What in the World is God Doing?
Part 40: Torah and Tripping
Romans 9:30-33
30 What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; 31 but that Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law. 32 Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works. They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, 33 as it is written, 

“Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

10 Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved. 2 For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. 3 For, being ignorant of the righteousness of God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. 4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes. 

Any public speaker or writer will develop a particular style over a period of time. As a part of that style they will use certain catch phrases. They may even become known for their phrases, like the late great Yogi Berra who once noted, “You can observe a lot just by watching.”
Paul has favorite themes he employs in his letters and he has certain catch phrases as well. You may have noticed one of Paul’s catch phrases in the text this morning, “What shall we say, then?” It’s his way of saying, “Let’s stop and think for a moment about what is happening here.” In this section, Paul is profound burden over the lostness of the Jews who have rejected Messiah Jesus.
Paul is like Jesus weeping over Jerusalem. This section of Romans is not simply deep theology to Paul, it is deeply personal. Paul had experienced his own hateful, murderous rejection of Jesus as Messiah. Following his conversion, he experienced the deep hatred of his fellow Jews as he went in every city to preach first in the Jewish synagogues before turning to evangelize the Gentiles. 
Specifically, Paul is working through the theme of his letter: “16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith’” (1:16-17).

But if the gospel is to the Jew first and the vast majority of his fellow Jews have rejected Jesus as Messiah, “Has God’s word failed?” He writes, “But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, 7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring….” (9:6-7). 

Every verse that follows 9:6 through to the end of 11 is Paul’s response to various questions and objections on the issue of Jews and salvation. It’s quite likely every objection and every question he addresses in this letter were things he had to answer in every town he visited during his missionary journeys as he taught both Jew and Gentile.
I. CHASING AFTER LAW (9:30-32)
A. Distinguishing Grace
1. Paul’s teaching comes directly from scripture. He’s returned to the OT to show that God’s grace has always been a distinguishing grace. Out of all the people in the world, God chose to deliver Abram from bowing down before the moon god Nannar.
2. God chose Isaac as the child of promise and not Ishmael. Before Isaac’s twin sons were even born God chose Jacob as the child of promise without respect to either their subsequent good works or bad works.

3. God chose Moses the murderer to lead his chosen people out of Egypt. God raised up Pharaoh as a vessel of wrath to show the glory of God. Pharaoh willingly hardened his heart against God. God sovereignly hardened Pharaoh’s heart even more.

4. How did God harden Pharaoh’s heart? God sent Moses to preach God’s Word to Egypt’s leader. God’s Word, when resisted, always hardens sinful hearts. God didn’t need to play around with Pharaoh’s free will; man naturally exercises his free will to sin against God and violate God’s Word.
5. To harden the already-hard hearts of humans, God merely has to have his preachers deliver his Word. Tragically, that’s all it takes. 
6. That is the flip side of God’s distinguishing grace. Without God’s one-way love man hates God and when man hears God speak, man hates God all the more.
7. Understanding that fact enabled the apostle Paul to endure whippings, beatings, imprisonments, unfounded accusations, gossip and all kinds of abuse. He knew that was HIS nature before Jesus arrested him and the Holy Spirit changed Paul’s heart.
8. Perhaps you’ve watched Shark Week on the Discovery Channel. Maybe you’ve seen shark attack victims talk about their attacks. Hardly any of them blame the animal because they understand it is in a shark’s nature to eat flesh – sometimes even human flesh.
9. If you want to put sharks into a feeding frenzy, start slinging bloody fish parts into the water. If you want to put human hearts into a hating frenzy, preach God’s Word. In either case, the nature of the creature will determine the reaction.

10. Being born into a race of people to whom God had chosen to reveal himself didn’t automatically guarantee you right standing with God. It doesn’t solve the basic problem of being born into Adam’s sin – a shark nature instead of a manatee nature.

11. Paul has been showing how rightness with God has always been a matter of an individual’s personal trust in God’s promised savior, not a matter of birthright.
12. Only personal trust into God’s promise of a Seed, revealed to be Messiah Jesus, places all who are given new trusting hearts into the true Israel of promise – but only because God the Spirit has changed our shark nature into a manatee nature that begins to trust God’s Word.
13. Who wants to hear that kind of message? Who wants to hear they are not special, that they don’t get a participation trophy. In our Western culture we are told, “You are a special individual; you can be anything you want to be by being a good person and working hard and dreaming large.” 

