What The Cross Reveals About God

Romans 3:21-31


How can a person go to heaven? It sounds like such a simple question, yet so many people aren’t sure how to answer. The Christian faith has always insisted that the answer to this question of how to go to heaven is found in the cross of Jesus Christ. For the Christian faith, the cross is the key.

Yet many people in our culture today don’t even know what the cross means or what Christians believe about it. A study was conducted a few years ago of people in Australia, Germany, India, Japan, England and the United States to find how much they recognized certain symbols. 
92% could identify the interlinking circles as the symbol for the Olympics. 88% could identify the golden arches as the symbol for MacDonalds, but only 50% could identify the cross as symbolic of the Christian faith.

A woman went into an antique shop in England once and asked the shopkeeper if she had any crosses. She pulled out a few and said, "Here’s one that’s empty and here’s one that has a little man on it." The shopkeeper wasn’t trying to be offensive, but she simply had no idea who the little man on the cross was.

For many the cross is simply a decoration or a fashion statement. What does the cross tell us about God and about how to go to heaven? That’s what we’re going to explore today. But before we can understand the good news of heaven, we need to understand the Bible’s diagnosis of the human condition as we looked at last week.

According to Romans, the reason why the world is so messed up is because the entire human race is in rebellion against the Creator of the universe. Today we’re going to look at what the cross of Jesus Christ tells us about God’s solution to our spiritual condition. 
The Bible claims that the cross reveals God’s integrity. And so today we’re going to see how the cross helps us to understand God’s integrity, we’re going to see how the cross helps us to experience God’s integrity and finally we’re going to see how to live consistently with God’s integrity. 

Please turn with me if you have Bibles to Romans 3:21-31.

Understanding God’s Integrity (3:21-22)

How does the cross help us understand God’s integrity? That’s what we see in verse 21 

and in the first half of verse 22.  The phrase "but now" marks a major transition in Romans as Paul begins to speak of Jesus Christ’s death on the cross as the turning point of human history. 
The death of Jesus opened a new chapter in the outworking of God’s plan for the human race. It’s no accident that in the west we divide time into B.C. and A.D. with reference to Jesus Christ. That chasm was a huge, “but now.”

Now the key phrase in this section is "the righteousness of God.” This word "righteousness" occurs here in verses 21 and 22. We also find this same Greek word translated "justice" in verses 25 and 26. 
This word "righteousness" refers to God’s consistent character, his faithfulness to keep his promises, his commitment to act with integrity. The righteousness of God is God’s integrity. Through the cross of Jesus, God revealed his integrity in a way that was independent of the Jewish Law. 
And although in the Old Testament part of the Bible the Law and the Prophets testify to this new chapter in God’s plan, when Jesus actually came it was something new, it was something fresh.

Now in the NIV, the first part of verse 22 says, "This righteousness from God comes through faith IN Jesus Christ to all who believe."  But in the Greek this literally reads, "This righteousness of God comes through the faith OF Jesus Christ to all who believe."  That’s also how the King James Version translates this phrase. 
And I think that’s more accurate, that here Paul is talking about Jesus Christ’s faith, not our faith in Jesus. When the Greek word for faith is used in this way it refers to a person’s faithfulness. For example, back in Romans 3:3 Paul spoke of "the faith of God" to refer to God’s faithfulness. So it’s not our faith that reveals God’s integrity, but it’s Jesus Christ’s faithful life that reveals God’s integrity. Does that make sense?

Instead of revealing his integrity through The 10 Commandments, God has demonstrated his integrity through the life of Jesus Christ. At his baptism Jesus was faithful to identify with our failures and our need for repentance. 
At his temptation, Jesus was faithful to resist Satan’s lies and to serve God alone. In his public ministry, Jesus was faithful to the Father’s calling in his life, to teach and heal, to love and confront. Jesus was faithful to obey the Father’s plan by going to the 
cross. The birth, life, death, burial, resurrection and ascension of Jesus are the means by which God has made his integrity known. That’s why the first four books of the New Testament are biographies about Jesus Christ. The law and prophets looked forward to this, but it didn’t happen through the law, it happened through Jesus.

Here we find how the cross helps us understand God’s integrity. We can only understand God’s integrity when we understand Jesus Christ’s role in God’s plan.

Until a person understands what Jesus came to do, that person will never understand God’s character. God revealed some of his integrity when he gave The 10 Commandments (Law) to Israel.

But when He sent Jesus, God revealed his integrity even more clearly, more personally, more vividly. Jesus reveals the integrity of God more clearly than anyone or anything else in the universe.

Many people today think they understand Jesus, but they tend to treat Jesus as an endorsement for what they already believe. Let me give you an example-you may be familiar with the activist group PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals).

