The Cross

Romans 3:24-31

I'm very much aware of the fact that churches across the world are filled with people who don't really understand the saving message of the gospel of our Lord. I also know that people can exist in churches over long periods of time and not know the saving truth.

It is in the light of that that I want to ask you to turn in your Bibles to Romans chapter 3 this morning and I want to take us back to the beginning, if I might. It's been a long while since we took a Sunday-morning look at the work of Jesus Christ on the cross. There is not a more fitting time than now as we come to this Holy Week to contemplate on what happened to our Lord almost 2,000 years ago.

Now the death of the Lord Jesus Christ can be viewed in several different ways and from several different perspectives, as you well know. Most frequently when we examine the death of Jesus Christ we do it from our viewpoint. We come to the cross and see it through man's eyes. But for this morning, I want us to look at the cross in its relationship to God, to God Himself, God the Father. What did it mean to God? We know what Jesus' death meant to us. But what did it mean to God? What did the death of Christ mean to God? How did it represent God? How did it glorify God? What is God’s perspective on that great event?

Romans 3:24-31
24being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously committed, 26to demonstrate at the present time His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 27Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? Of works? No, but by the law of faith. 28Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law. 29Or is He the God of the Jews only? Is He not also the God of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also, 30since there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith. 31Do we then make void the law through faith? Certainly not! On the contrary, we establish the law.
Now that great text tells us what the cross meant to God. What the death of Christ, the atoning work of Christ, the blood-shedding sacrifice of Christ meant to God. Two things stand out for me. It declared God's righteousness and it exalted God's grace. Let's look at the first one. The cross revealed God's righteousness, verse 24.

Romans 3:24-25a
24being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness…

And we'll stop there for the moment.

Christ died on the cross to demonstrate or to reveal or to declare God's righteousness. This is a very, very essential, a very, very important issue. Men have always struggled with this matter. Why? Because when you understand God to be a righteous God and you understand yourself to be a sinner, it puts you in a very difficult position. How can a sinful man be right with God? This is man's age-old longing, how can I know God, how can I be forgiven by God, how can I be right with God, it is that very question that has spawned religion. Religion is in every sense an attempt to answer that question, to solve the cry of the heart of man to appease whatever deity he may believe in, under whose authority he feels himself and under whose judgment he is afraid. How can I be right with God? Is God a righteous, holy, just God? And if indeed He is, then how can I appease Him? How can I satisfy His requirement for holiness, perfection, justice and righteousness and be right with Him?

Many suggestions are made about how man can be right with God and we call these suggestions “religion.” But apart from Christianity, all of them involve human achievement and works, and they don't satisfy God. They don't make provision for us and they don't make us right with Him. How can I connect up with a righteous, holy, just God? That has always been the cry of man's heart.

Now if God were just to move down and forgive man, it would strike a blow against His justice. And someone would say, well God's justice is whimsical, and God's righteousness is unpredictable and He's on again, off again because some sinners He judges and damns and some He forgives and you can't trust His righteousness and you can trust His holiness and you can't trust His justice to be absolute and unchanging.

God wants, however, you to know that His nature is unchangeable in any attribute and that His justice, holiness and righteousness is absolute and unchanging and absolutely consistent. And so God devised a plan that would demonstrate, reveal His righteousness. Verse 24 says we are justified; we are made right with God as a gift by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 

Now listen, there is nothing any person can do to be made right with God. There is nothing any person can do to satisfy God's requirement for holiness and righteousness. There is nothing any human being can do to settle God's justice. And so if we can't do anything, the initiative has to be with whom? With Him. And so says Paul, we are justified as a gift by His grace. God gives us a right relationship with Him. We couldn't do it. We could never satisfy His righteous demands. 

And we remember the words of Isaiah in Isaiah 64:6a, But we are all like an unclean thing, And all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags;

We could at our best only be filthy rags. We could never be perfect, therefore we could never achieve a relationship with God that satisfied God.

