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God’s Choice is our Gift
Text:  Romans 8:29

O.T.: Psalm 128

N.T.: Romans 8:26-39


Life is always changing.  The human species is a living organism that constantly changes.  We use free will to adapt to change that threatens the stability of our environment.


Take a snapshot of a time in history.  You see people swept up in a whirlwind of change.   Some of us were born before the Great Depression.  You watched your parents cope with unwise choices made by political and business leaders that caused global poverty.  


The Depression was followed by terrible social and political changes that caused world war.  The Cold War’s threat of mutual mass destruction was generated by ideological change.  Global regional conflicts were fought to protect Western civilization from communist tyranny that had murdered 32 million in the USSR during Stalin’s purges.  


Communism collapsed.  Then democratic freedom unraveled. Unrelenting Western social change stimulated a non-Western religion to resist Western attacks on its culture.  Terrorism challenged global stability.

Human reason’s ability to decipher life’s mysteries generates scientific discoveries that spawn new technology.  Scientific research rapidly eclipses the human ability to preserve social norms and values.  New moral standards break centuries of cultural values impacting families and society.


Thursday Yahoo reported a Congressional committee is investigating monopolistic practices of giant tech companies - Google, Apple, and Amazon.  Their domination of consumer choices prevents opportunity for small businesses.  They are Big Brothers predetermining the consumer landscape for their own profit.

 Where do we find peace and assurance amid these relentless forces?  Each generation struggles to find its way amid change.  Each of us reacts differently to feelings of powerlessness before the winds of change.  Some resist while others uncritically embrace everything that is new. 


The earliest Christians faced such forces.  They were Jews whose nation was occupied by a foreign power a fourth time.   They and their national leaders tried to cope.  But revolution’s winds were blowing between Jerusalem and Rome, just as they had between Jerusalem and Athens 150 years earlier, between Jerusalem and Babylon 400 years before that, and between Jerusalem and Ninevah over 100 years before Babylon.


Despite these whirlwinds of change Israel experienced, it held fast to two core beliefs:  

· God is unchangeable and eternal.

· God chose Israel to receive God’s protection and blessing forever.
Those core beliefs gave God’s chosen people confidence amid change.  

A third belief promised a national deliverer to lead Israel when its existence was threatened.  God would anoint a Messiah to save Israel. God would not renege on His promise to protect His chosen people.

New Testament predestination continues these fundamental Jewish beliefs amid global change.  God is unchangeable and eternal.  Israel is God’s chosen people.  The Messiah saves Israel from destruction.  It is God’s covenant promise.  These core beliefs lay behind the Apostle Paul’s concept of predestination in his letter to the Romans.


But the Christian view of predestination itself represented change.

The Apostle Paul uses predestination six times to remind Jesus’ followers that God is unchangeable, eternal, and all knowing.  Jesus’ disciples are God’s chosen people, the New Israel.  They are saved by the Messiah.  Faith in God’s election gave Jesus’ followers strength to endure hardships and persecution in their changing world.  They were predestined to be saved by the Messiah. 

Today, American Christians aren’t comfortable with predestination.   

Predestination violates our national identity.  It threatens free will.

On one hand, Americans question God predetermining everything we experience.  We don’t want God behind the events in news headlines from Minnesota streets, or Texas ICU units.  

God’s goodness cannot be behind the radical changes we face.


Neither are we comfortable being God’s puppets.  God gave us free will regardless of its cost to us while we use it.  There’s no room for predestination in the political theory of free will.  

At a deeper level, predestination shields us from responsibility for the changes we experience.  We aren’t responsible for what happens when God determines the course of world events beforehand.  

His providence determined our past, present, and future.  

From this perspective, COVID-19 is predestined by God.  Despite our social distancing, we cannot add or subtract from what God is doing.  God is also behind victims of injustice on America’s streets.  Victims of injustice are preordained to their suffering from this difficult reasoning.

Predestination is interpreted by some Christians this way.  

Others, who believe in a loving God, aren’t comfortable attributing to God the emotional havoc wreaked by natural disasters or human sin. 

We do not choose to lay at God’s feet what happened in Minneapolis, Minnesota, New York, or Florida.  The dilemma of applying reason to God’s sovereignty in a world of injustice and suffering is God causes the hurts we resent and don’t believe we deserve.

The Apostle Paul’s declaration of God’s predestination through Jesus Christ in Romans 8 is not from such theoretical reasoning.  He does not say predestination is God’s predetermined punishment for human sin.


Paul approaches predestination from the remarkable life-change God started in Jesus Christ.  Predestination describes the incredible blessing Christians experienced after Jesus’ death that changed the world forever.  The world-changing event of Jesus’ resurrection was a gift from God’s love.


Paul’s claim about predestination is solely a statement about God’s grace and love.  It is not about God’s responsibility for sin or injustice.

Paul and Jesus’ followers saw the remarkable, unbelievable resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  The resurrection overcame the injustice in Jesus’ crucifixion.  

