What In The World Is God Doing?
Part 19: Inexhaustible and Unstoppable
Romans 5:20-21
20 Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
I have a confession to make.  Actually, I have a superabundance of confessions but this particular one relates to our study of Romans. I am breaking a promise I made last week when I said we would be in chapter 6 this morning.

In order to fully understand Paul’s question “Shall we sin that grace may abound?” we really need to understand the previous statement, “but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.…”  We’ve spent several weeks learning some very important, fundamental aspects of the Bible’s gospel, imputation and union, so that we can know the difference between the teaching of the apostle Paul and modern teachings that law and gospel are the same things, all part of the same covenant.
Modern liberal Christianity has this characteristic: the devaluation of grace or the confusion of grace with law.  To the extent one denies certain fundamental biblical doctrines (inspiration of Scripture, the historical Jesus, the necessity of the atonement, and the fundamental difference between law and gospel), those doctrines are always replaced to the same extent with calls for meritorious human effort.  Make the world better; make me better; make you better to secure God’s approval and blessing.    
Paul emphasizes sin and God’s Law in Romans because he wanted us to begin to comprehend the much more of God’s inexhaustible and unstoppable grace. It is never mixed with human merit. It is never withheld.  It is never reduced.
This phrase of Paul’s at the end of Romans 5 is one of the most hopeful statements in all of Scripture: but where the sin multiplied, the grace superabounded… [trans. mine]. 
I. SIN CAN’T FORESTALL GRACE 
A. Translation
1. Every translation from one language into another is dynamic and slightly approximate.  So different English translations use slightly different words to covey the same concept.
2. There are two different words for “increase” in 5:20.

3. The first word for increase (of sin) in 5:20 has the sense of a numerical growth, a multiplication, a great amount.  Where sin multiplied….
4. The second word, often rendered abounded, doesn’t reflect so much a numerical increase but an excess, “to overflow,” or “to have more than enough.”  
5. But the word is also intensified with the prefix “hyper.”  ὑπερεκπερισσοῦ: “an extraordinary degree, involving a considerable excess over what would be expected …‘extreme, extremely, to an extreme degree, to a very great degree.’”

6. The King James Version simply reads: But where sin abounded, grace abounded much more… [NKJV].

7. …but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more… [NASB, ESV, NRSV].

8. Where sin was thus multiplied, grace immeasurably exceeded it [NEB]

9. Another writer translated it: Where sin reached a high-water mark, grace completely flooded the world.

10. Martin Lloyd-Jones wrote: “The idea is that of an overflowing, as if a mighty flood were let loose, sweeping everything before it. Indeed, we might well use the term ‘engulfed’; such an abundance, such a superabundance that it drowns and engulfs everything.”

B. Grace Not Withheld
 
1. Last week, Paul told us God’s Law sneaked in (c.f. Gal. 2:4) to increase Adam’s trespass.  The Mosaic Law was not given to erase or correct Adam’s sin as the Rabbis and many Jewish Christians of Paul’s day taught.

2. The Mosaic Law reveals a great dimension of rebellion against the detailed will of God (Gal. 3:19; Rom. 7:13). The Law turns those it addresses into individual Adams: sinners who, like Adam, ‘transgresses’ known ‘law’ (cf. v. 14). Against Jewish tendencies to attribute saving meaning to the law, Paul dethrones the law by placing it next to Adam and sin.

3. The Law always accuses.  In that sense, sins grow and grow. But grace always excuses precisely because it completely floods the world, as Dr. Lloyd-Jones said.

4. The first point we need to notice about the superabounding grace of God is that grace is not withheld because of sin. Grace exists only in the context of legal condemnation. This is a huge point because it’s not the way we operate as people.
5. If someone offends us, hurts us, betrays us we withdraw from that person. Life’s too short for us to be around hurtful, unreliable, backstabbers -- particularly unapologetic ones.  We withhold our kindness.  We turn the other way when we see them coming. 

