What In the World Is God Doing?
Law and Gospel

Romans 4:13-25
13 For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of trust. 14 For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, trust is null and the promise is void. 15 For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.
16 That is why it depends on trust, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the trust of Abraham, who is the father of us all, 17 as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”—in the presence of the God in whom he trusted, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist. 18 In hope he trusted against hope, that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, “So shall your offspring be.” 19 He did not weaken in trust when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. 20 No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his trust as he gave glory to God, 21 fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 22 That is why his trust was “counted to him as righteousness.” 23 But the words “it was counted to him” were not written for his sake alone, 24 but for ours also. It will be counted to us who are trusting in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, 25 who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.
About 25 years after Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection, Paul the apostle was winding down his third missionary journey through the Eastern Mediterranean. Paul spent three winter months in Greece (Acts 20:2).  While in Greece, probably Corinth, the apostle planned his next gospel expedition. He turned his attention to the very western reaches of the Roman Empire: Spain. 
The Church of Rome was to be his home base. The Christian congregations in Rome had experienced their share of changes in population, in worship practices, and theology within the last 6 or 7 years of Paul's letter.  The message of a crucified and resurrected Galilean carpenter as Messiah caused so much strife Roman Jews that Emperor Claudius banished all Jews from Rome. The church, once predominately Jewish, became entirely Gentile, entirely cut off from Jewish synagogue culture and Jewish worship.
Elders and deacons and members were now all 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, talked differently, worshiped differently over the next four or five years and no one was left to complain about the “good old days.” 
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), now finding themselves the minority of a new church culture.

Three years after Jews began returning to the city of Rome, Paul dictates this letter.  He wants the Romans to see God’s plan from Adam’s fall, through the Law of Moses, through Christ Jesus and throughout time and eternity. Writing to these Jesus-followers trying to deal with the questions of their ethnicity, their theology, and their place in culture he writes to answer the most basic question any struggling Jesus-follower can ask: “What in the world is God doing?”

He began by dealing with the most basic fact of human life: all human beings have a congenital heart defect of unrighteousness resulting in an unchangeable diagnosis of death revealed by the perfect, infallible diagnostician Dr. Law.  Dr. Law offers NO cures; he only delivers the hopeless news, “You are going to die because you deserve to die.” 

Dr. Grace, however, has the life-giving cure.  It is the only cure in the universe; the only cure for Adam, Eve, Abraham, David and countess other OT saints; the only cure for you and me.  Dr. Grace’s miracle cure is this: But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God through trust in Jesus Christ for all who are trusting (3:21).
But the devotees of Dr. Law are certain that he offers a partial cure: the good intention to be as holy as one can possibly be.  If God sees our good intentions, he will be happy and reward us with “grace” to help us perform more good deeds and earn more standing with him.  “Dr. Law and Dr. Grace each offer us part of the cure,” they insist.  That was the teaching of the Jews of Paul’s day  -- Law and Gospel mashed together as a self-improving coctail.  Jewish Christians brought it into the Church where it remains to this very day, despite Paul’s clear teaching to the contrary.
So, here in chapter 4, Paul is continuing his argument that Dr. Law cannot help cure our congenital heart defect.  He is using Abraham as an example that only Dr. Grace can cure the sinning soul.  First, Paul attacked the idea that any human works earn merit from God; he quoted Gen. 15:6 to prove Abraham was made right with God through his trust in God’s promise of the Seed.

Next, Paul shot down the teaching that Jewish circumcision was a meritorious, saving, work.  Abraham was given right standing with God many years before God gave circumcision as a sign and seal of Abraham’s trust.  Now, Paul will use Father Abraham’s case to prove that Dr. Law plays no part in curing death; the cure comes entirely through Dr. Grace, who uses trust as the needle that injects Christ and all his benefits.  The Law diagnoses.  The Gospel cures.
I. MORALITY AND DECLARED RIGHTNESS (4:13-17)
A. Argument (13-15)
1. Paul begins his argument by saying, “For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through law (no “the” in the text) but through the righteousness of faith.”
2. Paul could have pointed out that the Mosaic Law was not given to Abraham, but to Moses 430 years after God declared Abraham to be righteous through trust (as he did in Gal. 3:17-18).
3. In Gal. 3, Paul uses the phrase “THE law” (with a definite article) but here in Romans 4, he just says “law.”  Why?  Different flavors of the same dish.  In Gal. 3, he’s speaking primarily about Jews forcing Gentiles to first convert to Judaism to be acceptable before God on the basis of the Mosaic Law.
4. Here in Romans 4, the word “law” refers to both Jewish and Gentile morality.  It is the law principle, rather than a specific set of laws, that he is thinking about. 

5. The majority of the Roman church, being Gentiles, did not grow up seeing the Mosaic Code as a means of salvation.  But they did have standards of behavior because God’s law is written on the hearts of all human beings.  

