Liturgy:

Reading : Romans 3, 9 – 26

Text       : Romans 1, 16 & 17

Ps.    89 : 1,3

Ps.    89 : 7

Ps.  100 : 2,4

Hy.   24 : 5,6

Hy.   41 : 1,2

Hy.   24 : 7
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
Tomorrow it will be 31st October, Reformation day, the day on which we remember that Maarten Luther nailed his 95 theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. As Reformed churches, we remember this event every year. One could ask why we do this, even after so many ages, tomorrow 488 years ago. What is the significance of remembering an event of so long ago? Let me answer this question with a quotation of Scripture, Psalm 78, a contemplation of Asaph. Let me read the first four verses of this psalm, “…” Indeed, God’s wonderful deeds of the past have to be recounted to instruct the hearts also of distant generations. Well, that’s exactly what we do, also in remembering Reformation day, recounting how during those dark Middle Ages, our faithful covenant God caused the light of His Word to shine again, which is something we may still thank God for today. It was Christ, who also then preserved His church by heresies distressed, using Maarten Luther as well as others as His instrument.
As regards Luther, when studying the Scriptures, he always shook with fear when he read about the righteousness of God. According to the scholastic theology of those days ‘God’s righteousness’ was a characteristic of God by which He renders to the believers what they deserve, punishing the sinner and rewarding those who do good. Yet, who actually does good in the sight of God? No one! That’s why Luther feared the righteousness of God. Despite all the good works he tried to do, he was severely depressed being fully aware of his utter sinfulness. Looking at his life, he could only think of his lost condition. No matter how hard he tried, never, it seemed, had he done enough to earn salvation.

It must have been somewhere during the year 1514 AD that Luther, whilst studying God’s Word in his cell as a monk, all of a sudden saw the light. This happened when he was studying the Book of Psalms and on a number of occasions again came across the word ‘righteousness’, yet in a context he found difficult to understand, especially when he read that some of the authors prayed to God, “Deliver me in Thy righteousness.”
 After all, how could a sinner ever pray to God, asking for deliverance by appealing to God’s righteousness? Was it not rather so, that because of His righteousness God would punish the sinner instead of deliver him. Luther did not grasp this, until – comparing Scripture with Scripture – he also read Paul’s letter to the Romans. Then, all of a sudden the light started to dawn. Especially when he read those well know words, “The just shall live by faith.”
 Pondering on these words, Luther realized when the Bible speaks about ‘God’s righteousness’, it refers not only to God’s avenging wrath, but also to what God grants to us in Christ. Through faith in Christ, who is our righteousness before God, we may live.
This conversion of Luther took place most likely somewhere during the year 1514 AD, tough there are also others, who say it was in the winder of the year 1512. Anyway, it still took a number of years of intensive study and meditation before Luther was able to publish his 95 theses. One of these theses, namely thesis 62, reads, “The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of God’s glory and grace.” It is this glorious gospel, to which we may listen also this morning, when focusing on those words, which brought Luther to conversion. I have summarized the message of these words as follows, 

THE LORD GRANTS SALVATION 

TO EVERYONE WHO UNCONDITIONALLY RENDERS HIS HEART
TO THE POWERFUL PREACHING OF THE GOSPEL

Looking at this message in more detail, we will see

1) that the gospel is powerful indeed

2) yet it must be accepted in faith

3) a rule which applied in the OT and still applies in the NT

I
The text for this morning’s sermon is taken from Paul’s letter to the Romans. At the time, Br. & Sr.,  the apostle Paul wrote this letter, his desire was that soon he could visit this congregation and meet also the brothers and sisters in Rome face to face. Yes, it had always been Paul’s desire to preach the gospel also in Rome, the centre of the Roman Empire, the city where the emperor lived, who in those days by the vast majority of the people was hailed also as the savior of the world. Yet this did not deter Paul from preaching the gospel even in Rome, to speak of that other and greater Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ. From a human point of view, one wonders whether people would ever listen to Paul’s message about a Saviour who died on the cross. No, then the Roman emperor, he was much more powerful. So, wasn’t Paul’s mission beforehand already doomed to failure?

