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Our Father, our simple prayer now is the words of John the baptist: may Jesus increase 
and all of us decrease, for our glory alone by the power of the Holy Spirit. We pray in 
Jesus' glorious name. Amen.

Romans 11 beginning at verse 33. This is God's word.

33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 34 For who 
has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor? 35 Or 
who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid? 36 For from him and 
through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen. 

The grass withers, the flowers fall but the word of the living God will stand forever and 
ever. Amen.

I was reading a book this week that Josh Squires recommended to me and in the short 
time I've been here, I've learned that when Josh recommends a book, you read it and I 
was not disappointed yet again. He recommended a book called "Deep Work" by Cal 
Newport and he's not a Christian, and it's a book about being more focused in an age of 
distraction. And of course, I flipped to the table of contents and the subheadings and with 
my background I saw there was something on philosophy in there, so I turned right to it 
and he in this book cited a study by two philosophy professors, one from Berkeley, one 
from Harvard, on our loss of the sacred in modern times. So I was intrigued and bird-
dogged it down a little bit and read some more, and their solution was not, of course, to 
look where Paul is going to point us tonight, they had a completely creature-bound 
Godless solution to our loss of the sacred, but here's what they wrote. They said, quote, 
"The world used to be in its various forms a world of sacred shining things, that the 
shining things now seem far away." And if we're honest with ourselves, even as 
Christians we feel that in our lives. We feel like God is distant. We feel like his glory is 
dimmed in our lives. He can seem unreal, uninterested, and in our darker moments we 
may even say he seems irrelevant to our lives, and all of that is a result of the kind of age 
we live in which is designed to make God's glory small and the glory of man great, and 
Paul has a corrective for us tonight, he wants us to see here as he closes one of the great 
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sections of one of the greatest books ever written, that the glory of God alone is the goal 
for our lives, is the cure for what these authors tapped into, this sense of the loss of the 
sacred. So we'll look at this text under three headings. In the first place, God made 
everything. In the second place, God controls everything. In the third place, everything 
finds its purpose in him. 

God made everything. Look with me there again at verse 36, "For from him," and what 
Paul is doing here is so natural for him. We have to remember constantly that he was a 
Jewish rabbi before he was the Apostle Paul, and the defining doctrine of Jewish piety 
from Paul's time to the present and especially in Paul's time when he lived in a world that 
was saturated with the gods of Rome and the gods of Greece and they knew from cultural
memory the gods of Egypt, alone among the world's religions there was one tiny little 
group of people that said no to all of that, the Jews. Genesis 1:1 was unique and is unique
in human history. You can read the extant literature of the time from the coffin texts of 
Egypt to the epic of Gilgamesh, from Babylon to the earliest recorded texts of human 
history and you will never find anything like Genesis 1:1. So basic categorical nuclear to 
the apostle's theology and to the theology of the Scriptures as a whole is the fact that God
is the Creator, that there is no such thing as eternal matter that existed before God. There 
are not principles like love and justice and truth that find their meaning outside of God. 
According to the Scriptures, there's two levels of being, there's the Creator, there's then 
the creation, and everything that exists exists because God made it. 

That's what Paul means by "from him," and that, my friends, is a teaching that has never 
gone unchallenged. If we think that somehow the evolutionary philosophy that dominates
politics and art and academia and culture today is something new, we're mistaken, it's 
been there in all kinds of forms throughout the history of human thought. Paul dealt with 
permutations of it when he ministered the gospel in the first century world. Now we're 
more sophisticated in our scientific age when we dress up our unbelief with the window 
dressing of scientific accomplishment but when it comes down to it, the teaching is the 
same that Paul encountered, namely that there's this creation that somehow came from 
nothing or made itself. And basic to that theology is the idea that there is no Creator and 
Paul says no, and I believe he begins this doxology here at the end of a section of this text
that began back in chapter 9 and verse 1, I believe he begins this doxology here because 
he wants us to see as he's contemplating the greatness of our salvation in Jesus, the 
election that is ours in him, he says, "That's right and it all culminates from God who's 
the Maker of everything."

And we need to recover that sense of God being our Creator today because as we look 
through the past 150-175 years, really from the watershed moment that Darwin published
his book in 1859, what we've seen is a corresponding decline in our joy as creatures, in 
our knowing our purpose, in our knowledge that there is something beyond us, and 
stripped of that knowledge of the holy that these authors were grasping after, what have 
we substituted in its place but idols? This is why when Paul says "from him" he's making 
it clear and this is so much a part of the Bible's teaching for us that idolatry is evil 
precisely because it looks around at the handiwork of the Creator and says, "I'm going to 
worship you, not him. I'm going to exalt this thing from creation. I'm going to make this 
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thing focal to my life." And that's what our header verse in our bulletin tonight is from 
Isaiah. God says, "My glory I will not give to another."

