MANKIND'S TERRIBLE GUILT

Romans 1   Acts 2:22-24 (text)

Well congregation, that’s another week in the world over and you’ve come to church this morning to begin a new week with God before you go out into the world tomorrow. Very good! That’s a very good idea. But you do it every week and I want to ask you this morning: what difference does it make that you come here every Sunday morning? Because it should make a difference that you come here every Sunday morning, for you come here each Sunday as a member of the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, as the people of God. And when you come here every Sunday morning as the people of God, God speaks to you. That is what we believe a worship service is. It is a dialogue – a renewing of the covenant between God and his people. He speaks to us through his Word, read and preached, and we respond to him in our singing, in our praises, in our prayers, in our recommitment to serve him. 

The people of God in Jerusalem 2000 years ago heard the early disciples speaking “the wonderful works of God,” and they asked the apostles, “What does this mean?” So Peter told them and we read that, “They were pierced to the heart and said, Brothers, what must we do then?”  Why don’t you do the same? Or do you? You should, you know. Surely, if God speaks to us we should make some kind of response to that, should we not? Or has God speaking to you become old hat, passé? 

Well, what did Peter tell those people in Jerusalem 2000 years ago that that phenomenon of speaking in tongues meant? Peter told them – these Jews and proselytes from all over the world, having as their native language any one of the thirteen or fourteen that are mentioned – that hearing these Galilean Christians speaking of the mighty deeds of God, each in the hearers’ own language, was a fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy. Joel prophesied back in the Old Testament, hundreds of years earlier, that in the last days the New Age of world history, the great and glorious day of the Lord when the Messiah came, he would pour out his Spirit on all his people – men and women, young and old, slave and free – and they would all prophesy. They would all in some way proclaim the mighty deeds of God. “And this very fact,” says Peter, “what you have just witnessed in this miracle, is a proof that God has glorified his Messiah and given him the Holy Spirit that he may pour him out on you.” 

And then Peter went on to tell them about the Messiah. Jesus of Nazareth was as much as they acknowledged him to be. Peter said three things about that in the verses of our text. He says, firstly, Jesus of Nazareth was attested to you by God, as a man from God. Yet, secondly, you took him and condemned him and crucified him. But, thirdly, God vindicated him and overturned your verdict by raising him from the dead. First of all,

1.
GOD ATTESTED JESUS CHRIST AMONG THEM AS THE MESSIAH 

We looked at this last week. But just briefly, to refresh your memories, “Cast your minds back my brothers,” says Peter, “because I’m talking about Jesus of Nazareth. Listen to me. Jesus of Nazareth, a mere man, as you thought of him, and indeed he was a man but he was a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through him in your midst; just as you yourselves know” (v.22).

Peter is appealing to them as his brother Israelites. “You know this, brothers,” he says, “you saw his miracles and you could not deny they were miracles. Indeed, there are times on record when you admitted he had done great miracles. And brothers, according to your own understanding of what miracles mean, which understanding began way back with Moses, and which Nicodemus
, a Pharisee of your Sanhedrin acknowledged; you know that Jesus of Nazareth was a man sent from God. But you know more." 

When the Messiah came, the Jews believed he would perform three miracles in particular:
#
he was going to cast out a deaf and dumb demon, which they were not able to do; 

#
he was going to heal a man blind from birth, "which had never been heard of since the beginning of time," said that man for whom Jesus had done this miracle
;

#
and he would raise the dead which Jesus had done three times. 

"Jesus of Nazareth did all these things, as you yourselves know. And so he has been attested by God to you. But you still rejected him." "He came to his own, but his own received him not."

People of God, Jesus comes to you too, each Sunday morning and evening. He comes in his own Word, written by his Spirit whom he sent. He comes in his Word written and preached – preached with many imperfections and inadequacies I know, but if it’s according to the written Word, it is his Word. And in this Word Jesus claims straightforwardly to be the Son of God and that is what the apostles testified him to be. 

And when he claims to be the Son of God, we are confronted with a challenge. We must do something with this claim which has, in my mind, not been put more clearly than by C.S. Lewis when he tells us: Christ must be either, i) the Son of God that he claimed to be and therefore the Messiah and Saviour of the world; or he must, ii) be deceived and a deceiver; or, iii) he must be “on the level of someone who believes they are a poached egg” and not therefore worth the time of day (except to pity). But he cannot be merely a good man because if he is a good man, he is not a deceiver and he is in his right mind; and good men don’t claim to be God. If he’s a deceiver or a nutter, why do you bother to come here every Sunday? 

