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Are we legalists? Maybe it would help to understand what a legalist is. I believe there are two definitions. 
#1. A legalist is a person, or a group of persons who will reject God’s specific directions in attaining salvation and use their own plan with the hope that God will accept their alternative.

#2. A legalist would be a person, or a group of persons who believe he, she or they must have a part in attaining their salvation and will thereby act out that belief in doing something such as keeping the commandments, to gain God’s favor. 
An example of Legalist #1, a person, or a group of persons who will reject God’s specific directions in attaining salvation and use their own plan with the hope that God will accept their alternative, would be found in Genesis 4:3-8 “And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the LORD. And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the LORD had respect unto Abel and to his offering: But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And Cain was very wroth, and his countenance fell. And the LORD said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee [shall be] his desire, and thou shalt rule over him. And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him.”
God gave specific directions on the plan of salvation. Nothing but an innocent spotless lamb would be an acceptable sacrifice. Abel was obedient to the commands of the Lord. But Cain did not like the Lord’s plan and brought an offering of human devising; a sacrifice that didn’t require the spilling of blood and an innocent suffering. God rejected Cain’s offering and Abel’s sacrifice was accepted. A wounded pride led to jealousy and earth’s first murder. 
Now is there such an example of Cain worship legalism today in the Christian world? Yes there most certainly is. How so? Well let’s see what God’s instruction is. Exodus 20:8-11. “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work: But the seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy God:” That is so clear that only a person who either fails to study their Bible, or prefers to ignore the clear word and justifies in their minds an alternative. They try in vain to justify Sunday with human reasoning as such a belief is not supported with Scripture. What is Sunday worship? It is vain Cain worship; trying to gain entry to heaven by rejecting God’s specific command, and using the alternative first day in place of the Sabbath; choosing the profane over the Holy.
An example of Legalist #2, a person, or a group of persons who believe he, she or they must have a part in attaining their salvation and will thereby act out that belief in doing something such as keeping the commandments, to gain God’s favor; would be the Pharisees in the time of Christ. Jesus painted the picture well in the parable of the publican and the sinner, found in Luke 18:10-14 “Two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a Pharisee, and the other a publican. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men [are], extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess. And the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as [his] eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to me a sinner. I tell you, this man went down to his house justified [rather] than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.”
There has been historically so many people of other denominations who really believe that SDA’s are legalists described in the #2 example. Why do they believe that we are legalists? The answer of course is that we teach that you cannot be saved in willful disobedience. They mistake obedience for legalism. They think that we are trying to be saved by keeping the law; but that is not what SDA’s believe or teach. We have never taught that you can be saved by keeping the Ten Commandments. There is only one way that any person in the history of the world can ever be saved and that is found in Ephesians 2:8 where Paul tells us, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God.” God has made it a one way plan in which man can do nothing to bring about the experience of salvation. Jesus did it all, and therefore there is nothing any person can ever do to effect their salvation, other than to accept the Gift of God. It is the grace of God and it has always been the grace of God and not works. No one can ever be saved by keeping the commandments. It is by grace alone. Is that clear? Paul further states in Ephesians 2:9 “Not of works, lest any man should boast.” If we could be saved by works, then Jesus would never needed to come down to earth to die on the cross. Grace plus works is what the Roman Catholic Church teaches. You sin, you confess to a man, and then you do penance.
Back in the time of the reformation the Catholic Church taught you were saved by grace and works, which was the great dividing line from the emerging Protestants who were teaching, “You are saved by grace alone.” Paul makes this crystal clear in Ephesians 2:8. Salvation is by grace alone as it is God’s free gift to mankind, and not by the works of man. 

Now we need to understand why SDA’s teach that obedience is necessary. There are two requirements if you’re going to be saved. #1. You have to receive the gift free from any effort on your part. That gives you what the Spirit of Prophecy calls your title to heaven. The title is evidence of ownership. If you have a title to a car, you own it, it’s yours. If you have a title to your home you own it, it’s yours. And if you have a title to heaven you own it, it’s yours. Your title to heaven is provided by Jesus, by His grace, His life and His death on the cross.

If you have a title to a new car, what else must you have in order to drive it? You need a driver’s license. How do you get one? You go to the DMV  and take an eye test, a written or computer test of your knowledge and a driving test for your driving skills. When issued, the driver’s license says you are fit, you are competent to drive a car. If you had the titles to a number of cars, but had no driver’s license, what good would it be? You need the license that declares your fitness.

And so it is with salvation. Listen to this quote from the Testimony of Jesus, {DA 300.1} “The proud heart strives to earn salvation; but both our title to heaven and our fitness for it are found in the righteousness of Christ. The Lord can do nothing toward the recovery of man until, convinced of his own weakness, and stripped of all self-sufficiency, he yields himself to the control of God. Then he can receive the gift that God is waiting to bestow.”  

