“The Romans Roadmap!”

12/19/10 Sermon:  “God Justifies the Wicked!”
 (Text:  Romans 4:1-15)

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

     How many here remember the infamous O. J. Simpson trial?  Whatever your opinion about that trial’s outcomes, you have to admit that the jury’s verdict was controversial.  The judge over the O. J. Simpson trial pronounced O. J. “not guilty” based on the jury’s decision.  
     However, many people were upset by that “not guilty” verdict because they were convinced that O. J. WAS guilty and therefore he did not deserve the “not guilty” verdict.  You see, most people in our world believe that only innocent people deserve a “not guilty” verdict.  Does God share our views?

     In today’s reading from Romans chapter 4 the apostle Paul writes:  “…to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.”  Did you hear that?  Paul said that God justifies the WICKED! 

     Now, you need to understand that the English word “justifies” translates the Greek verb “dikaiow” which essentially means:  “to declare not guilty.”  So, to paraphrase Paul’s words, he is saying that God gives a verdict of “not guilty” to the wicked.  

     But that seems to go against every sense of justice, does it not?  God should give a “not guilty” verdict to the innocent, right?  God should give a “guilty” verdict to the wicked, right?  Well, allow me to explain what Paul is trying to teach us so that we will understand how this word of God applies to us.

     First of all, if you recall my sermon from two Sundays ago, we learned from Romans 3:1-20 that NO ONE is righteous before God – except ONE, and that ONE is Jesus Christ, God’s Son, our Lord and Savior.  
     All other humans descended from Adam and Eve have inherited their sinful nature and so we are unrighteous enemies of God who deserve nothing but His wrath.  As Paul writes in Romans chapter 5:  “…sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…”
     Do you know what this means?  If Jesus is the ONLY Righteous One, and all other humans are wicked, then there are no innocent humans except Jesus whom God can declare “not guilty.”

     Therefore, if God were fair and just, he would have to say the following to you and me on the Final Day:  “You’re guilty!  You deserve nothing but my wrath.  I want nothing to do with you!”  

     But God will NOT say that to you and me on the Final Day.  Why not?  The reason is that God is NOT fair and He is NOT just – at least not from a human point of view.  

     You see, the only human who deserves to hear the words “not guilty!” is Jesus, the perfectly innocent and righteous Son of God.  But God took your sin and my sin – and the sin of ALL people – and credited our wickedness to His Son.  When Jesus was on the cross – bearing YOUR sin and MY sin – the Father said to Him:  “You’re guilty!  You deserve nothing but my wrath.  I want nothing to do with you!”  

     Jesus, the innocent Son of God, suffered God’s wrath in the place of us wicked sinners so that we might hear God say to us:  “Not guilty!  You are my dear child!  Live in my love forever!”

     Of course, in order to receive this precious gift of salvation we need to trust God when He says that we are wicked sinners who deserve His wrath.  We also need to trust God when He says that we are not guilty because Jesus took our guilt upon Himself.

     If we do not believe God when He says that we are wicked sinners who deserve His wrath; if we do not believe God when He says that we are not guilty because Jesus took our guilty upon Himself – then we thereby reject God’s precious gift of salvation and remain under His wrath. 
     In today’s reading Paul gives two examples of Old Testament believers to help us understand what it means to be saved through faith in Christ.

     The first person Paul mentions is Abraham.  Many Jews of Paul’s day admired Abraham because he was the father of the Jewish nation.  Many Jews in Paul’s day assumed that God chose Abraham because Abraham deserved God’s blessing.

     But remember what Paul wrote?  He said:  “If … Abraham was justified by works, he something to boast about – but not before God.”  What does Paul mean?  Simply put, in a human court you are declared “not guilty” only if you are innocent.  But in God’s court only the wicked are declared “not guilty.”

     Paul’s point was that Abraham was a wicked sinner just like the rest of us, and yet he was saved.  Why?  The reason is that Abraham trusted in God who justifies the wicked for Christ’s sake.

     Therefore, Abraham did not boast about his own works before God.  Abraham did not say:  “God, I deserve your mercy.  I’m better than most people.  I’ve done more good things than bad things.  You owe me one!”  

