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But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 
This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 
and are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 
God presented Him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in His blood.


Now that we are four days into this new year, we know what it will be like: more of the same.  Or, perhaps, it will be different.  The Chinese new year does not happen until February 19th this year, but then we enter the Year of the Goat; currently, we are still in the Year of the Horse.  I think that means that there are characteristics of those particular animals which should work well to describe the year we are in.  Now we live in a horse kind of year, but soon we will live in a goat kind of year.  What’s the diffe​rence?  “Goats are said to like to be in groups. They are honest, inti​mate, and can be easily moved by the misfortune of others.”  In my igno​rance, I would say that horses “like to be in groups. They are honest, inti​mate, and can be easily moved by the misfortune of others.”  But I’m not really an animal person.


The portion of God’s Word before us this morning is a very signi​ficant passage from the apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans.  It is actually the very beginning of part two of his letter, and it directs us to a very important characteristic of this new year.  Paul would direct us to make this new year the Year of the Gospel.  It will just naturally be the Year of the Law, as has been every other year for thousands of years.  But for us this new year can be the Year of the Gospel.  What does that mean?


Paul begins part two of his letter with pointer words: “But now a righ​teousness from God, apart from law, has been made known.”  The particular pointer words are “righteousness” and “has been made known.”  Those are very similar to words he has used before.  Paul stated the theme of his letter with the words: “In the Gospel a righteousness from God is revealed.” Ro1v17.  He then went immediately into the first part of his letter, beginning: “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of people.” Ro1v18.

The wrath of God is one effect of the righteousness of God.  God is perfectly righteous and holy, without any sin at all.  Because He is so righteous and holy, He completely despises sin and anything or anyone having to do with sin.  But we have sin.  Therefore, when the righteousness of God comes into contact with us, it spills over immediately into the wrath of God against our godlessness and wickedness.  That is the point that Paul then develops in the first part of his letter, leading to conclusions such as this: “people are without excuse,” Ro1v20, and this: “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”


When Paul writes that “all have sinned,” he is not primarily con​cerned with the people in Outer Mongolia, but especially with you and me.  We are part of the “all” who have sinned, and who thus have fallen short of the point at which God would give us glory.  But this is a problem which we can easily solve, for we can easily declare this new year to be yet another Year of the Law, and we can apply law solutions to our problems.  This comes very naturally to us, for we all know how to think like the law.  In strict theological terms formulated in Latin, we all have the opinio legis, the way of thinking characterized by the Law.  We get the Law, and we can easily think according to the Law.


The problem is that we have sinned and fallen short.  But we will make this new year into a Year of the Law by promising to be better this year.  We will try really hard, and we will improve.  We will not do the bad things we have done in the past, and we will start doing the good things we know we should have been doing all along.  These are New Years’ reso​lu​tions, and they flow directly from the thinking of the law.  As J. Wellington Wimpy so eloquently said, “I will gladly pay you Tuesday for a ham​bur​ger today.”  In other words, God, if you will accept my promise today to be better in the new year, then that’s all I really need to give you today is my promise.  You can try to collect later.  So we proudly proclaim yet another Year of the Law.


Another way for the thinking of the law to handle this problem is to consider that the bar has been set too high.  We have fallen short, perhaps because we are being expected to jump too far, or to be too good.  Perhaps if we can lower the expectations somewhat, it will be much easier for us to measure up, and we’ll all be happier.  You see, the problem is that God is much too strict and expects us to be way too good.  We do need to be bet​ter than we are, but not that much better.  You may have heard that some want the same kind of thinking applied in the schools, so that no child is ever given a failing grade, but only complimented for the effort put into getting the wrong answer.


This whole matter of falling short has been compared to the Grand Canyon.  Suppose that all you needed to do to get into heaven was to jump across the Grand Canyon; after all, it’s only a mile wide at some points.  It’s easy to see that no matter how good an athlete you are or want to be, you will fall short of jumping to the other side, you will fall short of making it into heaven.  But if only if weren’t so far across!  If only the expectations were lowered a little, then we could do it!  If only the distance were cut in half, or in quarters, or even in eighths—no, we will still fall short and make a quick descent to the bottom of the Grand Canyon.  So again this attempt to make the new year yet another Year of the Law fails miserably.


