
Playing the Game You Don’t Want to Win 
Matthew 7:21-23 

Theme Slide 
Good morning and welcome to the last sermon of this decade. That’s not 
meant to be fatalistic…I’m just saying that next weekend will be a new 
week, in a new year, starting a new decade. That’s kind of cool. We are 
about to leave the teens behind and enter our twenties. And in the life of 
a person, the twenties is a time for growth, a time where many make their 
faith their own and solidify their beliefs. So, my prayer is that 20’s  will 
bring much growth in your relationship with Jesus Christ. 
 
I’m Grady Adkins and serve Coram Deo as the Executive Pastor. Today 
we are going to talk about playing games. Most people like games. And 
most people try to win as they play games. I mean, that’s the point. But 
today I want to talk about “Playing the game you don’t want to win.”  
You see, there is one game in particular that if you win, you actually lose. 
The game I’m talking about is the game of Christianity; meaning, for 
some, Christianity is simply a game where they know what to say and 
how to act, but they truly haven’t made Christ Lord of their life. They are 
merely playing the game of Christianity.  
 
They “practice” Christianity in churches, or on the football fields, at 
patriotic celebrations, and even around family dinner tables. This type of 
religion looks and sounds very Christian on the surface, but it’s merely 
Christian by culture rather than conviction and the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
is really not a part of the equation. The story of redemption through Christ 
is absent from the way a person lives their life.  
 
And Jesus warns us concerning this type of religion. So let’s dive in on 
this last Sunday of our teens and talk about playing the game you don’t 
want to win. 
 
Please turn with me to Matthew 7:21-23. Matthew 7, verses 21-23. If you 
need a copy of God’s Word get the attention of one of our ushers who 
are walking down the aisles and they will get a copy into your hands. 
 
As you turn there let me provide you with a little background leading up to 
this passage. Jesus is concluding his Sermon on the Mount. In this 
portion of His Sermon, Jesus is building on the theme of virtuous 
wholeness verses doubleness which is woven throughout the Sermon. 
This is portrayed by the reality that a person cannot always determine 
whether something or someone is truly good by external appearances. 
And we know that appearances can deceive…and what’s even more 

scary is that they can eventually deceive the person who is “playing the 
game.” Let’s read Jesus’ words from verses 21-23. They read,… 
 
21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we 
not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do 
many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, 
‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ 
 
In my opinion these are some of the scariest, most haunting words Jesus 
says. ”I never knew you. Depart from me.”  
 
You see, when you play the game of Christianity and simply give lip 
service to God, you lose. And that’s my first point. God does not hear 
your lip service. 
 
God does not hear your Lip Service 
In other words God does not accept an insincere expression of allegiance 
to Him backed by an unrepentant heart. Let me say that again. God does 
not accept an insincere expression of allegiance to Him backed by an 
unrepentant heart. Jesus response to lip service goes like this, “I never 
knew you; depart from me, you worker of lawlessness.” 
 
And the person in this passage does not realize Jesus does not know 
him.  He has fooled himself. You see in verse 21 and then again in verse 
22 that the person cries out to Jesus “Lord, Lord!” He knows who Jesus 
is. He uses the term Lord – recognizing that Jesus has all authority, 
power, and is the ruler. Yet, Jesus’ response tells us that the person had 
deceived himself. “I never knew you.”  
 
We see that he did some things, but Jesus did not recognize them. 
Because the man did not have a relationship with Christ, rather he gave 
Christ lip service. 
 
So let’s discuss 3 ways to avoid giving God lip service. The first of which 
is to Admit your need for a savior. 
 

1. Admit your need for a savior 
Many people who say they are a Christian don’t fully accept the fact that 
they are a sinner and Christ is the only way for forgiveness of sin. Which 
in reality means that they have not sought restoration with God and are 
simply giving Him Lip service in hopes that they are “good enough.” 
Listen, because we are sinful we need a savior, and that Savior is Christ, 



alone. It is because of the work of Christ, that we can have forgiveness of 
our sins. Take a look at Ephesians 1:7 on the screen. 

• Ephesians 1:7 In him (Jesus) we have redemption through his 
blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of 
his grace. 

• Hebrews 9:22b – and without the shedding of blood there is no 
forgiveness of sins. The shedding of blood being the work of Christ 
on the cross. 
 

Admit your need for a savior. And yet many so-called “Christians” ignore 
the fact we are born as sinners who need forgiveness. They gloss over 
that fact and think they are just fine with God and God is just fine with 
them. They believe in God, but don’t believe that their sin has done 
anything to separate them from Him, let alone caused them to need the 
Jesus they claim to believe in. People who simply offer God lip service do 
not admit their need for a savior. Don’t fall into that trap. Admit your need 
for a savior.  
 
Secondly, follow Jesus.  
 

