What In the World Is God Doing?
Gospel and “GoLAWspel”
Romans 5:15-17
15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free gift is not like the result of that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 17 For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 
The Apostle Paul has been writing to us about two very important related doctrines: imputation and union. Adam was our covenant head, our contract representative during the only time in human history when it was possible for mankind to EARN ANYTHING from God by good (meritorious) works, by keeping God’s law to love him and our neighbors perfectly and completely.
God made an agreement with the human race (known as the Covenant of Works, hereinafter “COW”), through Adam our Federal Head (our union representative) promising eternal salvation upon the condition of Adam’s perfect obedience; the punishment for disobedience was death.  There was NOTHING gracious about this agreement.  Grace is God’s one-way love in response to man’s lost, sinful condition.  Adam was neither lost nor sinful when God struck this agreement.
That is a hugely important concept taught in the Westminster Confession, chapter 7. The covenant of works (“COW”) is frequently ignored or watered down in modern Bible teaching.  It was often denied or watered down among some of those labeled “Puritan.”  It was a point contention in the early NT church and will be until Jesus perfects his saints in glory.  But understanding the COW is crucial to understanding your practical, day-to-day Christian life.

“Acquaintance with this covenant is of the greatest importance, for whoever errs here or denies the existence of the covenant of works, will not understand the covenant of grace, and will readily err concerning the mediatorship of the Lord Jesus. Such a person will very readily deny that Christ by His active obedience has merited a right to eternal life for the elect. This is to be observed with several parties who, because they err concerning the covenant of grace, also deny the covenant of works. Conversely, whoever denies the covenant of works, must rightly be suspected to be in error concerning the covenant of grace as well.”

The moment anyone tries to sneak grace into God’s performance-based agreement with Adam is the very moment when Law and Gospel blend into GoLAWspel, right standing with God earned by my cooperation with his grace, by my faithful works or working faith.  A system of “grace” everywhere is, in reality, a system of grace nowhere.
Believers who respond to this “grace everywhere” teaching turn inward upon themselves, plagued with the question, “Am I doing enough to earn God’s approval?”  It is an effective theology for churches, spouses, professors, pastors and parents who crave power, influence, and results because Adam’s fall hard-wired human beings to be creatures of guilt and shame constantly seeking the fig leaves of successful living.  

“Guilting” or shaming you into community service, into church attendance, into tithing, into behavior modification, into obedience often brings great short-term results.  If it “works” it must be true; until you burn out or break down in the face of this constantly-demanding, often-displeased God of grace + works.  
If God was “gracious” to demand obedience from Adam, then God “graciously” demands obedience from you in return for his increased acceptance and approval.  Your heavenly storehouse of blessings is looking pretty empty. You need to earn more blessings from God. He’s pretty disappointed in your lack of discipline and commitment right now. You better step up your game and get to work.
There.  There’s your holy guilt for the day. Feel better?  Feel the peaceful assurance of your working faith and faithful works? No?
If not, you can work through this passage with me this morning and arm yourself against teachers peddling pride and shame to itching ears. You can find rest, joy, and peace in Christ through these fundamental doctrines of union with Adam and Christ. That’s why Paul wrote Romans 5 through 8, to give you assurance.
I. REIGN OF DEATH (5:15-16)
A. Death (15)
1. This paragraph begins, “15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many.”
2. You might recall we noticed in 5:12-21 Paul begins by stating an important comparison between Adam and Christ.  “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man [he means Adam], and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned. …”
3. Paul concludes that thought in verse 18: “… so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life to all men.” But when he got to the point of saying, “and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned,” he interrupted his thought. 
4. He stops to explain how all sinned because most of his readers would assume he simply meant that everybody sins as individuals.  So Paul explains, in vv. 13-14, that every human being was reckoned, accounted, to have sinned because Adam was our union representative.
5. He teaches that the punishment for sin was death and people died long before Moses handed down God’s law to Israel even though they hadn’t broken any specific command.

6. Just as every human being was condemned because Adam’s sin was reckoned to them, so all who trust into Jesus’ perfect life and sacrificial death have God’s approval reckoned to them and God’s punishment of sin reckoned to them.

7. We find a type, a shadow of imputation in Genesis 3 when God comes into Eden and slaughters an animal instead of slaughtering Adam and Eve.  Adam and Eve DID die the moment they ate the forbidden fruit; but their immediate physical death was imputed, reckoned to the slain innocent animal.  God then stripped off their fig leaves and covered them in the sacrificial animal’s hide.
8. Our union with Adam condemns us to death.  Our union with Christ, by means of our trust in him, liberates us from bondage to sin and death.  It is a crucial concept of the gospel message.