6. They had what philosophers call “Natural Law,” the ability to observe how things work and, based on observations, to develop certain standards.  Remember in 1 Corinthians Paul takes the Corinthian Church to task for allowing immorality that even non-Christians knew to be wrong.
7. Whether it is Law given through Moses or written on the hearts of all men, humans believe that measuring up to a moral standard earns them something with the gods, with a god, or with “the Universe.”  They believe in Karma: do good, get good; do bad, get bad.

8. So Paul is saying Abraham earned nothing from God by being a good guy, by having good Karma, or by playing by the rules of his day.  Karma has no value in gaining right standing with God because trust and works are opposite principles.
9. Morality is man-directed; it points to human abilities.  Trust is God-directed, pointing to God’s abilities.  A promise of reward for meritorious works would be useless, since Paul has already proven that no one is good.

10. Promising to reward perfection is useless when nobody is perfect. But, if there is no sense of morality then there is no guilt (v. 15).  If there is no sense of guilt, there is no need for trust in a deliverer.
B. Conclusion (16-17)
1. The law, written in tablets of stone or upon the hearts of all men, cannot save any more than a mirror can clean your face or brush that piece of spinach out of your teeth.  It only reflects your need.
2. So right standing with God must come ONLY through trust, because trust establishes grace.  Just as law and works belong together, so do trust and grace.  
3. Trust makes grace certain.  If my standing with God depends upon MY performance, I can never know if I have performed enough to earn it and I can never be certain I can keep hold of it once I have it.
4. How honest do I have to be? Over here is a person who will tell you absolutely EVERYTHING about themselves without any shame.  But over here is guy who is mostly honest, yet exercises some discretion because he’s modest.  Which one wins?
5. Here is George Washington, who never told a lie.  Next to him is another politician who has been caught in a major lie, but national security was on the line.  Which one wins?  Which one needs just one more good work?

6. How pure, how generous, how content, how patient do you have to be? If I am the standard of my own performance then I get to say when and how I win and I can be as smug and judgmental about it as I like.  I can have nothing but contempt for you because, well, I WIN!
7. I WIN, except for one major problem: God’s law is written on my heart and THE LAW ALWAYS ACCUSES.  That is the primary function of the Law; it accuses.  It’s the mirror showing me the giant red moral zit on my face that no makeup can cover.

8. That’s a major problem because God says MY standard is relative morality but HIS standard is utter perfection, “Be perfect, for I am perfect,” not “Do the best you can and I’ll overlook the rough spots.”

9. By contrast, rightness with God comes through the pipeline of trust in God’s provision of the perfect life of Christ and the sacrificial death of Christ.  Dr. Grace’s cure is sure and certain and final and perfectly complete.
10. The Law is a perfect straightjacket of doubt.  Anyone who has his eyes fixed upon the mirror will be wrapped in delusion or despair: “I’m pretty good most of the time so all I need is a little grace” or “I am hopeless and I hate this God of the Bible and I’m sick of trying to please him.”
11. In v. 17, Paul says Abraham became the father of many nations because the good news of the Gospel opens the door to everyone in the world, not just to the Jew holding the Mosaic code, not only to a few Gentiles who strive to be really good, but to absolutely everybody!

12. I know of no human award or promise of which it can be said that everybody wins the grand prize.  There is only one winner in every sporting event.  There is only one grand prize winner in every sweepstakes.  But the Good News of Dr. Grace is that his cure is available to everybody!

13. What does that mean for us good church people on Sunday mornings?  Let me ask you some pastoral questions: How would you react if a scruffy-looking, homeless man walked into the sanctuary right now during worship?  

14. Would you draw you kids a little closer, maybe walk them back to the bathroom to make sure they were safe while eyeing the stranger danger?  If you were packing your concealed handgun, would you walk over and sit down next to this stranger with a hand on your piece and watch his every move with suspicion?

15. Or would you rejoice at the opportunity to share the good news of Jesus Christ with a fellow sinner because the gospel is not just for relatively moral Jews and Gentiles and their sheltered children all scrubbed up for Sunday service?

16. How you would react says something about how much you trust what God says in Romans 4:16-17, and about how much we consider the cure of Dr. Grace worth sharing with all kinds of people in all kinds of situations.

II. ABRAHAM’S TRUST (4:18-25)
A. Hopelessness (18-19)
1. “18 In hope he trusted against hope, that he should become the father of many nations… 19 He did not weaken in trust when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.”

2. When Abram (for that was his given name, “Exalted Father”) was called by God to leave his home and go on a life-long walkabout, he lived in a very advanced civilization that was quite sure it had all the answers.
3. These were the people who just a few generations before had celebrated their self-love and self-glory by building a tower to reach up to heavens and assure themselves a place in history.
4. That unfinished tower was the unifying center of their lives. But what became the unifying center of Abram’s life as this great Bedouin chief wandered from pasture to pasture over the valleys and plains of the East? 