This has, after all, been done.  The bar has been lowered, the dis​tance across has been decreased.  All the Old Testament ceremonial and civil laws do not apply to us as they did during Old Testament times.  We have no special dietary laws.  We have no laws about ceremonial unclean​ness and countless other picky and incomprehensible details.  But the end result is the same: we will fall short of keeping the important stipulations of the law in the Ten Commandments. 


But no matter!  We will always think like the law, and our law kind of thinking is not easily disturbed by the facts.  Consider those poor people in our Gospel reading today.  They were so easily distracted by their limited understanding of the facts.  Clearly, Jesus couldn’t be the promised Savior, because Jesus had grown up in Nazareth in Galilee.  But the Old Testament prophecy was clear that Jesus would be born in Bethlehem, not in Nazareth.  And everyone with even a little biblical knowledge wants to shout out at them: “But Jesus was born in Bethlehem and grew up in Nazareth!”  We did, after all, just sing about the little town of Bethlehem.  How could they forget so quickly?  Their law kind of thinking led them to focus on misun​der​stood details which led to the necessary conclusion of rejecting Jesus.


This law kind of thinking is so engrained in us that God has even ridiculed it, but we still cling to it.  In the same chapter of Isaiah the apostle Peter quoted from in the section we had last week, God quotes the teaching of the wisest of their false prophets: “Who is it he is trying to teach? To whom is he explaining his message? To children weaned from their milk, to those just taken from the breast? For it is: Do and do, do and do, rule on rule, rule on rule, a little here, a little there.” Is28v9,10.  This is such childish stuff, God says, the kind of picky little nursery rules you have to give to little children.  And that’s the height of their philosophy!  So God says that from now on, that was all they would be able to discover.  “So then, the word of the Lord to them will become: Do and do, do and do, rule on rule, rule on rule, a little here, a little there.” Is28v13.  To this day, all that some can find in God’s Word is little rules and regulations, perfectly suited for the Year of the Law.  If they miss the point Paul is making here about the Gospel, that is all they can find.


Listen again to Paul’s words: “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Pro​phets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”  God’s righteous​ness does not only condemn us; it also came in a person, Jesus Christ, who has justified us, that is, declared us righteous.  He does not demand the righ​teousness of God from us, but gives us the righteousness of God.  He does not tell us to measure up, but instead informs us that He has measured up for us.


How did He do this?  Paul answers: “God presented Him as a sa​cri​fice of atonement, through faith in His blood.”  It was bloody, but it was necessary.  If we fell to the bottom of the Grand Canyon, it would also be bloody, but it would accomplish nothing.  If we gave ourselves in sacri​fice to God, we would accomplish nothing.  But when the perfect Son of God gave Himself in sacrifice to God, He accomplished everything.  He accom​plished “atonement,” that is, He made us at one with God, instead of being at odds with Him.


If we let this new year be the Year of the Gospel, then we would focus on this Gospel of Jesus every day of this new year.  What will happen to our law kind of thinking?  Unfortunately, it will still be there.  We will have to stomp on it daily, for it will keep trying to lead us away from Jesus back into relying on our own puny efforts to measure up.  If we forget the Gospel or stray away from it, then the law kind of thinking will again dominate, and we’ll quickly revert to promising to pay on Tuesday for a hamburger today.


The Year of the Gospel is the easiest thing in the world, because we simply let Jesus do everything for us.  We revert back to the attitude Adam and Eve had toward God in the Garden of Eden before they sinned and changed things.  Before that, God was their best Friend; there were no secrets between them; they loved God completely and enjoyed life thoroughly.  We know what life is like after they sinned, because it is what we live with daily.  The Year of the Gospel is therefore also the hardest thing in the world, because we will constantly be pulled back to the law.


Let this new year be the Year of the Gospel for you.  Of course, don’t limit that to 2015.  Let the rest of our lives be the Year of the Gospel.  This is what Jesus established for us.  In His first sermon already, in the synagoge in Nazareth, Jesus said: “The Spirit of the Lord is on Me, because He has anointed Me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent Me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the Year of the Lord’s Favor.” Lk4v18,19.  That’s another name for the Year of the Gospel. Amen.
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