Christmas According to Paul #4

“At Just the Right Size”

Romans 5:12-21

Christmas is this week, and all around the world people will be opening Christmas presents. I remember as a kid I wasn’t all that thrilled with getting clothes as gifts, though my parents knew that I needed them. As I got older, I learned to appreciate clothes as presents.

The important thing about giving (or getting) clothes as gifts is the size. That article of clothing could be beautiful, stylish, cute, or whatever…but if it doesn’t fit, it’s not much good. In order for clothes to be a good Christmas present, it needs to be just the right size.

Over the past few weeks we have considered “Christmas According to Paul” in our morning worship sermons. So far we have seen from Galatians 4:4 that Jesus came at just the right time; from Romans 1:3 that Jesus came from just the right line; from Romans 8:3 that Jesus came as just the right kind; and this morning we conclude in Romans 5 that the first (and greatest) Christmas present came at just the right size.
I know that sounds strange, but please bear with me. Turn to Romans 5:12-21, the passage read for us earlier. In the words of Warren Wiersbe, “These verses are the very heart of the letter.”
 In the opening chapters of Romans, Paul establishes that all people—Jew and Gentile alike—are guilty of sin before God. In chapter 4 Paul demonstrates how Abraham is the ultimate example of those who are justified by faith in God—Jew and Gentile alike. Now in chapter 5 he shows how terrible sin wrecked the human race, but how triumphant God’s grace has reversed the curse of sin and death.

The Ruinous Guilt

Paul begins his train of thought with the ruinous guilt in verse 12, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…” This verse contains vital truth, but it forms an incomplete thought. English teachers would mark this with red ink and deduct points from the total score! 

The niv uses a long dash to separate verses 13-14 from verse 12:

—for before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come.

The kjv puts verses 13-17 in brackets, indicating a break in the thought. It is only in verse 18 that we have the completion of the thought that Paul starts here.
 
Take note of the word “reign” in verse 14. That word appears five times in this passage, and becomes vital later in the message.
 Here the term “reign” is used with regard to death. As one preacher put it, “The world is a place of cemeteries.”
 God had warned Adam and Eve that sin would result in death, and in the genealogy of Genesis 5, every mention of a person ends with the words, “…and he died.”
Notice the consequences of sin Paul lists in verses 15-19,

15 For if the many died by the trespass of the one man…
16 The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation…

17 For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man…
18 Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men…
19 For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners…
You may have noticed the frequency of the words “one” and “many” in these verses. Briefly put, the one sin of Adam and Eve brought ruinous guilt on the “many,” referring to the entire human race. Sin corrupted the original human pair, and every person born since then (with the exception of Jesus’ birth) inherited that corruption and the consequences of sin—disease, deformity, disaster, and death. As the Christmas carol puts it, “Long lay the world in sin and error pining…”

The Rescuing Gift

Thankfully that line is not the end of the thought: “Long lay the world in sin and error pining, ‘til He appeared and the soul felt its worth.” Paul also completed his thought throughout this passage as he described the rescuing gift:
 

But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man’s sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification. For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous. (Romans 5:15-18)

Throughout these verses the guilt of sin is contrasted with the gift of grace.

Paul uses three different Greek terms here translated “grace” and “gift.” The word grace translates the Greek term charis from which we get “charisma” and “charismatic.” The word gift comes from the Greek dorea from doron, meaning a gift or offering, especially a sacrifice. Dorea appears 11 times in the New Testament, always referring to the gift of God, sometimes the gift of the Holy Spirit. It is the term found in 2 Corinthians 9:15, “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!” Another verse that utilizes both concepts is Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace [charis] you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift [doron] of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Leon Morris describes this idea as the “grace gift,” a term which puts emphasis on the freeness of the gift.

Paul contrasts Christ’s gift (charisma), an act of self-sacrifice bearing no resemblance to Adam’s act of self-assertion.
 Note the “much more”; for the grace of Christ brings not only physical life, but also spiritual life and abundant life.
 Just as what Adam did had effects on a great number of people, so also with Christ. His gift is said to “overflow,” a word that indicates abundance, and this is a keynote of this chapter. Adam did his descendants a grievous wrong, but Christ gave his people an abundant gift. He not only reversed the effects of Adam’s sin, but brought an abundance of positive blessings: he brought a whole new life.

