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THE RIGHTEOUSNESS THE COMES FROM GOD
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A. One of the effects of watching television or programs on the internet is passivity. It is a one way event. Nobody’s watching us back. So we can watch TV in our underwear, we can belch or pick our nose, and nobody notices. It’s not like we fall asleep and the weatherman says, “Oh, come on, wake up, I’m giving the weather here.” But in worship, it’s different. And it seems like people sometimes forget that I can see them.  


Last week when I explained what many call “compatiblism” it seemed like, for some of you, that your eyes glazed over a bit: “Oh, no! He’s trying to get us to think!” But if we are to grow in our faith and KNOWLEDGE of the Lord Jesus Christ, we really have to tackle some of these important biblical concepts. Compatiblism simply means that two may will the same action for different reasons, and there is nothing incompatible about it. In one of his books, John Calvin gives a graphic example: God wants to bring an old man home to heaven, and the old man’s son wants to take his father’s fortune. So the son kills his father. Both God and the killer got what they wanted. God is exonerated because he meant it for good. The killer is condemned because he meant it for evil. And it was the same act. 

B. The supreme, biblical example of this was the death of Jesus on the cross. God gave his Son to be slain by wicked sinners. Why did those wicked sinners kill Jesus? Because they wanted to. Because they were wicked sinners. Yet my whole salvation depends on what those filthy and vile men did to Jesus. We call that “Good Friday.” Jesus himself said in Luke 22:22: “For the Son of Man goes as it has been determined, but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed!” So there was both a divine reason and a human reason why Jesus was betrayed to death. The divine reason, God’s reason, was to save sinners, and we worship him for it. The human reason, Judas’s reason, was that he was an evil man, and we despise him for it, and he was rightly condemned for it. 


C. So at the beginning of Romans 9, Paul poses the strange and unsettling truth that the majority of the Jews rejected their own Messiah. Why was that? Well, there is both a divine and a human reason for that. We considered the divine reason first: The Lord God had not chosen them for salvation. Rather, he left them in the sin and misery they preferred in order to demonstrate the glory of his justice and wrath.


And today we start to consider the human reason why the majority of the Jews did not embrace Christ and the salvation he freely offers through the gospel. And the same reason most often explains why many today do not embrace Christ and his salvation.

I. WE MUST FORSAKE THE VAIN HOPE OF SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS. 


A. The answer has everything to do with righteousness and how we pursue it and how it is attained. And let me remind you that righteousness is truly the most precious commodity in the world, not gold, or diamonds, or platinum, or shares of stock in Facebook. For righteousness is the true ticket to heaven, to the greater and more glorious and eternal life in the age to come. 

So what is righteousness? Let me explain it by way of analogy.


B. Righteousness is both a legal status and an objective condition. Many of us are citizens of the state of Iowa. If we obey all of the laws of the state, then we possess both the status and the condition of righteousness with respect to the state. If we break the law, if we get a speeding ticket, we are no longer in a status of righteousness nor in the condition of righteousness. If we pay the fine, then we are restored to both the status and condition of righteousness with the state. There is no outstanding citation against us on the books, but there is also no objective infraction that we have committed. Now what if, on your way to church this morning, you exceeded the speed limit or rolled through a stop sign—but you did not get caught? Well, you are still technically in a status of righteousness—there’s nothing against you in the database in Des Moines. But you are in the objective condition of unrighteousness because you actually broke the law whether or not you get caught.


Now the reason this is important for our purposes is because God requires perfect righteousness of all people. As we’ve seen in the earlier chapters of Romans, we are all born into the world “in Adam,” guilty of Adam’s sin. We are born in the status of unrighteousness. And we all grow up to embrace that reality, so we add the true condition of unrighteousness. And God demands perfect righteousness if we would be accepted by him and attain to eternal life and glory in heaven, perfect righteousness. 


How can our unrighteousness be restored to righteousness? Here’s the problem. Our sins against an infinitely holy God call for an infinite punishment. As finite creatures, we cannot possibly pay an infinite punishment; it will go on forever. The truth is that we cannot ever attain our own righteousness again. 


C. And this was the mistake that the majority of the Jews were making. They refused to believe God’s diagnosis that their sin was incurable and their punishment was unpayable, and so they sought to attain to a righteousness which they had made for themselves by trying to obey God’s law. “30 What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; 31 but that Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law. 32 Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works. They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, 33 as it is written,  ‘Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense;  and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’”

The root of their rejection of Christ was their exalted view of themselves. They refused to believe that they were so completely broken in sin that they could not somehow repair themselves and actually achieve what God required. To suggest that they were helpless and hopeless in their sin was offensive to them. That Jesus had to die, that only his righteous blood could pay for their sins, was a stumbling block which they could not accept or get over.

D. And, Beloved, we must embrace the same. We must forsake the utterly vain and foolish hope of self-righteousness, that we could possibly make ourselves acceptable to God if only we would try harder or do better. The first question we ask of all our church members, the first vow of membership freely admits this: “Do you acknowledge yourselves to be sinners in the sight of God, justly deserving His displeasure, and without hope save in His sovereign mercy?”