5. Was his hope in the limitless possibilities of his own and his fellow men’s accomplishments?  No.  Paul writes that Abram’s trust was in his own hopelessness.  
6. And it took Abram/Abraham every bit of 30 years to become utterly hopeless and completely trusting in God’s promise.

B. Journey of Trust (20-25)
1. Consider Abram’s history.  He was 70 years old when God called him out of an advanced civilization to a life of wandering. As he passed along the trade routes of the Ancient Near East imagine how embarrassed he was telling people his name, “Honored Father.”  “How many children do you have?” the traders would ask.  “Um … none”.
2. I imagine what it would have been like for my parents to have named me “Mighty Athletic Tall Handsome Warrior.”  One look at my short, pudgy frame would cause you run off sniggering to yourself and others.  
3. People value success – successful finances, successful looks, successful results. The “Honored Father” was childless and he bore the concealed ridicule of unsuccessfulness for 86 years!
4. At 86, agreeing to his wife’s suggestion, he took one of his wife Sarah’s slave girls, Hagar, and had a son by her whom he named Ishmael.  Now Abram’s great community of servants knew where the problem was all along.  Abram COULD father children; but Sara’s womb was rocky soil on which Abram’s seed could find no purchase.  
5. Finally, when Ismael was 13 and Abram was 99, God returned to Abram and renewed his promise that Abram AND Sarah would have a natural-born son who would be in the line of the Promised Seed.  A token of God’s promise was that Abram was to change his name.
6. Imagine THAT scene as Abram calls together his wife, his baby-momma, his teenaged son, and all his hundreds of servants and says, “I no longer want to be called Exalted Father.”
7. You can imagine Abram’s clan thinking, “FINALLY the old man has come to his senses; he only had one kid, after all.”  Had you been there in Abram’s camp, you might have expected him to say he wanted to be called “Abe” (“Father,” just plain old “Father” not “Exalted Father” any more).
8. Now think of the reaction this 99-year-old man with only one son gets when he announces his new name: “From now on, I demand to be called ‘Father of a Multitude.’”  Father of a huge crowd.  Father of a swarm.  Father of a giant army.

9. If Abram were still 86, you might imagine all the young slave maidens getting a little nervous.  But at 99, everyone is working very hard to not laugh out loud.  Sarah DID laugh out loud at God’s promise of a son when she first heard it.

10. You can bet the name Abraham was the hot topic in the camp that night as people went back to their tents and quietly discussed how the old man had finally gone round the bend.  “Abraham” clearly was one taco short in the Deluxe Tex-Mex Dinner of life.
11. Beyond all human reason, beyond all human expectation and reality, Abraham trusted the bare Word of God in the face of hopelessness.  God had rejected Abraham’s effort to produce the Promised Seed through Hagar by Ishmael and promised a miraculous life to come out of two people as good as dead (18).

12. Abraham grew strong in his trust as he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God was able to do what He promised (20-21) because God gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist (17).

C. Glory in Trust (20-25)

1. Notice Paul says Abraham grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God.  The hero of Abraham’s story is NOT Abraham; it is NOT Sarah; it is NOT anyone but God at work to glorify himself through the Promised Seed. 
2. Dr. Law has no place in curing Abraham and Sara’s “deadness.”  Dr. Law can only highlight Abram’s failure to perform, to be anything other than just plain old “Abe.”

3. Only Dr. Grace, God’s one-way love, can make Abe into Abraham, the man of trust.  How did Abraham’s trust grow strong? It grew strong as he have glory to God.
4. Abraham was as good as dead but God gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.  How does God deliver life to the dead?  Through the needle of trust that drips the life-giving IV of Christ and all his benefits to gradually kill, to mortify, our rebellious and self-glorifying disease.
5. So, Paul says, Abraham’s trust in the promise of the Seed is for our benefit also if we are trusting in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, 25 who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised to set us right with God.
Even the needle that delivers the life-giving cure of Christ and all his benefits is itself a gift.  You cannot earn it.  It is a miracle to trust the bare Word of God against your nature that constantly seeks its own cure, to trust in something completely outside yourself, something completely against your own glory and beyond your own love.
But the Lord Jesus Christ is all about one-way love.  He is Dr. Grace.  His cure is free, no Obamacare required.  Our prayer is that God the Spirit is showing you your own hopelessness this morning and moving you to flee, like Abram, to the hope outside yourself, to Jesus the Promised Seed and the one-way love of God.

For God loved the world like this: he gave his one and only Son so that all those trusting into him might not be destroyed but have eternal life (Jn. 3:16, trans. mine).
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