What in the World is God Doing?
Part 29: I Know My Rights!
Romans 9:19-29
18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. 

19 You will say to me then, “Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?” 20 But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me like this?” 21 Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another for dishonorable use? 22 What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 23 in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory— 24 even us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles? 25 As indeed he says in Hosea, 



“Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ 

and her who was not beloved I will call ‘beloved.’ ” 

26“And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ there they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ ” 

27 And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: “Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will be saved, 28 for the Lord will carry out his sentence upon the earth fully and without delay.” 29 And as Isaiah predicted, 



“If the Lord of hosts had not left us offspring, 

we would have been like Sodom 

and become like Gomorrah.” 

As is the case with any vocation, the longer you work the more often you tend to hear different people repeat the same thing. For me, as a criminal law practitioner, the common statement repeated by so many citizens accused was: “I know my rights!”
That statement most often was accompanied by an insistence that the charges against them be dropped because, “That cop didn’t read me my rights when I was arrested.” This would trigger the criminal attorney’s basic diagnostic question, “Did the police question you and ask you sign a written statement?” 
“No. BUT they didn’t read me my rights!” was the standard reply. “Well, then,” the attorney responds, “if you were not questioned and asked to sign a written statement the police were not required to give you a Miranda warning.”

This fact would be met with varying degrees of irritated disbelief because every accused person has perception of the law from TV shows and movies. But there is a difference between actual American jurisprudence and perceptions derived from entertainment.
The problem lies in the difference between perception and reality, between observation and revelation. All humans naturally prefer whichever perception casts them in the best light. Paul has been dealing with this underlying flaw of humanity since Romans 1:16. Now he is applying it to the specific case of sinners who question the fairness of God’s legal system.  “If God is sovereign, how can he blame me for being what he made me to be? That’s not fair! I know my rights!”
I. WHOSE RIGHT IS IT, ANYWAY? (9:19-20a)
A. Story So Far (9:1-18)
1. The apostle Paul, as we saw in 9:2, is deeply anguished over the lostness of his fellow Jews. They have rejected Messiah Jesus because he did not fit into their perception of what Messiah should be.
2. Like many of us, Paul was burdened over his relatives. But Paul was even more burdened with how to resolve God’s everlasting covenant with Abraham and the Jew’s rejection of Messiah Jesus as the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant.
3. If God’s people are not being saved, is the gospel really true? Paul writes in the same way a composer writes a symphony.  He weaves certain themes throughout his composition and returns to them with more development.

4. He has already told us in Romans 2:28-29, “28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.”

5. Of mankind’s guilt and God’s justice Paul said in 3:5-8, “5 But if our unrighteousness serves to show the righteousness of God, what shall we say? That God is unrighteous to inflict wrath on us? (I speak in a human way.) 6 By no means! For then how could God judge the world? 7 But if through my lie God’s truth abounds to his glory, why am I still being condemned as a sinner? 8 And why not do evil that good may come?—as some people slanderously charge us with saying.”

6. So Paul, in Romans 9-11, has returned to the theme of God’s people, God’s promises, and God’s perfect propriety with a series of questions and answers dealing with man’s perception of God and God’s word.
7. Paul first asked if God’s word has failed since relatively few Jews have trusted in Messiah Jesus.  No, says Paul. God’s promise has always been a distinguishing promise. It was made through Isaac, not Ishmael. It was made through Jacob, not Esau before they were even born.
8. Paul could have gone back to the beginning of mankind and noted God promise was made through Adam’s son Seth, not Cain. It was made through Noah and not the rest of the world. It was made through Noah’s son Shem, not Ham or Japheth. 

9. Distinguishing grace is such a clear theme of the Bible we are left with only three explanations of it. First, we can say man alone has done everything to merit God’s choice.  Second, man has cooperated with God to partially merit God’s favor. Finally, man has done, and can do, nothing to merit God’s favor (either before or after his salvation); it is entirely a matter of God’s sovereign one-way love from start to finish.

10. Paul teaches the third choice is scriptural. So he asked in 9:15-18 if God was unjust in rescuing some from their sin and leaving others under sin’s curse and sin’s judgment.  “15 For he says to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.’ 16 So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy. … 18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.” 
11. When we seek to attach any of our preconceived ideas of merit to our relationship with God, in reality we are demanding God work according to justice and not mercy. 
12. Jesus deals with that human perception of justice in his Parable of the Laborers in Matt. 20:1-16. The all-day laborers demanded and received their just reward. The end-of-the-day laborers received unmerited favor. All received according the landowner’s just and good pleasure.
13. We apply our ideas of human, political justice to God. That produces right-wing churches and left-wing churches and watered-down good news having little to do with the mind of Christ and more to do with relative morality and merit earned through one’s opinion on global warming or capitalism vs. socialism or other hot-button social issues of the day.
14. Our confusion of human politics and God’s justice impairs how both the world and the Church perceive mankind’s rights before the divine bar. How can God dare to deprive me of my right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness?