But if he is the Son of God how can we not take great notice of all he says to us? How come what he says to us doesn’t affect our lives more? Why don’t we ask more often, “What shall we do? What is the correct response to this that God has said?” He is well attested as being from God. Why doesn’t the Son of God speaking to us shake us? 

Jesus was attested as a man sent from God. Secondly, nevertheless, 

2.
THE PEOPLE CONDEMNED HIM 

“This man,” says Peter, “delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put him to death” (v.23). 

“No, you did not like him,” Peter said to them. “You did not like what he represented. 

#
You did not like the fact that he did not come as a great military saviour, riding into Jerusalem on a white horse after having demolished the Roman army, and so raise you up to high positions in a this-worldly kingdom ruling over all the other nations. 

#
You did not like the fact that he came and charged you with being sinners, as if you were not sons of Abraham and therefore necessarily, by that fact, sons of God and therefore righteous. You did not like it that he did not accept that you were circumcised the eighth day, Pharisees, preservers and searchers of the Scriptures, mighty in the Law. But rather, he said, you actually needed to repent and be baptized like Gentile converts. That was too much for you. 

#
Especially, you did not like it that he would even say that a low-down sinner who wouldn’t (and quite rightly too!) even lift his eyes to heaven, went away righteous before God whereas a Pharisee who, indeed, was not like other men but fasted according to the Law and so forth, went away condemned. 

This was not the message you had decided that the Messiah, the Saviour would preach when he would come. We will not have this man to reign over us, you said.
 Barabbas, yes. At least Barabbas had a shot at dealing with the Romans, but not this Jesus of Nazareth – why the nerve of the man, pronouncing woes upon us, calling us snakes and hypocrites, saying that our temple would soon be left desolate; and telling us that our father was the devil. Humph! He’s the one with the devil. Yes, you even said that. And so you nailed him to a cross by the hands of godless
 men and put him to death. You did this even though God had attested him to you by his miracles which signified that he was the Messiah. Even though he did the very particular miracles that you had said were the criteria by which you would recognize him, you condemned him." 

"And you thought you’d dealt with the problem. You thought you’d had your own way. Not so. This man was delivered up to you by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God.” Peter had been listening very well when Jesus explained to them from the Scriptures after he rose from the dead that “the Christ had to suffer and then enter into his glory.”
 God was working out his plan in all of this – in all this sin of Israel and Rome. "Indeed you condemned him and crucified him but it was God who gave him into your hands." To Pilate Jesus had said, but it applied as much to the Jews as anybody else, “You have no authority over me unless it be given to you from above.”
 

How foolish we are, aren’t we congregation, even when we’re not being sinful. We think we’re doing great and significant things in the world and yet we’re only able to do anything because God brings things about according to his predetermined plan and foreknowledge. It’s an interesting word that, ‘foreknowledge’. From the Greek for foreknowledge we get our word ‘horizon’. And as one writer puts it, "It speaks of God’s long look to the boundaries of his purposes which he set from time immemorial."
 And we think we can get our way. We think we can thwart God’s purposes. Hah!
We should notice a couple of things about this: 

i)
We are not completely wrong when we think our actions are significant. Our actions are significant, especially for ourselves, even if they might not be changing the world or saving the church as maybe we thought. For, although Peter acknowledges that God delivered Jesus over into the hands of the Jewish leaders and the crowds,
 he still holds them responsible for their actions. 

We need to understand that. God’s sovereign rule over all things does not annul our personal responsibility for our actions. It does not relieve us of the guilt of our sins. After all is said and done, it was not that they thought they were obeying God when they hailed Jesus before Pilate! There is only one will of God that we are to obey and that is what is written in his Word and by the written Word of God they disobeyed God. They killed an innocent man. They broke their own trial law at any number of points. It was a judicial murder, pure and simple. 

