Text: Romans 3:19-28, John 8:21-36, Reformation Day
Introduction

We, and I mean we in the way that I completely support my wife, but am really a little clueless about how it actually works – we have started trying to encourage the kids to proper behavior through a mild form of bribery.  There are things spelled out that we expect them to do – clean their room, practice the violin, etc -  and they gain points and can lose points.  And there is an accounting at the end of the day.   To make it more real, we pass out poker chips as the points.  They can watch their stack of chips growing or shrinking based on how the do against this list.
Anna, the good dutiful first daughter, probably didn’t really need anything like this.  But I’m pretty sure Anna already has everything figured out, is complying with the new regime and maximizing her outcomes.  David, just three days in, David is already bargaining at the end of the day.  But, I picked that up, doesn’t that count?  What if I go and do this right now, can I get half a point?  Can I trade this chip for that one?  When do I get one of the special award chips?  I don’t want to think about if this regime holds until Ethan can take part.  I’m pretty sure by then we will have a Weimar inflation in the value of chips.

Trouble 
We get the law or we get our law.  Because that system of chips is a good example of how we think about the law.  Anna, gets less chips and has to save more to reach the goal.  Otherwise we’d go broke buying gifts.  David, gets more opportunity at chips, but doesn’t need to get as many, and I’m still wondering if I will ever have to spend a dime on him.  We know that if you are OJ and can hire the best lawyers, you can get away with murder.  Likewise, we know that if you are a poor kid from Joseph Avenue and are found walking at the wrong place at the wrong time, unless you’ve got some DNA evidence, you don’t have much chance.  But beyond the law in the civil realm, we also have different variable expectations of people.  I’m sure many might have heard or said the phrase, “well, what did you expect?”  That is usually said when a hard-luck case does something stupid.  I know one of my favorite phrases, which I’m sure will give my kids years of useful therapy experience, is “I expected more from you” right next to “You know better.”  In our human laws and customs, the law scales.  It scales for all kinds of factors.  The civil law scales less than our unofficial societal standards, but our human laws accept that bargaining that David is already learning.

But turn to the text.  “Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law.”  So far so good.  As long as I know the law, I know the starting point of negotiation.  But that is not where Paul stops. “ …so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God.”  Wait, every mouth stopped?  How can I bargain?  Where is the wiggle room?  I’m fine with being accountable to God, but really you’ve got to take into account the context I’m in.  And Paul continues, “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.”  Whoa.  Full stop.  Are you telling me that I can’t get enough poker chips to cash out a nice prize?  Come on God – we know how law works.  Where is the loophole, the regulatory body I can lobby, the appeals process.  There are always words to be said in regards to the law.

But our ways are not God’s ways.  God is righteous.  God is just.  In his sight, by works of the law, no human being will be justified.  And that was Martin Luther’s anfechtung – his terror.  It should probably be ours as well.  I challenged the confirmation class to try and remain sinless for a day.  I said that if they could withstand my questioning, I’d give the sinless for a day student a hundred bucks.  That got some attention.  So much so that one of them thought well, I haven’t sinned today.  Start asking.  (I just love the optimism and can do spirit of youth.)  With kids that age, all you have to do is turn to the sermon on the mount and ask if they’ve looked at someone a little lustfully.  Jesus says that’s as good as adultery.  Chalk one up for the 6th commandment.  Jesus also says a bunch more like that, absolute ridiculous requirements by the standards of man’s law.  God’s law, and it’s not just that mean old OT God, but Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount, just hangs there about our heads.  It doesn’t really hang.  If we hear Paul, it’s crushed us.  “Through the law comes knowledge of sin.”
Luther’s problem…he took God at his Word.  Most people in Luther’s Day and in ours probably react like Luther’s Father-Confessor Staupitz, when he told the young monk Luther – “go commit an actual sin before coming back.”  But Luther took God at his Word.
Grace in the Text

And this epistle, this text is what Luther was reading when the light went on.  “But now, the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law…the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.”

The righteousness – the justice of God that was crushing Luther…that condemn us…has a counter force.  Not that the law went away.  Not that the law did not still condemn.  But the righteousness of God given to all through Faith in Jesus Christ.

The Justice of God, met the mercy of God.  The righteousness of God, met the righteous one of God.  Right there.  On the cross.  “God put him forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith.”  In Christ it is no longer God against man, but God against God.  He’s by our side, upon the plain, with his good gifts and spirit.
When that anonymous God is bearing down on you.  When you feel the weight of the collected mistakes and missteps.  Or when that anonymous God seems absent and you can feel something missing.  And you wonder what you’ve done to make God leave.  Turn there.  On that cross.  Christ took the full justice of God.  He also felt the full absence – “My God, why have you forsaken me.”  God revealed in Jesus Christ.  The God revealed for us.  The God revealed with us.  The revealed God, on the cross, that is both “just and justifier”.
“For we hold that one is justified by faith…apart from the works of the law.”
Luther’s answer…he took God at his Word.  God would fight God.  God supplied the sacrifice.  God would fulfill the law.  So much so, that right now, you are justified.  Not after a long penance, or buying an indulgence; not after a long pious life or a magical act or doing anything.  We are justified by his grace as a gift…right now.  We are justified when we take God at his Word.  When we have faith in His Word.
Grace in the World

 It may seem at times that God is putting different chips in different buckets for the same actions.  That he is telling some of us he expects more, and others get 50 chips, and bonus chips for simple actions.  But that is because we miss the timeframe and we miss whose chips they are.  “The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever.”  The chips we think we are getting when we try and count under the law – they are already ours in faith.  The sons and daughters of the Kingdom benefit anytime the Kingdom grows, and the Kingdom is ours.  We have been freed by grace, made heirs to the kingdom.  We will be in His house forever.

We have been set free by that grace.  Set free from counting the chips.  Set free from time constraints.  One funny story, someone asked Warren Buffett I think, although it could have been some other older uber-rich guy how his investing had changed.  What was he looking for?  His answer was faster payback.  I might not be here in three years.  Sons and Daughters remain forever.  Our chip buckets, if you want to use that image, are where moth and rust don’t destroy.  We have been set free.  Set free by Grace to be Christ to this world.

And grace in this world looks like love.  Like love on the cross, like love in service to our neighbor.

Conclusion

Luther took God at his Word on the law, and he took God at his Word in the gospel.  We don’t want man’s law, because then we get man’s grace.  It may feel better in the short term, but the slave does not remain in the house forever.  Take Jesus at his Word…abide in my word, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.  Amen.