15. Paul writes in 9:17-18 that God had every right to execute his justice on Pharaoh. Since Adam’s rebellion, not one single human being has possessed ANY God-given right except the right to God’s eternal wrath. 

16. All humanity is on death row; not one human has the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Our ONLY hope is God’s mercy. And God has mercy upon whom he desires and he hardens whom he desires.
B. Don’t You Be Giving God Sass!
1. “Well, then,” says the clever sinful heart, “if I cannot deny God’s sovereignty over human affairs and destiny then I can at least deny MY responsibility in the matter.”
2. “If God ordains and sustains all things, he cannot hold ME responsible for being what he decreed I should be. I can understand him hardening Hitler’s heart, or Saddam Hussein’s heart. But anybody who makes SOME effort to be good, anybody with good intentions, ought to get graded on a curve.”
3. In our passage, Paul isn’t dealing with the sincere believer trying to wrap his or her head around the deep mysteries of God’s sovereignty.  This is, after all, difficult theology with very hard implications and applications.

4. No, Paul is speaking bluntly to those offended by the very idea that God IS God: “But who are you, O man, to answer back to God?” Our sin natures want to BE God! 

5. The very idea that we have no ultimate control over our destiny is as deeply offensive to you and me as it was to Adam and Eve. Eating the forbidden fruit was an act of worship – worship of themselves as their own gods.
6. “How dare God act this way? He’s giving me no chance to earn and if I have no chance to earn, it’s not my fault,” says Paul’s opponent. Paul’s answer comes in two parts: (a) Who do you think you are to back-sass God? (b) Let’s go back to scripture (ad fontes – to the source).
7. The first part of verse 20 is a firm rebuke to creatures who have forgotten their place. Paul is saying, “You have forgotten who you are and you have forgotten who God is.” 

II. AD FONTES! (9:20b-29)
A. Lumps of Mud (20b)
1. “Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me like this?”
2. Are you, O man, claiming that God should empty Heaven of its greatest treasure, send that treasure to earth in utter humiliation so that mankind can spit upon God the Son and murder him upon a cross – God should do that for me because I AM WORTH IT?
3. Paul is being brutal here because he doesn’t believe God’s absolute sovereignty can be separated from God’s saving grace. And that’s what we all want to do, isn’t it? Let’s be honest with ourselves for a moment.

4. Every time I’m angry over a situation I cannot control, I am despising God’s grace.  Every time I resolve to earn from God, I am despising God’s grace. Every bargain I try to strike with God to get my way despises the sufficiency of Christ’s perfect performance and perfect sin sacrifice.
5.  To drive home how we try to rob God of his glory Paul turns to the imagery of Isaiah and Jeremiah.  God sent Jeremiah to a pottery shop to watch as clay was first marred and then reshaped on a wheel.

6. Then Jeremiah heard God say, “O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?” declares the Lord. “Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand….”

7. Isaiah uses potter-clay imagery three times (Isa. 29:16; 45:9; 64:8).  In 29:16 God says to his people, “You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, ‘He did not make me’? Can the pot say of the potter, ‘He knows nothing’?”
8. The distance between the potter and the lump of clay is so vast that the potter has every right to do with the dust of the ground (Gen. 2:7) whatever he wants. The clay cannot dictate whether it becomes a Ming Vase or a toilet.
9. You can’t miss God’s reference to Genesis 2:7 here. Man began as a lump of clay until God blew into that lump the breath of life. What God called “very good” Adam marred (misshaped) so that Paul has said, “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. …they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one” (Rom. 3:10-12). 

10. God has every right to make me into a toilet because I am a toilet by nature, a sinner justly deserving his eternal wrath. Period. “21 Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another for dishonorable use?”
11. Until I grasp that unalterable fact, I cannot truly begin to understand how glorious the gospel of Jesus Christ actually is! That’s why our courage to share the gospel is often so low – we don’t fully see God’s glory in it.
12. But Paul sees God’s glory; he’s passionate for God’s glory and cares nothing for man’s glory. Paul was a murderer, climbing the corporate ladder of the Jewish temple system as the chief prosecutor of the Jesus Movement Task Force. But Jesus arrested HIM and transformed a marred lump of clay into an apostle.

13. “YOU are a lump of mud,” says Paul, “upon whom God has freely chosen to pour out his one-way love when all you really deserve is his judgment.” Paul says you and I don’t really know what our true rights are; our perception differs from God’s reality; we turn things upside down (Isa. 29:16).
14. But God’s sovereignty is not mindless or arbitrary, as Paul points out in vv. 22-23.

