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“There is No Difference”

We are all very unique individuals that are gathered here this morning.  We are different in so many ways.  We were born in different places—both in the United States and worldwide.  We have different accents from where we have lived—even if that accent belongs to another state other than California!  We have different eye color, hair color, skin color.  We have very, very young people and some people who have had the opportunity to live on this earth for quite a while.  We have different tastes in clothing, food, or music.  We have different employers, different jobs.  We go to different schools with different programs.  We have different histories and different futures.  We have different personalities, different families, different problems.  Could we be any more different than one another?  
And yet Paul reminds us very clearly this morning that there is no difference.  There is a beautiful simplicity to his message this morning.  It is a message that defines the word “universal.”  It is a message from the God who created us all.  The middle of our text this morning is the very heart of God’s message this morning:   

There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,
All is as universal as it gets.  No one can escape the word “all.”  It is the broadest, most inclusive word that there is.  We are all in the same boat this morning.  We have all sinned.  If I had a bulls-eye target that I placed at the very top of the cross this morning and gave you all Nerf balls to throw at it from the seated position that you’re in, how many of you would hit that bulls-eye?  I know that the males in particular would claim that they could.  But remember it’s a Nerf ball and that target is very far away.  None of you could hit that target.  It wasn’t for a lack of trying.  You could aim as exactly as possible and throw as hard as possible, but you’re going to miss the mark.  
You’re going to fall short.  The distance is too far.  Your physical limitations are too great.  The same can be said about you spiritually.  God has given us a target to hit.  It is called perfection.  It means never going over the line that he has said “Do not cross!”  It means happily staying in the place where he has told us to stay.  You may try as hard as you would like.  You may know all of his righteous commandments, his laws.  You may aim high, to be the best you can be.  But your best is not good enough.  

Your deficiency, your utter incapability to hit the target of perfection set by God is something that you were born with.  We all have the same ancestors.  We all go back to Adam and Eve.  When God created Adam and Eve, he gave them boundaries and they happily lived within God’s boundaries.  God was God and they were human and they were happy with that arrangement.  Until Satan told them that they could be equals with God, that God had put restricting chains on them that kept them from becoming God’s equals and from enjoying true happiness.  They believed the lie and found out that they were not God’s equals.  They had fallen short of his glory, short of his perfection.  And they passed that blemish on to their children…on to you.  

It is a horrible feeling to come up short.  You oversleep and arrive at the airport when your flight has already left.  You missed it.  It’s embarrassing and frustrating.  You thought you brought your wallet with you to the store but when you go to pay for the grocery cart full of food, you’ve got nothing.  You have it leave it all behind and walk out of the store empty-handed.  

All of us have come up short.  It’s embarrassing and frustrating.  So often we spend our lives fooling ourselves.  We build up evidence in our mind that we have enough good things to stand in front of God and pay from our own pockets the admission into heaven.  We accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative.  We compare ourselves with others just to reassure ourselves that we at least have more brownie points before God than they do.  

FOX has a brand new show on TV that’s getting a lot of hype—the Moment of Truth.  People answer 50 questions while strapped to a lie detector.  Then, in front of a live studio audience, they answer those questions.  If they tell the truth for 21 questions, they win half-a-million dollars.  The questions are very revealing.  They expose the fact that these people aren’t good people.  They admit to doing horrible things.  And they are embarrassed.  And we sitting at home feel smug contentment.  We open our mouths in shock and disgust at what these people admit to.  

Ah but strap us to a lie detector test and what would our results be.  What horrible nuggets of shame could someone unearth about our lives?  To be forced to tell the embarrassing truth in front of a whole nation is terrifying.  How much more so when we stand before the righteous God of all—who knows all things, who knows what you have done and thought for every second of every day of every month and year of your life?  We would stand embarrassed and terrified because what God requires for admission into heaven we completely and totally lack.

As Paul writes,  20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.  “No one” is the negative of “all.”  None of us can stand before God this morning and claim to have been a perfect person. 