They claim that Jesus was a vegetarian and so as a result, we should be too. There’s no evidence for their claim, but they try to latch onto Jesus to give credibility to what they already believe. The Jesus Seminar pictures Jesus as an intellectual social revolutionary-a lot like the college professors who are in the Jesus seminar. Some see Jesus as a magician, or a guru, or a moral teacher and so on.

But to understand God’s integrity we have to understand who Jesus really is. This means understanding how Jesus’ life, death, burial, resurrection and ascension all fit together. Apart from that understanding, we won’t be able to understand God’s integrity.

Experiencing God’s Integrity (3:22-26)

Now let’s look at how we can actually experience God’s integrity in verses 22-26. Because of what Paul’s already said in Romans 1 and 2, we can see that there’s no distinction between religious people and non-religious people in terms of how they stand with God. 
Everyone has sinned-both Jews and non-Jews, religious and irreligious, Greeks and Romans, Americans and Palestinians, Republicans and Democrats. 

All stand guilty before God.

As human beings, we continually fall short of the glory God wants for us. The phrase "glory of God" here probably refers to the fact that God made all humans in his image, with a certain kind of glory in mind and yet none of us have lived up to that glory we were designed to reflect. 
In fact, the present tense of the verb "fall short" here suggests that we all still fall short of that glory, even after we trust in Christ. I still fail just as much as you do, just as much as anyone does.
However, there is a vast difference between that and knowingly and willingly falling short in sin. The Bible is clear that once we are made aware of a sin in our life, we are to turn and repent from it as we will see later in Romans. We cannot call ourselves Christians and continue to live in sin. We cannot have our cake and eat it too. 
Those that profess to be Christians while at the same time are living in sin (knowingly and willingly) are living a life of hypocrisy, they are seriously damaging the reputation of Christ, they are seriously damaging their Christian witness to others.

We are not to continue in that sin and so if there is something in your life today that you know is a sinful behavior, the Bible says that your are to repent and turn from it. These sins could include gossip, slander, pride or sexual immorality. 

Maybe you’re living with somebody outside of marriage or are having sex outside of marriage. Maybe it’s jealousy or selfishness. Maybe it’s an addiction to pornography, drinking, drugs, chewing tobacco or smoking-Mountain Dew!

The good news is that when we turn and repent of our sins, God freely justifies. You see you have to be justified in order to go heaven. Now we don’t use the word "justify" very often, unless we’re talking about the "justification" function on a word processing program that makes the margins straight. 
The word here is a legal term that was used in ancient law courts to describe a person who is declared righteous or acquitted of a crime. Somebody once said it this way, “To be justified means to be acquitted by God from all charges that could be brought 
against a person because of his or her sins.”

God offers to do this for us even though we don’t deserve it. We can’t earn it, buy it, 
achieve it or produce it from our own efforts. It’s a free gift offered by grace.

This justification is based on the redemption that comes through Jesus’ death. Now once again, we don’t use the word redemption very often unless we’re talking about recycling bottles. The word redemption comes from the world of slavery and it was used to describe the process of setting a slave free. 
Whenever Jewish people heard the word "redeem" or "redemption" they thought about God using Moses to liberate Israel from their slavery in Egypt. Just as God sent plagues on the Egyptians when they refused to release the Hebrew slaves, just as God parted the Red Sea to bring the Hebrews to freedom, somehow Jesus has brought about a new kind of freedom, a new liberation from slavery of sin through His death.

Now usually a slave could only be redeemed at a great cost to the person setting him or her free. So in verse 25 Paul describes the cost of our redemption by speaking of Jesus as a "sacrifice of atonement". This phrase pictures the Jewish temple because in the temple was an ark-the same ark of the covenant by the way that Indiana Jones was searching for in Raiders of the Lost Ark. 
And on the top of this ark was a place called the mercy seat. The mercy seat is where the blood from animal sacrifices was sprinkled to cleanse people from their sins. We tend to get a bit squeamish when we think about animal sacrifices, but in the time of Jesus every known religion in the world practiced animal sacrifices (PETA).
Now this mercy seat in the Jewish temple was sometimes called "the place of atonement" or "the sacrifice of atonement" because that’s where forgiveness was achieved for people’s sins. 
Now in rest of verse 25 and 26, Paul’s anticipates an objection to the idea that Jesus died as a sacrifice for human sin. The objection is this: If Jesus had to die on the cross for human sins to be forgiven, how did God forgive people’s sins before Jesus came? 
If animal sacrifices alone weren’t sufficient, how could God forgive sins before Jesus died? Paul’s answer is that the animal sacrifices only worked because God knew the time would eventually come for Jesus to die. 
In his patience, God looked down the corridor of history at the cross and applied the benefits of Christ’s death to people who offered animal sacrifices in faith. That’s why we see in the Bible (Hebrews) that those who died before Christ were saved by faith. 