2. Follow Jesus. 
Another way that people play the game of Christianity is by boasting in 
their knowledge of Jesus. Yet, they do not follow Jesus. This is a person 
that might say they love Jesus. They have a great familiarity with the 
Bible. And maybe they are even deeply involved in our local church life. 
But often they are looking for a king who grants earthly decorations of 
success, rather than seeking the personal Jesus of the Bible who calls us 
to die to our self. They think it’s about them and not about Christ. Take a 
look at the screen again as I read Luke 9:23. 

• Luke 9:23 And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.  

o Deny self. Follow Jesus. 

• Romans 8:13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if 
by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 

o Put to death the deeds of the body, and live. Follow Jesus. 
 

Believing in Jesus is not simply a knowledge thing. It involves action. In 
John 14:15 Jesus tells us what it looks like to love Him. He says, “If you 
love me you will keep my commands.” Then later in verse 23 Jesus says, 
“If anyone loves me, he will keep my word.” There’s an action involved 
because it’s more than knowledge. 
 
And knowledge of the gospel alone will not bring restoration. James 2:19 
says, “You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons 

believe—and shudder!” Belief in God without the Christ of the cross is a 
deficient faith – even demons have that! But a life transformed by true 
gospel understanding will result in a heart of worship and a desire to 
follow God. Knowledge alone does not equate to saving faith. Follow 
Jesus! Seek Him! Daily. Admit your need for a savior. Follow Jesus, and 
thirdly, commit every aspect of your life to Jesus. 
 

3. Commit every aspect of your life to Jesus. 
People who are playing the game of Christianity are unwilling to commit 
to Jesus. And this unwillingness often stems from a need for comfort and 
avoidance of inconveniences. It’s like they are saying, Jesus and this 
“church thing” are inconvenient. Jesus cuts into my social life. Jesus cuts 
into my extra curriculars. Jesus cuts into my finances. And 
inconveniences become shaping forces in your unwillingness to commit 
to Jesus Christ. Aren’t you thankful Jesus didn’t avoid inconveniences. 
He was willing. 
 
I was reminded of this recently as I read Paul David Tripp’s Advent 
Devotional. On December 2nd he writes. “A willing Savior is born to 
rescue unwilling people from themselves because there is no other way. 
Jesus was willing to leave the splendor of eternity to come to this broken 
and groaning world. He was willing to take on human flesh with all its 
frailty. He was willing to endure a publicly shameful birth in a stable. He 
was willing to go through the dependency of childhood. He was willing to 
expose himself to all the hardships of life in this fallen world. He was 
willing to submit to his own law. He was willing to do his Father’s will at 
every point. He was willing to serve, when he deserved to be served. He 
was willing to be misunderstood and mistreated. He was willing to endure 
rejection and gross injustice. He was willing to preach a message that 
would cause him personal harm. He was willing to suffer public mockery. 
He was willing to endure physical torture. He was willing to go through 
the pain of his Father’s rejection. He was willing to die. He was willing to 
rise and ascend to be our constant advocate. Jesus was willing.” 
 
And that’s the only God that deserves our commitment. Commitment 
from every aspect of your life. Listen, don’t fall into the trap of simply 
giving God lip service. Admit your need for a savior, follow Jesus, and 
commit every aspect of your life to Him. 
 
Playing the game you don’t want to win often starts with giving God lip 
service. But it doesn’t end there. One of the big lies in which Satan has 
deceived mankind is that people often think they can gain favor with the 
Lord through works. This is a big lie. And you need to know, God does 
not acknowledge your empty works. Empty, meaning apart from Christ 



someone who does not follow Christ and done for your own glory in order 
to gain favor with God or check a box. Take a look with me at verse 22. 
 
God does not acknowledge your Empty Works 
22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in 
your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty 
works in your name?’ 
 
From this verse we see that the man “did things in His name,” meaning 
the man did works, even good and moralistic works. In fact he didn’t do 
little things, he did some major works. He prophesied, cast out demons, 
and did other mighty works. These are big things. These are major 
things. Yet they were empty because Jesus did not know the man. And if 
Jesus did not acknowledge his empty major works, then he definitely will 
not acknowledge your empty lesser works.  
 
There are two major categories of empty works that we should look at, 
the first of which is empty moralistic deeds. Empty moralistic deeds do 
not help you gain favor with the Lord. 
 
1. Empty moralistic deeds do not help you gain favor with the Lord. 
Looking at the things the man did that are listed in verse 22 – prophesy, 
cast out demons, and other mighty works – it makes me wonder what 
empty deeds would we use as substitutes to question God today. 
Standing before Jesus maybe we would ask: 

• Didn’t I pray before dinner? 

• Didn’t I go to church? I mean, I even served in church? 

• Didn’t I vote based on the best Christian candidate? 

• Didn’t I give money to the church? 