6. In social situations we’re only as polite as we have to be to people like that.  The more someone hurts us or betrays us, the harder it is to even be civil to them.
7. But God doesn’t withdraw from snarky, devious, self-absorbed people. Where sin increases, grace overflows. Remember what happened in Genesis 3 when Adam and Eve sinned?  
8. They knew God had promised them death for violating his law. They were terrified and ashamed and running from death when God blew into the garden calling their names.
9. Adam and Eve didn’t answer; they were too busy trying to cover over their guilt with their own idea of merit: dead fig leaves.  They were desperately trying to earn back their relationship with God.
10. But God came into the garden to flood the world with grace by teaching our parents that either the guilty die in judgment for Adam’s sin and their own sin, or a perfect innocent must die in their place.  Either the guilty die in the fig leaves of their own attempts at merit or they live covered only in the righteous clothing washed in the Promised Seed’s blood (Gen. 3:15, 21; Rev. 7:14).
11. God’s covenant loyalty, his faithfulness, his steadfast love, his chesed, his one-way love, was not withheld because of sin.  Where there is no sin and the legal judgment of it, there cannot be grace.
12. It was the same in the days of Moses.  As God re-issued his demand for perfection to his chosen people who had promised to do all he commanded, the Israelites were holding an orgy, breaking every command he was giving. Was this a barrier to God’s grace?  
13. No!  On that mount where God delivered the written description of his perfections, “he gave the specifications for the tabernacle, altar, priesthood, and the method of approach that honored his holiness and was consistent with his justice.
14. ‘Where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.’ Sin rolled as high as Mount Sinai; the grace of God rolled as high as heaven.”

15. The same is true of NT history.  Though Peter denied Jesus with oaths and curses, Jesus came looking for Peter personally to feed him and forgive him and re-commission him (Jn. 21:15-19).
16. That same grace flooded Paul the career-obsessed murderer of the early Church.  He hated Jesus, but the Hound of Heaven chased him down and captured him on the Damascus Road.

17. We might expect Paul, the great theologian-missionary, to speak of his getting better and better as he looks back on his life as an apostle.  Instead, sitting in prison facing a martyr’s death he writes:

“Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me hyper-multiplied (Rom. 5:20), along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am [present tense] the worst. But for that very reason I was shown [past tense] mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life (1 Tim. 1:13-16, emphasis added).

18. God doesn’t withhold grace in the face of sin in our present day any more than he did in the OT or the NT.  Maybe you’re struggling under some conviction of some of your sins this morning.  None of us have the conviction we ought to have of all our sins.  But sometimes we smash into the wall of God’s holy, perfect Law and it really hurts.
19. Our flesh and the devil whisper to us that we are beyond God’s grace. Either we believe we must get busy trying to buy it back or we simply give up in despair and begin to doubt our salvation.
20. Maybe some gross sexual sin in your past still haunts you.  Perhaps you’re bound in the guilt of a substance addiction. Does pornography have you in its grip?

21. It could be you have stolen something from a friend or employer.  Have you destroyed someone’s work or tarnished their reputation?  Have you established yourself as an enemy of a brother or sister in Christ in order to impose your will in their life or in the life of the Church?

22. Perhaps you remember a time in your life, even in the very recent past, in which you lashed out at God or his people with blasphemies and curses.  When you think back on these things you wonder if you are beyond the boundary of hope.  
23. Maybe your troubled by bad thoughts, immoral ideas that pop into your head, attitudes of contempt for another person that feeds your sense of pride and relative morality, or constant “what ifs” of how you want your life to be or how you think it should have gone but hasn’t.  
24. Sins of attitude and motive are exhausting and draining.  They are no less an offense against the perfect Law of God than sinful actions. Sinful actions always flow out of the hidden sins of thoughts and motives.
25. If any of those actions and thoughts hit home with you this morning, you might wonder if there is ANY good you can do to earn back the grace you have used up in your heinous breaking of God’s perfect law.

26. You are blessed to recognize your sinfulness!  The unbeliever hardens her heart to the Law’s condemnation and accusations.  But your heart may be tender and sore this morning.

27. If that’s true of you, you have great hope anchored in heaven this morning in this verse: where sin multiplied, grace superabounded.  Where sin increased, grace overflowed.  No dam you can build will ever hold back the overwhelming flood of God’s one-way love in Christ Jesus!
28. Grace is not withheld by Adam’s sin, or by Israel’s sins, or by Peter’s sins, or by Paul’s sins, or even by YOUR sins.  Right now, you can agree with God that your sins, even though they are real and far more terrible than you can know in this life, are worthy of death.

29. Then you can thank God for Christ’s merit and sacrifice freely given to you. You will find full and free forgiveness in Christ Jesus because of God’s loyalty love to sinners. Where sin multiplied, grace superabounded.
30. If you haven’t repented, you can do it right now. Again this morning we will celebrate the sacrament of Communion where that bit of cracker and that sip of wine (or pre-wine) reminds you of the flood of grace available for those who repent and cling to Jesus’ perfect work as their only righteousness.

II. UNDILUTED GRACE
A. Unlimited Supply
1. The second thing Jesus wants me to tell you this morning about superabounding grace is because Jesus paid it all, God’s grace cannot be diluted or reduced by sin.