The law is not there for you as a to do list.  The law is not there as a bag full of evidence that you can reach into and pull out something beautiful to show God what a good girl or boy you have been.  The law is there to expose you.  It is there to show you off as a fraud and a hypocrite.  The law is there to show you how worthless you are and how pitifully short you have fallen.  The law leaves you with empty hands and a silent mouth with no excuses.  It’s embarrassing and it is frustrating and we are locked out of heaven.
But God knew that already.  God knew you weren’t going to make it.  That’s why he came up with one plan that would rescue everybody.  If perfection was something we all needed, and perfection was something we all lacked, then he would have to give us what we were lacking

The Holy Spirit used the writers of the Old Testament to testify to the God who would save his fallen creatures.  They showed God’s pattern of behavior from the beginning—to go after the sinner, to have mercy on the wretched and to love the unlovable.  Every section of law was followed with a section on what sacrifice would pay the price.  They drove home the message that sin must be paid for by blood.  Through prophets like Isaiah, God called his shot confidently and boldly: 21 Declare what is to be, present it— let them take counsel together. Who foretold this long ago, who declared it from the distant past? Was it not I, the Lord? And there is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a Savior; there is none but me. 22 “Turn to me and be saved, all you ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is no other. 

The New Testament shows God carrying out his plan through his Son, Jesus the Christ.  It shows God’s Son obeying every little law ever given.  It shows God’s Son resisting the very temptations that Adam and Eve gave into.  It shows God’s Son willingly becoming the only sacrifice that was ever needed.  His blood satisfied the need for a just God to punish the sinner for their sins.  His perfection satisfied the price of admission to eternal life in heaven.  

Paul wrote: 21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.
There is a universal problem—sin.  There is a universal solution—our Savior, Jesus.  Salvation is entirely a gift.  We have done nothing.  We could contribute nothing.  We have only goofed up.  We were slaves who were set free, the guilty who are let go all because God volunteered to do something for us in the Garden of Eden to which he was not bound.  He didn’t have to and he did anyway just because.  And that is grace.

What’s the catch?  This all can’t be free, can it?  Ah, here it really is.  It is free for you, a gift given through faith.  But it was not free for God.  It required the slaughter of his one and only Son, his perfect Son whom he loved.  The cost of our freedom was very pricey.  And yet God did not hesitate to pay it.  He planned from the beginning to pay it.  He set history in motion to pay it.  
But oh, how we try to work for it!  It is in our nature.  We cannot accept a gift that large.  It would damage our pride to accept any form of charity.  And so we want to throw in our token deed.  We want to say, “Well, I made the decision.”  I’m saved because I was smart enough to figure it out.  I’m saved because I chose Jesus.  But look at the words of this verse again.  There is not hint of decision.  

Saving faith can only be a gift from God through the gospel.  Faith is not a work we can claim as the deciding factor in our salvation.  Faith is the bridge which God created so that the universal gift of eternal life would come to you.  

Faith is never something that starts with you.  It always comes from outside of ourselves.  It is always dependent upon that which is trusted.  Let me explain—you can want to trust someone, but if they don’t keep their word and always let you down, you simply cannot trust them.  But if they do consistently keep their word and never let you down, they create trust in you.
It is God’s pattern of trustworthiness that he shows in the Bible that creates trust in our hearts.  Hearing, not willing, is the path that salvation takes.  By hearing the message, the Gospel creates the very trust that it calls for.  We see God promise things and then make good on those promises.  In water he promised to wash our sins away.  In bread and wine he promises to give us the very price of our salvation—his body and blood.  And this reassuring pattern of God’s faithfulness in the face of our unfaithfulness creates a trust that the gift he gave to everyone is the gift he gave to me. 
There is a beautiful simplicity to human beings.  There is not one person you meet who does not fit this pattern that you have heard this morning.  There is not one person you encounter—no matter how different than you on the surface—who does not need to be covered with Christ.  There is not one person you encounter for whom Christ did not die.  You have universal good news that is as true for you as it is for anyone else.  There is no difference—all have fallen short, all have received salvation as a totally free gift.  Faith comes from hearing that simple message.  Share that message so that the gift which was won for all may come to all through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

Amen.  
