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Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18; Romans 5:12-21; Luke 13:31-35
Justification by faith
Were we justified in going to war with Iraq? The Chilcot enquiry may provide an answer. 

But what does the question mean? Not that we had a reason to go to war, even a good reason.  Justification requires more than that.  It means that the reasons were sufficient.  They were - to use modern jargon - proportionate.  They were the right reasons.
When we are justified, it means we are vindicated. We were right all along. The word is at home in the law courts. Someone is accused of a crime. Are they guilty? "Not guilty" is the verdict. They are acquitted. When St Paul writes to the Romans "we are justified " he means, quite simply, that we have been found "not guilty".

Romans has been called the Gospel of St Paul. It doesn't tell the good news about Jesus in the way that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John do. Paul's aim is different. He is explaining the theory of the gospel. It's an early theological work.
In a short series of sermons we are following his argument. 
He starts with a puzzle. He is Jew but sees himself as the Apostle to the Gentiles, those who are not Jewish. His Jewish ancestors were given Ten Commandments and a promise, or covenant. If you keep this law all will be well with you. They failed. 
But what about non-Jews? They were given no law or promise. How can they be found guilty? 
Just look around you. "The world is charged with the grandeur of God". Paul argues that nature itself reveals God's splendour. Every human being can see that. And every human being can tell they fall short. We instinctively know what is right and wrong, yet we do wrong. So there is no difference between Jew and Gentile. All have sinned and fall short of God's perfection. We are all guilty.
As Sarah pointed out last week, not only have we all sinned but the scales are weighted against us, as St Augustine taught. The idea promulgated by Pelagius, that each one of us has freedom to choose to be sinless, is not only wrong - but does not reflect our daily experience.
So what has God done about our guilt? This is the heart of the Gospel, and today's topic - justification by faith.

In the next sermon in the series, a couple of weeks before Easter, we ask how our relationship with God is changed as a result of our being justified. And finally, just after Easter, we ask how our lives on earth should be transformed.

But today - justification. Let's follow Paul's argument.
Abraham is still revered as the Father of the Jewish nation. He lived hundreds of years before the time of Moses and the Ten Commandments. So how was he guilty of sin? For the same reason as we all are. He had an instinctive knowledge of what was right and wrong.
But Abraham is revered. How was he justified? How was he found "not guilty"? Not through anything he did, explains Paul, but because he trusted God. Abraham's acquittal was not earned, like a wage. It was a free gift which he received simply by his faith in God. "He believed the Lord, and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness".
And we are all Abraham's heirs says Paul. He was the father of many nations, not just the Jews. We too, sinners that we are, can be found "not guilty" through faith in God.

Sin and death came into the world through one man, Adam. Humanity is defiled by it. In this modern age the word "sin" has lost its force. It's used to advertise cream cakes and chocolate. 
But death has not lost its force. If anything we cannot cope with death as well as our forefathers did and the tragedy of death hits us harder as a result. "Death spread to all because all have sinned". Sin and death are inextricably linked. There is some inexorable law of the universe that sin leads to death. So if death is to be conquered, sin must be destroyed.
Paul makes a remarkable statement. He says that Jesus was handed over to death for our sins and was raised for our justification.
Millions of words have been written about the death of Jesus Christ. As with the death of Aslan in Narnia - the world created by CS Lewis - there is deep magic here. Why, how, does the death of the Son of God work?
We can describe it in a many ways.

· We were in debt to sin - mortgaged up to the hilt - but Christ has redeemed us. We no longer owe anything.

· We were mired by sin. Grimy, filthy. But Christ has washed us clean.

· We were estranged from God - but through Christ we are reconciled.

· Our sin was like a partition between us and God - but Jesus Christ has by his death demolished the dividing wall.

· Christ's death was a propitiation, a sacrifice for sin. (We should not get too precious over this concept of sacrifice, by the way. What do we do if we have upset the one we love? We often spend money on that person - flowers, or some sort of gift to accompany our apology.)
· Jesus has saved us.

But however we say it, the deep mystery remains. We do not know how Christ's death actually works but, says Paul, one thing is crystal clear: God proves his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. There was no way we deserved his love for us. It is - as Paul describes it in another letter - an indescribable gift.

And if he did that all for us while we were his enemies, how much more will he do for us, Paul asks, now that we are reconciled to him?
Let's visit the courtroom again. This time we are on trial. The penalty for our sin is death. And the verdict is ... not guilty! Would that not seem like a new lease of life? But how can God do that? If we are all guilty of sin and death, how can God remain a just judge if he simply lets us off?

Some explain it as God punishing Jesus in our place. "In my place condemned he stood". If, like me, you do not find that idea of God beating up his own Son - the idea of "penal substitution" - acceptable there is another way of looking at it which I find compelling, totally believable, and which tugs at my devotional heart-strings.

We believe in one God. What if that ever-living God gave himself for us?
Now the picture is of God the judge bearing the brunt of whatever that law of the universe is that demands our death. He shields us. We are - to quote Paul again - "hidden with Christ in God". And, writes Paul to the Romans, God can as a result remain true to himself at the same time as acquitting us - or as the KJV puts it "that he might be just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus."
Justification - acquittal - leads to eternal life, says Paul. Jesus was raised for our justification. The resurrection is pivotal. If while we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life.
And all this comes by faith.
What do we mean by faith? It is not so difficult as some make out. We've all experienced it.
Remember when you were a child? Your parents provided food, clothes, a roof over your head. You depended on them totally. That is faith. You never gave it a second thought. You knew nothing different. You trusted them without question.
Although parents can let us down that does not change the nature of a child's innocent trust.

Although we are adults now, we are still at the mercy of forces beyond our control - like earthquakes and floods. We are dependent for life and breath on our heavenly father. Is it so hard to acknowledge that dependence, our trust in Him? And be thankful?
Now I am going to be a little controversial. There are some - I was once one myself - who will tell you that there are certain things you must believe in. To be a Christian, certainly, you need to believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God and accept him as Lord. And I think it is difficult to call yourself a Christian if you do not also believe that God raised him from the dead.

But is that a prerequisite of justification? Listen to the precise words Paul uses at the end of Romans chapter 4. 
"[Abraham's] faith 'was reckoned to him as righteousness'. ... It will [also] be reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification."
And what of these words that were read to us just now: "just as one man's trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man's act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all"? [Romans 5:18]

Yes, as we Christians believe, "the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord". Jesus Christ is the only way.
But Paul says - and in these days of inter-faith dialogue I find reassurance in these words - that what is required for our justification is not belief in Christian doctrine, but belief in "him who raised Christ from the dead".
Simple trust in the God who loves us more than we can ever know.

