What in the World is God Doing?
Part 7: “It’s All Good”
Romans 3:5-8
29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God. 
3 Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 2 Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God. 3 What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God? 4 By no means! Let God be true though every one were a liar, as it is written, “That you may be justified in your words, and prevail when you are judged.” 
5 But if our unrighteousness serves to show the righteousness of God, what shall we say? That God is unrighteous to inflict wrath on us? (I speak in a human way.) 6 By no means! For then how could God judge the world? 7 But if through my lie God’s truth abounds to his glory, why am I still being condemned as a sinner? 8 And why not do evil that good may come?—as some people slanderously charge us with saying. Their condemnation is just. 
About 25 years after Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection, Paul the apostle is winding down his third missionary journey through the Eastern Mediterranean.  Planning to return to Jerusalem hoping donations from the Gentile churches will ease tensions between Jewish and Gentile congregations, Paul spends three winter months in Greece (Acts 20:2) before heading off on the final leg of his trip.
While in Greece, most likely Corinth, the apostle begins to plan his next gospel expedition. He turns his attention from the Eastern Mediterranean to the very western reaches of the Roman Empire: Spain. For such an expedition he must have a new home base: the city of Rome. The capital city of the Empire was a politically and socially tumultuous place. The Christian congregations in Rome had experienced their share of change in population, in worship practices, and theology within the last 6 or seven years of Paul's letter.
The message of a crucified and resurrected Galilean carpenter as Messiah caused so much strife in Roman synagogues that Emperor Claudius banished all Jews from Rome.  Claudius’ edict transformed the congregations of Rome from predominantly Jewish to entirely Gentile gatherings.  
Elders and deacons were Gentiles. Members of the congregation were Gentiles. Gone were scruples of kosher living. Gone were observations of Jewish feast days and talk of pilgrimages to the Jerusalem Temple. The Church of Rome dressed differently and worshiped differently. But Claudius died and his edict died with him in A.D. 54; many exiled Jews returned to Rome and the house churches (Rom. 16) they had been forced to leave, now finding themselves the minority of an entirely new church culture.

Three years have passed since Jews began returning to the city of Rome as Paul dictates this letter to a diverse body of believers in the empire’s capitol city overflowing with slavery and poverty, economic injustice, war profiteering, political conspiracies, and openly celebrated sexual vices.  
Writing to these Jesus-followers trying to deal with the questions of their ethnicity, their standing with God, and their place in culture, Paul offers no instructions for socioeconomic change.  His theology is not one of earthly victory. Instead, he writes to answer the most basic question any struggling Jewish or Gentile Jesus-follower can ask: “What in the world is God doing?”
Paul writes to explain what the Good News is, how the Old Covenant fits with the New, how the Jew relates to the Gentile in God’s great plan for the world, and how Christians relate to those around them.  He began by telling us that the Good News reveals God’s righteousness and that the human seeking to be right with God will live by trusting God. (Rom. 1:16-17); Paul is going “Old School” here by quoting the pre-exilic prophet Habakkuk, pointing out that trust has always been the only means of rightness with God. 
To prove that trust in God’s provision FOR US is the only way to be right with God, Paul has condemned both Gentiles and Jews as ungodly (having the deadly congenital heart disease; un-Godlike; spiritually dead) and unrighteous (showing constant symptoms of the disease).

Paul has promised the religious moralist that God will judge the heart as well as the hands.  God, Paul wrote, sees every secret thought of every human being.  The moralist dumbs down God’s demand for a clean heart, focusing on outside-the-cup appearances; but God never ever relaxes his demand for perfect Godliness because human beings were created in and for perfect Godliness. 
In fact, writes Paul in 2:9-11, “There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For God does not show favoritism.”  That’s a problem because Paul will tell us next week that NO ONE does good.
But Paul’s imaginary Jewish opponent “asks” valid question, “But Paul, what about the salvation promises made to the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?  What good is the circumcision?  There is grace in the circumcision. Either you are wrong or God is wrong!”
So Paul has paused his argument of universal ungodliness, unrighteousness, and judgment (which he will conclude in next week’s text) to briefly answer these questions.  No doubt these were the questions Saul Paulos of Tarsus, Pharisee prosecutor of the early Jesus Movement, raised so many years before.  Paul the Apostle heard those questions in Jerusalem and all throughout the Eastern Mediterranean as he preached in the synagogues and planted churches in Roman Asia.