Indeed, congregation, on this difficult subject of God’s sovereignty and our responsibility, we would be better to say that God’s sovereign rule over all things establishes our responsibility; it makes our responsibility even greater. We don’t know anything about mighty emperors in this democratized age but in history there have been such things, and when you stood before one you didn’t argue the toss. You submitted; you took his word and you obeyed his command. Think about those magicians in Babylon before King Nebuchadnezzar. Nebuchadnezzar was a complete despot – his word was your life or it was your death. They tried to argue that he was unfair when he required them not only to tell the interpretation of the dream but the dream as well. Of course, he wanted to know whether they really did have insight from the gods or whether they had been pulling the wool over his eyes for a very long time. And that was the end of the matter. He was the supreme ruler. He was to be obeyed. 

God’s sovereignty can be justified, as if it ought to be! – as if for some reason God our maker should explain himself to us! But especially when we disobey what he plainly says in his written Word, we have no right to the grace of an explanation. Yes, our actions certainly are significant in terms of demonstrating our response to his spoken Word. 

ii)
But the other thing we need to notice here is this: God assumes that when he has spoken we have heard and we are therefore responsible. After all, did he not make the ear and should he not therefore be able to speak in such a way that we are capable of hearing? So we may not claim ignorance. “You yourselves know,” Peter said, “that Jesus was attested to you by God with miracles and signs.” The very miracles and signs the Old Testament had taught them to look for and therefore Peter charges them, “You nailed him to a cross by the hands of godless men and put him to death” (v.23b). 

That reasoning of Lewis about the divinity of Jesus is perfectly valid for any time and we may use it to apply the attestation of God here in our text to our time today. Even if we have not heard the Word of God explicitly – like the Gentiles in olden days, like heathens, people who have not yet received a Bible. Paul tells us we have a conscience which testifies to God; and from the creation itself we know that God is and that he is eternal and that he is all-powerful. But we don’t want to know that. We don’t want to draw that conclusion. And so we “suppress the truth in unrighteousness,” Paul says. We do not want to do the will of God and therefore we cannot discern the truth about him, as Jesus said we would.

This is a terrible guilt that Peter lays on his fellow-Jews for their condemnation and crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. But isn’t it perfectly justified, since God had clearly shown them he was their Messiah – the very one they claimed to be looking for and longing for? 

Congregation, mankind does the same today. Everyone is searching for God. And, they say, every religion points to the same God. Well, if everyone is searching for God and every religion points to the same God, why do they not all honour and worship the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob? But they do not know him as that God, you reply. But they do. He is the creator God, so God himself says through Paul in Romans chapter one. We cannot claim ignorance even as Peter said the Jews could not claim ignorance. But, you see, a creator-God is necessarily sovereign over us and we will not have anyone to reign over us, so we suppress the truth in unrighteousness. 

What a terrible guilt there is upon mankind because we don’t accept God’s witness and thereby we condemn God as taking the part of a judge while not speaking clearly to us. But Paul tells us that we not only know him in creation; we also know sin is sin and that it deserves death.
 God shows himself perfectly plainly to us, even as he showed Jesus to the Jews perfectly plainly. 

But thirdly, 

3.
GOD VINDICATED JESUS

The sentence of Israel and the judgment of the lawless is overturned. God raises him from the dead. 

Perhaps you notice in the footnote in your NASB that the words "pains of death" are, literally, "birth pangs" It says, “God loosened the birth-pangs of death.” What does that mean? Well it could mean that just when death thought it had its prize victim, death itself was thrown into the agony of childbirth, because this victim it could not keep within its womb. What wonderful irony – death, in the agony of giving birth to life! Surely, God has some laughs on his enemies sometimes! 

But maybe Peter just uses this word to show the intenseness of the agony that Jesus felt. For he did feel it – far more than ever we will – far more even than the wicked will in eternity, for Jesus felt it in the depths of his eternal being. He knew he was under the wrath of God and he felt it as the absolutely holy Son of God. None ever less deserved it than he. 

So God raised him from the dead again and overturned all the devil’s machinations; all the machinations of the Jewish leaders and the fickle crowd; and all the self-serving, favor-currying of Pontius Pilate and famed Roman justice. 

“For it was impossible,” Peter says, “that death could hold him,” because Jesus himself was life. He had "the words of eternal life," the disciples confessed. He was "the bread of life," he himself taught. But more than that, he "has life in himself … and gives it to whomever he wishes."
 Thus God vindicated him in the sight of the whole world and in the sight of the powers of darkness. “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well-pleased,” God declared again in the resurrection. Was it ever said more clearly? 

