What in the World is God Doing?
Part 38: Mean or Merciful?
Romans 9:14-18
14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means! 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. 17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” 18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. 
In Romans chapter 9, Paul has jumped from the glorious height of the sure and certain and unceasing love of God in Christ Jesus to the depths of anguish and personal pain over his lost family members, his fellow Jews who have sought to establish their own rightness with God, rather than trusting in the work of Messiah, the Promised Seed, to make them right with God.

If anyone had reason to believe God had taken back his great promise to Abraham, it was Paul. He was not only driven out of the synagogues in which he preached Jesus as Messiah, he was hunted down and beaten, imprisoned, once stoned and left for dead. Paul’s legal troubles with Roman authorities came as a result of Jewish persecution.  So Paul studies and thinks through scripture on the issue of God’s promises to Israel.

Paul has read the prophets. He knows God’s commission to Isaiah to preach to unwilling, hard-hearted people. He considers Malachi’s picture of a faithful God to the unfaithful children of Jacob/Israel. He knows how the outwardly-moral scribes, Pharisees and priests rejected Messiah Jesus who flatly told them their true father was not Abraham but the devil.

In chapters 9 – 11 Paul is working out with us and for us how – in this horrible situation where the majority of his Jewish kinsmen have rejected the promised Messiah – God can still be just and true to his promises. So he argues from the OT that God’s promise was always discriminating; not all those who are born Jewish are part of the Israel of promise. 
We are told in Genesis that one of Abraham’s sons was the son of promise, in the line of the Promised Seed, and the other was passed by. In Isaac’s case, one of his twin boys was the son of promise and the other son was rejected. Not only was Jacob loved before he could do anything good or bad, Esau was rejected before he was born. God’s decision was not based on human works, but entirely upon God’s eternal sovereign choice.
That doesn’t seem right to any thinking human being, does it? We are hard-wired for justice. We do good to earn good. We earn bad when we do bad. That’s cosmic Karma. It’s basic fairness. This is how the world usually (though imperfectly) works. If what Paul is writing is true, then God is utterly different. And if God doesn’t work on the basis of “do good to get good” then God must be unjust. In fact, God might be downright mean because he’s unfair.
I. MOSES (9:1-16)
A. Good Heavens, NO! (14)
1. Paul anticipates this reaction in v. 16: “What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means!” Paul’s answer is familiar. He uses this very emphatic phrase 10 times in Romans (this one being the 9th).
2. The first question was: Has God broken his word in passing over so many Jews, who had not responded to the gospel, and by saving some Gentiles? No, because God’s promises to Israel are fulfilled in all people to whom he has given trust into the Promised Seed, to the Jew first and also to the Gentile (1:16).

3. Now Paul examines the question of God’s justice. Is God unjust for leaving some in their sin and giving trust to others? By no means! Paul’s answer is a gut reaction; he is shouting in the same way you might write a sentence in all capital letters. 

4. “That answer puts us… in our proper place, which is the only position from which we can begin to learn about spiritual things. The very nature of sin is our wanting to be in God’s place. But as long as we are trying to be in God’s place, we will never be able to hear what God is saying to us.”

5. Yet Paul isn’t merely giving a gut reaction. He is not opening up a 7th heaven revelation – he’s explaining what actually went on at Mt Sinai.

6. He’s teaching us to think through scripture. Paul returns to examine and apply what the OT scriptures teach us about the nature of God and the nature of God’s dealings with his creatures.
B. God’s Righteous Mercy (15-16)
1. Why is God not unjust? “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.’”
2. He takes us back to the time in Exodus 32-33 when Moses’ brother Aaron gave into the people’s request to make and worship a golden calf as their deliverer from slavery in Egypt. Even worse, they did it at the foot of the very mountain where God was revealing himself in all his thunderous, earth-quaking Shekinah glory while delivering his Law to Moses.
3. As a direct result of their idolatry about 3,000 people were slain. Following that, God sent a plague upon Israel and told Moses to leave God’s presence and follow the angel he would send with them to the Promised Land.
4. You may recall that Moses intercedes for his people in the same way that Paul wished he could be accursed for the sake of his kinsmen according to the flesh. Moses asked God to accept his life as a sacrifice for God’s salvation of the people. 
5. But God rejected the request because no sinful man can be a sin sacrifice for other sinners. Yet God showed his mercy to Israel at Sinai and did not wipe out the entire race of idol-worshipping Israelites.
6. Why? Because he had promised Adam a Seed of the woman to undo Satan’s work; and he promised Abraham that Seed would come through Abraham’s children.
7. So do you see the background to the quote Paul uses here in 9:15? God has put 3,000 to the sword; he has wiped out countless others with a plague. But, in his mercy, he has let others live for the sake of his promise to Abraham of a people and the Seed.

