“The Romans Roadmap!”

12/12/10 Sermon:  “The Righteousness FROM God!”
 (Text:  Romans 3:21-31)

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

     In last Sunday’s sermon we learned that NO person is righteous before God.  In other words, no person can ever obey God’s law well enough to cancel out his or her sin.  Therefore, all people descended from Adam are guilty before God and deserve His wrath.

     For example, last Sunday’s reading ended 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.”  As I asked last Sunday, 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, as I pointed out last Sunday, all this leads to a very important question:  “If we can’t be saved by obeying God’s laws, then how is it possible for any sinner to be one of God’s forgiven and dearly loved people?”
     The answer to that question is found in today’s reading – Romans 3:21-31.  Allow me to read for you the first four verses of today’s reading:  “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the prophets 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.”  Allow me to explain this carefully so you can understand how it applies to you personally.
     First, Paul talks about a righteousness FROM God.  This reminds us of what we heard from Romans chapter 1 several weeks ago.  Romans 1:17 reads:  “…in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed…”  

    Simply put, the righteousness – the holiness and the innocence – you could never gain for yourself by even your best efforts at trying to obey God’s law, this righteousness – this holiness and innocence – is given to you as a pure gift!  That’s what Paul means when he says that this righteousness FROM God is “apart from law.”  He means that this righteousness FROM God is not based on our obedience of God’s law but on the obedience of another.
    But whose righteousness does God give to us?  I thought last Sunday we learned that NO ONE is righteous before God.  How can we receive the righteousness of another is NO ONE is righteous before God?  Well, remember last Sunday’s sermon title:  “No One is Righteous – Except One!”

     That’s right!  There’s ONE exception to the truth that NO ONE is righteous.  That one exception is God’s own Son who took on human flesh when He was born of the Virgin Mary.  During this Advent season we prepare to celebrate the birth of God’s Son for us and our salvation.  
     Jesus was and is God in human flesh, and He was sinless!  Jesus kept God’s law perfectly – and He did in our place!  Jesus kept God’s law FOR YOU!  Therefore, the righteousness FROM God that you receive as pure gift is the righteousness of Jesus Christ!

     Now, Paul goes on to say that this righteousness FROM God was testified to by the Law and the Prophets.  What does Paul mean?  Well, “the Law and the Prophets” was one of the ways of speaking of the entire Old Testament Scripture from Genesis to Malachi.  Paul’s point is that the entire Old Testament points ahead to Jesus whose righteousness we receive as pure gift.

     However, because this righteousness from God is pure gift, it must be received.  You see, if people don’t know about the gift or don’t think they need the gift or willingly reject the gift – then they do not benefit from the gift and they remain under God’s wrath.  That’s why Paul writes:  “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”
     For example, at one of the recent North Dakota Junior High Youth gatherings there was a speaker who was trying to explain how God’s pure gift of Christ’s righteousness must be received by faith.

     In order to make his point, he walked out into the crowd of youth, took $5.00 out of his pocket, and put it in the hand of a young boy.  The speaker said:  “This is yours!  It’s a gift!”  

     At first the boy didn’t believe it, and he wondered if he should give the money back.  But the speaker said again:  “The money is yours.  It’s a gift!”  Finally, the boy smiled and closed his hand tightly around the $5.00.

     My friends, that’s what God’s gift of faith does.  Faith clings tightly to the righteousness FROM God – and that righteousness from God transforms our hearts and minds so that we love God and trust God and long to live as His dearly loved children.

    However, consider this.  What if that boy who had been given the $5.00 walked across the room and threw that $5.00 in the trash?  Well, even though that $5.00 had been given to him, it would not benefit him because he had rejected it.

    This is why the righteousness FROM God must be received by faith, because without faith people will throw away the righteousness of Christ.

    This happens when people do not believe they need Christ’s righteousness EITHER because they don’t believe God would condemn people for their sin OR because they think that they can save themselves from God’s wrath by their own righteous obedience of God’s law.

     That’s why God does all He can to convict us of sin and the fact that we deserve God’s wrath so that we will despair of our own righteousness and long for salvation.  Once people realize they are guilty before God and deserve nothing but His wrath, such people will receive God’s gift of righteousness with great joy and will cling to it with all their might!  As Paul writes:  “…for all have sinned and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”
     To be “justified” means that God declares you to be “righteous in His sight” because of Jesus.  Not only did Jesus keep God’s law perfectly for you.  In addition, Jesus also suffered God’s wrath in your place.  
     Paul says that God presented Jesus as a “sacrifice of atonement.”  Those words “sacrifice of atonement” translate just one Greek word – hilasteirion – which refers to the cover of the ark of the covenant that was in the Holy of Holies in the Jerusalem Temple.  

     The ark of the covenant contained various items – including the stone tablets on which God had written the Ten Commandments.  Why do I give you this information?  

     Well, the Ten Commandments in the ark of the covenant were a reminder to God’s people that they had broken God’s law and deserved His wrath.  But when the Old Testament High Priest went into the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement, he would pour the blood of the sacrificial animals on the cover of the ark of the covenant.  That sacrificial blood was a sign that God’s wrath was appeased because an innocent victim had suffered God’s wrath in the place of guilty sinners.
     My friends, that sacrificial blood was a picture of the Blood of Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  He suffered the Father’s wrath for all the times you did not obey the Ten Commandments.  Through faith in Jesus you are no longer guilty before God but completely forgiven!

     In fact, that’s why God did not punish the Old Testament people of Israel for their sins.  They were forgiven through faith in Christ who would suffer God’s wrath in our place.

     Paul ends today’s reading with these words:  “Where, then, is boasting?  It is excluded.  On what principle?  On that of observing the law?  No, but on that of faith.  For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.  Is God the God of Jews only?  Is he not the God of Gentiles too?  Yes, of Gentiles too, since there is one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.  Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith?  Not at all!  Rather, we uphold the law!”

     Simply put, we sinners do not boast about how good we are or about how we deserve God’s mercy because of our obedience of His laws.  Instead, we boast in CHRIST and in CHRIST ALONE!

     Also, when Paul talks about the “circumcised” he means the Jews; when he talks about the “uncircumcised” he means the Gentiles – all other people who are NOT Jews.  Then Paul stresses that God is the God of ALL people and that means ALL people are saved from their sins in one way and one way only:  The Righteousness FROM God – JESUS!

     Does this mean we Christians don’t care about obeying God’s law?  Of course not!  Those who receive the righteousness FROM God by faith are transformed so that they desire to obey God’s law out of thanks and praise for His love and mercy toward us in Christ.  That’s why Paul writes:  “Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith?  Not at all!  Rather, we uphold the law!”
     My friends, God has given you a precious gift.  Even though you deserved nothing but God’s wrath, He has given you the righteousness of Christ.  Today God says to you:  “This righteousness is yours.  It’s my gift to you.  Treasure it always!”  So, my friends, cling to Christ’s righteousness always!  Treasure it every day!  You are forgiven!  You are holy and innocent in God’s sight.  You get to live as God’s dearly loved children – now and for all eternity!  
Amen!

