17th August 2008
Rom 9:14-23

Where is the justice?

I’m sure we have all seen distressing scenes on TV of relatives at the end of a particularly harrowing court case. All these scenes tend to be very emotional either in the quiet acceptance of the verdict or in vociferous condemnation. An understanding of justice is at the heart of these stories – either it’s seen to be done or not especially in the eyes of those involved. Our reading from Romans this morning takes justice as its central theme. 
4 worlds

Before looking at Paul’s answer to the question – where is the justice? Let’s look for a moment at his view of the world – the similarity of which can be transported over the centuries to the present. Paul lived and in much the same way we do in a number of ‘world’s’.

Firstly he was a Jew – ‘a Hebrew of Hebrews’ (Phil 3:5). Judaism was a many sided and lively mix of faith, culture and politics. He was brought up with the sense that his very being was directed to maintaining the Jewish identity in the face of an all- encroaching pagan world.

Secondly, he lived in a Greek world in which not only did its language dominant (much the same as English today) but also its framework of thought. His third world was of course lived in the context of the Roman Empire whose imperial ideology and cult drew heavily on the Greek world.
His fourth world as the others were was already in existence by the time of his conversion – he belonged to the family of the Messiah. A world not defined by ethnic origin or by social class. For Paul to be in this family meant acknowledging that his identity was firmly rooted in Judaism. Lived out in a Greek world and standing against Roman desire to dominate the whole world.

There are clear parallels today if Paul were alive he would be contending with a western culture that is slowly rejecting Christianity in favour of  multi-culturalism, pluralism and globalisation.  Where does our faith stand in relation to these seemingly expanding spheres of influence? Paul would still be asking the question - where is the justice? And he would still be giving the same answer. We touch on this morning on a contentious issue – who will receive God’s salvation and is their justice in it? 
A hedgehog
Our reading forms part of an argument (chapters 9 – 11) which have been described by the Bishop of Durham, ‘as full of problems as a hedgehog is full of prickles.’ What is clear however is that it is concerned with the relations between Jews and Gentiles and especially with the unique position of the Jews in God’s purpose. 
He raises it because of the situation of the church in Rome. We have heard of the tensions caused by the growing number of Gentile Christians which has perhaps caused them to look upon their Jewish brothers and sisters as rather like poor relations rescued from a nation that has refused to accept the Messiah. And with Jewish Christians taking umbrage at this to the point that they were in danger in underestimating the distinctive features of the Christian faith and life. A bond that was stronger between them and the Gentile Christians than between them and the Jews who had rejected Christ.
Such tensions cut across the heart of the gospel because if the gospel can’t be truly seen as the continuation of God’s plan laid out in the OT then it would cease to be the ‘gospel of God’ (1:1).

The integrity of God’s promises
At the heart of these three chapters is the statement – ‘it is not as though God’s word had failed’ (9:6a). To think that it had would place God in the position of failure. Paul’s argument then moves to the position that God gives his blessing of salvation to those whom he chooses to bless. 
It is at this point we enter the argument, as Paul mindful that this raises questions of God’s justice and fairness he addresses them as he must have done countless times in his preaching.

The Justice of God

His opening question in verse 14 (is God unjust?) is important to our understanding of this reading. In asking whether someone or something is unjust we presume a standard of ‘justness’ – much in the same way those relatives commentating on a particular verdict.  But what standard do we apply when it comes to God?

The answer becomes quickly apparent – we can only measure God by the standard that he has himself has revealed to us. By imposing our own standard of justice on a God who created us and stands far above us would be the height of presumption.
This leads us to rephrase the question, ‘has God acted in such a way that reflects his revealed character and will?’ Taking this as our starting point we can see how Paul does indeed answer the question. He does so in two parallel explanations the first in verses 14-15 and then in 17-18, drawing conclusions from both. They reveal the two sides of God’s sovereign decision making.
In the first - we see God’s mercy. Paul quotes part of the conversation Moses has with God concerning witnessing his glory (Ex 19) a promise that is fulfilled when Moses goes up Mount Sinai to receive the 10 Commandments 

(Ex 34:5 -7). God’s mercy, Paul says can’t be earned by anything we do or want. Paul you will recall has already alluded to God’s grace earlier when talking about Abraham (4). God must remain free to act as he chooses.
In the second quote we see the other side of God’s decision making – his ‘hardening of hearts’. Paul here uses the example of Pharaoh (Ex 9:16) who hardens his heart not to let God’s people go free. It was through this decision that God displayed his power and glory. By refusing Moses’ request, God displayed miracle after miracle until Pharaoh relented. 
Paul concludes that God will have mercy on whom he wants and he will harden the heart of whom he wants to. This raises two interesting questions – does God decide beforehand who he will have mercy on or whose heart he will harden? How can God’s sovereign decision making be reconciled to meaningful decisions on our part? Paul in his answer keeps these things in tension by not directly answering the question instead he returns to his original starting point in verse 14. He is not explaining how God’s actions might correspond to our sense of justice. He is explaining that it is by God’s standard that God must be judged. 

Decisions, decisions 
This chapter taken overall clearly teaches the absolute right of God to decide the fate of humanity. But the decisions we make do matter and we are responsible to make the right ones – to follow Christ, to live holy lives and to love one another. How can our decisions really matter if God decides everything?
There is no neat solution to the question – it is an unresolved tension between two clear truths. God determines what happens; as individuals we are responsible for what happens. Scripture teaches both – they are not contradictory but compatible with each other. 

We come full circle
The Jewish Christians in Rome needed to hear why the vast majority of their nation had not accepted the Messiah and the implications for that unbelief. In doing so he reminds them that they are bound to their Gentile Christians brothers and sisters through faith in Christ and that fact is more powerful and ultimately more rewarding than any misplaced sense of loyalty to their race. 
In much the same way that Paul in exploring this issue sought to unify both sections of the church in Rome, the same message comes across to us – that God is in charge. This fact transcends tradition or preference or one section of the church over another. It is about us being ‘one in Christ’. Only if we truly embrace that truth will we strong enough to resist the pressures I mentioned earlier -  multi-culturalism, pluralism and globalisation. We need to have a stronger sense of belonging to the family of the Messiah than to anything else.
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