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WHAT’S THE ONLY WAY A JUST GOD CAN LOVE SINNERS?

Evangelism Explosion Series, Part 3
Sermon preached at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church on August 17, 2008

by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

Psalm 130
Series Review
“Cultivate an outreach mentality”



What registers with you when you hear that phrase?


You’ve been hearing us use it repeatedly here at LOPC.


It’s a primary goal our leadership has set before us.


Can you put it into your own words?


Is it something you’re praying for every day?



Can you see God changing you as this becomes important to you?



Is “outreach” becoming more central in your prayer life?

Starting in September, we want all of the adults to benefit from Evangelism Explosion training.



We’ll do that during the Sunday School hour.



After Thanksgiving, we’ll return to offering electives.



But for this one term, all of us will make this our focus.


These five sermons in August are giving you a head start to learning the outline.


Grace – heaven is a free gift; it is not earned or deserved.



Man – is a sinner and cannot save himself.



God – is loving (and doesn’t want to punish us), but is also just (and must punish sin).


Christ – who He is (the God-man) and what He did (died to pay for our sin).



Faith – what it is not (historical or temporal faith) and what it is (trusting Christ alone for salvation).

Please remember that we need you to “sign up” for this class so that we can have materials ready for you.



This is not a “sit-and-listen” class.



It is a “textbook-and-workbook” class.



We need to know how many packets of material to order ahead of time.


And make this a matter of prayer.



Pray for yourself, that God would give you a spirit of joyful anticipation of what you’ll learn about the Gospel.



Pray for our church, that God would use this to make us all more focused on outreach as a lifestyle.



And pray for those around us, that through this many would hear the Gospel and come to faith in Christ.
Introduction

It’s not unusual for us to be faced with what looks like an impossible situation.


We have $500 in bills due this week and only $50 in the bank (and it’s two weeks til payday); 



so how can we solve that problem?


We have a 5:00 connecting flight to catch at the next airport, but our plane is still in the air and we’ll miss it; 




so how do we solve that problem?


We have great affection and compassion for a rebellious child, but that child refuses to accept our love;



so how do we solve that problem?


Here’s the most impossible situation a human being will ever face.



We have a God whose love we want and need.



But that same God is also just and cannot ignore the sin in our lives.


Do you see why that’s a problem of cosmic proportions (as R. C. Sproul would describe it)?

That’s what this next part of the Evangelism Explosion outline addresses.



God is love; He offers heaven as a free gift.



But God is also just; we are sinners and God must punish sin.


And so the question is, “What’s the only way a just God can love sinners?”
The answer comes in the next part of the E E outline.


God loved us so much He gave His Son to die for us.



Jesus’ death on the cross paid our debt and so satisfied God’s justice.



Do you see how God maintains His love without sacrificing His justice?


As Paul said in Romans 3:26, God is both just and justifier.


He is just, in that the full penalty of our sin was paid on our behalf by Christ; He didn’t throw justice out the window.


And He is justifier, in that His love is poured out on all those for whom Christ died; His love and justice work together.


If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that was a downright clever solution to the problem!

Here in Psalm 130 we have a marvelous description of the two sides of our problem.



It’s one of the most eloquent and compact statements of this in all the Bible.



God is just; if He were to mark our iniquities, who could stand?  (vs. 3)


God is love; with Him there is forgiveness as He redeems us.  (vss. 3 and 7)

This is one of the seven penitential Psalms of the Old Testament (6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143).



It was one of Martin Luther’s favorites.



He called it a “Pauline” Psalm, since it presents the doctrine of justification by grace through faith.



Luther even wrote a hymn paraphrasing this Psalm (and he wrote the music for it, too).

From depths of woe I raise to Thee the voice of lamentation;
Lord, turn a gracious ear to me and hear my supplication;

If Thou iniquities dost mark, our secret sins and misdeeds dark,

O who shall stand before Thee?

