Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times #6

“No ‘Plan B’ with God”
Selected Scriptures

Few things are more frustrating in life than the words, “Change of plans.” We get ready to do something or go somewhere and we hear, “There’s been a change of plans,” and our expectations come to a screeching halt. Now, to be honest, most of the time such “change of plans” turns out to be more of an inconvenience than a real problem. 

At other times, though, a change of plans can be more than inconvenient. When the original plans have to deal with an important event, such as a wedding or graduation, postponements or cancellations can be heartbreaking. When dealing with one’s health, a change of plans can lead to tragedy. And what is more important than one’s eternal state?

This morning, as we wrap up our series “Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times,” I want to build from our last message as we consider God’s unchanging plan for our lives. Previously we considered God’s unchanging purpose for us, and I said at that time that we would return to see at how that purpose is brought about in our individual lives. 

God’s unchanging purpose is seen in His reconciling all of His creation to Himself, as seen primarily in Romans 8. I would like to return to that chapter this morning, and focus on three verses, Romans 8:28-30,

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

Verse 28 is a wonderful promise that many Christians have memorized. I believe the key phrase is the last one, “who have been called according to his purpose.” What is His purpose? To reconcile all things—including fallen human beings—to Himself. How does He do that? Verses 29-30 explain. In these verses are major theological terms such as “foreknew,” “predestined,” “conformed,” “called,” “justified,” and “glorified.” Those six terms alone would make for a solid entry-level theology course!

I believe, however, that all of those words speak to one topic: salvation. When it comes to humans, God’s ultimate purpose is salvation. His plan of salvation is seen in this passage in the terms “justified,” “conformed,” and “glorified.” Interestingly, as I was preparing for our evening message from 1 Corinthians, I came across 1 Corinthians 1:30, “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.” Those final words, “our righteousness, holiness, and redemption,” also speak of these three facets of salvation. Righteousness and justification speak what has been accomplished in the past; holiness or sanctification speaks of what is being accomplished in the present; and redemption and glorification refers to what will happen in the future.
 This is God’s plan for all believers.

God’s Positional Work in Us

First I want to consider God’s positional work in us, or justification. What does that mean? We use the word “justify” as in trying to justify ourselves, meaning we try to make things right (or at least to appear to be right!) In the spiritual realm, justification has to do with the fractured relationship between God and ourselves. It begins by settling the fundamental matter of our standing with God.

Justification is one of the key words in the Christian life. We see in Romans 5:1, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”
 Justification is a legal term, a judicial act of God whereby He declares righteous the believing sinner at the moment of salvation.
 From that time on the sinner has been put right with God, forgiven and reinstated.

God sees us in our need, wallowing around in the swamp of our sin. He sees us looking to Jesus Christ and trusting Him completely by faith, to cleanse us from our sin. And though we come to Him with all of our needs and in all of our darkness, God says to us, “Declared righteous! Forgiven! Pardoned!”
 Somehow God is able to take a crooked life and make it straight, a broken life and make it whole.

How does God do that? Does He simply ignore our sin, sweeping them under the rug? No, the Bible states in Romans 5:24 that sinners are “justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”
 God’s holiness cannot ignore sin. All sin must be paid for. And that is where the sacrifice of Christ comes in. As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” He paid the price for our sins on the cross.

Justification has often been defined as meaning, “Just as if I’d never sinned.” This involves acquittal, but justification goes farther by declaring a person to be righteous. When God justifies us, He does not merely forgive our sins, making us neutral. He sees us in Christ as having His perfect righteousness. Justification has to do with our standing before God, and is objective. It does not make one personally righteous, but it declares him righteous in a legal sense, and brings him into right relationship with God.

One important fact to understand is that justification is an act, not a process. No Christian is more justified than any other Christian. [It’s like being married; you are never “more married” than on your wedding day.] Instantly, a believer is given a right standing before God. It is the gracious act of God, not something that men do. No amount of self-effort or good works could ever bring a person to justification. We do not justify ourselves; it is God who justifies us. Justification is unchanging. Once God has declared that we are righteous through Jesus Christ, the sin question is settled once and for all.
 

