What in the World is God Doing
Romans: Part 10: The Death of “Sombodyness”
Romans 3:27-31
21 But now the righteousness of God has been demonstrated apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets testify to it— 22 the righteousness of God by means of trust in Jesus Christ for all the trusting ones. For there is no difference: 23 for all are sinning and are lacking of the glory of God, 24 and are declared righteous by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as propitiation [mercy seat] by his blood, to be received by trust. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be declared righteous and [be] declaring the person righteous by means of [that person’s] trust in Jesus. 
27 Then what becomes of our self-confidence [boasting]? It is eliminated. By what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of trust. 28 For we reason one is declared righteous in trust apart from works of the law. 29 Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, 30 since God is the one who will declare righteous the circumcised by means of trust and the uncircumcised because the trust. 31 Do we then overthrow the law by this trust? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law. [trans. mine]
If you are asked to define what the Reformation and reformed theology are about, you might choose to sum it up in the five points of salvation defined 100 years after the Reformation began, what many call TULIP: total depravity of man, unconditional election to salvation by God, limited (definite) atonement by Christ for his elect, and the perseverance in trust of the elect.
You might choose to define the Reformation and reformed theology in terms of the five “only’ s” or “sola’s.”  We are saved by God's grace alone, by means of our trust alone, in the work of Christ alone, as taught in the word of God – the only authority supreme authority for faith and life.

Both of those descriptions are true. The first emphasizes only our salvation. The second emphasizes not only our salvation but the primacy of the word of God. But I'd like to give you a more basic way to understand the thrust of reformed theology. The Reformation was born from emphasis upon the person and work of the Godhead in every aspect of life, the universe, and everything, NOT from an emphasis upon the person and work of man (WSC 1).
The religious teaching of Martin Luther's day, as it was in the apostle Paul's day, was upon the person and work of man. People were taught to cooperate with God's grace, to please God with good works, to secure their relationship with God by constantly looking inward. "Am I righteous enough? Am I doing enough? Have I done enough to make up for the horrible sins of my past? Can I defeat more sin so I can earn more blessings?”
In the Judaism of Paul’s day, these ideas would later be termed “Covenant Nomism.”  In the professing church of Luther's day this was (and remains) the teaching of Rome. In modern Protestant circles it has become the standard theology of broad evangelicalism and even passes itself off as “reformed” teaching for certain otherwise-conservative seminaries, para-church organizations, and websites.  
Man’s person and work is emphasized; God’s glorious person and work is acknowledged as a kind of rearview mirror doctrine. Jesus becomes only a slightly better version of Adam, offering us an example on how to fight sin and cooperate with grace to earn God’s approval – as if the perfect and holy Second Person of the Godhead EVER needed grace!
“Yes grace, BUT…” says Jewish and Christian Pietism, “I must get to work pleasing God if I am to be found righteous at the final judgment. I must find comfort and confidence and earn blessings from my good works.”  Rabbis taught it.  Rome teaches it.  Several Puritan-era writers held it (i.e. Richard Baxter). The Church of Scotland turned toward it in 1720 when it declared Edward Fischer’s great work, The Marrow of Modern Divinity (re-published and annotated by Thomas Boston) to be anathema for teaching too much grace.
That’s why Paul’s words to us this morning of supreme importance.  Paul tells us in this passage that our self-confidence has been shut out of life in Christ; rightness with God comes only by means of trust and is available to everybody; and, trusting the Good News does not void the Torah, but upholds the Torah.
I. SELF-CONFIDENCE ABOLISHED (3:27-30)
A. Boasting (27)
1. Paul begins this section by asking and answering a question about boasting, or “self-confidence.”  Then what becomes of our self-confidence [boasting]? It is eliminated. By what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of trust.
2. If you have been following our trek through Romans, you remember that Paul has already dealt with the boasting/self-confidence issue in 2:17 where he wrote of the Jew boasting in the Law, even though the Law was impossible for anyone to keep.
3. The apostle is repeating his point about boasting because he has just finished explaining the Good News of Messiah Jesus.  Jesus paid it all!  No one gets right or stays right with God by any other means than trust into the person and work of Christ.
4. Boasting is self-announcing.  Trust is self-renouncing. Boasting is introspective; trust is extraspective.  Boasting looks inward.  Trust looks outward and upward to God.

