“The Romans Roadmap!”

12/05/10 Sermon:  “No One is Righteous … Except One!”
 (Text:  Romans 3:1-20)

********************************************************************

     Today’s I continue my sermon series on The Book of Romans.  We’ve covered the first two chapters so far.  In summary, we’ve learned the following:
1. The Book of Romans teaches how to properly interpret the entire Bible by teaching about the righteousness that comes from God.  That word “righteousness” in Romans refers to God’s desire to save His enemies who deserve nothing but His wrath – and God has saved His enemies through the work of His Son, Jesus the Christ, who 1) lived a perfect life in our place and credits His own holiness to us; who 2) died on the cross where He suffered God’s wrath in our place so that we might be forgiven and washed clean from our guilt; who 3) conquered death for us by His own resurrection from the grave so that we could also face death in the certain hope of the resurrection of the body and eternal life in God’s love.

2. We learned that we receive the salvation Jesus accomplished for us through God’s gift of faith – which is simply trust in God’s Word.  The Holy Spirit gives us the faith to believe what God’s Word teaches about our sin and the damnation we deserve so that we will repent.  The Holy Spirit also gives us the faith to believe what God’s Word teaches about Jesus and the forgiveness and new life with God we freely receive a gift from Him because of His work for us.

3. Three weeks ago we learned about the lie of LICENTIOUSNESS.  This lie of the devil deceives us into believing that God damns no one and that we can sin all we want without fear of God’s wrath.  Thanks be to God!  The Truth of His Word rescues us from this lie!

4. Two weeks ago we learned about the lie of LEGALSIM.  This is another lie from the devil whereby he deceives us into believing that God damns only those who are not as good as others – and those “others” are supposedly those who have obeyed God’s laws well enough to cancel out their sins and make themselves worthy of God’s mercy.  Once again, we can thank God that the Truth of His Word rescues us from this lie.

5. Finally, last Sunday we learned about the meaning of the Old Testament ritual of circumcision and how it points us to Jesus who came into the world through the family line of Abraham – the father of the Jewish nation.  The Virgin Mary was a descendant of Abraham, and so the ritual of circumcision was fulfilled when Jesus was born for us.  In addition, we also learned how the ritual of circumcision was a picture of the “spiritual circumcision of the heart” which takes place in a people when the Holy Spirit 1) convicts them of sin, 2) gives them faith in Jesus as their Savior, and 3) moves them to live according to God’s loving plan for our lives.
     Now that I’ve completed a brief summary of what we’ve learned so far in this sermon series, we will now focus on our reading for today – Romans 3:1-20.  

     Paul begins today’s reading with a question:  “What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is there in circumcision?”  Paul asks this question in order help unbelieving Jews who don’t understand why Paul is saying that they are just as sinful as the Gentiles.  

     Some of these unbelieving Jews were thinking:  “Wait a minute, Paul!  If we Jews who strive to obey God’s laws and whose had received God’s outward sign of circumcision – if we are no better than the Gentiles after all, then what value is there in being a Jew?  Why did God choose us to be His people?  Why did God give us His laws?  Why did God ask our men to be circumcised but not the Gentile men?”
     Paul responds by saying that being a Jew and receiving circumcision has great value – as long as you understand what it means to be a Jew and what it means to be circumcised.  You see, many Jews wrongly thought that God had chosen them because they were better than the Gentiles.  Many Jews wrongly thought that God asked their men to be circumcised because this was a sign of their moral superiority compared to the Gentiles.

     But the truth is that God did NOT choose the Jews because they were better than the Gentiles.  Instead, God chose the Jews by grace and entrusted them with His Word so they could the Good News about Jesus with other sinners in the world.  As for circumcision, it was not a sign of Jewish moral superiority.  Instead, circumcision of Jewish men was a sign that the Savior of ALL PEOPLE would come from the Jewish nation.  Therefore, there is much value in being a Jew and receiving circumcision as long as this is understood properly.
     What can we Christians learn from this?  Well, we can be tempted to make the same error as the unbelieving Jews.  We may wrongly think that God loves us Christians because we’re somehow how better than the non-Christians of the world. We may think that owning a Bible makes us better than those who don’t have one.  We may be tempted to view our baptism as a sing of our moral superiority.