     No!  Abraham knew that if God were to give him what he deserved, he would be in hell.  Therefore, Abraham acknowledge his sins and trusted in the Savior that God would send for wicked sinners – the Savior that would come into the world through Abraham’s family line.

     In fact, that’s why God gave Abraham the sign of circumcision.  The outward sign of circumcision was to be a reminder to Abraham and all his male descendants that the Savior of ALL wicked sinners would come into the world through their family line.

     You may recall my sermon from three Sundays ago when I explained how the Jews of Paul’s day misunderstood the purpose of circumcision.  They wrongly thought that circumcision was an outward sign of a Jew’s moral superiority.  

     But Paul then reminds then that God justified Abraham BEFORE He ever gave Abraham the sign of circumcision.  In other words, circumcision has nothing to do with a Jew’s moral superiority.  Instead, circumcision was a sign to the Jews that the Savior of the wicked would come into the world through their nation.

     So, Abraham is an example of what it means to trust in Christ.  Abraham acknowledged his sins and trusted in the Savior God promised for us.  Through repentance and faith in Jesus we hear God say to us wicked sinners:  “Not guilty!”

     One other example Paul gives of an Old Testament believer is King David.  Paul quotes David’s words from Psalm 32, which read:  “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.”

     Did you hear that?  David understood that he was a wicked sinner who deserved nothing but God’s wrath.  But David also trusted in the Savior of wicked sinners who would come into the world through his family line.  Through repentance and faith in Jesus, David heard God say to him:  “Not guilty!”

     Of course, without the Holy Spirit we simply can not believe this good news.  Our sinful nature says:  “It’s too good to be true!  You can’t get something for nothing.  If you tell people that God justifies the wicked, they will remain in their sin or even sin all the more!”  

     But is that how it actually works?  Not on your life!  In fact, it is those with a work righteous attitude that don’t take their sins seriously.

     For example, one time I was speaking with a young lady would was living together with a young man and having sex outside of marriage.  I lovingly confronted her about her sin, and do you know what her response was?  She said:  “Maybe living together before marriage is a sin, but I’m a good person otherwise.  I’m sure God will overlook my sexual sin because I’m not as bad as some people.”   Do you see how her work righteous attitude actually made her apathetic about her sexual sin?

     In contrast, someone who really believes that God justifies the wicked would say the following:  “I know that Christ died for my sexual sin, and so I better take it seriously.  I know that God forgives me even though I don’t deserve it, and so, out of love for Him, I want to turn from my sexual sin and do my best to live a pure life.”  That’s how repentant faith talks.

     So, how does all this apply to YOU?  Simply put, if you think that God owes you one; if you think that God will ignore your sins because you think you’re better than most people and that your good deeds outweigh your bad deeds, then you are deceived.  You are still under God’s wrath – and on the Final Day you will hear Him say:  “Guilty!  Depart from me!”

     But God doesn’t want to say that to you or to any wicked sinner.  That’s why God sent His Son for you and for all wicked sinners.  

     Today the Holy Spirit is calling you to be just like Abraham and David.  The Holy Spirit is moving you to trust God’s Word when He says that you’re a wicked sinner who deserves only His wrath.  But that same Holy Spirit is also moving you to trust God’s Word when He says that you are “not guilty” because of Jesus and all He has done for you.

     We wicked sinners can have certain comfort and hope today, because we trust in the God who justifies the wicked.  This truth of God has rescued us from the lies of the devil, and we are now free to live as God’s dearly loved children – saying “no” to sin and “yes” to God’s loving plan for our lives.

     Of course, even though God has given us new hearts that love God and trust Him, we continue to be tempted by the devil and we continue to struggle with the desires of our sinful nature.  

     But as we remember our Baptism; as we are nurtured by hearing and reading God’s Word; as we are comforted by Christ’s Body and Blood in Holy Communion, God will bless us with the assurance that we are now “not guilty” before God and on the Final Day we will also hear those words “not guilty.”  This is the good news that motivates us to live to God’s glory here and now.

     So, leave this place today with this Good News in your mind and heart:  “God justifies the wicked!”  

Amen!