So God had to give us a gift. How did He do that? He did it through the price being paid by Christ Jesus. In other words, He was so holy and just and righteous that some price had to be paid for sin. The price was set, death. But He was so loving, gracious and merciful that He gave His own Son to pay the price. Justice was satisfied and so was grace. Holiness was satisfied and so was mercy. Righteousness was satisfied and so was love.

Romans 3:25a
25whom God [set forth] <displayed publicly, God lifted Him up on the cross where all could see> as a propitiation <a satisfaction> by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness [because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously committed.] How could He wink at the sins of all those generations, how could He tolerate all of that? Because somebody was going to pay the price.
How could He forgive sinners? How could He just forgive them and still be just? Because the price would be paid. His justice, and holiness and righteousness would be satisfied.

To the prophets of old, it seemed as if divine justice was sleeping, as if divine righteousness had gone on a vacation, as if divine holiness had slipped into a coma. Men sinned here below and got away with it. They lived, they prospered. Where were the wages of sin? What about:

Ezekiel 18:20a

20The soul that sinneth, it shall die.

And then all of a sudden, even today, along come these preachers saying He's going to forgive, He's going to forgive, He's gracious and loving and merciful. He's going to forgive. And the question immediately arises, wait a minute, wait a minute, God is holy and righteous and He can't just be overlooking sin, it has to be punished. It can't just be excused. It can't just fade away. It can't be ignored.

It isn't human achievement, nothing you can do will satisfy God. A price has to be paid, it is the price of bloodshed and death. Christ paid it. The price is higher than any human being can pay, but it was paid by Christ. No sinner could atone for the sins of fellow sinners, so Christ the perfect One paid the price of divine justice and bore the sins of the whole world. The death of Christ then was not only an act of grace, it was an act of justice.

Romans 3:25a
25whom God set forth <publicly> as a propitiation <a satisfaction of God’s justice> by His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously committed, 26to demonstrate at the present time His righteousness, that He might be just <God’s justice is perfect and He can be counted on to do what He says He will do> and the justifier <He declares us righteous, as if we had never sinned> of the one who has faith in Jesus.

He is the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. This provision, this sacrifice of Christ is appropriated through faith - through faith, through believing. That is so very essential, so very basic to our faith. You appropriate the work of Christ, you receive forgiveness of your sins, you are made right with God, by believing that Jesus Christ died for you and receiving Him as your Savior and your Lord, true faith.

We see then in the cross the justice, the righteousness of God.
Secondly, the cross exalts God's grace. Verse 27, again somebody is going to pose another question, if this is all God, then what part do we have in it? And the answer is none, basically. There is no place for boasting.

Romans 3:27

27Where is boasting then? It is excluded. <Boasting is excluded> By what law? Of works? No, but by the law of faith.

Salvation is totally His work. Scripture makes that abundantly and profoundly clear,

Ephesians 2:8-9
8For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9not of works, lest anyone should boast.

And so, says Paul in verse 27, “Where is boasting then? It is excluded.” There isn't any place for boasting, it is left out all together. “By what law? <principle>” verse 27 says. “Of works? No, but by the law <principle> of faith.”

 The only one who can boast is God, for He by grace has given a gift to us that we can only receive or reject. We have no part in it except to take it. 

God will allow me in heaven because I always do the best I can, NOT.

God will allow me in heaven because I always live a decent life, NOT.

God will allow me in heaven because I'm a good person, NOT.

Romans 3:28
28Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law.

And so the principle, Paul says, under which we operate in terms of salvation is a principle of faith in response to grace. 

We look at the cross, what do we see? God's righteousness on display as Christ is lifted high on the cross as the penalty is being paid. We look at the cross, we see God's grace on display, He does it all. Christ pays the price and God moves toward us in grace giving us the gift. All we can do is receive it or refuse it.

Now, this is the very heart of being a Christian, saving faith. And he makes such an issue out of it, verse 24 he says “justified freely by His grace” verse 25, we receive it “through faith” verse 26, He justifies “the one who has faith in Jesus” verse 27, it's the law <or principle> of faith” verse 28, “it's faith not law. <the principle of works>” That's a lot of faith emphasis and because of that I need to say to you that it is faith that is at the heart of our Christianity.