14. In the Jewish culture of Paul’s day people grew up being taught, “You are a member of a special race because you are a physical child of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob; you can be everything you need to be by having the good intention to keep the laws God gave to Moses.”

15. It really doesn’t matter if the culture is modern western individualism or ancient Semitic collectivism because humanity’s basic problem is every individual’s standing as one born into Adam’s sin – having a shark nature.

16. That’s why Romans 9:30-33 is so important. Paul is drawing us back to what he wrote in 1:18-3:20 to help us understand the Jew/Gentile issue. God demands perfect manatees, but Jews and Gentiles are all born sinful sharks.
17. Neither Jew nor Gentile has any rights before God, because God’s demands of total, life-long perfection have not been met. Now, Paul is going to remind us that the Mosaic Law cannot produce the perfection it demands. The Law can only drive us to Christ the Cornerstone.
B. Rightness and Law (30-31)
1. 30 What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; 31 but that Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law. 32 Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works.
2. Paul describes Gentiles, as a class, as “not seeking righteousness.” Paul knows many Gentiles in his day were earnest and diligent in their pursuit of moral “uprightness,” So the “righteousness” Paul speaks of here is not moral righteousness, not relative morality, but forensic (legal) righteousness: a right standing before God.

3. Why does Israel not believe in Messiah Jesus? Because they refuse to pursue rightness with God by trusting into the rightness freely offered by Messiah Jesus. Instead, they have chosen to trust God’s gracious election of Abraham as their father + their own faithful works (or working faith).
4. Gentiles weren’t looking to be right with the one true God. They had lots of gods. Those gods were generally kept happy by the occasional sacrifice or attending certain festivals, and being generally good, moral people to insure fertility or good weather, or abundant crops, or health.

5. What happened? God broke into their lives. The Holy Spirit opened their hearts to their lostness and their need for a savior as God’s word was preached to them. But before that moment when God changed their hearts, they had no interest in this Jewish God and his Jewish commandments.
6. Yet Israel pursued a law that would lead to righteousness. Isn’t it interesting how Paul describes the situation? There’s no mention of God here at all. Israel didn’t pursue God; they ran after a law given by God.
7. Jesus said to Israel’s leaders, “37 And the Father who sent me has himself borne witness about me. …you do not have his word abiding in you, for you do not believe the one whom he has sent. 39 You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me, 40 yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life” (Jn. 5:37-40).

8.  Remember Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector in the temple? The Pharisee praises God for what – for God’s mercy? NO! He praises God for a law leading to good works: marital fidelity, tithing, charity, fasting. He’s pursuing the Law as the goal of his life.
9. Everything in the Pharisee’s prayer said, “I am pursuing a law leading to righteousness.” Yet Jesus shows us that poor man was looking in the wrong place – no participation trophy for the Pharisee!
10. You’ll recall the tax collector beats on his chest and begs for God’s mercy – which is found in Christ, not the Law. Jesus says that man went home justified [same word Paul uses here] – right with God, pronounced righteous in God’s courtroom (Lk. 18:9-14).

11. Ask people what it means to be a Christian. The most common answer will be that a Christian is someone who seeks to please God by trying to do his best, someone who seeks a passing grade by doing more good than bad.

12. But you know that could describe a Jew, a Buddhist, a Muslim, a New Age follower, or a Voodoo practitioner. It describes anyone who pursues a law to EARN righteousness rather than RECEIVE eternal righteousness and eternal approval from Christ.
13. God’s one-way, completely unearned love is offensive.
II. Rock of Offense (32-33)
A. Stumbling Stone
1. They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, 33 as it is written, “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

2. Paul combines two separate verses from Isaiah (8:14; 28:16) into one single idea here in v. 33.  Isaiah 28:16 says, “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone for a sure foundation; the one who trusts will never be dismayed.”
3. Isaiah 8:14 says “he will become a sanctuary and a stone of offense and a rock of stumbling to both houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 15 And many shall stumble on it. They shall fall and be broken; they shall be snared and taken.” 
4. Paul has used the first and last part of Isaiah 28:16, but has substituted Isaiah 8:14 for what comes between.
5. In Isaiah 8:14, the prophet seems to be saying that Jehovah is the stone that causes people to stumble, the idea that Paul wants to emphasize. But the later verse, Isaiah 28:16, makes clear that the stumbling stone is another individual whom God is going to set “in Zion.” This means that the latter passage explains the earlier one, showing that the stumbling stone is actually the Lord Jesus Christ whom the Father sent into the world.