B. Toilets and Ming Vases (22-23)
1. 22 What if God, desiring to show his wrath [against Pharaoh] and to make known his power [through his dealings with Pharaoh], has endured with much patience vessels of wrath [called Pharaoh and his army] prepared for destruction, 23 in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy [Adam, Seth, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and all the Israel of promise] which he has prepared beforehand for glory….
2. If all humans are really hostile to God and deserve destruction, why does God not flush humanity down the drain? Because against the dark backdrop of sin and destruction and death, God has a plan to glorify himself in and through the Lord Jesus Christ and to share Christ’s glory with lumps of clay who will bear his name and the marks of his artwork (Eph. 2:10).
3. God planned to take a little people out of slavery – people with no land and no power and no rights – and deliver them from the most powerful nation in the world into a land flowing with milk and honey to grow within them the Promised Seed (Gen. 3:15), Messiah Jesus.
4. Though God could have destroyed Pharaoh with the first plague, he allowed Pharaoh to endure all the plagues of Egypt. God allowed this man to do what sinners always do: shake his fist at the Word of God and grow angrier and more rebellious over every sermon Moses preached.
5. It’s a terrible thing to see people harden their hearts against God’s Word. But everywhere God’s Word is proclaimed hearts willingly and increasingly harden. A message of infinite hope and infinite love and infinite mercy turns desperately needy human hearts into ever-hardening stone. 
6. Jeremiah, like any gospel preacher, could watch the scorn, the indifference, the contempt on the faces of his fellow Israelites. He could see their bodies stiffen as he proclaimed God’s judgment and mercy. He would see the angry wife turn and whisper venomous responses to her husband. He watched, with great inner turmoil (like Paul), as his fellow Jews stomped away with clinched fists and grinding teeth.
7. Paul not only saw those reactions, he felt them as the stones pelted him and the whips tore flesh off his back, and the rods left welts on his legs and feet. How can preaching the news of God’s infinite love and mercy produce such visceral hatred with ever-increasing, even violent and murderous effect?
8. God’s Word hardens hearts because it pleases God to make willing toilets out of some lumps of clay and Ming vases out of others solely on the basis of his good pleasure and without a shred of merit in the clay. One lump of clay is the same as another.
9. This isn’t an addendum to Paul’s gospel; this IS Paul’s gospel; and he offers no apology for it. God himself is creating a people for himself; and he has drawn you and me into Abraham’s covenant by molding our stony hearts into hearts of flesh – “even us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles”.
C. Sons of God
1. Paul moves from his firm rebuke and potter-clay illustration to the gospel message in Hosea and Isaiah.  First he calls our attention to the promise in Hosea.
2. You might recall Hosea was called by God to marry a prostitute. She had children fathered by her clients, not Hosea. These kids were given prophetic names by God. One of them was named “Not My People.”
3. Through Hosea, God made a promise to the exiled northern kingdom of Israel, taken captive by Assyria. “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her who was not beloved I will call ‘beloved.’ 26 And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ there they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ ”

4. Paul takes that quote and applies it to the Israel of promise, made up of both Jews and Gentiles. The northern kingdom had abandoned God; they hardened their hearts to God’s word. God gave them over to their sins and gave their freedom to the Assyrians. But through Hosea, he promised redemption and inclusion in his family.
5. How can Paul take promises to a long-gone nation and apply them to the Church? Because, he has told us, Abraham’s justification (his rightness with God) came through trust alone. 

6. Members of God’s family are those who accept God’s promise by a faith that arises not out of their merit, but through the sovereign working of God shaping lumps of clay. In his mercy, he shapes willing toilets into Ming vases and pours out his one-way love into them.
7. Then Paul shows us that God is not surprised so many Jews of Paul’s day have rejected Messiah Jesus. God announced this fact through Isaiah many centuries before Paul and his readers were born.
8. And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: “27 Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will be saved….”

9. God doesn’t have a “Plan B” because he doesn’t need one. Most of the Jews of the northern kingdom of Israel died in captivity. Most of the Jews in the southern kingdom of Judah died in Babylon. 

10. Only SOME of their children (offspring, v.29) and grandchildren returned to Palestine to rebuild the temple. The vast majority of the original exiles, their children and grandchildren remained in the lands of exile. Only a remnant returned.
So God’s Word to us is that God has mercy on those upon whom he will have mercy. There is no other explanation. It is not OUR RIGHTS which ought to concern us. Sons of Adam and daughters of Eve have only ONE RIGHT: eternal punishment from God as vessels of dishonor that tragically have hardened their hearts to God’s Word.

Does that bother you this morning? Perhaps God the Spirit is softening your stony heart. Perhaps he is re-shaping you. God DOES offer you a new right, an inalienable and eternal right: the right to be a son or daughter of the living God.
You cannot earn that right. You cannot merit that right. You cannot pay back that right because Jesus paid it all.  He earned that right by keeping God’s righteous requirements for you. And he earned that right by dying the death you deserve. He became the vessel of wrath prepared for destruction.

If you will but repent of trying to assert your perceived rights to fairness and justice and accept God’s offer of unearned rightness, you will receive this new legal and loving right no one can ever take away:
…to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God (Jn. 1:12-13).

Your hard heart is entitled to the right of God’s just and perfect wrath. Yet God calls to you this morning, offering you a new heart, a new status, a new freedom, a new family in his unchanging, ever-merciful one-way love:

See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are (1 Jn.3:1).
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