5. Why do we see and hate boasting in others, but almost never see it in ourselves?  Self-confidence.  Pride.  
6. C.S. Lewis described pride as competition.  “Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, only out of having more of it than the next man. We say that people are proud of being rich, or clever, or good-looking, but they are not. They are proud of being richer, or cleverer, or better-looking than others. If everyone else became equally rich, or clever, or good-looking there would be nothing to be proud about. It is the comparison that makes you proud: the pleasure of being above the rest….”

7. Boasting/pride always means strife.  It is the cause of strife between people; it is the cause of enmity between man and God.  It was Satan’s rebellion against his Creator: “I will ascend…I will make myself like the Most High” (Isa. 14:14); he sold that rebellion to Adam and Eve for the price of their eternal lives (Gen. 3:5) and all of us inherited pride (and death) from them.
8. Adam and Eve wanted to be their own means of rightness; they rejected God’s rightness and lost for every human the ability to EVER earn ANYTHING from God but death.  
B. Religion vs. Trust (28)
1. No area of life engenders more pride than religion.  I don’t mean biblical Christianity, but religion in the generic sense.  In religion, man believes he is able to claim God’s approval and achieve superiority over others.
2. The more demanding and rigorous our religious morality is, the more pride we can take and the more boasting we can make, the more opposed we are to the very idea of God’s one-way love as the true foundation for life, the universe, and everything.
3. Let’s return to a passage we looked at recently, Luke 18:11-12.  The religious Pharisee stood close to God’s presence in the Jerusalem Temple and cried out for all to hear, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.”
4. Was he lying?  Was he really bad guy pretending to be good?  NO!  He really DID fast twice a week.  He really DID tithe.  He was, by all outward standards, far superior to the scumbag tax collector beating his chest and crying out to be mercy-seated.

5. If the Pharisee had been asking you or me our opinion, we would have had to grudgingly admit that he was really a pretty good guy.  Of course, he would NEVER ask us.  Asking us would be outwardly prideful, a failure to show pious humility.

6. The Pharisee wasn’t asking for human approval; he was DEMANDING approval from God.  It may be unpleasant to submit ourselves for human opinions and approval, but Paul has been telling us that it’s hopeless to submit ourselves to a holy God for approval.

7. The problem with the Pharisee was that he was praying to an imaginary God – one that grades on a curve, one that allows you to perform acts of penance for past sins to pay him back, one that accepts your excuses of good intentions and rationalizations for evil deeds, one impressed with your Bible knowledge.

8. C.S. Lewis again: “They theoretically admit themselves to be nothing in the presence of this phantom God, but are really all the time imagining how he approves of them and thinks them far better than ordinary people: that is, they pay a pennyworth of imaginary humility to him and get out of it a pound’s worth of Pride towards their fellow-men.… 

9. “Whenever we find that our religious life is making us feel that we are good—above all, that we are better than someone else—I think we may be sure that we are being acted on, not by God, but by the devil. The real test of being in the presence of God is that you either forget about yourself altogether or see yourself as a small, dirty object. It is better to forget about yourself altogether.”

10. Trust in God’s provision of rightness with him through Christ’s person and work absolutely undercuts human pride in moral achievement; it is the death of “sombodyness” because there is no such thing as human moral achievement against God’s demand for perfection.
11. “‘There is no one righteous, not even one.… All have turned away, they have together become worthless; There is no one who does good, not even one’” (Rom. 3:10, 12).
12. Trust in God’s provision also undercuts our pious feelings.  “‘I have such warm thoughts about God whenever I come to church,” such a person might say. I know I am not a very moral person. But my heart is so tender. I feel so close to God. At times tears even come to my eyes. Surely God must save such a sensitive person as myself.’ Must he? If he ‘must,’ salvation is not of grace. It is a matter of debt or works.”