To wash away the crimson stain, grace, grace alone availeth;

Our works, alas! are all in vain; in much the best life faileth;

No man can glory in Thy sight, all must alike confess Thy might,

And live alone by mercy.

Therefore my trust is in the Lord, and not in mine own merit;

On Him my soul shall rest, His Word upholds my fainting spirit;

His promised mercy is my fort, my comfort, and my sweet support;

I wait for it with patience.

What though I wait the livelong night, and till the dawn appeareth,

My heart still trusteth in His might; it doubteth not nor feareth;

Do thus, O ye of Israel’s seed, ye of the Spirit born indeed;

And wait till God appeareth.

Though great our sins and sore our woes, His grace much more aboundeth;

His helping love no limit knows, our utmost need it soundeth;

Our Shepherd good and true is He, who will at last His Israel free

From all their sin and sorrow.


Most people know the story of John Wesley’s conversion on the evening of May 24, 1738.


He described his heart as “strangely warmed” when he understood the gospel in a home Bible study.



He also wrote about attending a service in St. Paul’s Cathedral earlier that day.



He was greatly moved by the anthem, a setting of this Psalm, and saw it as preparation of his heart for the new birth.


I mentioned last week that John Owen’s classic 17th century trilogy should be a must-read for Christians in every generation.



The Mortification of Sin, Dealing with Temptation, and Overcoming Indwelling Sin.



Owen also wrote extensively on this Psalm.



He devoted nearly 300 pages just to verse four!

Psalm 130 sets before us this greatest of all dilemmas.



What’s the only way a just God can love sinners?



We’ll first look at those two attributes of God that seem to be in conflict: justice and love.



Then we’ll see how God’s solution ought to affect us: fearing Him, longing for Him, and testifying about Him to others.

1.  How ominous is His justice?

If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? (vs 3)

The Psalm begins in a very dark and somber mood, expressed in the Latin translation, “de profundis.”


Out of the depths I cry to You, O LORD!



As a song (which all the Psalms are), I would expect to hear the heavy tones of trombones, bassoons, and string basses.



The music would be in a minor key, and the lights would be dimmed as it starts.


What are the “depths” out of which the Psalmist cries?


A careless reading would suggest that it’s a time of worry or trouble in the Psalmist’s life, an emotional problem.



Some have interpreted it this way: a period of suffering and discouragement, 




perhaps even the darkness of depression.

But look closer.



The Psalmist tells us what his problem is; it’s sin.



It’s his guilt before God, his record of sins, and the impending doom of deserved judgment.



What he longs for is not to feel better, but to be forgiven.


John Owen writes,

He cries out under the weight and waves of his sins.  This the ensuing psalm makes evident.  Desiring to be delivered from these depths out of which he cried, he deals with God wholly about mercy and forgiveness; and it is sin alone from which forgiveness is a deliverance.

Few people see this as a desperate problem today.


And that’s because they have no sense of how serious their sin is.



Nor do they have any sense of how ominous God’s justice is.



They have too high a view of themselves, and too low a view of God.


Instead of feeling the terror of God’s justice, they find relief in the false assurance that He would never punish them.


They believe God has neither right nor reason to judge them.



They are more likely to echo the defiant cry of William Henley (1849-1903).

Out of the night that covers me,

Black as the Pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.


How different were the words of David in Psalm 51.

Against You, You only have I sinned and done what is evil in Your sight,

So that You are justified in Your words and blameless in Your judgment.

Psalm 130 challenges us to imagine ourselves standing in a courtroom.


If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?



You stand alone before God, who is seated in judgment at His bench.



All the earth is silent as the proceedings carry on.


He orders the indictment read.



It is an indictment that lists every charge made against you.



Your entire life is on display in the court’s records.



The accusing voice thunders across the heavens.


Charge after charge after charge is read against you.



Not a moment has escaped notice.



Every thought is laid bare.



The list is staggering in its length, and you are stunned at the enormity of it all.


“How do you plead?”



