“The Response to our Position in Christ”

Coming to an understanding of our position in Christ was one of the triumphs of the Reformation.  Martin Luther was a man plagued with the constant guilt of his continual sin.  He had the yoke of works and confessional burdening him for years until he discovered that the Bible clearly speaks of Christ’s work on the Cross being complete and His grace being all we need to be right with God.  This liberation from the impossible task of making himself right with God to instead relying upon the gracious work of Christ transformed Luther’s life.
To understand our position in Christ we must first look at the doctrine of justification: 
“For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus; whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith.  This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins previously committed; for the demonstration of His righteousness at the present time, so that He would be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Romans 3:23-26).  
Justification is a legal concept, whereby an accused is “declared not guilty”.  Like Luther we all should be under the conviction of our sin, but we are not oppressed by that knowledge because we are no longer in fear of God’s righteous condemnation against us.  If we’re going to understand how we are justified (declared not guilty) in Christ then we need to examine the concepts of “redemption” and “propitiation” that this passage also talks about.
Redemption as a concept simply means for a redeemer to liberate someone in bondage by paying a ransom to restore them to freedom.  When the Lord Jesus was on the Cross one of his last words was “It is finished” (John 19:30) as the veil in the Temple was rent in two.  Those words were the same that the Romans would stamp onto a debtor’s contract to say the price had been “paid in full”.  Christ paid the ransom to redeem (free) us from sin.  Not only this but He also was our propitiation, which simply means that Jesus’ death appeased God’s wrath and judgement, because He stood in our place to receive the full punishment for our sin.  This is why the passage says that Jesus was both “just” and “the justifier”, because He didn’t just let us off for our sin but instead God righteous demands for justice were satisfied and we are then clothed in His righteousness!  
The concept of propitiation is very much tied back to the Old Testament and the Ark of the Covenant.  You’ll recall that the lid of the Ark was called the Mercy Seat where once a year on the Day of Atonement the High Priest would enter into the Holy of Holies and sprinkle an offering of blood onto the Mercy Seat as a covering for Israel’s sins.  This seat of judgement then became the Mercy Seat.  We read that “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” so that is why we needed Christ to come “For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified” (Hebrews 10:4; 14).  Christ is our great High Priest who went before us behind the veil into Heaven to offer His own innocent blood to take away once and for all time our sins:
“For Christ did not enter a holy place made with hands, a mere copy of the true one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us; nor was it that He would offer Himself often, as the high priest enters the holy place year by year with blood that is not his own.  Otherwise, He would have needed to suffer often since the foundation of the world; but now once at the consummation of the ages He has been manifested to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” (Hebrews 9:25-26) 

So we no longer live in fear of condemnation because can confidently enter into the presence of God through Jesus who has gone ahead of us to prepare the way in His blood and we have placed our faith in Him by asking Him into our lives so we are justified:

 “Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19-22)
Let’s not stop here though because this work of redemption was so we could enter into relationship with a Holy God who can have nothing to do with sin:  
“But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, so that He might redeem those who were under the Law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.  Because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba!  Father!’  Therefore you are no longer a slave, but a son; and if a son, then an heir through God” 

(Galatians 4:4-7)

Our justification in Christ means that when God looks at us He sees Christ in us; He sees the sacrifice of Christ as our High Priest who has made the intercession for us appeasing God’s wrath and so we are declared not guilty.  We are cleansed spotless from our sins and able to have relationship and fellowship with God as His sons and daughters; indeed as co-heirs with Christ (which relates to the Roman legal system whereby an adopted child was accepted as if he were the full blood male heir of the father’s estate):

“The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that we may also be glorified with Him” (Romans 8:16-17)

It’s incredible that we are heirs of the riches of Heaven – isn’t it.  This encapsulates grace’s meaning of: “unmerited favour” because we do not deserve that!

Justification is very much tied in with sanctification, which is the process whereby we are being saved.  It may be helpful to think of salvation in 3 tenses:
- Past: we have been saved from the guilty verdict and penalty for our sins

- Present: we are being saved from the power of sin in our lives, for we are no longer enslaved to it (Romans 6:7-8)

- Future: we will be saved from the presence of sin that wages war in the members of our body (Romans 7:23)

The present tense of salvation (“sanctification”) describes the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, which is renewing us daily (2 Corinthians 4:16) and conforming us into the likeness of Christ (Romans 8:29).  He (the Holy Spirit) is the promise of God and the confirmation of our salvation: 
“We know by this that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us” 
(1 John 3:24b).

The Holy Spirit is also Christ’s engagement ring to us, His bride the Church for we see the picture in Revelation of the marriage of the lamb when Christ returns to take away His bride to bring her home to Heaven as He promised: 

“If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:3)

In this respect the Holy Spirit is quite like a legal concept called a “security”.  This is where I promise to give you something and to give you assurance that I will actually make good that promise I give you something to keep until I fulfil my word.  In law we call this a “pledge” and the Bible says that the Holy Spirit is also a pledge of God’s promise about our future in glory:
“In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation – having also believed, you were sealed in Him, with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is given as a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the praise of His glory”
 (Ephesians 1:13-14)

So knowing our position in Christ, this should be our response:
1) We do not live in constant fear of condemnation as Martin Luther once did, but rather we trust in finished work of our great high Priest the Lord Jesus whose righteousness has been credited to us by His making us justified in God’s sight.  One verse that I still cannot comprehend but which beautifully describes how God now sees us because of our position is Christ is this: 

“Yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach” 
(Colossians 1:22)

2) Based on this understanding of our justification, we serve and obey the Lord out of joyful thanksgiving for his grace and the future rich inheritance we have secured by the pledge of the Holy Spirit.  We cannot make Him love us more by what we do, so we should beware of slipping into legalistic thinking that by doing something we are somehow increasing our favour with God.  I slip into this way of thinking all the time!
3) In the same way we shouldn’t feel obligated to do every good work possible just to cover ourselves in case God loves us less.  There are people in the church (I hold myself up as one guilty of this) who like to do everything.  Now this isn’t necessarily wrong – although if we’re not careful we’ll be spread so thin that we do nothing well.  However, if we’re doing it because we’re afraid that God will love us a little bit less then we’ve just missed the point of who we are in Christ.  Christ loved us even when we were His enemies and that’s why He died to save us (Romans 5:8).  God loves us not because of what we can do for Him, but because of Christ who is in us and it was with that same love that He loved us even when we did everything against Him as sinners!
4) Since we are redeemed by Christ and justified by His blood we have freedom and are being saved in the present tense from the power of sin.  However, we are not to abuse this freedom as Paul makes very clear in Romans 6; indeed we are not to quench the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit which is working in us daily to conform us into the image of Christ!  Instead, we have a living relationship with Christ and if you wonder how we can respond in love to Christ for all He’s done for us then simply look to His own words: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15) – not because we’re legalists seeking His favour, but as sinners knowing of our new identity in Christ and abounding in thanksgiving to the Lamb who took away the sins of the world!

5) We live in expectant hope of the Lord’s return to claim His bride, knowing that if we’re saved we’ve received God’s pledge of eternity with Him through the person of the Holy Spirit

6) We live as secure identity people in a world that thrives on human insecurity.  We know that no matter what image the world is trying to sell to us that we are complete in Christ and that He made us in His image and we were worth so much to Him that He submitted Himself to death on the Cross.  So even as we grow older and don’t get any prettier we know that God loves us and it’s our resulting identity in Christ that makes us who we are!
