What in the World is God Doing?
Part 36: The Heartache of Joy
Romans 9:1-5
I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh. 4 They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. 5 To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen. 
There is a certain pattern to every good musical concert, regardless of the genre of music performed. The concert will begin with the familiar and the upbeat, progress into the slow and contemplative pieces, and end with an emotional bang that leaves us applauding and clamoring for more.  
Having spent a great deal of our time over the last year in Romans chapters 5 through 8, soaking up all of the marvelous implications of the Good News of the Lord Jesus Christ and ending up at Paul’s great summation of the unstoppable power of the love of God, chapter 9 seems at first glance to be a bit of a letdown. No successful performer will play a sad number for an encore.  But it seems as if Paul is doing just that.

Imagine a conductor, having finished a stirring performance of your favorite piece of symphonic music. As the sound of the last great note reverberates through the auditorium, in that split second before the audience begins to applaud (taking in the wonder and beauty before disturbing it with clapping), the conductor steps down off the podium, buries his hands in his face, crumples to the stage floor and begins to wail in agonizing sadness.

That’s how these first five verses of chapter 9 come across for us if we’re honest; don’t they? In chapter 8, he spoke of our eternal security in God’s love. The love of God in Christ Jesus cannot be defeated by any power, any sin, any struggle, or any situation including death!  God is at work in all of his left-handed (indirect), all-powerful love even (and especially) in every personal, national, and global trial and tragedy.  
Let the sound of that reverberate through the concert hall of your heart for a moment.  But wait! Paul is weeping. Why is he weeping when he should be taking a bow and beaming with triumph?
Why? The simple answer is that the concert isn’t over. There are greater heights to come because he’s not yet done explaining what in the world God is doing. Compare the rich words that end chapter 8 with the words that end chapter 11.

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?”  35 “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” 36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen. 

Some commentators say Paul has simply tacked an old sermon he had with him onto the end of chapter 8 as a kind of example of his preaching because it’s the first thought in the letter that doesn’t begin with a transition word like “now” or “therefore.”  Others conclude that Romans 9-11 is Paul’s main point of the entire letter.  Neither is the case.
I. ALL MEANS ALL
A. Culture Clash
1. Recall that the message of a crucified and resurrected Galilean carpenter caused so much strife in the Jewish synagogues of Rome that Emperor Claudius banished all Jews from the capital city.
2. Christian congregations in Rome become entirely Gentile gatherings.  Emphasis on Jewish worship practices disappeared. Elders and deacons were Gentiles. Members of the congregation were Gentiles. Gone were scruples of kosher living and observing Jewish feast days. 
3. The Church of Rome dressed differently, talked differently, taught differently, and worshiped differently over the next four or five years and no one was left to complain about the “good old days.” 
4. Claudius died in A.D. 54; many exiled Jews returned to Rome and the house churches (Rom. 16) they had been forced to leave, now finding themselves the minority in an entirely new church culture. 

5. The congregations of Rome have been struggling with this culture clash between Jewish scruples and Gentile freedom. Elder Marcus Aurelius’ wife is bringing pork casseroles to the agape meals; Mr. and Mrs. Hillel, only recently returned from their banishment, are horrified.  They wonder why the church isn’t celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles like it used to.
6. Why do these Gentiles dress so liberally? Why aren’t the men wearing beards, choosing instead to adopt the clean-shaven look of the Roman elite? Why are we singing the modern, Roman-sounding hymns instead of chanting the Psalms in Hebrew? What happened to our cantor and our beautiful Jewish instruments?

B. Kingdom of Trust
1. Paul’s argument for the Gospel to the congregations of Rome is no different than Jesus’ parable teachings we examined over the last few weeks. The just shall live by trust. Trust in what, my Jewishness or my Gentile freedom? NO! 

2. Those who are justified live by trust into the perfect life and sacrificial death of the Promised Seed, the Last Adam, Messiah Jesus. Period. God’s unfathomable, unstoppable one-way love displayed at the cross of Christ does not distinguish Jew from non-Jew, only those trusting from those distrusting.
3. Paul has emphasized the word all, throughout Romans (61 times in 51 verses; “every/one” occurs 8 times in 7 verses).  Paul is still moving forward in chapters 9-11 with the theme he began in 1:16, “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.”
4. In chapters 5 through 8 in particular, he has applied a great deal of OT language to all humanity: law, slavery, adoption, redemption, freedom, election, justification, the love of God. To the Jew, these are distinctly Jewish treasures Paul is sprinkling promiscuously upon all ethnicities.
5. So, if the gospel is to the Jew first, why are so many Jewish people rejecting Messiah Jesus? Is God no longer faithful to his ancient people? Far more gentiles are coming to Christ than are Jews thanks to Paul’s ministry.
6. How can Paul have so much confidence in the gospel if all the ancient promises God gave to ethnic Israel are not being fulfilled for them in Christ? “Paul, how can YOU be sure nothing can separate YOU from the love of God in Christ if  the majority of Jews seem cut off from those promises in Christ?”