13. To those who claim good intentions and pious feelings, Paul warns, “‘[There is] … no one who seeks God’ ” (Rom. 3:11).  
14. O but surely God is impressed with my strong knowledge of scripture and theology.  I attend Bible classes; I read deep books; I listen to Bible conference podcasts.  “Over pride in our knowledge, the Bible writes: ‘There is no one who understands.… There is no fear of God before their eyes.’ ” (Rom. 3:11, 18).

15. Only the perfect work and sacrificial death of Jesus earns God’s approval.  If you are in Christ, God is infinitely pleased with you.  But if you are boasting in religion, you are in a very bleak, hopeless place.

16. Paul teaches the law of trust excludes human pride. 28 For we hold that one is justified by trust apart from works of the law. Why is that important?  It’s important because rightness with God is not merely a Jewish issue; it’s grave problem for all humanity.
II. TRUST DISPLAYED (3:29-30)
A. Exclusivity
1. “…is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, 30 since God is one—who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.”
2. “Edward Gibbon composed [an] expression of [secular history’s view of religion] in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, saying that to the common people all religions were ‘equally true’; to the philosophers they were ‘equally false’; and to the magistrates they were ‘equally useful.’”

3. But Paul has been teaching that ALL people (all cultures, all races) have a congenital heart defect of ungodliness and the One True God of all creation has freely offered one true cure.
4. The Jews understood that there was only One God.  It was a primary point of their worship liturgy: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:6).
5. Nothing made Jewish life more difficult in a world of numerous pagan gods than the fierce devotion to the doctrine of One True God.  To hear the words of the One True God, one had to come to the Jews and had to become a Jew.
6. The Gentiles of Rome lived in a culture of multiple gods, many inherited from Greek culture.  These gods were impulsive, unpredictable. The cultures over which they ruled became moral sewers full of every kind of vice.
7. It was no stretch for the practicing Jew to look at the surrounding Gentile culture and feel exclusively superior to all the wicked sinners chasing after demonic dreams of pleasure, treasure, and wealth.

8. So there certainly WAS exclusivity about Judaism; they possessed the oracles of God.  They were less subject to the outward moral depravity of pagan cultures.
B. Inclusivity
1. But the One True God is the God of all mankind.  That presents a dilemma: must Gentiles become practicing Jews to be right with God? 
2. No, says Paul, God offers his Good News to all people everywhere regardless of their race, their culture, or their previous false conceptions of God.  The Gospel is not exclusive; it is inclusive!
3. The great theologian Charles Hodge says God “pursues [both Jews and Gentiles] with …the same plan, and offers salvation to both on exactly the same terms. There is, therefore… the foundation laid for a universal religion, which may be preached to every creature under heaven, which need not, as was the case with the Jewish system, be confined to any one sect or nation. This is the only doctrine which suits the character of God…. God is a universal and not a national God, and this is a method of salvation universally applicable.”

4. Who may come to Messiah Jesus? Everyone!  The gospel is for the very great sinner; it is for the outwardly-moral person.  It is offered to the moral Pharisee who tithes and remains true to his wife.  It is offered to the dirty-dealing bureaucrat with three of four baby-mommas he supports by theft. 
5. That truth is offensive to the relatively-moral person.  It was offensive to many of the Jewish Christians of Rome; it was offensive to the Church of Scotland in 1720.  It destroys human pride and demands everyone to recognize their desperate sinful condition.
6. It matters not if your sin is pride, or theft, or murder.  You might be a minister, a physician, a housewife, or an unskilled laborer.  You may be a Bible teacher or a connoisseur of pornography. You may be young or old.
7. It doesn’t matter because Messiah Jesus promises, “Whoever comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37b). 