     But the fact is that we are just as sinful as every other person in this world and we don’t deserve God’s mercy anymore than they do.  So why did God adopt us as His own in Holy Baptism?  

     First, He chose us by grace because He loved us even though we don’t deserve it.  Second, He gave us His Word in Holy Scripture so that we could grow in our faith and share the Good News of Jesus with other people whom God loves just as much as He loves us.

     With that understood, Paul goes on to answer some other silly questions being asked by unbelieving Jews who don’t like what Paul teaches.  

     For example, Paul taught that Jews who rejected Jesus could not be saved.  In response, some unbelieving Jews said:  “But God promised He would always be faithful to His people.  How can God be faithful to the Jews if some end up being damned because they don’t trust in Jesus?”  Here’s how Paul answers that:  “What if some did not have faith?  Will their lack of faith nullify God’s faithfulness?  Not at all!  Let God be true and every man a liar.”

     Simply put, Paul is saying that if people end up in hell it is NOT because God is unfaithful to us.  Instead, if people end up in hell it is because of their unfaithfulness and their rejection of God’s salvation.  God is always faithful to His promises in Christ – but if we reject God’s promises in Christ, that’s OUR problem!

     The devil may tempt us to say:  “How can a God of love send people to hell?”  The answer is that hell is not God’s idea. Hell is OUR idea!  God loved us so much that He sent His own Son to the cross to die in our place of damnation so that we might be forgiven through faith in Him.  Therefore, if we end up in hell it is because we have rejected God’s loving gift and turned away from Him.

     Another objection from the unbelieving Jews was this:  “If you teach that God loves to forgive sinners by pure grace through faith in Jesus, then people will sin even more so God can keep on forgiving them!”  How does Paul respond?  He says:  “Why not say – as we are being slanderously reported as saying … ‘Let us do evil that good may result’?  Their condemnation is deserved.”
     Simply put, Paul teaches that when people who are convinced that they deserve God’s eternal wrath because of their sin hear the Good News that they are forgiven because of Jesus’ loving sacrifice on the cross – this Good News changes their hearts so that they grieve over the sin in their lives and long to live according to God’s loving plan for us.  Those who do NOT grieve over their sin and continue to rebel against God’s will without remorse are still deceived by the devil and do not truly believe the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

     The devil may tempt us to ask that same silly question today:  “How can salvation be a free gift?  You don’t get something for nothing, Pastor!  There’s no free lunch.  If we teach that we’re save by pure grace then people will be tempted to sin all the more.”  
     Nonsense!  When people’s hearts are captured by the pure Gospel they will grieve over the sin in their lives and long to live according to God’s will.  As Paul writes on Romans chapter 2:  “…do you show contempt for the riches of [God’s] kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?”
     With all that said, please note that in verses 9-18 of today’s reading Paul quotes various Old Testament passages which clearly teach that ALL people are equally sinful and guilty before God.  Apart from Christ, we deserve nothing but damnation.

     Paul then ends today’s reading with these words:  “Now we know that whatever the laws says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.  Therefore no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  What do we learn from this?

     Simply put, God did NOT give us the Ten Commandments so that by our obedience of His laws we might cancel out our sins and make ourselves worthy of His mercy.  Instead, God gave His Law for 3 reasons:  1)  To keep order in this sinful world – which is what Luther calls the “curb.”  2)  To show us our sin and the fact that we deserve God’s wrath – this is what Luther calls the “mirror.”  3)  As a guide for Christians so we can know how we ought to live as God’s forgiven and dearly loved people.

     Of course, all this leads to a very important question:  “If we can’t be saved by obeying God’s laws, then what hope is there for us?”
     Allow me to read for you the first four verses of next Sunday’s reading:  “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Old Testament Scriptures testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”
     The title of today’s sermon is:  “No one is righteous – except ONE!”  Jesus is the only righteousness human who ever lived, and He has given you His righteousness.  His sacrificial death has cleansed you from your past, present and future sins – and you are now free to live as God’s dearly loved child.

     In closing, please listen closely to these words of the Apostle John.  1st John 2:1-2 reads:  “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin.  But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”

Amen!