Jesus’ unjust execution ought to have discouraged His followers.  He couldn’t breathe on the Cross.  That’s how the crucified died.  Jesus’ crucifixion was unjust – plain and simple.  

Instead, after His death, Jesus’ followers were positively energized.  

Jesus followers didn’t call for tearing down Rome’s institutions.  They did not demand defunding Pontius Pilate or Rome’s cohorts.  They did not demand Herod’s impeachment or the Temple priests’ replacement.  They were empowered to be courageously loving and kind.  They were strengthened to live with patience and grace.  They exchanged love for injustice they received.  They returned good for the evil they faced.


They remarkably discovered Jesus’ resurrection overcame His unjust execution by Rome’s police.  The resurrection proved God’s sovereignty over death established God as loving and benevolent, regardless of what Christian leaders have done with their public choices throughout the past 2,000 years.  God’s choice to give forgiveness to all who were responsible for Jesus’ return from the grave inspired His disciples to lift a positive vision for humankind.

Corrupt king and self-righteous priest, dutiful Roman centurion and loyal governor, cowardly disciple who disowned Jesus and protesting crowd demanding Jesus’ execution - all were given grace by God through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  God’s choice was to bless everyone with His love, as undeserving as everyone was who used their free will to crucify His only Son.


God’s choice to give the world grace is His gift to us.  It was not an arbitrary, spur of the moment decision God made to raise His Son.  God had been planning to give this gift for over 1,000 years.


Jesus’ followers learned an incredible thing about Jesus after His resurrection.  His life, death, and resurrection fulfilled 48 direct prophecies from the Old Testament.  These prophecies were not just about the Messiah.  They were about a suffering servant who would sacrifice his life for the people and save them.  These prophecies had been written over the course of hundreds of years prior to Jesus’ birth.


Jesus, only Jesus, fulfilled all these prophecies.  Paul was certain that Jesus’ fulfillment of these prophecies gave evidence that God predetermined Jesus was Israel’s Messianic Savior.


What is the significance of Jesus fulfilling over four dozen Old Testament prophecies?    It made a huge difference for a leader of the Messianic Jewish movement in America.  We’re talking about a worshipping community similar to Christ’s Church Ministries.


It should make an incredible difference for us as well.

Louis Lapides was born and raised Jewish.  For years he opposed Christianity and all it represented.  Louis was trained as a Jewish student of the Old Testament.  He was pushed to read the Christian Scriptures to discover the Biblical Jesus.  He immediately saw the New Testament’s dependency on the Old Testament.  Louis began to see incredible Old Testament prophecies fulfilled by Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection.  

He went to a statistician to find out just what was the probability that anyone could fulfill these 48 prophecies, let alone Jesus.


Fulfilling just eight prophecies is one chance among one hundred million billion.  This would be like taking silver dollars and covering the state of Texas up to two feet in depth.  Then, blindfold a person to walk through the state to find one coin, and they found it!

Fulfilling 48 prophecies is one chance among a trillion to the 13th power!  You can’t get your mind around how infinitesimal the probability is that Jesus fulfills all these Jewish prophecies. 

The Apostle Paul didn’t need a statistician to realize God was guiding history down a path for centuries so Jesus would emerge as the world’s Savior.  God had determined from the beginning of time that Jesus would fulfill the most pivotal role in world history.  He would save it.

Jesus, and Jesus alone, reveals God’s choice to love a world that resists believing in God’s love.  Jesus was predetermined by God the Father to be the world’s Savior.  Those who see the centuries of signs that pointed to Jesus prior to His birth are awe-struck by God’s love.  They are chosen and separated by God from a disbelieving world.  

Our capacity to see Jesus for who He is, is God’s gift.

This is God’s determination.  Not ours.  God made a choice to show the world His eternal love through Jesus Christ’s birth, life, death, and resurrection.  Our capacity to connect the dots to identify Jesus is God’s gift.

Of all the changes humans have experienced in history, the one change that brings reassurance and peace to humanity is what happened in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  Through Jesus, God’s love prevails.  He overcomes mortality and worldly change through eternal life.  

We are traveling through an uncertain world.  COVID-19 is teaching us that our choices cannot control our destiny.  When we understand that God’s love overcomes this world’s threats, we are safe in God’s choice.

We are traveling through an unjust world.  Our city streets are showing us the injustice caused by human sin that all our wealth and opportunity is powerless to stop.


But, when we know God chose Jesus to overcome the injustice in human sin and to gather us to Himself in love, then we are safe in God’s choice.  

All you need to flourish amid life’s uncertainty is to know God chose Jesus from the beginning of time to reveal God’s love for His people.  The gift of deliverance through Jesus Christ is the foundation for your faith in God’s sovereignty over an ever-changing world.

Predestining Jesus as our Messiah is God’s way of saying, “I love you.”  Neither height nor depth, things present nor things to come, can ever separate us from His love, now and forever.


Embrace God’s gift.  Rejoice in God’s gift.  Have confidence in God’s gift.  We’ve been destined to receive this gift since Creation.


Amen.
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