The Romans Roadmap

03/13/11 Sermon:    “ It All Depends on God’s Mercy! ”

( Text:   Romans 9:1-17 )

**************************************************************************************
     I have a question for you:  “Why are some people saved and not others?”  Let me ask that another way:  “Why do some people repent of their sins, trust in Christ, strive to obey God and live forever in His Love?  Why do other people deny their sin, refuse to trust in Christ, live as they please and live forever in hell?” 
     Those are not meaningless, irrelevant, academic questions that don’t apply to you.  On the contrary, these are very personal questions that have everything to do with your eternal destiny.  Will YOU spend eternity in God’s love or will YOU spend eternity in hell?  How do you know?
     Throughout history humans have attempted to answer those questions – and there are two popular answers that seem very reasonable.

     The first answer to the question “Why are some saved and not others?” is that God chooses to save some people and all of them end up being saved and then God also chooses to condemn some people and all of them end up being condemned.  This answer is quite reasonable.
     Those who give this first answer will quote part of today’s reading to support their conclusion.  They quote these words of Paul:  “For [God] says to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  That seems clear enough.  God wants some to be saved and they all are saved; God wants some to be damned and they all are damned.
     But if that’s true, how do you know which group you’re in?  How do you know if God wants you to be saved or damned?  Well, none of us know the mind of God, so we can’t get the answer that way.  So, how can we know which group we’re in?  

     Some who hold to this first answer teach that those who are saved will live more holy lives than those who are damned.  
     But there’s a problem with that.  Sometimes unbelievers live more holy lives than those who claim to believe in Jesus.  Besides, how can we know when our lives are holy enough to be sure that we’re in the saved group?

     Others who hold to this first answer teach that those who are saved acknowledge their sin and trust in Christ whereas those who are damned do NOT acknowledge their sin and do NOT trust in Christ.  

     But the problem with this is that we might be fooling ourselves.  Maybe we just think we’re repentant when, in fact, we’re not.  I mean, are any of us as sorry for our sins as we ought to be?  Also, maybe we think we trust in Christ when, in fact, we really don’t.  Think about it.  Do we always trust in Christ perfectly and never have any doubts?

     I’m afraid that if we look at ourselves – OUR works, OUR repentance, OUR faith – as evidence of whether we are saved, we will never know for sure.  That’s the problem with this first answer.  If God wants some to be saved and He wants some to be damned, we can never know for sure what God thinks of us; we can never know for sure which group we’re in.

     However, there’s another huge problem with the idea that God wants some to be saved and others to be damned.  The problem is that it is NOT true!  Scripture does NOT teach that God wants some to be damned.
     But what about that passage in today’s reading?  God says:  “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  Well, here’s a good example of how you can’t base a Christian teaching on one passage of Scripture separated from the rest of Holy Scripture.

     You see, when God says “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion” He does NOT mean that He doesn’t want to save all people.  Instead, God is teaching that He is not obligated to save anyone.  God is not required to have mercy on any person.  In fact, God would be well within His rights to send every single one of us to hell.

     But that’s not what God WANTS to do.  In fact, God doesn’t want to damn anyone.  The truth is that God wants ALL sinners to be saved.  For example, listen to what Paul writes at the end of Romans chapter 11:  “…God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.”  What does this mean?  

     Simply put, God does all He can to convince us that we are disobedient sinners who deserve only His wrath so that we will repent and joyfully receive the mercy God has made available for ALL sinners through Jesus, His Son.

     So, the first answer to the question “Why are some saved and not others” is wrong.  God does NOT want some to be damned.  God wants ALL to be saved.  But then, why are ALL people NOT saved?

     Well, some other people have come up with a second answer to that question that also seems very reasonable.  This second answer teaches that God DOES want to save all people, but He doesn’t do anything to influence our decision or choice.  In other words, our salvation or damnation depends on whether WE decide to choose God or not.

     So, according to this answer, if you decide to love God and trust in Him, then He will save you.  But if you do NOT decide to love God and you do NOT trust in Jesus, then He will damn you – even though He doesn’t want to do that.  However, there are two problems with this second answer.
     First, like the first answer, this second answer ends up putting the focus on OUR decision and OUR choice.  The result is that we end up taking the credit for our own salvation.  We think of repentance and faith as something WE have done so that God can save us.  This is nothing more than works righteousness!
     However, the main problem with this second answer is that it is NOT true!  For example, on Sunday, February 20th, we heard these words of Paul from Romans chapter 8:  “…the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.”
     Contrary to what some wrongly teach, we sinners do not have a “free will” when it comes to spiritual matters.  In other words, it is impossible for sinners to decide or choose to love God and trust in Jesus.  We are conceived as sinners and that means we are by nature in bondage to unbelief.
     For example, you could say the following to a rabid dog:  “Why don’t you just decide to love your master?  Why don’t you just choose to trust your master?”  But no matter how many times you say those words, a rapid dog can only make one choice.  It can only choose to hate and kill its master.

