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Genesis 24: 34-38, 42-49, 58-67
Psalm 45
Romans 7: 15-25a
Matthew 11:16-19; 25-30.

Simul justus et peccator

This week the SBS program Dateline commenced with a report on Australian veterans 
of the Vietnam War who for the first time returned to see their old battlegrounds. It was 
quite clear that the horrors of the experience had damaged some of the group beyond 
repair and they loudly protested over the futility of war and wept over their contribution 
to the suffering of others. The same program gave us a long report on the latest strategy 
by the United States’ Army to recruit young people to the ranks. Twenty Million dollars 
(a small portion of the recruitment budget!) had been invested in developing a video 
game in which the participant takes the role of a soldier on combat duty in what looks 
like the streets of Baghdad. Multiple game machines are set up in shopping malls, 
attended by a recruiting officer, armed and in full battle dress. The program showed 
teenagers being taught how to play the game, and then in conversation with recruiting 
officer. “I shot ten people” said one youth. It was chilling, and tragic to see the extent of 
the efforts being made to entice fine young people into becoming cannon fodder.

I do not do what I want, I do the very thing I hate. Paul’s words in the seventh chapter 
of Romans highlight the struggle between knowing and doing, and seem to touch a 
moral struggle we observe in ourselves, and in the broader picture of human life. So 
often it seems something other than what is being done or has happened would be far 
more positive, but achieving it has remained outside our reach. It is as though we are 
engaged in some sort of cosmic struggle in which we regularly emerge on the losing 
side.

In the days of being a theology student we were exposed to Latin quotations succinctly 
which summed up some aspect of the faith. A real favourite was simul justus et peccator 
- simultaneously justified and a sinner. This was Luther’s phrase, which summed up his 
view of the human situation, especially as expounded by Paul in Romans Chapter 7. 
This theme is worth some reflection in connection with the text for today.

The Reformed position was that we are sinners. This means our entire nature, from 
birth, is informed by a deep pervasive reality which prevents us from achieving 
anything good before God. The depth of this reality is such that we cannot discover it by 
ourselves. It is more than living according to our bodily needs and desires. It means 
that, in ourselves, we are inherently turned away from God and naturally will to do what 
is not good. Ironically it is when we learn that God has made it possible for us to stand 
on a new footing, that we are able to appreciate the depths of the gulf that exits. That is 
why it is when the gospel is preached we come to a keen understanding of sin, the 
pervasive power of which has not yet been eliminated.

How do things change? There remains in us a passive capacity to be turned in the right 
direction. A capacity which we seem powerless to activate, but which is enough for 
God, who offers us the liberating word of the Gospel. The effect of God’s offer is 
intended to turn our will in God’s direction so that, even in our sinful condition the 
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divine-human relationship can be rec0nstituted. The Gospel comes to us without merit 
or achievement on our part. It comes as a gift, which announces that we are righteous, 
even when we are turned away from God. The good news is that when God looks at us, 
God sees Jesus Christ the obedient one, and declares that we are acceptable. Luther 
said: “Christ becomes like an umbrella against the heat of God’s wrath.” The idea of 
humans as simultaneously sinners and righteous applies here. God has chosen to declare 
we are accepted, even while we are turned away from God, and we are offered an 
opportunity to set off in a journey towards new life. That is why Luther said, “Sin 
boldly, believe more boldly, and believe in Christ more boldly still.” To live by such a 
stance does not make light of sin. It continues to take sin seriously, but the grace of God 
is taken more seriously.

The Reformed position is that we are saved by God’s gift of grace through faith. For 
Luther even faith is the work of the Holy Spirit, not a work of our imagination or our 
hands. Faith is the inspiration that comes from outside ourselves, which helps us to 
know in our heart that God is for us. By faith we learn that God can never lose sight of 
the fact that our reality had its origin in the divine will. God made us, and continues to 
work to keep us in the grace that brought the world to life.

There are two points to make. The first is - is faith the only work required of us? “Sit 
down O people of God, you cannot do a thing!” Is all our Christian activism a mistake? 
No, God’s justification of us is meant to make a difference in the actual life of a 
Christian. The work of the Holy Spirit touches the life of believers in order to effect 
changes in the world. Works do play a role, not as a means of gaining favour with God, 
but as living signs of grace received. At some point in our lives the grace of God makes 
it possible for us to transcend ourselves.

The second point is this. Although our sin remains, the grace of God is stronger. This is 
why the Gospel speaks of the easy yoke, which brings rest for our souls. God’s gift has 
bridged the gap that we have been unable to cross. The acceptance we long for is given 
to us without our effort. Therefore the way of Christ is the way of the lighter load. All 
that is required is the humility to joyfully receive and live in God’s gift of new life.

There is good news and bad news. This is good news for those who are weary in soul, 
but it may be bad news for those who are determined to make a name for themselves in 
their own strength. For those who are able to live with the news that God has shouldered 
the heavy burden for us, dancing and laughter are possible. For those who are unable to 
have that sort of humility and want to rely on themselves, mourning over their loss is a 
more likely outcome.

The graphic today is meant to connect with the reference to dancing. The picture is of 
Moses’ sister Miriam leading the people in a dance of liberation. The occasion was the 
moment when the people of God stood on the far side of the Red Sea and realized they 
were no longer constrained by their enemies or the past, but had been delivered into 
new life. Miram’s song was not a celebration of human effort. She did not sing, “We did 
it”. Her song was “Sing to the Lord, for he has risen up in triumph horse and the rider 
he has flung into the sea.” Her deep joy came from knowing that she and her people had 
been the subject of God’s saving grace. At that point the journey was far from over - but 
it was clearly a journey into new life. So may it be with us. May we sing and dance and 
have great joy in God’s saving grace.
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