All of this reveals God’s righteousness and enables God to forgive people without compromising His integrity. In other words, the cross is God’s way of maintaining His own integrity as a holy and just God and also forgiving people who have offended God’s holiness and spurned God’s justice. 
You see, it’s only through the cross that God can avoid compromising his integrity and forgive our sins. Isn’t that cool? Here we find how the cross helps us experience God’s integrity. And we can only experience God’s integrity when we experience the benefits of Christ’s death. 

Paul zeros in on three benefits here and we’ve already mentioned them, but let’s explore them a bit more. Justification pictures us as being like guilty criminals who’ve been acquitted of our crimes. 

God is our judge and we all stand guilty of violating the judge’s perfect law. None of here have kept The 10 Commandments in perfection. We have all broken God’s law and as a result the penalty, the verdict if you will, is death. The sentence is hell.

We can’t appeal to parts of the law we haven’t broken to compensate for parts that we have broken anymore than a kidnapper can appeal to laws against murder to justify kidnapping. Breaking any part of God’s law turns us into lawbreakers before God. 
Perhaps we look moral and upright to other people, but before God’s court we’re guilty. So Christ dies as our substitute on the cross, taking upon himself the penalty of our crimes, so God the judge can acquit us without compromising his justice as God. In the cross, God banged his gavel and said, "Not guilty because of the cross."

Redemption pictures us as being like captives who’ve been liberated from our slavery. Although our sins got us in our mess, we end up so tangled up in our failures that we can’t get ourselves untangled. 
Those of us who’ve battled addictions or that are currently battling addictions know what it feels like to be held captive to our sins. Once again, whether it’s drinking or drugs, gambling or smoking, chewing tobacco or pornography-we feel like we’re spinning out of control. 

In addiction, a part of our lives are not submitted to God. And we’re powerless to set ourselves free. We need someone else, a power greater than ourselves, to break the power of sin in our lives. We need redemption. God offers us redemption.

The sacrifice of atonement pictures us as objects of divine anger who have been restored to favor. Our sins have provoked God’s judgment, not because God loses his temper, but because judgment is God’s natural reaction to sin. 
But instead of zapping us, God brings forward Jesus as the mercy seat, the place where God’s judgment is averted-the place where our sins are washed away and we can be restored to favor with God. 
We all know what it feels like to feel dirty because of our failures. No amount of showers can wash away our feeling of defilement and failure. We know we’ve let God down, we’ve let people around us down-we have failed. And Christ is the one who through his death on the cross provides restoration, cleansing and forgiveness.

So as you can see these three pictures are very powerful images of how we can experience God’s integrity. Since we’re all on equal ground when it comes to sin, we can only experience God’s integrity by experiencing the benefits of Christ’s death.
Living Consistently With God’s Integrity (3:27-31)

Now let’s look at how to live consistently with God’s integrity in verses 27-31.  Our tendency is to think we can live consistently with God’s character by trying real hard to be good, moral people. Well, I’m here to tell you, “That’s just not so.”
That’s how a lot of the religious Jews were back then-they thought that by keeping The 10 Commandments and all the other laws they would live consistently with God’s integrity.

But when we do that, we have a tendency to start comparing our lives with each other. And of course we can always find people who are less moral than we are, so we start feeling pretty confident in our own integrity. We start bragging about how humble we are, boasting about how righteous we’ve become.

Paul says that misses the point because we can’t live consistently with God’s integrity simply by being moral. For every commandment we keep, there are more 
commandments that we’ve broken. We tend to divide sins into really bad sins (which are usually other people’s sins) and less serious sins (which are usually the ones we 
struggle with). But Paul says we are all guilty of breaking God’s law. We can’t find an acquittal before God’s justice by being moral. 
Whether it’s obeying The 10 Commandments, following rules or whatever it is, we can’t achieve our own justification by trying harder. 
We can only find acceptance with God through faith, by receiving God’s pardon as a free gift that we can’t earn. This means there’s no room for bragging about how moral we are, because acceptance before God comes as a gift to everyone.

Now Paul anticipates another objection in verse 31-that somehow by rejecting the law as a way to earn God’s favor he is throwing out the law. In fact, some Christians do that-they think God’s law has no place in the spiritual life. 
But Paul says that by receiving justification by faith we are then in a position to understand the proper role of God’s law in our lives. God’s law is our manual for how we are to live. God’s law is our roadmap for the spiritual life, but it’s not the way for us to come to know God. The law is not salvation.
Remember the purpose of the law is to make us aware of our sin and to point us to Jesus. The law in itself is not salvation. Faith in Jesus shows us where the law fits. Jesus came not to abolish the law, but to fulfill the law. Here we see law and grace working together in perfect harmony.