8. In Exodus 33, Moses seeks a guarantee from God that God would not utterly wipe out the Israelites and that God himself (not an angel) would journey with the people to the Promised Land. Without God’s presence among them, there is nothing special about Israel and they have no hope of salvation, Moses argued.
9. Moses asks to see God’s glory as the guarantee that God would not abandon Israel. God, in effect, says to Moses, “I don’t hand out blank checks.” “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy” (Ex. 33:19).
10. Do you see Paul’s point? We want justice out of God. But justice would have required the utter obliteration of ALL of Israel! Yet only a portion of the people died while others, including Moses and his lying, idol-making brother Aaron lived on. 

11. Not a one of the Israelites, including Moses, had any claim on God. God owed them nothing but death. But yet again, like the Passover in Egypt, God killed off some and God saved some entirely out of his own sovereign will.
12. In the Passover, God killed Egyptians and saved the Jews who, by trust, marked their doors with the blood of the lamb.  But now that Israel has been openly shown to be corporately God’s people, God is saving some guilty, idol-worshipping individual Israelites and judging others. Why? Because not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel (9:6).

13. Who then is the true Israel? The true Israel of promise are those to whom God choses to be gracious by showing mercy solely out of the council of his own eternal, unchangeable will because they are as utterly idolatrous as those who are left for dead.
14. Before God, I have forfeited all rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. I have no rights before God; I have deserted him and rebelled against him. There is no good thing in my flesh and I have no claim upon him at all. All I deserve from God is that he should execute His already-announced judgment to an eternal lostness.

15. And unless you are standing there with me, you will never understand the Apostle Paul because that is exactly where he has taught us to stand in the first section of this letter. We have no idea what we are really saying when we demand justice from God.

16. This is the deep secret with which Paul is working. Some of these hearts posing the questions with which Paul deals have never been subdued by their true condition. 

17. Those hearts, like all of ours, still believe at some level that there is something in me that moves God to grant me mercy; I am relatively more moral than you.  That idea alone is deserving of our damnation because it calls, however faintly, for God’s justice rather than his mercy.

18. So Paul says in v. 16, “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.”

19. “There is absolutely nothing in you that has caused God to have mercy on you. Not one single shred of your sanctification has caused God to have mercy on you. The only reason he has had mercy on you is because he has had mercy.”

20. There is not one prayer you have uttered, not one person you have led to Christ, not one sin over which you claim victory, nothing you have done in the life of the church, no position you have held that has caused God’s mercy to be shed upon you!

21. God is not mean to execute his justice. But God is infinitely merciful to those upon whom he freely pours out his one-way love. God has mercy upon those to whom he will have mercy through Messiah Jesus, who is the ONLY ONE among the true Israel of God to actually receive God’s justice.
22. The only thing I can contribute to my salvation is the sin that made it necessary.  To the degree we can begin to grasp that, we can begin to better understand how God’s righteousness is displayed in his holy wrath.

II. WRATH AND REJECTION (9:17-18)
A. Pharaoh Judged (17)
1. Paul then provides us with an illustration of God’s righteous judgment from a little further back in Exodus, chapter 9. “17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.”
2. So we have seen God making his mercy known to sinners like Moses. Now Paul shows us God making his power known by judging sinners like Pharaoh.

3. Now we know that Moses tells us that Pharaoh hardened his own heart. But Moses tells us twice as many times that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart. The fact that Pharaoh hardened his heart is proof of God’s righteousness in hardening that same heart.
4. The point Paul is making is that God raised up this sinful man, gave him a position of great power and prominence in which he freely chose to stand against the One True God and his Word. 
5. Pharaoh’s free choice to reject God’s Word did not get around God’s sovereign purposes. God’s Word always does its work, either to create trust through the Holy Spirit or to harden already-rebellious hearts like Pharaoh’s.
6. In God’s absolute, just, righteous sovereignty he raised up this rebellious ruler and hardened his heart in order to glorify himself. But he did not violate Pharaoh’s fee choice and burning desire to rebel against God’s Word like any other sinful child of Adam freely chooses to do.