There is no possibility of denying the charges.



There are no extenuating circumstances. 



There is no defense that you can offer.

Do you see why the Psalmist gasps, “O Lord, who could stand?”



The obvious answer is, “No one could stand.”



Paul said the same thing in Romans 3:19, every mouth will be stopped, speechless!


Psalm 1 warns that the wicked will not stand in the judgment.
Is this just a literary device, an imaginary scene invented by the Psalmist?


Or does the Bible not say that this is exactly what will happen?



That God WILL judge?



And that every person will give an account before Him on that day?

Listen to these passages that speak of God’s justice as sovereign judge.


Genesis 18:25 – Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?


Psalm 75:7 – It is God who executes judgment.


Hebrews 12:23 – God, the judge of all, and in verse 29, our God is a consuming fire.
And how will He judge?


He will judge in knowledge.



There is no sin, however small or private, that will escape his knowledge.



Psalm 10:11 - The wicked says in his heart, God has forgotten, He has hidden His face, He will never see it.


The issue is not IF God marks iniquities; the issue is SINCE He marks every one of them.

He will judge in righteousness.


There will be no bending of the rules or making exceptions or lowering of the standards.



As we’ll learn in EE, from Exodus 34:7 - He will by no means clear the guilty.


God is the one who has made the rules, and who defines what is right and what is wrong.


He will judge in power.


There will be no plea bargaining, no slap on the wrist, no probation, and certainly no way to escape from Him.


Matthew 24:41 - He will say to those on His left, Depart from Me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the Devil.


God is as infinite in wrath and holiness and justice as He is in all of His attributes.

How ominous is His justice in your understanding?


Can you say with the Psalmist, If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?


If you can say that with trembling, then you ought to be able to say with rejoicing,



But with You there is forgiveness, that You may be feared.
2.  How wondrous is His love?



But with You there is forgiveness, that You may be feared.  (vs 4)

If His justice is infinite in His judging, then His love is just as infinite in His saving.


But how can He do that?



How can He love those who deserve to be condemned?



As Paul expresses it, how can He be both just and justifier?


Liberal theology has it all wrong here.



They insist that God is not angry at sinners.



He loves everyone.



He forgives simply because He’s kind.

Heinrich Heine, a Jewish skeptic, was asked on his deathbed,



“Do you think God will forgive you?”



His famous reply was, “Of course He’ll forgive me; that’s His job.”



Most people today probably die with that same false assumption.
But what about His justice?



Does His love cancel out His justice?



Does He stop being just whenever He feels like it?



Is justice a weak attribute that comes and goes, while His love is stronger and wins out over it?


What would we say about a judge on the bench who acted that way?



A judge who every now and then decided to ignore the law and let people go free.



A judge who was too nice to send anyone to jail.



A judge who was too loving to pronounce a sentence on even the worst of criminals.


The community would be furious!



Newspaper editorials would demand that such a judge be removed from the bench.



That kind of judge would be the epitome of what we mean by corruption.



Whether such injustice came from bribery, or influence, or incompetence, we wouldn’t stand for it.

If we regard such a judge as corrupt, how impossible is it that God would forgive just because He feels like it?


The solution comes next week, of course, when we see Christ’s death satisfying divine justice.



God never lowers the standard of His justice.



But without compromising it, He executes our sentence on Christ as our substitute.


The God whose justice is ominous is the same God whose love is wondrous.



Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the writer of Psalm 130 sees no contradiction.



In verse 3, he wrote, If You, LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? (vs 3)


And in the very next verse, he went on, But with You there is forgiveness, that You may be feared.  (vs 4)
What’s so wondrous about His love?



You heard an offertory duet this morning based on that beautiful American folk hymn, “What Wondrous Love.”



The wondrous love that caused the Lord of bliss to bear the dreadful curse for my soul.


The wondrous love that caused Him to lay aside His crown when I was sinking down.

This love is unique among God’s attributes.