• Didn’t I serve at the food pantry? 

• Didn’t I help the less fortunate, widows, and orphans? 

• Didn’t I stand against abortion? 

• Didn’t I fight for racial reconciliation? 

• Didn’t I stay faithful to my spouse? 

• Didn’t I want America to return to its Christian roots? 
 
And one of the problems with this kind of thinking is that the focus is on 
“I” rather than Jesus. When we focus on the things that we do in hopes to 
gain favor with the Lord we become self-righteous, meaning, I believe 
that I am good enough if I try really hard – and that’s how I’m justified. 
And many people function this way. They function as if they don’t need 
saving, and they think that when they stand before the Lord one day they 
can say “Didn’t I” And Jesus’ response will be very similar, yet so 

different. Rather than acknowledging your “Didn’t I” he will respond with “I 
didn’t.” I didn’t know you. 
 
Now of course Jesus, the creator of the world, knows us. He knows you 
by name, and every hair on your head. But Jesus is saying he did not 
know him spiritually because of his sin. He was not one of his followers, 
he was not a part of his family, and he stood as an unforgiven 
lawbreaker. Empty moralistic deeds will not help you gain favor with the 
Lord. 
 
The person who is simply playing the game of Christianity, often believes 
the lie that their good, moral deeds will meet their spiritual needs. Unless 
they are caught in an affair, or mishandling money at work, their anguish 
over sin can be nonexistent, which leads to feeling adequately satisfied 
with their level of personal righteousness. They take pride in their 
achievements and justify themselves through their standard of morality. 
But Jesus made it clear in this passage that their works, if not done in 
worship of Christ, are actually works of iniquity. 
 
God’s Word teaches that Jesus is the only way to heaven, that God is the 
only god, and that we are here for His glory. If we could be good enough, 
then Christ died for nothing. 
 
Empty moralistic deeds do not help you gain favor with the Lord. And 
secondly, empty spiritual traditions do not “check the box” of Christianity. 
 
2. Empty spiritual traditions do not “check the box” of Christianity  
Every time I think about traditions, I am reminded of the opening scene of 
Fiddler on the Roof. So all you kids that are in here today help me 
introduce this video with our tradition. Sit back, Relax, and Check this 
out! 
 
Fiddler Clip 
We love our traditions, and traditions are not bad in and of themselves. 
But when we allow our traditions to become something that we simply 
check the box of Christianity, there is an issue. Traditions cannot replace 
the value of a growing and personal relationship with Christ. Some of our 
traditions today include: 
 
1. Praying before meals 
2. Displaying an Advent Calendar 
3. Giving up something for lent – right after you gorged yourself on Fat 

Tuesday 
4. Praying before a Nascar Race. That’s a thing! 



5. Or changing the decorations in your house for various holidays so 
you can display phrases like  

a. “give thanks” during thanksgiving 
b. “joy to the world” during Christmas 
c. “love wins” on valentines day, and  

We like our traditions and I’m not knocking you if you do some of these 
things. Actually I hope you do some of these things. But if you observe 
these traditions apart from Christ and in order to check the box, they are 
worthless. 
 
A couple of my favorite traditions around here are Christmas Eve and 
Easter services. I’m not kidding. I love these traditions. They are the two 
services I look forward to the most throughout the year. 
 
But have you ever noticed how many people attend those services? 
Have you ever noticed how many people come to these services that 
you’ve never seen in church before? Now I get it. A lot of people travel 
during this time to be with family. So there are some out-of-towners here. 
These are not the people that I’m talking about. I’m talking about the 
people who only step into church for these two services over the entire 
year in an attempt to check the box because it’s their spiritual tradition. 
And you may ask, how did this tradition start. I’ll tell you. It started 
because deep down people know that the God who created everything is 
worthy of worship. So they come. They sit. They stand. They sit again. 
They pray. And they leave. 
 
And this is really bizarre. Consider the very event for which they join us to 
celebrate and the tremendous disconnect that exists. On Christmas Eve, 
they acknowledge that the long-awaited Messiah has been born. And 
here they are, dressed up, sitting with the family for this special service 
centered on the birth of Jesus Christ, Savior of the world…when they 
don’t even acknowledge the need for a Savior. 
 
Similarly, and maybe even more bizarre is the tradition of attending 
Easter service, because at this service you can’t escape the cross of 
Christ. It is everywhere. You can’t hide from the fact that Christ died for 
our sins and three days later rose again proving he was and is the only 
true God. But the person playing the game of Christianity comes. They 
sit. They stand. They sit again. They pray. And they leave. Because it’s 
their tradition. And it could be that they have no idea why they even do it. 
But it’s tradition.  
 