Now I want to give you a little test to help you examine your faith. I'm convinced that churches are filled with people who have a kind of faith that doesn't save them and we may have some people here today. Second Corinthians 13:5 says, “Examine yourself whether you be in the faith.” You want to be sure your faith is real. What are the marks? What do you look at in your life to discern whether your faith is real?

First of all, let me show you some things that neither prove nor disprove saving faith, okay? I'm going to give you a little list of things that don't prove anything. You could be a Christian, you could not be a Christian and still have these things. They don't prove or disprove saving faith. But you need to know what they are so you're not deceived.

Number one is visible morality. What do I mean by that? Well some people, they're just good people. Some of them are very religious, like Mormon people who on the outside appear very moral, or Roman Catholic people or any other kind of religion. Some people are just good people. They're honest. They're forthright in their dealings. They're grateful people. They're kind people. And they have an external, visible kind of morality. This person is honest in his dealings with everybody except God. He won't rob anybody but God. He is thankful and loyal to everybody but God. He has good relationships with everybody but God. 
People clean up their act by reformation rather than Spiritual regeneration.

Secondly, another thing that doesn't prove or disprove saving faith is intellectual knowledge. This doesn't prove true faith. Knowledge of the truth is necessary for salvation and visible morality is the fruit of salvation but neither one equal salvation. You see, you can know all about God and you can know all about Jesus and who He was, and He came into the world and He died on the cross and He rose again and He's coming again, and you can even know more of the details of His life, you can understand all of that and turn your back on Christ. There are many people who know the Scripture and who have knowledge but are bound for hell. You will never be saved without that knowledge but having that knowledge doesn't necessarily save you. 

Third, active ministry may not indicate a genuine faith. Saul of Tarsus thought he was serving God by killing Christians. Remember Matthew 7?

Matthew 7:21-23
21“Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. 22Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?’ 23And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’
Active ministry is not necessarily a proof of saving faith.

Number four, conviction of sin. Lots of people feel bad about sin. Listen, this whole world is full of people that are just guilt-ridden to the core. You know, not so many years ago, it was said that most of the people who went to the psychologist were suffering from guilt.

Well, the psychologists of the world have absolutely no answer for guilt because the only answer is the gospel of Jesus Christ and receiving Him into your heart. What has happened lately is we displace the guilt on somebody else and the new therapy is to make the person utterly irresponsible for any of the guilt that they might feel inside and to free them from that guilt.  Now, you have the ultimate virtue, pride, self-glory, self-esteem and that eliminates the need to feel guilty. So the psychologists have really come up with an ungodly, unchristian, unbiblical psychology that has taken the guilt issue and eliminated it. 

Now what happens in the church, instead of the preacher standing up to preach freedom from guilt to guilty sinners, they expect him to preach self-esteem to self-centered people. The whole climate has changed. The philosophy of the day has even crept into the church to create a new kind of sinner who thinks he feels no guilt. And the most important thing you can preach to a bunch of sinners is the sin of their lives and the law of God that they fall short of and the impending judgment of Hell they await. But that message is not popular because the new psychology has long ago eliminated guilt.

Number five, assurance. Some people say, “Well I must be a Christian, I feel like one, I think I'm one.” Many people feel sure they're saved, they're not. I'll tell you, there are millions of Mormons and Jehovah's Witnesses and Christian Scientists who believe they are on their way to heaven, they're not. People say, “God won't condemn me, I feel good about myself, I have assurance, I'm okay.” Assurance means nothing necessarily.

Number six, the last one, a time of decision. I hear people say, “Well I know I'm a Christian because I remember when I signed the card, I remember when I prayed a prayer, I remember when I went forward in the church service, I remember right where I was.” I've heard people say, “I remember right where I was the moment I did that.” Oh really! Listen, because you remember a moment doesn't mean that moment meant anything, doesn't mean that decision was valid. Nobody's salvation is verified by a past moment. People have prayed prayers and gone forward in church services and signed cards and gone into prayer rooms and been baptized and joined churches and never had saving faith.

So those are some of the non-proofs. They don't really prove anything. You say, “Well then what does prove saving faith?” Every proof of saving faith has to do with the heart. Well let me just give you quickly a list.