7. There IS a logical flow to what Paul is writing. Paul knows there is culture clash within the congregations of Rome between Jewish and Gentile believers over things like church calendars and diets.
8. Paul has seen this culture clash in every church he’s planted. It’s how the Judiazers for Jesus were able to gain a foothold with their grace + works blending of law and gospel into one covenant of salvation.

9. So in chapters 9 – 11, Paul will deal primarily with three things.

a. In chapter 9, he asks, “Has God’s ancient covenant promise failed?”

b. At the end of 9 to the end of 10 he asks “Why is Israel not saved?”

c. In chapter 11 he asks and answers the question, “Has God fully and finally rejected his ancient people?”
10. If all we get out of these chapters is mere intellectual clarity, we will have missed Paul’s point.

II. DEEP LONGING 
A. Greatness of Grief (1-3)
1. The point Paul is making is the greatness of his grief over the lost-ness of his fellow Israelites. This is NOT a theoretical discussion for Paul. Death and life are on the line – eternal bliss and glory vs. eternal misery and damnation.
2. So concerned is Paul that he says his heart is full of grief. Notice how he describes it: “I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit.…”
3. Why does he need to tell us he’s speaking the truth? He’s an apostle delivering Holy Scripture to the church; naturally then, it is both truth AND Christ’s truth. So why doesn’t he just say it without qualifying it?
4. Paul wants to underline it, put it in bold type, and stick an exclamation point at the end. “Listen up, I am telling the truth.” Then he adds to that, “I am NOT lying.”
5. The grammar here is making a strong emphasis by stating the same thing in both a positive and a negative way (known as “litotes”). It’s like telling your kids, “Walk; don’t run” or “Stop talking; listen up.”
6. But then Paul piles on another testimony: “my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit….” The Judiazers for Jesus alleged Paul sided with the pagan world against his own people and the traditions that had served them well for thousands of years.

7. Most Jews who might hear Paul would never believe his profession of grief. To them, Paul was the worst of all possible enemies. Saul Paulus, chief prosecutor of the Jesus Movement Task Force had become a believer in “that blaspheming imposter,” and now he was trying to convert both Gentiles and Jews to this false religion. To them, Paul was a traitor out to destroy the Judaism he once affirmed.

8. Paul’s statements are emphatic and heart wrenching – that’s the point. If all we care about is Paul’s academic teaching on the future of the Jewish nation, on corporate or individual election, or some other weapon of mass intellectual aggression we have totally missed something HUGE.
9. In all his teaching, particularly in chapters 9-11, Paul is concerned about the authenticity of the gospel BECAUSE it is the only good news that saves sinners.

10. He doesn’t directly tell us in 9:1-5 WHY he’s in anguish. We have to get to 10:1 before we find the specific reason for Paul’s anguish. “Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved.”
11. Do you see what drives Paul? His passion is for the saving power of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ in the lives of others. That is why Paul strains to make biblical sense of the world in which he’s living.

12. Paul isn’t interested in mere biblical academics. He doesn’t see theology as a ladder for personal holiness or spiritual self-improvement. He has no interest in making his studies into a bootstrap to pull himself up.
13. There is a great deal you can know about Romans, about the entire bible, and yet be untouched in your soul over the human condition and the hopelessness of sheep without a shepherd.

B. The Weight of Glory

1. Romans chapter 8 is the gospel in all of its massive saving and keeping power of the love of God in Christ Jesus. We respond to it in our lowest moments because it is God hugging us and saying, “Child, I will NEVER let you go.”
2. But the next step, the logical progression of that display of God’s glory, is an inner pain, heartache for people that don’t trust into Christ and are cut off from God’s embrace.
3. These next three chapters of Romans are NOT an afterthought! They are the logical consequence of experiencing the everlasting, unchangeable, unconditional one-way love of God. That is the heartache in the joy.
4. Paul wants to stress to us the greatness of his grief. Is that something you share with Paul this morning about another human being? I know for some of you the answer is, “Yes!” You have mothers, fathers, children, brothers and sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, and close friends that that do not know the love of God in Christ.
5. I read your prayer requests. I pray with you for those people. I have some sense of your anguish; and YOU have some sense this morning of Paul’s anguish, his heartache in the joy of salvation.