9. But in v. 15, Paul begins another parenthetical statement because he doesn’t want us to think that the comparison between Adam and Christ as the Last Adam holds true at every level.  Our union with Christ is far greater on every level than our union with Adam.
10. This paragraph is filled with contrasts: trespass versus gift; death versus eternal life; condemnation versus justification; one versus many; sin versus righteousness; Adam versus Christ.

11. In these five sentences, Paul uses the phrase, “much more” twice.  He will repeat a third time in the concluding paragraph of chapter 5 as well. He uses it at least 5 times in all of chapter 5. He wants you to understand that God has NOT put us back under Adam’s Covenant of Works.

12. The purpose of American contract law is to restore an injured party to the status quo ante, the place they were before the contract broke down.  That idea agrees with every human being’s general sense of fairness.  
13. The injured party gets a “do-over.” But you and I can’t get a “do-over” with God because death reigns and sin reins East of Eden.  Putting us back under Adam’s contract is futile. We need a perfect man to earn perfectly God’s favor for us.
14. But there’s much more!  Trusting into Christ, getting saved, does NOT put us back into the status quo ante either.  We do not then begin working to earn more favor, more love, and more approval from God. We are IN CHRIST, who has secured everything we need from God.
15. That is true precisely because there is no grace in God’s demand that all humans must be perfect as he is perfect.  God created the world with grace in view.  He created Adam with grace in view.  He gave the law to Adam and Moses with grace in view.  By “in view” we mean that God intended to display his glory by means of his grace in and through Christ Jesus given to helpless, condemned sinners.
16. EARTH’S CREATION AND GOD’S LAW-GIVING ARE NOT GRACE.  The creation of the God-Man through the work of the Holy Spirit in Mary’s womb is grace. The life-long obedient perfection of the God-Man is grace.  The death of the Last Adam, the God-Man in the place of his people is grace.
17. Grace is the much more that Adam and you and I can NEVER merit or earn or pay back by faithful works or working faith, or behavior modification, or achieving more holiness (because if you are in Christ you ARE holy to the Lord).
18. Grace is much more because there is nothing you can do to earn it or pay it back.  And, Paul says, it is the free gift.  Free means free!  Free to you; not free to Christ.  Jesus, the Last Adam, paid it ALL.
B. Condemnation (16)
1. 16 And the free gift is not like the result of that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 

2. Paul doubles down on union and imputation in verse 16 by taking up one man’s sin that brought condemnation.  If Adam’s rebellion against God’s law had been the ONLY sin ever committed in all of human history, Jesus would STILL have had to die to redeem us.
3. If from the moment you were born you lived a perfectly holy life in thought, word, and deed (and you know you can’t) you would STILL be a sinner in Adam.  You would still receive eternal death and punishment. 
4. So Paul also writes, the one trespass brought many trespasses.  That is, Adam sinned and condemned us all, but we all sin as well by nature.  Adam’s sin was not the only one for which Christ died.  
5. In Genesis 6:5 we see the effect of Adam’s sin upon the entire human race: “every inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil all the time.”
6. Paul picked up on that statement in Romans 1:29-32, “They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve those who practice them.”

7. Jesus died for all of Adam’s sins that followed outside the garden.  He died for trillions upon trillions of sins of his people throughout history past and future.  He died even for all the things you THINK are righteous but are in fact sin.
8. Church people are actually very accomplished at fooling themselves into believing that their anger and bitterness and pride are actually holy and righteous instead of the utter refusal to rest in the sovereignty of God and in Jesus’ reign and rule over his world and his church.  
9. Anger, bitterness, pride, and grumbling do not become fruit of the Spirit because we baptize them with church righteousness, theology righteousness, political righteousness, or moral outrage. 
10. As one scholar notes, “The sins of the religious, to whom revelation has come, are infinitely more heinous than the sins of the irreligious, or pagans.”

11. But here’s the much more: Jesus died for your church, theology, moral, and political righteousness as much as all the other less socially-acceptable sins!  That’s a wonderful comfort me, a guy who loves his theology righteousness and is so often sure that being snarky about my disagreements IS holiness and not sin.
12. If your Bible knowledge and theology does not bring you daily to repentance and Jesus-dependence, then it’s just one more idol. The wonder of your complete acceptance in union with Christ is that you are free to repent, to be honest with an ever-loving, ever-faithful God, to find rest in him.