2. We tend to think that there’s only so much grace to go around and that we need to work a little harder if we want to get some of that limited supply.
3. One person is relatively good so God drizzles out a few drops of grace to save him. But here is a woman of bad reputation and she needs an entire, expensive vial full of grace. Over here is a condemned prisoner convicted of murder and acts of terrorism. He has gleefully beheaded many infidels.
4. On death row, he is brought to repentance and trusts into Christ; but it takes an Olympic-sized swimming pool of grace to save him.  God had to dip down to the bottom and use up every drop of grace to get this terrorist in by the very skin of his teeth.
5. That is a very sad but common misconception of God’s grace. Grace cannot be depleted because God is infinite. “[B]y grace God provides one hundred percent of what is necessary for the salvation of one hundred percent of the people he is saving. Grace is not doled out in proportion to our misdeeds. And God’s superabundant supply never runs dry!”

B. Unlimited Blessing
1. There’s another false idea about limited grace.  Imagine the Christian who is brought to Christ with great zeal and a radical change of life.  But now, along his journey he has often fallen into sin.
2. Now this poor soul, suffering under the conviction of sin, believes he is frittering away his storehouse of grace.  Once he was a 1st-class Christian; but now he is merely 2nd-class or 3rd-class believer condemned to a life of scraping by on meager rations and struggling to earn back his status.
3. Have you ever thought that?  Are you thinking that right now?  Well, just stop it!  God’s grace flooded you when you trusted into Christ and it never slows to a trickle when you wander off into sin.  Where sin increased, grace superabounded.

4. Grace is not a substance, it is God’s one-way love lavished upon justly-condemned sinners declared righteous in Christ by means of trust. The Father, Spirit and Son love one another infinitely. Those with even a mustard-seed sized trust in the person and work of Jesus are in Christ and have the eternal, infinite favor of God in unlimited supply.

5. That fact in no way implies that God does not hate sin or take sin seriously!  God hates sin so much he sent out his unique Son Jesus Christ to live a perfect life and to suffer sin’s wages on Calvary.  God hates sin.  God hates sin in you.  
6. If you belong to Christ, the Holy Spirit will be continually at work killing off your sin nature that will never fully die in this life under the sun. But one day, when you see Jesus face to face, you will have complete victory over sin.
7. Grace only exists because sin entered through Adam.  The Mosaic Law sneaked in alongside Adam’s sin to shout over our self-defense and rationalizations and drive us continually back to grace in Christ.
8. God’s grace always shouts louder than sin.  If you belong to Christ, if you are in union with him by means of trust, then grace flows in superabundance when you sin.  You cannot use grace up!  You cannot fall from it.
9. Yes, Paul says in Galatians 5:4 that the Gauls had fallen away from grace. He did not mean they had lost their salvation or used up all their available grace.
10. Rather, Paul meant the Asian Gauls had turned to the Mosaic Law as a means of trying to earn more of God’s approval and to build their own “kingdoms of me.” Paul urged them to stand firm in the freedom Christ earned for them, to boast in Jesus’ glory and not theirs.

11. What happens when you fall away from grace?  You fall into Law. Your joy begins to shrivel and you turn inward upon yourself seeking comfort from your performance, your relative morality, and your sense of control rather than from Christ’s performance and his sovereign reign and rule of absolutely everything.
12. But even then, like it or not, grace will be at work to loosen your chains because Jesus will complete his work in you.
The great Princeton theologian B.B. Warfield wrote this:

It belongs to the very essence of the type of Christianity propagated by the Reformation that the believer should feel himself continuously unworthy of the grace by which he lives. At the center of this type of Christianity lies the contrast of sin and grace; and about this center everything else revolves. This is in large part the meaning of the emphasis put in this type of Christianity on justification by faith. It is its conviction that there is nothing in us or done by us, at any stage of our earthly development, because of which we are acceptable to God. We must always be accepted for Christ’s sake, or we cannot ever be accepted at all. This is not true of us only “when we believe.” It is just as true after we have believed. It will continue to be true as long as we live. Our need of Christ does not cease with our believing; nor does the nature of our relation to Him or to God through Him ever alter, no matter what our attainments …or our achievements in Christian behavior may be. It is always on His “blood and righteousness” alone that we can rest. There is never anything that we are or have or do that can take His place, or that can take a place along with Him. We are always unworthy, and all that we have or do of good is always of pure grace. Though blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ, we are still in ourselves just “miserable sinners”: “miserable sinners” saved by grace to be sure, but “miserable sinners” still, deserving in ourselves nothing but everlasting wrath. That is the attitude which the Reformers took …toward the relation of believers to Christ.

Fellow stumbling Christian, grace sets you free!  You are free to see your many sins for what they truly are.  You are free to confess them without rationalizations, or accusations against others, or fear of losing the love of Father God.  You are free to dive into the never-ending flood of grace because:

Were the sin multiplied, the grace superabounded.
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