Revelation 14:6–7

6 Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people. 7 And he said with a loud voice, “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.” 

Romans 3:19–28

19 Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. 20 For by works of the law no human being﻿ will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. 

21 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 faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

27 Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith. 28 For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. 

John 8:31–36

31 So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, 32 and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 33 They answered him, “We are offspring of Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, You will become free’?” 

34 Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave﻿ to sin. 35 The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. 

Both/And: Just and the Justifier

Sometimes you can have it both ways.  Sometimes it isn’t “either/or,” but actually “both/and.”  This can be difficult for us to believe, because we tend to see things as “either/or.”  Its option A, or its option B.  Often in life, the choice is between mutually exclusive options, that is, between one thing or the other.

But in our text today, Paul reminds us that sometimes “both” options can be had at the same time.  And in this case, “both” is a good thing. For our text today reminds us that God is both just and the justifier of the unjust.

God is just.  That is to say, God is holy and righteous, without sin and hating sin.  Paul’s argument throughout the first couple of chapters of Romans assumes that God is just.  In fact, Paul explicitly makes the point that God is just.  Much of what he says hinges on God being just. The whole Bible testifies to God’s justness and righteousness.  Even as we just read in the Story about Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar who confesses about God that “all his works are right and his ways are just.” 
The Bible also makes the point that God is a righteous judge.  Earlier in Romans, Paul writes that those with “unrepentant hearts” are “storing up wrath” for themselves “on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.”  The phrase “judgment of God” leads us up to our text, and our first reading in Revelation 14:7 also notes it; “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come.”  God being “just” has implications for us.  The Creator expected His creatures to be like Him.  He is just, and he expects us to be just.  He is righteous, and He expects us to be righteous.  He is holy, and He expects us to be holy.

As our text notes, God’s Law is also just.  God’s “justness” is reflected in his Commandments and in our conscience.  It should be no surprise that a just God would give just Commandments, and that He would create knowledge within His creatures of what is just.  Paul uses this truth in Romans to show that both those who have the written Law, namely, the Jews, and those who do not have the written Law, namely, the Gentiles, have the same standard of “justness.”  For although the Gentiles did not have Moses and the Ten Commandments, they had what we call the moral law, written not on stone, but into the very fiber of their being as God’s creatures.  In fact, all people of all time have this knowledge.  Or in the words of Paul, they “by nature do what the law requires. . . . They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts.”

The Law is so “just” that Paul says the “doers of the law who will be justified.”  And this law cannot refer to the ceremonial rites given to the Jews, for ceremonial rites are not written on the hearts of men.  No one would know that the Old Testament ceremonial rites were pleasing to God without knowing the Old Testament.  No one does them or knows them by nature.  To show this, Paul asks the Jews in his discussion specifically whether or not they steal, commit adultery, or rob pagan temples, things clearly not ceremonial in nature.  Yes, Paul says that the “doers of the law who will be justified.”  But Paul also notes that “all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin,” and he says that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

It seems silly to have to argue the point that God is just.  However, there are times when men doubt that.  This, of course, is because sinful mankind is unjust.  That is, none of us is perfectly just, righteous, or holy.  This lack of justness, righteousness, and holiness we call sin.  In the verses preceding our text, Paul states that “both Jews and Greeks, are under sin.” . He then cites six Old Testament texts that make this point: Ps 14:1–3, “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one.” “None,” “no one,” “not even one,” “all,” and “together.”  He follows this up with three other Psalms texts and an Isaiah chapter 59 text.  He concludes by citing Ps 36:1: “There is no fear of God before his eyes.”  Clearly the bottom line of all this is that troublesome “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  God is holy, and we are not.  God is righteous, and we are not.  God is just, and we are not.

That’s a deadly problem!  If God and his Law are just and we’re not, if the doers of the Law will be justified, and yet no one does the things of the Law perfectly, how can anyone be justified?  Or, on the other hand, how could God be just if he does justify the sinner, the unjust?  The only two options that immediately seem apparent are that God is just and therefore He must punish the unjust, or that God does not punish the unjust and therefore He isn’t just.  How can there be justice if sinners get off scot-free?

That is a problem, and not just for us, but for the just God.  You see, He can’t be unjust; just is quite simply what He is.  But He also wants to be the justifier, to justify us, because He’s also perfectly loving.  He can’t not be loving either.

So He devised a way to be both/and.  The answer is the faithfulness of Jesus: We “are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”
Although God “passed over” the former sins in His divine forbearance, Christ’s sacrifice paid the price for all those sins, past, present, and even future sins.  God did not let them go unjustly unpunished.  God demonstrates, or shows, his own just nature by demanding payment, by punishing sin with the eternal pains and suffering of hell that sin deserves.  But He fulfilled His longing to be the justifier by Himself becoming the payment.  The payment was Jesus.  God is shown just in His Just One.  God provides a substitute for us.  Jesus the Just One faithfully lived under the Law, fulfilling it perfectly, and then offered His perfect life on the cross as a payment for our sins.  There the penalty for our being unjust fell upon Him.  On the cross, He became everything that is “unjust.”  He “became sin” on the cross.  There sin is justly punished.  Then in what Luther calls the “happy exchange,” Jesus’ faithfulness is applied to us.  The Just One makes us just in God’s eyes.

Christ’s work allows God both to justly punish sin and graciously forgive sinners.  Since this justification is “by his grace as a gift,” it can only “be received by faith.”  Gifts are not earned; they are received.  Thus, Paul states, “we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.”  And this faith is specifically in Jesus, for Paul states that Jesus’ substitutionary work allows God to be the justifier “of the one who has faith in Jesus.”  God justifies the unjust through faith in the Just One.

That’s the Gospel that Luther and the Reformation rediscovered and it has been going out to the world ever since.

Yes, God’s righteousness is seen in the fact that God is both just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.  And for this “both,” we can all be thankful.  Amen.