Well, beloved, Paul himself surely did not think this way, instead he is of good courage, in no way ashamed of the gospel he was allowed to proclaim, for, so Paul writes, “it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes.”
 It is because of this power that throughout his missionary ministry Paul had never been ashamed of the message he was allowed to pass on; not in Athens, when the learned men ridiculed him for it nor in Jerusalem when the Jews intimidated him. Despite all opposition he had received - imprisoned in Philippi, chased out of Thessalonica, smuggled from Berea, laughed at in Athens, seen as a fool in Corinth – despite all this Paul was not ashamed of the gospel. Instead, he was still eager to preach it, also in Rome.
I guess, Br. & Sr., many of us would like to have that same courage as the apostle Paul. For how is it with us, when laughed at, soon we keep our mouth shut, in order not to embarrass ourselves. I’m afraid that at times we are more concerned about ourselves and what people might think of us than being worried about the fact that Christ does not receive the honor due to Him. Yet, beloved, why? Is perhaps the reason that we no longer see what powerful message we are allowed to pass on; powerful – since we may point people to Christ as Saviour.

Gospel – this word means ‘glad tidings’, ‘good news’. The content of this gospel Paul had already summarized in the verses 3 & 4 of this same chapter, where he speaks about Jesus Christ our Lord, “who was born of the seed of David according to the flesh, and declared the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness, by His resurrection from the dead.” Indeed, beloved, Christ as the Son of God is at the centre of all gospel preaching, since all of the gospel can be summarized in this single message, “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
 The gospel of Jesus and Him crucified thus proclaims God’s sovereign love towards sinners lost in sin, i.e. God’s sovereign love towards people who were dead in sin, but who are made alive by God in Christ Jesus His Son.
It’s a privilege, beloved, to pass on this message to everyone who wants to listen to it, since the message of salvation for sinners and this out of mere grace isn’t found anywhere else. No other religion preached – be it Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, nor Judaism (the Jews) – no other religion proclaims a Saviour who can solve the problem of separation from a holy God through sin and offer sinners hope by grace through faith and not works. Only one message saves sinners, and brings them safely into the presence of God – the gospel of Jesus Christ. It alone is the power of God to salvation.

The gospel of Jesus Christ – a unique message, unique also in its power. For, beloved, wherever the Word of God is preached it is indeed preached with power. The Word of God is not just a message like any other message, simply an exposition of something with which you can agree or disagree. God’s Word is much more powerful. It is the power of God to salvation, says Paul, for everyone who believes. The original Greek word for power, used here, is ‘dunamis’, from which the English word ‘dynamite’ is derived. Well, beloved, this is indeed the power hidden in the gospel of Christ, since this gospel comes from the living God, who with His almighty power is active in and through the gospel, whenever and wherever it is preached in all its truth. When the gospel is preached, God Himself is active to capture people, active to bring them under the reign of the power of the Holy Spirit in a miraculous way. Yes, Br. & Sr., isn’t it miraculous indeed, when people being guilty of eternal damnation are declared not guilty, and as a result where they previous lived in sin are made alive through power of the gospel. Look at the history of the church, how the gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified has powerfully changed the lives of people. No, that was not their doing, but God’s doing instead.
The gospel – the power of God to salvation.  It is powerful to change men, to take them from sin, from Satan, from judgment, from death, from hell. No other power is able to do this. Only the gospel that preaches Christ as Saviour is able to change people radically. A unique and powerful gospel – that’s why the apostle Paul is not ashamed to preach this gospel, wherever the opportunity arises, since this gospel is the only hope for sinners; hope – since this gospel reveals to these sinners the righteousness of God.