8. How may you come to Messiah Jesus?  You come by trusting in his perfect law-keeping life alone, and his mercy-seating, sacrificial death to pay the penalty of your sins, great and small.
9. When may you come to Jesus?  NOW!  You do NOT have to wait to get better, be less sinful, to make some kind of attempt to pay God back for your past or to promise you will work hard to be good in the future.  

10. The Gospel is for young people. You don’t have to grow older to come.  If you are old enough to die, you are old enough to come.

11. The Gospel is for mature people.  As long as you are alive you may trust into Christ, you may come with aches and pains, with a mind and body ravaged by time.  So long as the gate of life is open, the gate of mercy is never shut.

III. LAW ESTABLISHED (3:31)
A. Not Sanctification
1. Finally, the apostle writes of why we can come. “31 Do we then overthrow the law by this trust? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law.”
1. Paul is not writing here about how Christians grow spiritually.  He will do that in later chapters.  He will show us obedience to Christ and His word is not legalism. It’s action that springs from a heart renewed by the Holy Spirit. 
2. Legalism is trusting in your obedience (even partly) to redeem you, or atone for your sins, or to maintain your standing before God instead of trusting in Christ alone. We obey because we are saved, not in order to be saved (in whole or in part), nor to earn anything from the God who has already given us everything in Christ.  

3. We obey because of the Spirit sovereignly working IN us to change our affection for ourselves to affection for Jesus.
4. In this passage, Paul is writing about how one becomes and stays right with God.
B. Law of Salvation
1. Why does God’s free offer rightness by means of trust in the person and work of Messiah Jesus uphold His holy Law rather than voiding it?
2. God’s law defines his moral nature.  It is his revelation of himself, given first to Adam and republished again through Moses.  That law demands either perfection or death.
3. Paul’s “point is not that the law is somehow established by what we do as Christians by the power of the new life of God within. It is rather that the Lord Jesus Christ has established the law in the process of providing salvation for us by his death on the cross.”

4. The righteous demands of God’s Law were met by God himself in the person of the Son, Messiah Jesus.  He had to meet those demands because they were so high and holy, no mere creature with a congenital heart defect of ungodliness could ever meet God’s demands.
5. For God to ignore his righteous demands by grading men’s work on a curve would mean that he would have to ignore some part of his perfect law and perfect nature.  God would have to overthrow some part of himself!  

6. Through Messiah Jesus, God has demonstrated that the punishment of sinners by death has been executed.  The innocent Lamb of God has died in the place of the guilty.

7. If God had decided to simply “love sinners into heaven” by granting them forgiveness without requiring death, then the curses of the law would have been arbitrary, empty threats like a father threatening to pull the car over because kids are fighting in the back seat.  
8. Robert Haldane, one of the great commentators on this epistle, asks, “Can there be any greater respect shown to the law, than that when God determines to save men from its curse, he makes his own Son sustain its curse in their stead, and fulfill for them all its demands?”

Paul has now told us that EVERYONE may come to God through Messiah Jesus, be they pretty good people or openly evil.  He has told us how we may come: by means of trust in the person and work of Messiah Jesus; die to yourself and find life in him.  He has told us when we may come: RIGHT NOW, as you are without waiting to get better or to work up the right feelings, or promise the right morality.
Finally, the apostle has told us why we may come freely, honestly, and openly to a righteous and holy God: because God has fulfilled his own demands and declared that all who trust in Messiah are right with him – NOT because we do a good work by trusting (even our ability to trust is a free gift of God; Eph. 1), but because God has done ALL the work at infinite cost to himself because of his one-way love.

God’s grace has no “Yes, but….”  His approval is infinite, eternal and unchanging for those who trust into Jesus.  Everyone may come.  Everyone may come NOW.  YOU may come now by simply giving up on futile attempts to impress God and other people and simply saying, “Thank you, Lord Jesus for living perfectly and dying the death I deserve.”
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