Listen, empty spiritual traditions do not “check the box” of Christianity. 
There is no box of Christianity.” The closest thing to a box of Christianity 

is the tomb of Christ. And the tomb could not box in Christ because he is 
alive and well today as our constant advocate. An active part in the life of 
those who believe and follow Him. And the work that Jesus did on the 
cross is not something with which you can check the box of Christianity. 
Empty traditions apart from Christ are worthless. 
 
God does not hear your lip service. God does not acknowledge your 
empty works. And thirdly, God does not accept your sinful heart when 
standing before Him at the end of your days. 
 
God does not accept your Sinful Heart 
Look back with me at verse 23. It reads, “And then will I declare to them, 
‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ These 
words of Christ are some of the scariest in the Bible. Scary, because 
those who are playing the game of Christianity know that Jesus is talking 
about them. They know that in the end their lip service and empty works 
are just that. They are empty. And they have lived a life void of a 
relationship with Christ. And deep down their inner turmoil eats at them 
because the game they play does not bring peace. Because their heart is 
full of lawlessness meaning full of sin. And God will not accept your sinful 
heart into heaven. Playing the game of Christianity is a dangerous game 
that ultimately ends by hearing the words ‘I never knew you; depart from 
me, you worker of lawlessness. 
 
But here’s the good news. Are you ready for some good news? The good 
news is that God accepts your repentant heart! It’s the whole reason why 
Jesus was willing to enter into this world, put on the flesh of man, die for 
sins he did not commit, and provide a way of forgiveness and closeness 
to him. So let me give you three quick points for a repentant heart. And 
these are probably not new to you. The first is Recognize your Sin. 
 
1. Recognize your Sin 
A genuine Christian sees their personal sin the way God sees it, as 
rebellion against Him. And in His grace, God does not lead us to 
repentance with a judge’s gavel, but rather, through His kindness. He 
shows us what has been accomplished through Christ for our redemption 
and reconciliation to Himself. As a result we should respond with honesty 
about our heart and recognize your sin.  
 
In his work “Honest Dealings with God,” Charles Spurgeon was spot on. 
He said, “The idea of having no sin is a delusion; you are altogether 
deceived if you say so; the truth is not in you, and you have not seen 
things in the true light; you must have shut your eyes to the high 
requirements of the law; you must be a stranger to your own heart, you 



must be blind to your own conduct every day, and you must have 
forgotten to search your thoughts and your motives, or you would have 
detected the presence of sin. He who cannot find water in the sea is not 
more foolish than the man who cannot perceive sin in his members. As 
the salt flavors every drop of the Atlantic, so does sin affect every atom of 
our nature. 
 
Sin is present in everyone and you need to recognize that if you never 
have. Recognize you Sin. Secondly, Seek Restoration. 
 
2. Seek Restoration 
1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive 
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” That’s not just 
good news, that’s amazing news! Confess your sin to God and He is 
faithful to forgive and clean us. Clean us meaning make us righteous 
before God. And this is not a work we can do, it is the work of Christ.  
Confess your sins to the Lord, ask for forgiveness, but don’t stop there. 
Don’t merely ask for forgiveness. Change your ways. And the good news 
is that God gives us the Holy Spirit to do this. Again, this is not something 
we can do by our own strength. Start following Christ. Believe in who He 
is and His work on the cross. When we truly believe, change is inevitable 
because your desire will now be to grow closer to Christ and walk with 
Him in a personal relationship where He is active in your life and you are 
active in pursuing Him. This is restoration. Admit your sin and repent. 
Believe in Christ and actively pursue Him. And God will accept your 
repentant heart. 
 
And there’s more good news. Once you are restored you will Inherit the 
Kingdom Prepared for You. 
 
3. Inherit the Kingdom Prepared for You 
You will no longer have to play the game of Christianity with hopes that 
you might win. You can rest in the peace of knowing that because of 
Christ you have already won.  
 
Recognize your sin. Seek Restoration. And inherit the Kingdom prepared 
for you. The alternative is playing a game you don’t want to win. Because 
if you get to the end of that game, you lose.  
 
1. God does not hear your lip service. But he hears your life of worship. 
2. God does not acknowledge your empty works, But he acknowledges 

your fruitful works. 
3. God does not accept your sinful heart, but He accepts your repentant 

heart. 

I can’t imagine any greater joy than to stand before Christ at the end of 
my life and hear Him speak my name, because he knows me, and hear 
him say, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” (Mt 25:34) 
 
There are no more comforting words than those. Make sure that you 
know that He knows you. 
 
Let’s pray 
Father, I recognize the sin in my life and need for your son, my savior. 
Thank you for sending him here for me, and all of us, so that we can be 
restored. Lord, help those who are simply playing the game of 
Christianity to let go of their emptiness and embrace the peace only 
found in you. Father, help us to follow you and live a life of worship every 
day with our entire life. You deserve it. You, and you alone. This we pray 
in Jesus’ name. Amen. 