It wasn’t that these Jewish Christians opposing Paul didn’t believe in grace.  They believed strongly in the grace of God.  It was God’s grace that created the world.  God graciously elected them as a chosen people.  It was God’s grace that gave them circumcision as a covenant sign and grace that produced the Mosaic Law.  It was God’s grace that preserved them through exile and brought them back into the Promised Land.  
No, it wasn’t that they didn’t believe in grace.  The problem was they didn’t believe in grace alone.  And they defined “grace” merely as God’s goodness, rather than as God’s provision for man’s sin by means of Christ Jesus (the very thing Paul seeks to prove in Romans).
The problem with a system that sees grace EVERYWHERE is that it results in a religion of grace NOWHERE.  If the Moral Law is grace, if God gives grace to keep the law so that the sinner can help justify himself, then Christianity becomes a God + my covenant faithfulness scheme no different from the rabbinic teaching of Paul’s day, or the present teaching of the Roman Church, or a great deal of modern professing Christianity that obliterates Scripture’s Law/Gospel distinction.
In 3:1-8, the apostle is defending God’s faithfulness (not man’s faithfulness), God’s covenant loyalty (chessed).  The Jew had the advantage of God’s oracles, God’s direct self-revelation to his people (3:2), divine words and direct promises of rightness with God.  God’s promises cannot be undone by man’s failure to trust in those promises.  
To prove this point, Paul quotes from David’s great song of repentance, Psalm 51.  Ps. 51:4-6 reads, “4Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified [declared right] in your words and blameless in your judgment. 5 Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 6 Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.” 
What David sings is that God is absolutely right, regardless of what man does or doesn’t do.  David, God’s anointed king, makes no excuses for his guilt. God’s righteousness is a positive attribute of God with very negative results for lost sinners, be they Jew or Gentile.  Man’s sin proves God alone is intrinsically righteousness; God possesses goodness and holiness in his nature.
That leads Paul to anticipate two further questions from his imaginary accuser, the strawman Jew, in our text this morning.  The first question is Godward in focus: if man’s unrighteousness proves God’s righteousness, then shouldn’t God reward us for making him look more righteous? (3:5-6). The second question is manward: if my evil glorifies God, why can’t I just keep on keeping on? “It’s all good, man!” (3:7-8).
I. ABOUT GOD (3:5-6)
A. Unrighteous? (5)
1. Paul’s first response to his imaginary opponent deals with the question of God’s righteousness, based on David’s song of repentance.  If human sin proves God to be a holy and righteous judge, then how can God punish men for sinning?  
2. Paul is answering the moralist’s claim there is grace in God’s Law.  Covenant Nomism (God helps the circumcised Jew who helps himself) claims that Torah IS grace, that the Mosaic Law IS “Good News.”
3. “If human sin has “manifested” something good—for even if God’s righteousness is expressed in judgment, that righteousness is still good—it might well be asked if God is not “unjust” when he punishes that sin.” 

4. If the Torah reveals man’s sin and man’s sin shows God’s holy glory, then surely God forgave David on the basis of David’s having declared God to be a righteous judge.  “You see, Paul?” says the opponent, “Grace and truth came through Moses.”
5. John answered that charge of grace in the Law in the opening statement of his Gospel account: “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (Jn. 1:17).
6. What John said in one sentence, Paul spends a great many chapters saying.  Judgment comes through the Law, whether written on the conscience of all humans or upon stone tablets handed to Moses.

7. God’s judgment is NOT grace.  Grace does not come through the moral requirements of the Law; it comes ONLY in and through the perfect life and sacrificial cross work of the Lord Jesus Christ.    
8. What Paul will go on to explain in Romans is that God’s grace, his Good News, cannot be separated from Christ Jesus’ person and work.  To explain the OT in any other fashion is to speak in a human way (5c).
9. The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. 15 The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. 16 “For who has understood the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:14-16).

B. Unfit to Judge (6) 
1. Paul’s answer to his imaginary opponent’s attempt to find grace in the Mosaic Law by claiming that man is actually doing good by sinning is, “By no means!”  “Absolutely not! Good heavens no! Ridiculous!”  
2. If God’s Law is gracious, if God should wink at the very things he forbids, then he cannot possibly judge the world in righteousness and pour out his wrath against sin.  After all, Abraham said, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” (Gen. 18:25).
3. God must be faithful to himself.