7. God did no violence to Pharaoh’s will. He simply gave him up to the sin Pharaoh loved. God pushed the boat out a little further into the river’s current of rebellion that leads to destruction and death.
8. Paul, in Roman 1, has already told us about God’s righteous judgment on man’s free choice of sin. “And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done” (1:28). 
B. Absolute Sovereignty (18)
1. Paul restates his point in v. 18, “18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.”
2. We’re tempted to want to water this down. Many preachers and teachers have done so over the course of centuries. Because if that’s REALLY what Paul is saying, then we want to ask another question to Paul.
3. If God is so sovereign with sinful man as to show mercy exclusively on the ground of his own choice, and to bring judgment on an equally-sinful human because he is pleased to show judgement to that one, then HOW DARE GOD FIND FAULT WITH THOSE WHO CANNOT RESIST HIS WILL?
4. Now, in case you haven’t read through Romans 9, take a look at verse 20. “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?’”
5. The very fact that Paul takes up the question of God’s fairness is deeply rooted in our demand that God reward us for whatever merit we can scrounge up on our own.
6. Why does God choose to have mercy on one sinner and not another sinner? It is entirely God’s sovereign will. But who can resist his sovereign will? There is a great deal of folly in that question and we will examine it next week.
7. The fact that the question arises proves to us just how monumental a statement Paul has made when he writes “he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.”
8. We really need to contemplate the weight of this glory before we move on to next week’s passage. It needs to seep down deep inside of us that God finds no merit in us at all – either before or after we are saved – except for the merit of Christ he chooses to freely bestow upon sinners deserving of eternal death.

C. Objection, Your Honor!
1. There are people who would say to Paul, “If I believed that, then evangelism would be a waste of time.” If God is THIS sovereign over those upon whom he will have mercy, evangelism is pointless.
2. What do you think Paul would do in response to that person?  I think he would strip down and show you his scars from beatings with rods. He would point out the healed-over deep gashes from the Roman whips that tore into his flesh.  He might part a bit of his hair and show you the scars from the stones thrown at him as he was stoned and left for dead.

3. He might show you his wrists and ankles that bear the marks of stocks and chains. As he stepped back you might see the hundreds and hundreds of marks large and small all over his body.

4. And then, I think he would ask you, “Why these, then?” He would say, “Dear child, don’t you see that the sovereign God in pursuit of his plan is pleased to use those upon whom he has had mercy to bring the gospel of Jesus to lost sinners?”

5. There is every purpose in evangelism. You are commanded to bear witness to fellow sinners. God is in charge of the results.

6. The second thing we should note is that this doctrine is not Paul’s alone. Jesus taught exactly the same thing as Paul; and he taught it in the same place he made one of the greatest gospel invitations in all of scripture: “28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28-30).

7. Do you know what Jesus said to the Father immediately before he made that great invitation? He said this: “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; 26 yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. 27 All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:25-26).
8. The greatest evangelist the world has ever known acknowledged that God hides the wisdom of the gospel from some and God reveals the wisdom of the gospel to others. And the Son chooses those to whom he reveals the Father.

9. It’s not just Paul’s theology; it’s Jesus’ theology. Salvation, from start to finish, is ALL from and to and through God’s one-way love.
Is there anything in the entire world more humbling than this? The word of God so thoroughly condemns our sins that every mouth is shut before the sovereign, holy God. 

But my problem is that my mouth won’t STAY shut. There is that residual part of my basic input/output system in my old Adam 1.0 hardware that distinguishes me from others. “I may have been bad once,” it says, “but with God’s help and a little elbow grease I am just a little more worthy of grace than I once was. That’s why God saved me; that’s why he loves me more and more.”
When my mouth begins to open again, I begin to express my opinions. I express my opinions to Paul and to God. And my open mouth proves that I have not completely taken in the fullness of God’s grace. 

Like the redeemed Israelites bowing before the golden calf at the foot of God’s holy mountain, I need to hear God command, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:2-3) to shut me up. Because that is what the law says: Just SHUT UP!
And then I need to hear, “And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.” When God’s law shuts my mouth, God’s grace totally grinds me into the dust before God; THEN it opens my mouth to praise God proclaim the Gospel.
And in those moments when I am humbled, few though they may be, I can become something totally upside down to lost people so very desperate for their own righteousness. 
I can briefly become someone of whom they might take notice if the Spirit of God is perusing them – someone who will weep for them and with them and point them to the One who makes all things new through his eternal, sovereign one-way love.
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