B. 2nd Sunday of Lent #2                                                                                         Rom 8: 31-34

Background

Paul has discussed various aspects of the new life in union with Christ, and has given the reasons for Christian hope. He concludes this section with a rhetorical passage (vv. 31-34) and a triumphant hymn to the love of God that is made manifest in Christ Jesus (35 39).

In vv. 31-34 Paul casts his questions in the terms of a lawsuit, a favorite technique of the OT prophets. The believer is seen as standing in a courtroom about to be judged.

Text

v. 31 who can be against us?:  From Paul’s (eternal) perspective the fundamental question of life is not whether we are on God’s side, but whether he is on ours! He sees God as the judge in this scenario. He has already decided the case in our favor. God himself has pronounced acquittal and justification. Nothing can come between him and his love. No amount of evidence for the prosecution can change the verdict. No matter what trials and afflictions a Christian may experience or have experienced, the verdict of acquittal remains the same. Perils and pains of every kind cannot endanger our salvation. What is the proof for this?

v. 32 He did not spare his son: This alludes to the story of Abraham and Isaac as well as the image of the Suffering Servant. Paul thinks of the greatest human example of a man’s loyalty to God, Abraham’s willing attempt to sacrifice his own sin, and says that God’s loyalty to us is like that. He offered his own and only son so that we might live. The cross displays God’s love.

all things besides:  “A’’ things” means the benefits of salvation, e.g., eternal life. The love of God in Christ Jesus is all-sufficient for us. We do not need anything else.

v. 33 Who will bring a charge? The question is rhetorical; the very content implies the answer: no one. If acquitted by God, we are saved from every condemnation. Not Satan, not the Law, not any critic can overrule the judgment of God.

v. 34 Who shall condemn?: While Paul presumes that God and Christ have the power and right to condemn he sees in the love of God displayed in the cross that God’s power to forgive is stronger. God has freely chosen to prefer forgiveness to condemnation. United with him in the love of Christ protects one from condemnation.

who intercedes for us: Paul ascribes to the glorified Christ an activity that continues our redemption: consistent intercession. In Hb 7:25 and 9: 24 the heavenly intercession of Christ is linked to his priesthood (a notion absent in Paul) and in 1Jn 2:1 Christ appears as the “paraclete” (meaning “advocate”) before the Father (an image more in keeping with his role here).

right hand:  a place of supremacy.

vv. 35-39:  In a beautiful hymn, perhaps taken from a Christian Liturgy, Paul makes the point that nothing in the course of time, nor in the expanse of space, nothing in the whole universe can sever the children of God from their Father’s love secured to them in Christ.

Reflection
Imagine yourself going to court knowing that you are guilty of a serious crime and knowing that the prosecutor has you dead to rights. Then, imagine that you have learned that the judge is on your side and will acquit you no matter what the evidence. (Remember in the Lord’s day and Paul’s time there were no juries.)Imagine how you would feel knowing in advance the outcome.

Paul uses this scenario to try to bring home the point of our standing before God at judgment. Not just a crime, but everything we have ever done wrong - from the very serious, to the habitual, from the known and undeniable to the secret and shameful - all this is in the hands of the prosecutor - Satan- who will accuse us of one sin after the other. Despite all that the judge will acquit us - because he loves us. In fact, he loves us so much that he let his son pay the price, serve the sentence, or whatever other metaphor one might use, for our sins. Because we are friends with his son he lets us off.(No metaphor is perfect. If carried to extremes this metaphor would make God out to be unjust. Its intention is to illustrate one point - God’s love and the extremes he will go to for us - not to solve all theological questions.)

We can be sure of little else in life, but we can be sure of God’s love and his loyalty to us. It exceeds the greatest example of loyalty in human history, that of Abraham willing to sacrifice his son.

Abraham didn’t, in fact, sacrifice his son. God did. Thus the example of Abraham comes close to the sacrifice of God’s son but does not parallel it. The cross is unique as a singular and unsurpassable expression of love.

If the cross transcends how humans love, it also transcends time. This act of love extends over all time. Because it is a divine act both in its origins and in its execution, the power of this love can reach way back into the past and way forward into the future. The son who sacrificed himself, offered himself as the victim, at a particular point in time is also the same priest who intercedes for us even now in the eternal realm of God, in the heavenly Jerusalem and the heavenly Temple.

Knowing ahead of time that the judge will acquit takes all the pressure off, except for the actual hearing of the verdict. Because we are confident that we have already been acquitted before the judgment seat of God we are careful not to commit the same crimes again, for we will not actually hear the judgment from the mouth of God until judgment day and so we do not know we are judged acquitted for an actual fact. What we have is the word of Jesus, our friend and the judge’s son. So, while the pressure is off, trust is still required. And so is behavior consistent with a decree of acquittal. Only now, we behave accordingly out of gratitude, not fear.

Key Notions

1. With God as our judge and Christ as God’s “right hand” man and our defense attorney we cannot lose our case for acquittal, despite the incriminating evidence against us.

2. God has both the power to condemn and the power to forgive.

3. God’s power to forgive is stronger than his power to condemn.

4. We condemn ourselves by willfully sinning after we have been forgiven.

Food For Thought

1. Lawsuit as metaphor: Like Americans, the ancient Jewish people were a litigious people. They were keen on their rights and quick to sue anyone who violated them. It was easy for them to see their relationship with Yahweh in terms of law and justice. They naturally framed their own sins in legal terms and pictured admitting (or denying) their guilt before the bar of divine justice. In some case they would even picture God as a defendant taken by them to court (before some imaginary higher and non-existent judge) as in Is43: 9-28. For the most part, however, they recognized, if reluctantly, their guilt and God’s judgment as deservedly just. Paul’s point is that with the death and resurrection of Christ it is God’s mercy that wins the day. Despite the overwhelming evidence against his people, collectively and individually, God will acquit the guilty of their crimes because his son has paid the fine and done the time for them in advance. His mercy does not, therefore, contradict his justice, but overrules it in order to be consistent with his merciful nature. This is something humans cannot fathom or explain. The cross of Christ proves God’s loving mercy, but does not explain it.

But Paul continues the analogy. He sees the lawsuit as ongoing and Christ as constantly and consistently acting as our defense attorney for sins committed after the first acquittal, constantly pleading our cause before God. This really goes beyond justice and court cases. It is mercy in the extreme, beyond our imagining (Eph3: 20). Really, almost beyond our imagining, for we really experience it in the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Such ongoing mercy, beginning with one act, the cross, and continuing throughout time, is undeniably and demonstrably undeserved.

2.    God is for us: What further evidence could God give to prove he is for us, with us, on our side? Today the cross/crucifix is displayed all over the world and in every imaginable setting. It can be merely a dead object of  adornment or a true sign of atonement, depending on the person. For those who look beyond the visible and see into it, they (we) are constantly reminded that this one saving act has no end, knows no boundaries and continues to have effect, thanks to him who hung on the cross and now sits at the crossroads where God and humans meet, intersecting us with God and interceding for us with God.
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