If it weren’t for Jesus and His death on the cross, we could not have our title to heaven which is provided by His grace. It is a free gift. It is what the Bible calls an inheritance. Now I need to ask this question; can an inheritance be conditional? YES it can. You see, salvation is an inheritance, something that is given to you as a gift and is therefore conditional. Now the person who gives the inheritance can state any conditions that they want to. Isn’t that right? Well salvation is an inheritance of infinite value, a gift that God is pleased to give. But let me ask you this, does God have a right to place conditions on the recipients? Yes He does. Brothers and sisters, Jesus would like to give this free gift of salvation to every person in the world…but it is conditional. Jesus wants to give you your title to heaven, but He can’t unless you are fit or competent to go to heaven. Now what is it that makes you fit or competent to go to heaven? Let’s analyze the answer.
What kind of beings are they in heaven? In other words what are the angels in heaven like? They are HOLY beings. Doesn’t the Bible say that God is holy? Psalm 99:9 “Exalt the LORD our God, and worship at his holy hill; for the LORD our God is holy.” The angels are holy and God is holy and if you are going to live in such a society, what do you think the conditions would be for you to gain entrance to a society like that? You are going to have to be holy, too. The Bible commands this in 1 Peter 1:16, “Because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy.” And Peter was quoting Leviticus 11:44, 45.
Almost all Protestants do not understand what it means to be holy. They would think it is something that few saints become, but something unobtainable for themselves. We cannot make ourselves holy, but God can do it. But before we go there, let’s understand what being a holy person is. Turn to Romans 7:14, “For we know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal, sold under sin.” Okay, so the law is spiritual but I am carnal. The Greek word for carnal is “sarkikos” or “sarx” which means fleshly. Now let’s look at verse 12 and see what it says about the law. “Wherefore the law is holy, and the commandment holy, and just, and good.”
So it says the law is holy, and the commandment is holy. God is holy and His commandments are holy. Therefore, what would a holy person be? Since God is Holy and His commandments are holy, a holy person would be one whose life is in harmony with God’s law. In his words, his thoughts, his actions, his treatment of others, his countenance. If your life is in total harmony with God’s law, every moment, and all the fruit of the Spirit is in evidence in your life, you are a holy person. But if you are a commandment breaker, you are not a holy person and you’re not ready to go to heaven. 

Now when we are talking about being a holy person, we’re not talking about the holiness of the Pharisees, which was all external. Jesus said in Matthew 23:27 “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead [men's] bones, and of all uncleanness. Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity.” 
Using our earlier analogy if you have a title to a car you own it. But in order to drive it you need a driver’s license that declares you are fit. God wants you to have title to heaven, but you must be fit. Let’s read what Jesus has to say about this in John chapter 3:1 “There was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: The same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him.”  Now Jesus does not mix words but goes to the heart of the issue in verse 3. “Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Nicodemus gets a little sarcastic in verse 4 and says, “How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother's womb, and be born?” Jesus wants this man saved and says emphatically in verse 5, “Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water (that’s baptism) and [of] (what?) the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” 
Jesus goes on to say in verses 6 & 7 “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is (what?) spirit. Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again.” There has to be a new mind, a new creation, a transformation that comes from above because the person cannot change themselves. There can be nothing left of the old nature, it’s the new birth, a new person coming into existence with a new mind and a new spirit. Jesus told Nicodemus if this does not happen, you’ll never be in heaven.
The Holy Spirit works these changes within us and it is a mystery, that we cannot explain, but the evidence is there for all to witness. 
We believe in salvation by grace alone and our Protestant friends believe that we destroy grace by insisting on the importance of keeping the commandments while they believe that salvation has no conditions. We just learned that Jesus told Nicodemus that there are conditions. He must be baptized with water and the Holy Spirit. No man in his flesh is capable of keeping the commandments apart from the Holy Spirit, but with the Holy Spirit dwelling in him, he will not choose to sin, as he has a new heart, a new mind, he has become a holy person.
Now let’s read some applicable Bible texts. First turn to Ezekiel 20:12. “Moreover also I gave them my sabbaths, to be a sign between me and them, that they might know that I [am] the LORD that sanctify them.” What does sanctify mean? It means to make something or some person holy. Jesus sanctified the seventh day to be holy time. And God does something that we cannot do for ourselves. He is saying that if you keep My Sabbaths then I will make you a holy people. Sabbath-keeping is necessary for being found fit for heaven.
Now let’s go to the New Testament and read in Hebrews 12 the 14th verse, “Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord:” Based on that scripture, how many people are going to see the Lord if they are not holy? No one. Holiness is a condition or a requirement. Some people when they learn this condition say, I can never make it to heaven for I am a wicked person. Friends, we’re all wicked as Jeremiah says in chapter 17 verse 9, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” 
The apostle Paul said this in Romans 7:18 “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with me; but [how] to perform that which is good I find not.” You have heard people say, “Oh I would never do that.” Yet they may be doing something far worse and excuse themselves. 