II. ABOUT ME (3:7-8)
A. My Condemnation (7)
1. Paul then deals with the manward question: if my evil glorifies God, why can’t I just keep on keeping on? “It’s all good, man!”
2. This second objection centers more on man’s role as the defendant; the first centered on God’s role as the judge.  7But if through my lie God’s truth abounds to his glory, why am I still being condemned as a sinner?  Paul, there’s GOT to be some grace in the Law somewhere!
3. It may be that Paul is making a brief defense of himself here, turning the Judaizers’ argument against them: if there is grace in the Law and if the Pharisees call ME a liar, then why do they condemn me?  Where’s MY grace from them while they hunt me down, beat me, imprison me? I should be their poster-boy for gracious Law. 

B. Good from Evil (8)
1. 8 And why not do evil that good may come?
2. The moralists always seek grace for themselves.  To them, the Mosaic Law is subjective, not objective.  “If I make a MISTAKE, it brings glory to God.  But if Paul SINS by preaching too much grace, he is an evil Law-breaker and must be stoned to death for dividing Law and grace!”
3. Works righteousness ALWAYS leads to a person rationalizing his own sins while searching for things to angrily denounce in others.  Works righteousness always sees Scripture as being about man, not about God and His glory.

4. The Jewish teachers who followed Paul from town to town trying to undo his teaching saw the oracles of God as a divine self-help manual.  The OT, to them, was God’s offer to help the Jew (and the converted Gentile) help himself to get better and better.
5. The Law was not a diagnosis of their congenital heart disease of ungodliness, it was a means of self-salvation: God’s grace + my faithful works = rewards.  If I accumulate enough points, I can look back at my life and take comfort from all my works of penance and good performance and moral improvement.

6. Paul’s opponents believed grace was a REDUCTION of God’s expectations; “just do the best you can,” says the god of Moralism.  In that way, the Jewish moralist enables himself to think he is better than he actually is.  And when his conscience (or another person) accuses him of sinning, he excuses it by saying, “Well, at least my MISTAKE glorifies God by proving his holiness, like King David said.”
7. But Paul will flatly tell us next week that EVERYONE stands under the condemnation of God’s Law; no one does good.  Why is that important to the phrase, “why not do evil that good may come?”  Precisely because there is NO GRACE IN GOD’S MORAL LAW.  Sinning is evil, not good.  Sinners glorify God by proving God alone is perfect.  But God still demands, “Be perfect, for I am perfect” (Lev. 11:44).
8. God must be faithful, loyal to his demand that his human creatures be utterly perfect – spotless hands AND spotless hearts from womb to tomb.  That’s why Paul says those people accusing HIM of preaching God excuses sin because it glorifies God are justly judged.  “They judge me, but they are justly judged.”
9. Paul, with great skill, has returned to his statement in 2:1, “Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same things.”
Without a faithful God, there can be NO Good News.  There is NO GRACE IN THE MORAL LAW, as the Jewish statement of "my faithlessness proves God's faithfulness" claims. 

The Law demands complete, life-long perfection and God is faithful to condemn ANY imperfection and impose the death sentence.  But God is also faithful to reward perfection and forgive sins.  How can those two things BOTH be true?  They are ONLY true because of GRACE.
Grace is NOT simply God being good, nice, or undeservedly generous (in creation, in offering Adam life in exchange for perfect obedience, or in choosing Abraham, or in delivering his oracles).  Grace has a very specific meaning: Grace is God depositing Christ’s perfect law-keeping life into the accounts of his people and God (in Christ Jesus) dying the death that sinners deserve and creating trust in those good works in our hearts by means of God the Spirit serving as the surety, or guarantee that our trust will continue to grow throughout our earthly lives in Christ.
Scripture knows no such thing as grace apart from the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ, the seed of the woman promised to Adam and Eve.  There is now, nor has there ever been, any other means of being right with God than trusting into the Promised Seed.
That is THE Good News.  God’s faithfulness means that if you are in Christ, he can never love you any less than he does and he will never love you any more than he does (because his love is perfect and eternal and he never changes).  

Later Paul will promise, “… if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you trust and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, ‘Everyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame’ ” (Rom. 10:9–11).
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