The righteousness of God – not as Luther initially understood it: God’s righteousness in punishing the sinner for his wrongdoings. But instead, the righteousness of God shown in Jesus Christ, who for us and in our place obeyed God’s law perfectly and also paid for our disobedience of God’s law, and who now in all this is our righteousness before God. I think here of what we confess in LD 23, HC, Answer 60, “…” Yes, then we marvel that God made this possible for me a sinner. It’s all for you, for me, beloved, as often as by true faith we now also accept this gospel. Says Paul in our text, the gospel is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes. This brings me to my second thought.
II
The gospel is powerful indeed, powerful for everyone who accepts it in faith. That’s why wherever the gospel is preached, it is always preached with the command to repent and believe.
 Thus faith is required, as Paul also says, it’s powerful for everyone who believes. Literally it reads, for everyone who continues to believe, i.e. for those who also persevere in faith. Whoever rejects the gospel will not benefit from its power, neither does he, who hears the gospel and immediately receives it with joy, but who let not take the gospel root in his heart. The gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified asks for more than just taking it in for a moment. Instead, it requires good soil, i.e. we must embrace it unconditionally with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength otherwise it will bear no fruits. I realize, also this faith is a gift of God conferred upon man by mere grace, and yet in all this man is not passive. Instead made alive by God, he now also has to use faith as an instrument to embrace Christ as Saviour. In other words, faith is not the ground for our salvation, but only a means to receive salvation, yet a necessary means. Faith is, as it were, the arm or the hand by which we reach out to Christ and embrace Him. It’s the connection between us and Christ. Faith thus is a condition, but not a preceding condition, rather an accompanying condition. What I mean with this is: it’s not first faith and then be saved, but rather we are saved through faith, the two go together. 
As an example, I could point you to what Scripture tells us about Lydia, in Acts 16. Let us just look at this passage for a moment. On a certain Sabbath day, Paul is preaching the gospel outside the city of Philippi on the riverside, where a number of women were used to meet in prayer. And then it reads in vs. 14, “…”  (Explain!)
I hope this explains what Paul means when he says in our text, “The gospel is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes.” Next he adds, “for the Jew first and also for the Greek.”  For the Jew first – we are to read these words against the background of what the apostle writes about the Jews later on in this same letter, Chs. 9 – 11. In Ch. 9, 4 + 5 he writes regarding God’s people of old, “…” That’s why Paul, whenever he came to a city, always went first to the synagogue to preach the gospel. Only after the Jews rejected the gospel, he turned to the Gentiles. Yet this did not mean that from there on the Jews were written off, so to speak. In Ch. 11, 11 Paul writes, “…” In other words, the gospel is still there also for the Jews. They too will experience the power of it, whenever in true faith they accept Christ as Saviour. Thus, both Jews and Greeks must let themselves be won by what the apostle Paul calls in his first letter to the Corinthians, “the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe.”
  Foolishness – since the gospel points man to his own complete inability to contribute even the smallest bit to his own salvation.
People always like to work for their salvation. That’s why the sects flourish. That’s why in Luther’s day the abominable practice of indulgences became very popular. It gave the sinner opportunity to purchase his salvation without sincere repentance. Yet true faith in Jesus Christ means we say, “I can’t do a thing, I’m completely dependent on Christ.” That’s why Luther in his 95 theses so strongly opposed these scandalous practices. I think of his first thesis, for example, which read, “When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, says, ‘Repent ye’, He means that the entire life of the faithful should be a repentance.” I also think of thesis 32, which read, “Those who suppose that on account of their letters of indulgence they are sure of salvation will be eternally damned along with their teachers.” In other words, nothing we can contribute. Christ is our righteousness before God. Therefore, we must seek our life completely outside of ourselves in Jesus Christ alone. We receive acquittal of guilt not by what we do or pay, but by what Christ has done for us. It’s received by grace alone, yet it must be accepted in faith.
Sola Gratia – by grace alone; Sola Fide – through faith alone, the motto of the Great Reformation in the 16th century, which is reflected also in the confessions originating from this same period, namely the Belgic Confession and the Heidelberg Catechism. By way of example, let me refer to Art. 22 BC, which says first of all that it is the Holy Sprit who works faith in our hearts, highlighting even faith is a gift of God. Then it continues, “This faith… (quote this complete paragraph)” Yet at the same time this article also states, “Meanwhile, strictly speaking… (quote the rest of this paragraph)” See there, beloved, how the just live by faith. Finally, we will now see that this was not a new rule, but the same rule applied also already in the OT.
III
The last words of our text, Br. & Sr., are a quotation from the OT. Paul quotes the prophecies of Habakkuk. Habakkuk was a contemporary of the prophet Jeremiah, who lived in Judah towards the end of the reign of King Josiah or at the beginning of the reign of King Jehoiakim. These were years of great deformation in the church. In Ch. 1, 4 Habakkuk gives the following picture of society in his days, “…” Because of this God’s judgment upon Judah was imminent. The LORD makes know to Habakkuk that brute Chaldean horsemen would come and wash over Jerusalem like a destructive tidal wave. When Habakkuk hears this he wonders whether the righteous, i.e. those who still lived their life with the LORD would also suffer from this same punishment. LORD, will they perish together with the wicked? However, LORD, if this is true, what then is the benefit of believing in Thee? In response to this question of the prophet, the LORD commands Habakkuk to write down on a tablet in clear legible writing, so that everyone could read it, the following message, Ch. 2, 4, “…”  Thus, God’s judgment will come, Jerusalem will be destroyed, God’s people will go into exile. Yet one category will come through all this safely: the just they shall live, not because of their righteousness, but because of their faith. Yes, the just shall live by faith! This was the gospel for the faithful in the church of that time. The righteous would live by faith, i.e. by their firm trust in the LORD. God would deliver from judgment those who believed in Him.
As to the fulfillment of this prophecy, we may refer first to the fact that exile was not the end of God’s way with Judah and Israel. In wrath, God remembered mercy recalling that Israel was His. Thus, a remnant returned. God gave redemption.
Yet this was only a temporary redemption. The final and perfect redemption was still to come, namely in Jesus Christ. When He died on the cross, again in wrath God remembered mercy. Wrath – when God manifested His justice against His Son, when He laid our iniquities on Him; yet at the same time mercy – when through this sacrifice of Christ we received acquittal of guilt and eternal life.
 Christ is now our righteousness before God. Through faith in Him we may live. Thus, the righteous lives not because of His righteousness, but only through faith in Jesus Christ.