In Romans 5:5 Paul says that His love has been poured out on us, flooding our souls, inundating us in that love.



In Ephesians 3:18-19 Paul prayed that believers may be able to comprehend the enormity of that love.



In Romans 8:38-39 Paul assured us that nothing in all of creation can separate us from that love.


In his classic, Knowing God, J. I. Packer says this about God’s love.



He points out how breathtaking is the statement in 1 John 4:8, God is love.


It is not merely that God is loving, or that God has love.



But that God IS love!

For this purpose we focus attention on John’s great assertion that God is love: that, in other words, the love which He shows to men, and which Christians know and rejoice in, is a revelation of His own inner being.  Our theme will lead us as deep into the mystery of God’s nature as man can go, deeper than any of our previous studies have taken us.  When we looked at God’s wisdom, we saw something of His mind; when we thought of His power, we saw something of His hand and His arm; when considering His word, we learned about His mouth; but now, contemplating His love, we are to look into His heart.  (page 108)

This love of God is certainly far more than an attitude, certainly nothing like our shallow, romantic conceptions of love.


And this is a love which demonstrates itself in one particular way more than any other.



It is the one thing the Psalmist here saw as his greatest need, and God’s greatest gift … With You there is forgiveness.

It’s hard enough to find forgiveness from other people.



Husbands and wives don’t always do a very good job of forgiving one another.



Your children or coworkers or friends may not want to forgive you.



But the God who has marked all our iniquities promises that HE will forgive us!

I’m drawn back to Packer’s wonderful chapter on “The Love of God.”



He points out that “God is love” is not the complete truth about God so far as the Bible is concerned.


God is much more than love.



He is pure, He is holy, He is He is jealous, and He is just  … even to the point of being called a consuming fire.


But, as Packer says, “God is love” is the complete truth about God so far as the Christian is concerned.


Every dimension of God’s dealings with us is motivated by love.



Everything that happens to us is an expression of His love.



Even those things that to us seem hard and mysterious.

Then Packer unfolds his definition of the love of God.
God’s love is an exercise of His goodness towards individual sinners whereby, having identified Himself with their welfare, He has given His Son to be their Savior, and now brings them to know and enjoy Him in a covenant relation.  (page 111)

Let’s look at each of those parts of his definition (as we unpack Packer!).


First, God’s love is an exercise of His goodness.



Packer calls it “cosmic goodness” since it is more bountiful than anything we are capable of giving.


It includes everything that God does for us out of kindness and benevolence.



His goodness is that part of His attitude toward us which delights in us and our well being.


Second, God’s love is an exercise of His goodness towards sinners.


That’s why His love is also called mercy and grace.



It’s staggering that God should love sinners, who are His enemies; and yet He does.



It’s a love which is not prompted by anything attractive in repugnant sinners such as us.

Third, God’s love is an exercise of His goodness towards individual sinners.



It is not a vague inclination of niceness toward everyone in general and no one in particular.


It is a love which is lavished on specific ones He has chosen from the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4).


This love is for His elect, given to the Son, and whom this Good Shepherd calls by name (Jn. 10:3).


Fourth, God’s love to sinners involves His identifying Himself with their welfare.


God has bound up His own happiness in ours; a happiness that will not be complete until we are with Him in glory.


Even among us fallen sinners, we know our greatest happiness in bringing happiness to those we love.



Packer writes, Thus God saves, not only for His glory, but also for His gladness.  (page 113)


Fifth, God’s love to sinners was expressed by the gift of His Son to be their Savior.


Love is measured by how much it gives.



John 3:16 tells us God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son.



Paul says in Romans 5:8, God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Sixth, God’s love to sinners reaches its objective as it brings them to know and enjoy Him in a covenant relation.


God has voluntarily and graciously bound Himself to us in a covenant of love.


Isaiah 62:8 tells us the LORD has sworn by His right hand and by His mighty arm.