13. Adam’s one trespass brought many trespasses and Jesus paid it all! He performed the Covenant of Works perfectly and made perfect, complete, eternal restitution for his people.  He broke the reign of death and transferred you into a new kingdom where grace reigns through the declaration of your rightness with God in Christ.
II. REIGN OF GRACE (5:17)
A. Super Abundence
1. Paul’s final contrast in this paragraph is between the reign of death and the reign of grace: 17 For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness shall reign [future tense = eschatological] in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 
2. Again, note the “much more” now coupled with “abundance of grace”.
3. If Adam had performed the Covenant of Works perfectly, we would have a right to share in Adam’s reign and Adam’s glory.  But we would have no right to right to share in God’s rule and God’s glory!  Can you grasp the “much more” and the “abundance”?  
4. Would you rather have a share of man’s reign or of Jesus Christ’s reign freely given? Adam had no right and no title to any of God the Son’s reign or his glory.  BUT NOW, you who trust into Christ have that right for all eternity.
  
5. In Christ, we are much more than merely forgiven; Christ’s righteousness is deposited into our accounts. Unfallen Adam had righteousness, but it was earned human righteousness; he had righteousness as a creature.  But he NEVER had the free righteousness of Christ before sin entered.
6. Adam willingly rejected his own righteousness. But you and I are not given back mere human righteousness, the righteousness that Adam had before he sinned.  We are given for free the righteousness of God the Son! THAT is super abundance. THAT is the much more!

7. If Adam would have fulfilled the Covenant of Works, he could have sung with perfect conscience and excellent theology, “I have paid it all /All to me I owe. On me, the solid rock I stand / all other ground is sinking sand.” 

8. WHY? Because it was not “grace” for God to create Adam; it was not grace God to create the universe; it was not grace to offer Adam reward in exchange for his perfect obedience or to punish Adam for his disobedience.

9. If you smuggle grace into the Covenant of Works, you must smuggle works into the Covenant of Grace, burdening Christians with demands of Jesus + faithful works; that is GoLAWspel, rather than Law and Gospel.

10. But because Christ ALONE fulfilled the COW, you and I can stand.  We stand not on the basis of our self-supposed good works or working faith; we stand in Christ alone. Jesus paid it all!
11. So now we can sing, “Jesus THY Blood and righteousness/My beauty are, my glorious dress;/’Midst flaming worlds in these arrayed,/With joy shall I lift up my head.”
12. And because we stand in Christ ALONE, we receive his status as sons and daughters of God and we are co-heirs of the kingdom of righteousness.   
B. “Shall” Reign
1. Finally, note Paul writes, “those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness shall reign [future tense = eschatological] in life through the one man Jesus Christ.”
2. Condemnation in Adam is replaced by a declaration of rightness in Christ and the declaration of your present membership in a “royal priesthood, a holy nation” (1 Pt. 2:9).
3. Your future reign with Christ is so certain, so unshakable, it can be spoken of as a present reality.  But it the future tense, shall reign, reminds us we are not yet home in the new heavens and earth.
4. The Corinthians had a theology of victory.  They were pretty proud of all the learning they accumulated and all the great teaching they had received.  Paul sarcastically referred to them as rich… kings (1 Cor. 4:8).
5. But Paul then described to them his present reality in stark terms, “like men sentenced to death, because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels, and to men. 10 We are fools for Christ’s sake, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are held in honor, but we in disrepute. 11 To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are poorly dressed and buffeted and homeless, 12 and we labor, working with our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; 13 when slandered, we entreat. We have become, and are still, like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things” (1 Cor. 4:9-13).
6. Do you see the difference between Paul’s reality and the Corinthians’ perception?  We SHALL reign.  But the kingdom has not fully come. In this life you endure hard training.

7. But the declaration you are in Christ through the agency of trust is your regular cup of Gatorade along this great marathon route through the wilderness on your journey to the fullness of Christ’s Kingdom.

8. It’s what we strive to offer you every Lord’s Day in Word and Sacrament ministry. As one preacher put it, “Christ in us, the hope of glory; Us in Christ, the glory of hope.”

If you are trusting into the perfect life and sacrificial death of the resurrected, glorified Jesus Christ this morning, you are in Christ and your arrival at the finish line is absolutely certain – so certain Paul writes you are already seated in the throne room of heaven.
Ephesians 2:1–7:

  As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.

There is no “Yes, but…” to the grace of God in Christ Jesus.
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