It is this glorious gospel, beloved, of which the apostle Paul speaks in the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon. In the continuation of this letter, he elaborates on this gospel, stressing that both Jews as well as Gentiles are sinners and therefore in need of salvation. No one is righteous, we read in Ch. 3, no not one.
 By deeds of the law, no flesh will be justified in God’s sight.
 But then Paul continues, Romans 3, 21, “…” Thus the just shall live by faith.
During a period of almost 1000 years, the light of this wonderful gospel was darkened again by a church that taught people that God’s anger could be appeased by doing good works. If you did not do enough good works, you would be in deep trouble. Thus, the liberating message of justification by faith was covered by the thick impossible doctrine of justification by works. But then God in His grace and in His time raised up Martin Luther, who when studying the very same passage on which focused this morning, discovered again the crystal clear colors and beauty of the gospel of justification by grace alone through faith in Jesus Christ. God thus used this Roman Catholic monk as an instrument for reformation of the church, together with others, like John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli. Through these men, Christ Himself preserved the church, which He had bought with the price of His own precious blood. The church by heresies distressed, found rest again in Jesus Christ. 

See, beloved, that’s what we remember on Reformation Day, glorying not in men, but in the faithfulness of our gracious God, who by His Spirit made Luther understand that the just lives by faith, i.e. by faith in Jesus Christ and Him crucified.
Remembering all this, we too are called to live by faith alone, sola fide, daily rejoicing in God’s grace in Jesus Christ, sola gratia! Out of thankfulness for this wonderful grace, it will then also become our desire to break with sin in our life more and more, to live a new life by the power of the Holy Spirit. I realize that in this life this will always remain imperfect. Daily we have to contend with the weakness of our faith and the evil desires of our sinful flesh. Yet, as often as we accept the gospel of our acquittal with a believing heart, we may be assured of the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ. As we confess it with LD 51 HC, “For the sake of Christ’s blood God will not impute to us, wretched sinners, any of our transgressions, nor the evil which still clings to us.” Instead – Answer 60 HC – “without any merit of my own, out of mere grace, God imputes to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of Christ.”

Thus
“In faith we may cling to Jesus’ work alone

 
and rest in Him unceasing.


For He it is who full atonement made


and brought to us salvation.


Each Christian, therefore, may be glad


and build on this foundation.

Yes
Christ’s death is now my life indeed,


for He has paid my ransom.

This is the power of God to salvation, revealed in the gospel. Whoever lives by faith in Jesus Christ doesn’t have to worry when he hears about God’s righteousness. For in Christ this word means my acquittal. How glorious this gospel is! Yes this gospel is indeed – as Luther wrote in Thesis 62 – the true treasure of the church. Beloved, let us daily thank God for this wonderful treasure, and this not just in words but also in deeds, by living a life that really shows that we are truly thankful for all that we have received in Christ.
Amen
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