6. The passages in Isaiah not only identify Jesus as the rock, they also identify him with Jehovah. Texts identifying Jehovah as “the Rock” or “my rock” are frequent in the Old Testament (Deut. 32:4, 15, 18; 1 Sam. 2:2; 2 Sam. 22:3, 32, 47; 23:3; Ps. 18:2, 31, 46; 42:9; 62:7; 78:35; 89:26; 94:22; Isa. 17:10; 44:8; Hab. 1:12).
7. This was an offense to Israel, of course. In fact, it was the foundational offense they found in Paul’s teaching. In 1 Cor. 1:22-24, Paul describes the way his message is received wherever he goes: “Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”
8. A stone over which one trips is one that has gone unnoticed because it’s not impressive enough to see; it’s lowly.  So focused was Israel in running after Torah, they tripped over the one-way love of God in Jesus.

9. One writer says, “A free salvation becomes an offense to men on account of their pride. They cannot bear the idea of being indebted for it to sovereign grace, which implies that in themselves they are guilty and ruined by sin. They desire to do something, be it ever so little, to merit salvation, at least in part.”

9. Why did God create such an offensive gospel?  Doesn’t God understand the techniques of good marketing? God knows exactly what he is doing; he is humbling human pride, which is absolutely necessary if you or I or anybody else is to be saved. 

10. Man’s pride demands to BE god. But there can be no salvation unless our pride is torn out by the roots. Only when that happens can people trust into Jesus, the tripping stone and begin to be built up in him as the cornerstone.
B. Capstone
1. When Paul gives us the “stone” imagery from the OT, it draws our attention not only the tripping stone of Isaiah, but also to the capstone of Ps. 118:22, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.”
2. Jesus quoted that verse to sum up two of his parables meant to expose Israel’s hard-hearted rejection of him. In the first they were portrayed as a son who said he would work in the father’s vineyard but did not do it. In the second they were portrayed as wicked tenants of a rich man’s field, who plotted to steal it and eventually killed the heir (Matt. 21:42; pars. Mark 12:10–11; Luke 20:17).
3. Peter remembers Jesus’ quote of Ps. 118:22. When he and John were put on trial before the same Jewish court that had condemned Jesus. Peter said, “Jesus Christ of Nazareth … is ‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone’ ” (Acts 4:10–11).
C. Living Stones
1. Remember we read Isa. 8:14-15?  It begins by promising Messiah will be BOTH a sanctuary and a stone of offense?

2. Peter, 1 Peter 2:4-8, draws all of the stone imagery of Isaiah and the Psalms together into one application: 

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood…. For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,” and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.” They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for.

3. Peter gives us this definitive explanation of the image of Christ as the rock. I suppose he is saying, “Don’t think of ME as the rock. I am as unstable as a pebble. Haven’t you read my story? Build your hope by trusting on the work of Jesus Christ.”

4. Peter says Jesus is the sanctuary, the cornerstone, and head of a new household of God, based not on legal performance but solely upon humble trust into the perfect law-keeping life of Christ and his sacrificial death in place of arrogant sinners.
Men look for something big. God put Christ into this world as a low-lying stone, hid away among the long grass of a distant Roman province. Men held their eyes too high and walked across the world, not seeing Christ as God’s only answer to their problems, and they tripped over him and stumbled when they came upon him suddenly. They were offended by a scheme of salvation which brings man to nothingness, and they refused God’s way.

But some have been rescued by God’s one-way love; they are delivered from running after their own merit which they can never attain. They have come through the tangled grass of this world with their eyes low upon their own bleeding feet, scarred with their walk on the road of sin. When they have come to this stone, they have been willing to stand on it and ask for nothing further. 

They have believed God’s word about the Lord Jesus Christ as being the only way of salvation. They have abandoned their goal, their road, their strength, their pride, and have taken their stand squarely on the Lord Jesus Christ. To them comes the trumpeted promise from the God of the universe: “Whoever believes on him shall not be put to shame (9:30).”

To be “ashamed” means to be utterly confounded in the day of God’s final judgment of the world and all persons. It means standing before God with your mouth firmly shut, with nothing to say in your defense as your deeds are read out, their evil judged by the standard of the perfect holiness of God, and your condemnation pronounced in terms so terrible that you will wish to have the mountains fall on you to protect you from the wrath of God or a flood to sweep you from his presence. 

On that day, your condemnation will be certain unless you are in Jesus Christ. Before it comes, be sure. Cry out for God’s infinite mercy and tuck yourself safely in the cleft of the Rock.
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