     Therefore, this second answer is false because it wrongly teaches that sinners can decide to love God and choose to trust in Jesus by their own strength and will.  In contrast, Scripture clearly teaches we sinners are by nature in bondage to unbelief and rebellion against God.

     So, is there an answer to the question “Why are some saved and not others?”  Yes, God gives us an answer in Holy Scripture.  But God’s answer does NOT make any sense to our limited human reason.  Nevertheless, God’s answer DOES give us comfort and the assurance of salvation.
     Simply put, God’s answer to the question “Why are some saved and not others?” is that God is able to save some but not others.  In other words, even though God WANTS to save all people – some reject Him to the end.

     So, if you are saved you give God 100% of the credit because even our ability to repent of sin and trust in Jesus are gifts from God!  As Paul writes in today’s reading:  “It does not … depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”

     Remember Martin Luther’s explanation of the 3rd Article of Creed?  Luther writes:  “I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus, my Lord, or come to Him.  But the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel.”  In other words, the Holy Spirit works through Baptism, the preaching and teaching of God’s Word, and the Lord’s Supper to give us faith and keep us in the faith.
     So, if you have any conviction over the sin in your life and if you trust in Jesus at all – then the Holy Spirit has worked a miracle in you and has given spiritual life to your spiritually dead heart.

     But what about the people who live and die clinging to their sin and rejecting Christ?  God always and only wanted to save them.  In Ezekiel chapter 18 God says:  “Do I take pleasure in the death of the wicked? … am I not pleased when they turn from their ways and live?”  Also, in 1st Timothy chapter 2 Paul writes:  “…God our Savior … wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.”   Do you know what that means?  You can be absolutely certain of what God desires for you.  God WANTS to save you!

     Therefore, if you are saved, God gets 100% of the credit.  But if you end up in hell, it is 100% your fault because you rejected the salvation God desperately wanted to give you.

     Of course, this leaves us with a mystery.  Why is God able to get through to some sinners and bring them to faith whereas other sinners resist the Holy Spirit?  God doesn’t answer that question for us – at least not in a way that makes sense to us.  But what we DO know is that God wants to save ALL people – and if you are saved, if you confess your sins and trust in Jesus, then God gets 100% of the credit.

     Now, why did I spend all this time dealing with the question “Why are some saved and not others?”  The reason is that Paul deals with that question in today’s reading from Romans chapter 9.  In verses 1-5 Paul admits how he grieves over the fact that most of his fellow Jews have rejected the salvation God wanted to give them – even though they were God’s chosen people from whom Christ entered the world.  As Paul said:  “… from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all…”
     So, why did most of the Jews reject Christ?  It’s not because God didn’t try to save them.  As Paul said:  “It is not as though God’s word had failed.”  Paul then goes on to point out that God’s Word DID save some people – both Jews and Gentiles.  But those who were NOT saved have only themselves to blame because they rejected God’s promise of salvation by grace through Christ.

     Paul goes on to explain the truth of salvation by grace apart from human works by pointing us to the example of Jacob and Esau.  Paul quotes God’s Word from the Old Testament:  “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”  

     Now, let me tell you what this does NOT mean.  This does not mean that God wanted to damn Esau.  We’ve already learned from God’s own Word that He wants ALL people to be saved.  Instead, by these words God is teaching that He chose Jacob as the one who would be in the family line of the Messiah – even though Jacob was no better than Esau.  God’s choice of Jacob was by grace!

     But why did God say He “hated” Esau?  God doesn’t mean that He didn’t love Esau and long for His salvation – we know He did!  Instead, God was using a Jewish figure of speech to stress that He preferred to use Jacob as the ancestor of the Messiah rather than Esau.  By why choose Jacob instead of Esau?  NOT because of works!  NOT because Jacob was more worthy.  Jacob was chosen by GRACE!

     In other words, if God chooses us it is not because we deserve it.  If God chooses us it is by sheer grace and grace alone.  That’s Paul’s point.  In fact, Paul goes on to stress that God is not obligated to save anyone!  If God were to give us what we deserve, we’d all end up in hell.  Therefore, Paul writes these words:  “It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”  And so if we reject God’s mercy in Christ, we have no one to blame but ourselves.

     For example, if you read the Book of Exodus you will discover that God did all He could to humble Pharaoh and save him.  But Pharaoh constantly hardened his heart against God.  Finally, God gave Pharaoh what he wanted.  God hardened Pharaoh’s heart when God stopped trying to save Him.  

     Why did God stop trying to save Pharaoh?  Because God knew that Pharaoh had reached the point of no return – and only God knows when a person reaches that point.  But before a person reaches that point, God will do all He can to save him or her – because God is merciful:  He wants ALL people to be saved!
     So, it all depends on God’s mercy toward us in Christ!  Why is God able to save some whereas others reject Him?  We don’t know.  But there’s one thing you CAN know absolutely for certain today:  God loves you! He wants to save you – and that’s why He sacrificed His Son for you.  Your sins are forgiven!  The Holy Spirit says:  “Repent of your sin and trust in Jesus!.  He will never leave or forsake you!”  Amen!
Amen!

