and drink, how lang to weasr your hair. God longs for us to grow
up and to become his responsible, sdult, sons and daughter, He wants to
enter into fellowship and partnership with us, like & father who langs for
the day his son or-deughter will-became his junigr-partner in thefamily
business. That's what God hopes and longs for. He langs for the law, aur
custodian, o lead us to & meture, adult faith in Christ. He wants to see us
follow Christ freely, like those men and wormen lang ago who warshipped
and serve him for the shear joy of it

Arnen

Let us pray . Almighty God, thank you for your Taw. May it lead us 31 to a mature faith in Jesus
Christ. Deliver us all from a religion of cughts and shoulds. Deliver us from & religion that weighs us
down. Give us faith to assuredly bolieve that our lives are Justified and that we are accepted by you
through Christ. And thank you for wanting us to be our partners in the building and strengthening of

your kingdom in the world. Hear our prayers which we offer to you through Jesus Christ our Lord, who
with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one Gad, farever and ever, Amen,