He has taken a solemn oath to love us for eternity, and to guarantee that nothing can break that bond (Rom. 8:39).
Another Puritan, Thomas Brooks, wrote …

That is as if He (God) said, You shall have as true an interest in all My attributes for your good, as they are Mine for My own glory.  My grace, saith God, shall be yours to pardon you, and My power shall be yours to protect you, and My wisdom shall be yours to direct you, and My goodness shall be yours to relieve you, and My mercy shall be yours to supply you, and My glory shall be yours to crown you. (quoted in Packer, page 114-115)

Luther put it this way.



Deus meus et omnia.  (Works, V, 308)


God is mine; and everything is mine.



Wow!

Someone has said that true love is to do the best that you can for someone.



That’s what God has done for those He loves.



He has done the very best that He could.



And the measure of how much that is, is God’s omnipotence!

Are you overwhelmed by that?



If not, ask yourself again, If He should mark iniquities, who could stand?
Conclusion

Let’s apply this to ourselves.



What impact should this knowledge have on us?


Psalm 130 tells us three things it ought to do to us.

First, it ought to challenge you to ask yourself, “How intense is my fear of this God?”


Verse four says, With You there is forgiveness, that You may be feared.



This tells us the reason that God has forgiven us.



It is so that we might fear Him.


Do you remember Jerry Bridges’ wonderful book, The Joy of Fearing God?



It was taught here in our adult Sunday School classes several years ago.



What a strange combination of ideas: joy and fear.



How can you find joy in fearing God?


This is the fear that we equate with reverence, not terror.



We’re not scared of Him.



But we do revere Him.



As Bridges writes, it’s “filial” fear, not “servile” fear.


When you realize how much God’s wondrous love has forgiven you for, this will be the response of your heart.



It will be that exuberant fear that knows what it is to be thrilled in His salvation.



The Proverbs 1:7 fear of the Lord which is the beginning of knowledge.


The Psalm 103:13 fear of the Lord which is in the hearts of those on whom God has compassion.
Second, it ought to challenge you to ask yourself, “How earnest is my longing for this God?”


Verse six says, My soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning.



Notice that it doesn’t say my soul is waiting for the forgiveness, or the deliverance, or anything else He brings.


It says my soul waits for Him!


What is this watchmen imagery all about?



Why would they be so anxiously waiting for the morning?



It’s not just that they were tired from being on duty all night and wanted to go home and go to bed.



Morning light brought the relief that the danger of attack in the night had passed, and all was well.


Do you long for God that earnestly?



It’s so strong here in the text that the Psalmist says it twice for emphasis in verse 6.



Psalm 42 describes the same kind of longing; As the deer pants for flowing streams, so my soul pants for You, O God.


So does Psalm 63; O God, You are my God; earnestly I seek You; my soul thirsts for You.

This is what fasting is all about.



It’s a way of making real those times when we want God more than anything else, even food.



Do you long for God this earnestly, this God whose love for you is so wondrous?



What evidence is there in your life that you want Him more than anything else?

Third, it ought to challenge you to ask yourself, “How audible is my testimony about this God?”


Verse seven says, O Israel, hope in the LORD!  With Him is plentiful redemption.


If you know that God’s justice is ominous, and that His love is wondrous, you can’t help but tell others.


That’s what the Psalmist is doing here, broadcasting the message to all who will listen: Hope in the Lord!

This is the fuel that stokes the fires of evangelism and outreach in the hearts of believers.


The fuel of the justice of God which will confront those who do not know Christ.



The fuel of the love of God which is offered to all who will put their trust in Him.



Is that fire blazing within you, a fire like Jeremiah’s when he confessed that God had put a fire in his bones (20:9)?

The Psalmist pleads with those around him.


Hope in the LORD!


He offers the hope that with the LORD there is steadfast love.


With Him is plentiful redemption.



He will redeem those who turn to Him from all their iniquities.

Have you been shaken by God’s ominous justice?
Have you been embraced by God’s wondrous love?