But it’s more serious than that. When God says that his Son alone is sufficient to save us, and instead we attempt to save ourselves by our own good works, we dishonor Christ by denying his competence as the Savior. John Calvin explains: “Christ has been given to us for righteousness, whosoever obtrudes [or puts forth] on God the righteousness of works, attempts to rob him of his own office. And hence it appears that whenever men, under the empty pretence of being zealous for righteousness, put confidence in their works, they do in their furious madness carry on war with God himself.” (379) We must forsake the vain hope of self-righteousness. And…
II. WE MUST SUBMIT TO GOD’S RIGHTEOUSNESS. 


A. The good news of the gospel is that, while we could never do it ourselves, God has created a righteousness that is available. My daughter teaches in a Christian school in St. Louis. Some wealthy benefactor has made a rich prize available to the faculty and staff of the school. It is the use one of the luxury skyboxes of one of the professional sporting teams in St. Louis with all of the food and perks, worth thousands of dollars. So when the tickets are available the staff holds a drawing and the winner is handed as a free gift what they likely could never have afforded for themselves. I’m hoping that if she wins she will share it with me!


B. God gives righteousness, that most precious commodity on earth as a free gift, to all who will receive it. That explains how godless Gentiles who weren’t even seeking righteousness, who didn’t really understand that they needed righteousness, attained it, while the many Jewish seekers, busily pursuing it by their own efforts, did not attain it. They were ignorant of the true righteousness that God makes freely available as a free gift to all who receive his Son. Speaking of the Jews, Paul writes: “10:1 Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved. 2 I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. 3 For, being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. 4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.”

They sought to make their own righteousness through their good works because they did not know of the righteousness that comes from God. When we were in Rome last year, my older son was the tourguide. He found a website that listed 57 free things to do in Rome, and we did all 57 I think. Most of those free things were to tour old churches and all their ornate artwork and supposed relics: a foot of one of the apostles, the chains that fell of Peter in his dungeon, and so forth. But I was struck by some of the people. Most of them looked like tourists like us. But there were a few who clearly were pilgrims. I remember one woman, dressed in the garb of her order. She bowed constantly to the various exhibits, and she had a look of wonder bordering on ecstasy. A pilgrimage is a meritorious work designed to increase one’s credits to the end of guaranteeing salvation. 

C. But here Paul plainly declares that all such good works are useless for attaining righteousness. They actually interfere with, they inhibit, they prevent trusting Christ and submitting to the perfect righteousness that he has attained for us. For all who believe, for all who simply trust Christ and his perfect righteousness, Christ becomes the end of the law for righteousness. While genuine faith in Christ leads to gratitude and obedience, our good works do not contribute in any way to our righteousness before God. British scholar C.K. Barrett declares that God therefore “forces a decision; you must accept or reject Him; you cannot be neutral.” Either you submit to God’s righteousness or you try to establish your own, but there is no middle ground. 
III. WE MUST PURSUE RIGHTEOUSNESS BY FAITH.


A. The best part is that we receive this righteousness of God as a gift by simply trusting and resting in his Son. That, by the way, is also the second question we ask of all members: “Do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as the Son of God and Savior of sinners, and do you receive and rest upon Him alone for your salvation as he is offered in the gospel?” John writes in his first epistle: “And this is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. 12 Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life.” (5:11-12) We must pursue righteousness by faith. 

B. It is simple. We come to Jesus Christ, confessing our helplessness, forsaking our sin and self-righteousness, and receive him. He now is our God, and we belong to him. And in him is this life. His righteousness counts as our righteousness before God, and we are accepted by God for his sake and reconciled to him forever. 

C. It is humbling. It can be hard to receive a gift, especially a costly gift. Part of the reason why is because we are so deeply geared to do it ourselves and pay our own way. It is a frontal assault on our pride to admit that we can’t do it. We have to own up to our failure, to the terrible mess we’ve made of our lives, and our sheer inability to make it better. Are you willing to do that?

D. And it is supremely satisfying. There is an unparalleled relief in coming to Christ. In John Bunyan’s classic allegory, A Pilgrim’s Progress, he has the pilgrim carrying, staggering under a heavy burden which represented his sin and the judgment of God hanging over him. And when the pilgrim stood at the foot of the cross and realized that Christ had died for him, the burden just slipped off his back and he carried it no longer. He was free, joyously free. The hymnwriter says it this way,

My sin, oh the bliss of this glorious thought

My sin, not in part, but the whole.

Is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more,

Praise the Lord, Praise the Lord, O my soul!

CONCLUSION


Our Lord Jesus said it his way: “28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

Have you come to Christ and trusted him alone to save you? Have you forsaken your self-righteousness and any hope of self-salvation, and have you submitted to God’s righteousness which he offers freely in Christ?

Don’t just passively take this in. God himself is present here, offering, calling, giving his gift of righteousness freely in his Son to all who will admit their helplessness and hopelessness and flee to his Son, believing “in the Lord Jesus Christ as the Son of God and Savior of sinners” and receiving and resting “upon Him alone for your salvation as he is offered in the gospel.” (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


