Romans 11:33-36  1973


Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out! “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been His counselor?” “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?” For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever! Amen.


Since shortly after the beginning of time, people have been speculating about God, wondering what He is like.  At the beginning, of course, Adam and Eve had spoken with God and God had spoken to them, so they knew what God is like.  But roughly a century later we are introduced to Cain’s conversation with God, and we can see wrong ideas about God that were cherished by Cain, namely, that God plays favorites and God spends most of His time condemning people and God only punishes people.


From that point on, speculation about God filled the world.  Everybody had their own ideas about God, and still do to this day.  The ancient Philistines thought that God was like a fish, and pictured God in their idol Dagon, the fish-god.  Some pictured God as just like people, only a little better.  The apostle Paul deals with the progression of their ideas about God in the first chapter of his letter to the Romans.  Some speculate about the Great Architect of the universe; many imagine that God is much more like the great wizard of Oz, who in the end wasn’t so great after all.


Opposed to all this speculation about God has always been what God actually says about Himself.  For reasons that are hard to understand, people throughout history have generally preferred their own speculations about God to what God actually says about Himself.  The only explanation for that is original sin, which corrupts all of man’s thinking about God.  As a result of original sin, people prefer to make up things about God and believe their fantasies instead of listening to what God actually says about Himself and believing that.


So this morning we have once again listened to God telling us what he is like, for what He says is far superior to what people speculate about God.  What God tells us is true, even if it isn’t as farfetched as what people make up about God.  What God tells us about Himself is beneficial to us, rather than harmful to us, as are all the human speculations about God.


The first verses of the Bible already tell us much about God.  They also give us the true account of the origin of the world.  All the evolutionary accounts of the origin of the world are based on human speculation and imagination; they are certainly not based on any kind of scientific evidence.  But at the beginning of the world already, we are introduced to some basic facts about God.  God already exists before He creates anything.  He is supremely powerful, creating everything that exists—heaven and earth—with a few words.  And at the beginning already, we are introduced to the fact that there is more than one in God.


God said, “Let US make man in OUR image, in OUR likeness.” Gn1v26.  God is speaking to Himself, so that there is at least two in God, certainly more than one.  God is united in His purpose; He is not at odds with Himself.  We are introduced to the idea of three in God in the first verses.  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.” Gn1v1-3.  We could flesh that out to say, God the Father created the heavens and the earth.  The Holy Spirit was hovering over the waters.  God the Father spoke through the Word of God, which is Jesus.


There are many other references to the three persons in God in the Old Testament.  There are the words I am privileged to speak at the end of the service, “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord look on you with favor and give you peace.” Nu6v24-26.  Or the brief words of Moses, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord, our God, the Lord is one.” Dt6v4.  There is the famous three-holy passage when Isaiah was called to be God’s prophet, the three holies the angels were calling to one another, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of His glory.” Is6v3.  In other words, we are reminded that the Father is holy, the Son is holy, the Holy Spirit is holy.


The New Testament says the same thing, only much more clearly.  Our second Scripture reading included the words with which our service began this morning, “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God [the Father], and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” 2Cor13v14.  Our Gospel reading today was what is called Jesus’ Great Commission, in which He gives the name that was placed on each of us at baptism, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.” Mt28v19,20.

God Himself tells us that there is more than one in God.  God Himself tells us that there are three in God.  God Himself tells us that those three are to be known by us as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  God Himself tells us that there is only one God.  We don’t have any separate, independent source of knowledge about God, so anything beyond what God tells us about Himself is just useless and harmful speculation.


Our text this morning is the end of the apostle Paul’s extended digression about the teaching of election.  The teaching of election says that God chose us to believe in Jesus before He created the world already.  In time, God brought us to faith in Jesus, the fulfillment of His choice of us to believe.  Much about this teaching of election is a mystery to us.  It is not something over which we have any control; it is entirely God’s doing.  It is told to us for our comfort, so that we can know that God thought about each of us and chose each of us before He created the world.  He carries out that teaching of election as He leads us to the water of Holy Baptism, to the words of His Book which tell us about Jesus, to the Lord’s Supper were He demonstrates our forgiveness.


At the end of that long digression, Paul bursts forth into exalted words that express much of the mystery of God.  The words are especially chosen for today because of the last verse, where he writes, “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.”  He uses three prepositional phrases for the three persons of the Trinity.  Perhaps he wants to say that all things come from God the Father, through Jesus Christ, and end up in glory to God the Holy Spirit.  The first church I was called to serve was Trinity Lutheran Church, and these words, “from Him, through Him, to Him,” were carved into the altar.


How foolish that anyone should speculate about God!  There are only two ways for us to know anything about God.  There are some things we know about God from His creation and our own conscience, but everything else we know about God comes from what He tells us about Himself.  From His creation and from our own conscience we know what God is eternal, powerful, wise, and holy.  From our conscience we especially know that God punishes our sins, which is why we feel guilty so much of the time.  But only what God has told us about Himself tells us what to do with those guilt feelings.


“Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been His counselor? Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?”  Many people throughout history, and Satan as well, have tried to be God’s counselor; they have tried to tell God how to run the world; they have tried to tell God what to do.  But God needs no counselor, God allows no counselor.  God knows His own mind.  The only part of God’s mind that we know is what He tells us about in His Book.  We cannot bribe God.  We cannot buy Him off.  We cannot give Him anything that He didn’t first give to us.  Everything we have is His, on loan to us.  Even our lives are gifts from Him.


By far the most important thing that God tells us about Himself is summed up in what is called the Gospel in a nutshell, “God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Jn3v16.  Not only did God make us, but He especially loves us.  Our consciences make it clear that we have sinned and that we are guilty, yet He still loves us and even sacrificed His only Son for us.  He punished our sins in Jesus.  He gives to each of us eternal life through faith in Jesus.  The entire Bible was written to teach us that one special point, that God wants us with Him forever through faith in Jesus, the Savior.


How amazing!  Or in the words of the apostle Paul, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out!”  No one can comprehend God.  He defies human comprehension.  We cannot figure Him out.  We cannot take Him apart and see how He works.  But we can listen to what He tells us, we can believe what He tells us, we can take enduring and eternal comfort from what He tells us.


One of the main endeavors of history is to begin to trace out some of the wisdom of God.  Just one example from ancient Greece, where democracy first developed.  It didn’t last long there because the various Greek states fought amongst themselves, and pretty much annihilated themselves.  That cleared the stage for their more primitive neighbors to the north in Macedonia to take over.  The great king of Macedonia, Philip, spoke Greek, and learned much from the ancient Greek states.  He hired the philosopher Aristotle to train his young son.  When Philip died, the young man, roughly twenty-one years old, took over.  He gathered the Macedonian army and began conquering.  We know him as Alexander the Great.


Over the next ten years, Alexander conquered the entire known world.  His conquest was just a flash in the pan, for when he died in his early thirties, his conquests were divided among his generals, who ruled for their own interests.  But Alexander had carried the Greek language wherever he conquered.  Shortly afterward, the entire Old Testament was translated into Greek in Egypt, of all places.  After Jesus finished His work, the Gospel message went out in Greek to all the world, which spoke Greek.  The apostle Paul could carry the Gospel to any of the cities he visited and be understood in Greek because of Alexander’s conquests.


That is but one example of God’s incredible wisdom in controlling the course of history.  God revealed His plans for Alexander before any of this happened; you can read the details about Alexander in Daniel 8.


“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out!”  How deep is God’s love for us in that He gave us Jesus!  Amen.