And it is really for this moral reason – this reason to do with holiness – that it was impossible for death to hold him. Ezekiel 18 tells us that death is the penalty of sin: therefore, if anyone is sinless, he cannot die.
 So the resurrection is not only the triumph of the sovereign power of God over mere man, it is also the triumph of righteousness over sin and evil. 

CONCLUSION

People of God, God has spoken to us too, in all sorts of ways. 

#
As Gentiles we know the one true God from his creation and yet we still trot out the most imbecilic rot rather than accept that God made us. I won’t often quote a pope of Rome but the Pope of Rome spoke well this week into this debate about whether the ID theory – Intelligent Design – should be taught in American schools; because evolutionists object to it and say it is just religion under the guise of science. The Pope said, “You evolutionists charge believers in ID with promoting religion under the guise of science. You have been promoting atheism under the guise of science for 150 years!” Amen. We as Gentiles know the one true God from creation but we suppress that knowledge in unrighteousness. 

#
Furthermore, we as Gentiles have a conscience and by it God has printed in our minds a knowledge of right and wrong and we know that wrong deserves death.
 

#
 As well as that, we can read history and so we know this whole story here in our Bibles and how God demonstrated Jesus of Nazareth to be a man sent from God; indeed, his own absolutely righteous and holy son. We know he raised him from the dead as the ultimate proof and vindication. There is no other valid explanation for the events of that day. There is no other valid explanation for the change in the disciples’ behaviour and the joyful defiance of death by so many millions of Christians down through history ever since – often a joy by which they almost grasp death when they see it comes to that. For it represents the high honour and privilege of dying as a witness to the triumph over death that their Lord and Master showed also. 

But do we ask as these to whom Peter preached on that day, “Man, what shall we do?” For the same judgment that Jesus suffered, death for sin, hangs over all of us outside of Jesus Christ. Only it hangs over mankind rightly. We thoroughly deserve it and we shall not escape. 

#
We are every bit as much sinners as those who handed Jesus over to Pilate. We want religion to work for us. That’s what we want – a democratized religion – of the people, by the people and especially for the people. 

#
And we play the same political games Pilate played that day when he tried to hand him back over to the Jews, a subject people, but who could say inconvenient things in high places and get him into trouble. And we flatly refuse to accept God’s testimony and God’s Word, even though we ourselves know, as the Jews at Pentecost knew. Rather, by nature we suppress the truth in unrighteousness and so we are as guilty of his judicial murder as any of them that day. 

As we sometimes sing, 

Who was the guilty? Who brought this upon thee? 

  Alas! My treason, Jesus, hath undone thee. 

‘Twas I, Lord Jesus, I it was denied thee. 

  I crucified thee.

“This man, Jesus of Nazareth,” says Peter, “whom God has well-attested as being from himself, nevertheless we condemned, we crucified but God raised him from the dead and has made him both Lord and Christ.” 

And still you do not ask, “What should we do?” The answer today is the answer then: “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (v.38). 

Jesus Christ came to life again because he had no sins of his own to die for. He died for ours. As that hymn continues;

For me, dear Jesus, was thine incarnation, 

  thy mortal sorrow and thy life’s oblation (pouring out), 

thy death of anguish and thy bitter passion, 

  for my salvation. 

And if we could see and understand from that death, that death of the only innocent man who ever lived, what a terrible horror sin was therefore and is in God’s eyes; and the enormous cost by which alone sin may be atoned for; and therefore turn from our sin and see and believe that Jesus Christ died for our sin, that way we may receive forgiveness for our sins and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit and new life in Jesus Christ. 

"What shall we do?" Whether you are here this morning as a believer or as an unbeliever, that question must be asked. And it must be answered. And if you answer it with repentance, it must result in a new life. Else the repentance is not genuine. That is the gift of God through Jesus Christ. It must result in new life and a new life-style, in every respect, and every aspect of our lives. How ever could life possibly be the same again when it is completely underwritten by the blood of the Son of God?

Forbid it Lord that I should boast, 

  save in the death of Christ my God. 

All the vain things that charm me most 

  I sacrifice them through his blood. 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 

  that were a present far too small. 

Love so amazing, so divine, 

  demands my soul, my life, my all.

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 20th November, 2005
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