God’s Progressing Work in Us

Justification is an act; but the next part of the plan—sanctification—is a process. Sanctification is God’s progressing work in us. It describes what is happening to us in the present. You may be looking at Romans 8 and wondering, “Where is sanctification in this passage?” The word itself is not there (though it is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 1:30), but the truth of sanctification is seen in the phrase, “conformed to the likeness of his Son” in verse 29. And this is a process—a lifelong process.

Justification is not the last word in our Christian experience; it is the first. It is the beginning of life, not the end. When we accept Christ’s forgiveness, we begin to form habits that lead into the holiness of His image and His purpose for our life. That is Christian living, or sanctification. The life of Jesus Christ has been imparted to me, and I must be yielded to him for whatever He desires to do through me.
 This is practical, or progressive, sanctification—day by day becoming more like the Savior, day by day overcoming sin and temptation, day by day growing stronger in spiritual things.

Now sanctification centers not on something a person achieves in the ordinary sense, as, for example, a violinist or a dentist achieves proficiency in their respective disciplines, but entails something person becomes. It refers to God’s taking possession of us “in Christ,” setting us apart to belong to God and restoring in us those character traits which originally marked the creature created in God’s image.
 This is done through the work of the Holy Spirit, developing His fruit in our lives, as listed in Galatians 5:22-23.

We must be careful to avoid the mistake of thinking that justification is God’s work but sanctification is my work. We may be saved by grace but we’re sanctified by hard work and human effort. Nothing could be further from the truth! As Chuck Swindoll quips, “If that view of sanctification were to take control of our churches, instead of ‘Jesus Paid It All,’ we’d be singing:

Jesus paid a lot! 

A lot is left to pay! 

Since the bill is infinite, 

I’ll work ‘til Judgment Day!

“Paul couldn’t be clearer that the continuation of the Christian life (sanctification) is just as much a result of grace through faith apart from works as the beginning of the Christian life (justification). Grace is the way to life and the way of life.”

Yes, it is true that we must do our part. We must allow the Holy Spirit to work in us. When He prompts us, we must obey. When He says no, we must resist. Yet this is not done in our own strength. Rather, as promised in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” 
Sanctification, then, is God’s progressive work in us, growing up in our faith and becoming more like our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

God’s Perfected Work in Us

The final step in what John Stott calls, “the unchange​able, irresistible, invincible purpose of God”
 is glorification, or God’s perfected work in us. Warren Wiersbe refers to this as “the completion of God’s plan.”
 Paul writes in Philippians 1:6, “being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” Later in the same letter he writes in Philippians 3:20-21,

But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.

Like soldiers serving in a faraway land, we look forward to going home! Paul says we “eagerly await” the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Why? Because when He comes, He will transform our bodies into glorified, resurrected bodies, free from sin, suffering, and death.

This is also seen in the New Testament term “redemption,” as in 1 Corinthians 1:30. Redemption is found eleven times in the New Testament, and every time it is used in reference to when find ourselves in the presence of our Lord, when we are fully redeemed. There is a sense that we are fully redeemed the moment we are forgiven, yet there is a great deal that has to be done. Redemption is the completion and fulfillment of all the purpose of God.

John writes in 1 John 3:2-3, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” Glorification is our great hope for the future. God will make all things right and keep it that way throughout all eternity.
 Wiersbe writes, 
The doctrine of glorification gives me a great feeling of security. God is going to finish what He started, and God is going to glorify His Church. It gives me great encouragement in times of suffering. As we go through times of difficulty, we can look up because we know Jesus is coming. We know that our suffering today is not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in us. To me glorification means security, encour​agement in suffering and a motivation for service.