6. If your kinsmen were raised in the church, then perhaps like Paul you see it as even more tragic they have not yet tasted the love of God in Christ Jesus. The greatness of Paul’s grief is magnified by promises his relatives have heard, the particular blessings they have received and yet rejected.
C. Greatness of Jewish Blessing (4-5)
1. The sheer privileges the people of Israel have magnifies Paul’s grief. They have had adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises (v. 4). 
2. Remember how God said to Pharaoh, “Israel is my firstborn son…” (Ex. 4:22)? This race of lowly slaves was adopted by God. God revealed his glory to them not only in miraculous power, but especially in his written law that said, “This is who I am; be like me.” 
3. The Law’s glory and covenant that should have pointed them back to God’s promises to Abraham and the life of justification by trust in God’s Word and God’s work in the Promised Seed.
4. They had access to the very presence of God in the tabernacle and the temple. They could look back to God’s covenant love to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. Theirs was the pillar of fire; they saw the Shekinah glory cloud descend on their tabernacle and their temple. 

5. They saw and heard Messiah Jesus in the flesh of their own race, fulfilling God’s promise to David of a greater Son, one who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen. 
6. They saw the glory of Messiah Jesus enter into the temple. They saw the Shekinah fire dance on the heads of believers proclaiming the Good News at that temple doomed to destruction as the Lord undid the scattering of the Tower of Babel with the gathering into Christ of those who repented and trusted – each in their own language.
7. Paul’s heart is shattered over his family’s rejection of God’s grace and mercy. “The greater the heights, the greater the fall,” we might say.
That’s not always the way believers respond when people reject the gospel, is it? It’s just as possible for us to become jaded and angry as it is for us to be heartbroken. It is certainly the case with me.

I flip through my TV channels and see some vapid, tasteless “reality” show displaying all kinds of debauchery as entertainment. It’s offered up for me to feed my relative morality. “I may be a screw-up, but I’m not as bad as that trash; I tell you what.” I get disgusted. I get my righteousness on. But my heart doesn’t break like Paul’s over these poor lost souls.  Does yours? Does your heart break for the utter hopeless “lostness” of the lost? Or do you medicate yourself with more sterile theology or relative morality, like I often do?
Your next door neighbor may not be on drugs, may not be a polar opposite of your politics, may never have had an abortion, and may even be in a heterosexual marriage. But if she doesn’t know Jesus she is STILL bound for hell. 
And guess what? Your posting another meme on Facebook over your outrage of the day is NOT going to do one thing to change that heart-wrenching fact. Forcing someone to be more outwardly moral doesn’t meet their most basic need. But our complaining about such things dulls our senses to the “lostness” of the lost.
We can medicate ourselves with great theology. But if solid theology does not lead us to repentance and heartbreak over our own sin and the “lostness” of the lost, it has become nothing more than intellectual heroine – and just as addicting and soul-shriveling.

The gospel is a place for great Romans-8-kind-of-joy. But it’s also a place for Romans 9:1-5 deep anguish over the the lost that the apostle Paul experiences. Your privilege of salvation brings you joy. It’s privilege – the wonder and depth of God’s one-way love for you in Christ – that breaks your heart over your lost family members, your lost friend, your lost co-worker, your lost neighbor.

Can’t you picture the scandalized Jewish Christians and the scandalizing freedom-loving Gentile Christians stopping their quarreling as Paul starts to weep over the lost? Maybe just for a brief moment they began to realize that what they eat, how they dress, and what songs they sing aren’t really as important as they thought, given the heartbreaking “lostness” of the lost.

This is how the Christian life is: when we have seen the darkness of our own sinful self, we see the need for Christ more clearly than we ever did before. So long as we are Christians, we never move on from Romans 9 – from the heartache of joy. In this world, there is no escape from Romans 5-9 (all bound together simultaneously).  
We unbalance our lives if we only know either the joy or the anguish. Life in this present world, for you who trust into Christ, is the solid rock of sovereign eternal salvation of Romans 5 and 6; it is the present ongoing struggle with sin of Romans 7; it is the certainly of God’s unchanging one-way love of Romans 8; and it is the heartache of joy in Romans 9.  If Romans chapter 8 doesn’t produce the anguish of Romans 9 over the “lostness” of the lost there is something terribly unbalanced with your life in Christ. 

The gospel produces tenderheartedness towards other sinners enslaved to their sins. Sometimes the lost will see that humble tenderheartedness when we’ve fallen down off our moral high horse in a Romans 7 moment and come again to repentance over our own sin and to the wonder of our salvation in a Romans 8 moment.  
Sadly, other times they don’t see that at all. That’s why we need to spend a little more time weeping with Paul and a little less time re-tweeting and re-posting our rants over that which doesn’t “measure up” to our demands.  The lost don’t measure up; but neither do we.
But Jesus fully measures up! He wept over the “lostness” of the lost just like Paul wept. He kept the Law of Moses fully and perfectly.  He died the death you and I fully deserve and he pours out the Holy Spirit to keep us, humble us, and drive us to the heartache of joy.

May Christ give us a balanced heart that knows the heartache of joy over the “lostness” of the lost.
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