Verse 16 introduces the word “condemnation,” from a Greek term used only three times in the New Testament—twice here and in Romans 8:1. This refers to the sentence of judgment leading to the execution of that sentence on the sinner. The condemnation came via one sin, that of Adam, but the gift of justification followed many trespasses, that is, the sins of all humanity. So Christ’s gift is all the more powerful and comprehensive.
 

Sin does not have the last word, for the rescuing gift alters the sinner’s situation. Sin always leads to judgment. But over against that stands grace; God is not defeated by sin. The believer finds pardon not only for the one sin he shares in Adam, but for all his other sins as well.
 One classic scholar says it well: “That one single misdeed should be answered by judgment, this is perfectly understandable: that the accumulated sins and guilt of all the ages should be answered by God’s free gift, this is the miracle of miracles, utterly beyond human comprehension.”
  
I realize this passage may sound like the rescuing gift will save all humanity, but that is not what Paul is implying. Since the previous chapter emphasized the necessity of faith in order to be saved, this “free gift of righteousness” is received from God by believers.
 Don't forget that Jesus Himself said in Matthew 5:14 that, “small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” The gift is offered to all but only those who receive it by faith will find the life offered through Christ.

The Reigning Grace

Paul concludes with the reigning grace. Remember verse 14 reads, “Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come.” In a world of sin, death reigns over all. 

Yet verse 17 states, “For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.” Death’s reign is certainly part of the story, but it is not the whole story. Ultimately it is believers who will reign, not death. As the opposite of death reigning we might expect Paul to speak of life reigning, but he says that believers will reign, though it is true that they will reign “in life,” the very opposite of all that death stands for. The thought is completed with the reminder that this will take place “through the one man, Jesus Christ.” Again there is the stress on one, and again we are reminded that salvation is not our own work, nor is it the work of Jesus Christ assisted from some other source. It is “the one” who brings about this abundant salvation; “the one” referring to salvation is just as significant as the same expression referring to condemnation.

Death reigned in the past, but for the believer, life controls the future. Many take this referring only to eternal life after the establishment of “a new heaven and a new earth” in Revelation 21, but it is more likely meaning that life reigns from the moment one becomes a follower of Christ.
 Eternal life has an “already but not yet” quality, with its benefits beginning in our present experience but fully realized in the hereafter. 

God’s grace was more than adequate to deal with man’s sins. Even though sin and death still reign in this world, God’s grace is also reigning through the righteousness of Christ. The Christian’s body is subject to death and his old nature tempts him to sin; but in Jesus, he can “reign in life” because he is a part of the gracious kingdom of God.

Verse 20 explains how the first Christmas gift came at just the right size: “The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more…” As time goes on, it may seem that the world is getting worse. That is to be expected, as the Bible teaches that evil will grow worse as the end draws near. But the gift of God’s grace is more than enough to meet the challenge of sin. As several commentators put it, “where sin abounded, grace superabounded.”

The chapter concludes with the final two instances of the word “reign”: “…so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Formerly death was our king, and we were slaves under its totalitarian tyranny. What Christ has done for us is not just to exchange death’s kingdom for the much more gentle kingdom of life, while leaving us in the position of subjects. Instead, He delivers us from the rule of death so radically as to enable us to change places with it and rule over it, or reign in life. We become kings, sharing the kingship of Christ.

The effects of Adam’s sin have been reversed for those who have experienced salvation; the universal consequences of the fall are overcome by the universal consequences of the cross. 
 Sin is simply not strong enough to overpower grace. Between sin and grace, grace wins every time. This is why it is essential for all believers to grow in their understanding and appreciation of the magnificent grace of God.
 

This overwhelming gift is the true meaning of Christmas, the gift of the one who was born to become “obedient to death—even death on a cross” (Philippians 2:8).
 This gift is “one size fits all,” for the grace of God is always greater than all our sin. There is no better gift to receive this Christmas than “the gift of God” that is “eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 6:23).
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