So here we find how to live consistently with God’s integrity. We can only live consistently with God’s integrity when we embrace faith. 

Faith simply admits that no matter how hard we try, we can’t earn God’s favor. Faith means moving from the mindset of achieving to the mindset of receiving. Faith is simply the empty hand that receives the free gift of God’s forgiveness through Christ. Faith is being certain of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.

Maybe some of you saw the movie "Saving Private Ryan." In the movie Tom Hanks portrays an Army Ranger during WW II who’s given a mission to find Private Ryan and bring him safely home because all of Ryan’s brothers have been killed in the war. 
Tom Hanks and his soldiers hit obstacle after obstacle until he finally finds Private Ryan, but Ryan refuses to leave his post. So the Rangers led by Tom Hanks say, "We’ll stay and fight with you then." Well, almost everyone dies except Private Ryan and as 
Tom Hanks is on the ground dying he whispers in Private Ryan’s ear, "Earn this."

Sometime later after the movie came out, a movie review of Saving Private Ryan was written by a former Army Ranger and he was upset with that ending. The reviewer pointed out that the motto of the Army Rangers was actually not “Earn this”, but "I chose this." A true Army Ranger would never say, "Earn this." 
Instead he’d say, "I chose this. You don’t have to earn it. This is free. I gave my life for you because that’s my job." 

Faith means realizing that God never says, "Earn this." It means realizing that Jesus was like an Army Ranger who chose to die for us, not because he had to, but because he chose this role. It means accepting God’s gift of integrity as a free gift, not an achievement to be earned, but a gift to be received.

Faith not only applies to how we come to know God, but it also describes how we live the Christian life. Faith means that God calls us to live lives of bold trust in Him. If you’re comfortable in your spiritual life, if you haven’t been taking risks, then maybe you’re not living by faith. Where in your life are you living by faith?

Faith not only applies to us as individual Christians, but it also applies to us as a church. We have to step out in faith that God will take care of the finances of RBCC. That’s a huge step of faith for us right now. Somebody once said, “If it’s God will, it’s His bill.” If God has truly called us here, then I have faith that He will provide. I don’t how He is going to do it.

We have to step out in faith that God has a place for us in Otsego in His time and that He will provide for that place. I don’t how or when He is going to do it, but I have faith that He is going to do it.
We have to have faith that God will grow RBCC in His timing, according to His plan and not ours. Our job is to be patient and remain faithful to what He has called us to do. Stepping out in faith doesn’t always mean “To play it safe.” It’s not always a smooth comfortable road.
God will have new risks for us in the future, new challenges, new ventures that will scare us to death, opportunities that are doomed to fail unless God is in them, but Ephesians 3:20-21 says this and here’s your benediction: "Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at 
work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever!"

I believe God wants to use this church to impact our communities, especially the community of Otsego in bigger ways than you and I can even imagine. Did you know that God is a lot bigger than our imaginations?

And please believe me when I say that it’s not about building a big church or having a big building or how good our band is or how good our programs are. It’s about RBCC becoming a life-giving church that creatively reaches out to the lost in Otsego and disciples the body of Christ through the Bible (RBCC website under “About Us”).

You see there are too many people in our communities who are on a crash course with eternal destruction because of the human condition for us to be content with business as usual. 
I received a postcard in the mail a couple of weeks ago. On the back it simply said this: Millions still remain untold. That was it. Even in Otsego I would venture to say that there are still thousands that remain untold of the good news of Jesus Christ. All around you in your communities, there are people that remain untold of the good news of Jesus Christ.
And it’s our job as the church to go, to preach and to make the message clear, that all of humanity is lost and going to hell, but that the Good News is that God sent His one and only Son, Jesus, not to condemn the world, but to save it. And that whosoever should believe in Him shall not perish, but have everlasting life in Heaven! 
I don’t know exactly how God is going to send this church to go, preach and make the message clear, but I believe it’s going to happen because God has called us together for mission and a purpose to reach the lost, for such a time as this. He desires that none should perish. That’s God’s heart, that’s God’s character.

Our God is a God of wrath and justice, but at the same time He is a God of love and mercy. Our God is a God of integrity.

What does the cross reveal about God? The cross shows us God’s integrity, His righteous character. But we can only understand God’s integrity by understanding Jesus’ role, we can only experience God’s integrity by experiencing the benefits of the 
cross and we can only live consistent with God’s integrity by embracing faith-both as individuals and as a church family. May our Lord be with us as He has promised to be when He said, “And low, I am with you always even until the end of the age.”
This is what the cross reveals about God. May we leave here today walking in His strength. Amen.