One, love for God. Romans 8:7 says, “The carnal mind is enmity against God.” The non-Christian resents God, rebels against God down inside. But the regenerate mind is set to love the Lord with all heart, soul, mind and strength, his delight is in the excellency of God who is the first and highest affection of his renewed soul. God becomes his chief happiness. 

Do you love God, do you love His nature? Do you love His glory? Do you love His name? Do you love His kingdom? Do you love His holiness? Do you love His will? Supreme love for God is decisive evidence of the true faith. Is your heart lifted when you sing His praises because you love Him? If you do not, then you have every reason to question your salvation.

Secondly, repentance from sin. The proper love for God must involve a hatred of sin. That's obvious. If I loved somebody, you assume that my loving them means that I seek their well-being, right? If I said to you I love my wife but I could care less what happened to my wife, you'd question my love because true love seeks the highest good of its object. So if I say I love God then I will have to hate sin because sin offends God. Sin blasphemes God. Sin curses God. Sin seeks to destroy God and His work and His kingdom. Sin killed His Son. What grieves me the most, my misfortune or my sin? And if I say I love God but I tolerate sin, then you have every reason to question your salvation.

Thirdly, it manifests genuine humility. This obviously comes through in the Beatitudes, the poor in spirit, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, those who in Matthew 18 are like a little child humble and dependent, those who are in self-denial, willing to take up their cross and follow Him. The Lord receives those who come with a broken and a contrite spirit. 

We must come as the prodigal son. 

Luke 15:21
21And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no longer worthy to be called your son.’
Fourthly, there's a devotion to God's glory. True saving faith that manifests genuine salvation shows devotion to God's glory. Whatever we do, whether we eat or drink, we are literally consumed with the glory of God. We do what we do because we want to glorify Him. Oh sure, we fail in all of these things but the direction of our life is in loving Him and hating sin and being genuinely humble and self-denying and knowing our unworthiness and being totally devoted to the glory of God.

Number five, continual prayer, humble, submissive believing prayer marks true faith. We cry “Abba Father” because the Spirit in us prompts that cry. A true believer with true saving faith has a personal prayer life, private prayer life, seeks communion with God.

Number six, another mark of saving faith is selfless love.

John 13:35

35By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another <the brethren, no conflict in church>.”
And also:

1 John 3:17
17But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him?

Number seven, separation from the world.

1 Corinthians 2:12a
12Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God,

John put it this way,

1 John 2:15

15Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.

A true believer is separated from the world.

Again I say, we fail in all these areas but these are the directions of our lives. We aren't perfect. We haven't arrived. But we love God and want to love Him more.

And then just two others, spiritual growth is another mark. If you're a true Christian you're going to be growing and that means you're going to be more and more like Christ. Life produces itself. If you're alive you're going to grow, there's no other way. You'll improve, you'll increase, you'll grow because whoever has that new work begun,

1 Peter 2:2

2as newborn babes, desire the pure milk of the word, that you may grow thereby,
And then finally, there is an obedient living. 

Matthew 13:23a
23But he who received seed on the good ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit
Every branch in me bears fruit

Ephesians 2:10

10For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.

That's obedience. We are saved unto the obedience of faith.

Look at your life, do you see all those things, including selfless love, separation from the world, spiritual growth and obedience? If so, that's evidence of a saving faith. If not, I am soon going to give you the chance to receive Him as your Lord and Savior this morning, or to continue rejecting Him and face impending judgment when He comes again.

Pray
Our Father, We worship You, we adore You, we express our love and affection to You, we exalt You for this great salvation which You have provided for us.

While your heads are bowed for just a moment, if you do not know Christ but you desire to receive the salvation that He offers, the forgiveness of sin and eternal life, will you in the quietness of your own heart say, Lord God, I believe in Jesus Christ, I believe that He God in flesh died on the cross to pay the penalty for my sin, rose again, provided perfect satisfaction and I receive the gift of salvation in His name, turning from my sin I commit myself to follow Him. Pray this prayer and mean it with all your heart and receive the gift of eternal life from the Savior.
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