Listen, we are all evil inside, our hearts are desperately wicked and we can’t change ourselves. We are hopeless … unless God works a miracle inside.

Hebrews 7:25 “Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them.” So by God’s Word, can Jesus save a person that has fallen to the lowest depths of degradation and sin? Yes. How? By the Holy Spirit drawing and leading that person to Christ. Listen, the work of the Holy Spirit is just as important in the salvation of a soul as Jesus’ death on the cross. The death of Jesus is the merits we need to have a title to heaven, but that’s not enough. We have to be made fit, we have to be holy, and we can’t make ourselves holy; but if we are surrendered to God, He can make us holy.
When a person is so far down that they have to reach up to touch bottom, they’re in a hopeless condition. Most of us have been there. I know I speak from experience because that’s exactly the place I was 50 years ago. The devil even tried to convince me that suicide would be a sweet release for the pain of this life of failure. It was then that I fell on the Rock. Nobody should ever believe the lie of Satan that he uses to discourage people with, the lie that says you are beyond hope and saving and not even Jesus can save you because you’ve gone too far. That’s a lie and many believed that lie and killed themselves. Marie Osmond’s son believed that lie this past week. He jumped out of a 15 story building. The remedy is ALWAYS, go to Jesus. He will give you a new heart and a new mind. And listen friends, even born again Bible believing blood washed Christians need to go to Jesus every day as Satan is a 24 hour equal opportunity destroyer and he bombards us with evil thoughts constantly. He doesn’t let up because he wants you to be lost. But understand, the evil thought is not the sin. It only becomes sin when we dwell on that thought and act it out in our mind. As soon as the thought comes we need to go to Jesus and get rid of it. Evil can not dwell where Jesus is.
We still live in sinful flesh so it is a constant struggle. We need to die daily and ask for that power which comes from on high, so that we can come off as more than conquerors. Jesus is our example in all things and He spent much time in prayer to get that power that’s available to every one of us.

When Paul said, which we just read a few moments ago, “…that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing:” Paul had been a Christian and a leader in the church for many years; so he knew the struggle we all face and we should draw hope from that fact. So we need not be discouraged at what the devil wants us to believe.

What we need to realize also is that God wants to give us this new heart so that we can live that victorious life and be that holy person God commanded us to be when He said, “Be ye Holy.” He wants us to be fit to take to heaven. 
Now what does it say in Exodus 20:8? “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.” To keep it what? Holy. Is that a command or advice? It’s a command. Listen to the following S.O.P quote from MB page 76:
“The conditions of eternal life, under grace, are just what they were in Eden--perfect righteousness, harmony with God, perfect conformity to the principles of His law. The standard of character presented in the Old Testament is the same that is presented in the New Testament. This standard is not one to which we cannot attain.” (Now listen) “In every command or injunction that God gives there is a promise, the most positive, underlying the command. God has made provision that we may become like unto Him, and He will accomplish this for all who do not interpose a perverse will and thus frustrate His grace.”  {MB 76.2}
In every command of God there is a what? A promise. Now let’s think this through. If my heart is deceitful and desperately wicked can I keep the Sabbath holy? The command is “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.” The promise is in Ezekiel 20:12 “Moreover also I gave them my sabbaths, to be a sign between me and them, that they might know that I [am] the LORD that sanctify them.” Sanctify we know is to make holy. We had just read in MB 76, “God has made provision that we may become like unto Him, and He will accomplish this for all who do not interpose a perverse will and thus frustrate His grace.”

The Sabbath Commandment is the most important one of the 10 for within it is the seal of God, which makes the Ten Commandments a valid law. A law has no authority without the seal. If you are keeping the 4th commandment you can keep the other 9 and you can be a holy person. Conversely if you are not keeping the 4th commandment it is impossible for you to be a holy person for you reject God’s seal which gives the law its authority and validity... Is that clear? 
In closing, it says in Revelation 3:20 “Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, …” Who is standing at the door? Jesus. What is the door to? The heart. If we open the door of our hearts to Jesus, and He comes in, what does that mean? It means that Jesus dwells in our hearts and we are holy because we are keeping His commandments. Now let me ask you this, can Jesus come into our hearts if we are willfully and continuously sinning? No He cannot. Such a person is on a path to be lost. What does it mean to open the door? It means you are saying Lord Jesus I want you in my life and I am willing to forsake all sin. I want that new heart, that new spirit, that new life. And if you do that with all the sincerity you are capable of, He will come in.
We need to pray, please bow your heads and close your eyes. If there is anyone here who has felt the Holy Spirit speaking to your heart, and you know that you want that title to heaven and you want Jesus to come into your heart to make you fit for heaven, with heads bowed and eyes closed, raise your hand and God will see you. 
Let us pray, Heavenly Father