God’s eternal purpose has a grand finale. His work that began with our salvation and progresses with our sanctification will culminate in the perfection of our bodies, our beings, and our world. As someone once put it, in justification we are saved from the penalty of sin; in sanctification we are saved from the power of sin; and in glorification we are saved from the presence of sin.

This, then, is the unchanging plan of God. In justification, God’s positional work in us, we are given a righteous standing before God. At this moment of salvation, our sins are forgiven and removed, and Christ’s righteousness is placed in our account. This work is unchanging—we will never be any more justified than we were at the moment of our new birth, just as a couple is never any more married than when they are pronounced husband and wife. 

In sanctification, God’s progressive work in us, the Holy Spirit lives within us and empowers us to grow in Christ. Through His power we develop the character of Christ—known as the fruit of the Spirit—and we grow in our ability to resist temptation to sin. Again, this is not the result of our own efforts, but as we allow the Spirit to work in us, He transforms us into the likeness of Jesus and we grow in our faith.

In glorification, God’s perfected work in us, we look forward to the day when, either through our own death or the return of Christ, we will be given resurrected bodies free from sin and the curse of sin, to live with God forever in a perfect environment. One day we will leave this sin-cursed earth behind and enjoy eternity forever with our Lord and with those who trust in Him.

All three of these aspects of God’s unchanging plan are products of His grace, not our works. Adding to the gospel of grace only confuses things. Attempting to earn salvation at any level robs God of His glory. God is graciously holding out His hand and saying, simply, “Take it. It’s a gift. You do nothing for it. You owe Me nothing in return.” Since that is true, accept it. Accept the gift once and for all through an act of simple faith. Then continue accepting it each day as you stand firmly on the truth that your salvation from first to last—justification, sanctification, and glorification—is yours as a gift from His hand. Rely totally on the finished work of Jesus Christ. He did it all for you.
 Religion says, “Do!” Christianity says, “Done!” 

In these uncertain times, we need unchanging truth to hang on to. We know that God is unchanging in His person, His precepts, His promises, His passion, His purpose, and His plan for us. Nothing that happens in our lives falls outside of His unchanging purpose and plan. Our position in Christ will never change, our progression to become like Christ will never change, and our perfection in Christ will never change. There is no “Plan B” with God! He sees the beginning and the end, and He has it all planned!

That doesn’t mean that storms—literal and figurative—will not rise up in our lives here on earth. The Bible never says that all things are good, but it does promise that in all things God works for the good…for those who love Him and are called according to His purpose. Christian: He has justified you; He is sanctifying you; and He will glorify you.

If you do not have this assurance, I urge you to put your trust in Jesus Christ today. Allow Him to save you through His death. Allow His blood to cleanse your sins. Allow His Spirit to live within you, transforming you into what God intended for you to be all along. And rest assured that, in the end, He will perfect you in glory.

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen. (Jude 24-25)

�Michael A. Vayda, “Direction Determines Destiny,” Tallmadge (OH) Alliance Church, 30 JAN 1977, audio recording.


�Robert M. Horn, Go Free! (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1976).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Key Words of the Christian Life: Understanding and Applying Their Meanings (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, ©2002).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Growing Deep in the Christian Life (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1986).


�John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1986).


�Swindoll, Growing Deep.


�Michael A. Vayda, “The Character of the Christian Message,” Tallmadge (OH) Alliance Church, 13 FEB 1977, audio recording.


�Donald L. Alexander, The Pursuit of Godliness (Lanham, MD; New York; Oxford: University Press of America, Inc., ©1999).


�Paul E. Little, Know What You Believe (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1970).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Vayda, “The Character of the Christian Message.” 


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Alexander, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Galatians and Ephesians, Swindoll’s New Testament Insights (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2015).


�John R. W. Stott, Men Made New (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1966).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Vayda, “The Character of the Christian Message.” 


�R. C. Sproul, Essential Truth of the Christian Faith (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers., ©1992).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Little, op. cit.


�Swindoll, Insights on Galatians and Ephesians.





PAGE  
5