And here's something that stood out to me that an author said or wrote that I read this 
week, he said the problem that we all have in here tonight, me and you, everybody, is that
we are glory thieves. We don't want God alone to have the glory. We want some of it for 
us. We want people to notice us so we adorn our bodies that are going to die, and we 
adorn this creation that's going to be burned up the fire of judgment one day, we adorn 
ourselves with clothes that say, "Look at me," we adorn ourselves with honors that say, 
"Look at me," we go to places and put it on social media and say, "Look at me. Look at 
my glory of my vacation. Look at my glory of my accomplishments."

I walked into my study tonight and my degrees are hanging on my wall and I just have 
always done that, and I thought about it for a second and what is that saying but, "Look at
what I've done." And I looked at them and then I thought to myself, "They're going to be 
burned up one day." And everything that we have striven after if it's not for the glory of 
God will be purged, gone. It's fleeting. That's what happens when we become idolaters, 
we give glory to that which is fleeting and say, "It's better than the glory you deserve, 
God, and you alone as the Creator of everything."

And so what Paul would have us realize is our crime of being glory thieves. There's one 
Creator and he alone is due the glory. Then in the second place, Paul tells us God controls
everything. Look there again at verse 36, "For from him and through him." Nothing, 
nothing happens apart from him. The molecules in the universe find their purpose in him.
The particles of dust that rose up when you sat down in the pews tonight that you may not
have even seen in the waning shadows of a South Carolina summer evening find their 
purpose, their placement, their exact nature in God and through his providence. 

Through him. And again, go back to the context of what Paul has just been saying back in
chapter 9. He's got a question from Jewish people that he's ministering to in Rome and 
everywhere he went, "If this is so true, Paul, if the gospel is what you have said it is from 
Romans 1:1 to Romans 8:39, then why have not all of God's chosen people believed? 
Why doesn't his special set-apart elect people embrace this Savior that you're talking 
about? Why isn't that happening?" And so Paul goes back, back, back, back, back before 
time and says, "God has a sovereign purpose in his choice." And so when he comes to the
end of unfolding that in ways and in terms that have been debated for centuries ever since
he wrote them, I am not going to get into what he means about in Romans 10 and the 
various uses of the term Israel tonight, you can ask Dr. Thomas about that, but what we 
do know is when he ends here and he says "through him," he has in mind the fact that he's
going to still have questions about why God does what he does and those questions have 
lingered ever since, haven't they, that we come and experience life in all of its horror and 
in all of its joy, and it doesn't take long before we are bewildered, bewildered by life. And
if it hasn't happened to you yet, it will, and if you don't find the doctrine of God's absolute
sovereignty and providential control of your life right now when it's sunny, when the 
storms come and you're bewildered it won't make any sense to you. You won't want to 
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end where Paul ends here in worship and praise. You'll be angry at him. You'll think he's 
done you wrong. 

And what Paul is so anxious for us to see, what God speaking through Paul is saying to 
us is that one of the things we do as glory thieves is get very frustrated when the 
sovereign God collides with our own imagined sovereignty because it's all pretend, 
friends. We really don't control a whole lot when we step back and think about it, do we? 
We don't control the circumstances of our lives and just at the moment when we think we
have this little minuscule corner eked out of our lives to say, "I got this," we're reminded 
that we don't got this and we have to learn the lesson and all of us who follow Christ here
tonight will inevitably learn the lesson that we are not in control. He is. Through him is 
everything. Every circumstance of your life, every frustration, every heartache, every 
peak, every valley, the unseen storms that are coming, the storms that you have passed 
through, the grief you've experienced, the joy you've experienced, all of it is through him.
Nothing happens apart from him. The wise providential hand of God is stamped indelibly
upon every life here. And that's why Paul's praising him. There's no God like him. It goes
hand-in-glove with what he says about God being the Creator. If he's the Creator, he's the
controller. The two are inseparable. And once you have God as Creator, you have him 
immediately as governor of your life, controller of your life, king of your life. And that's 
where Paul's taking us. 

Do you love God's providence? The longer I'm in ministry, haven't been doing it too 
terribly long, and one of the reasons I love ministering in a church like this is because 
there are people here tonight who have experienced bitter providences and I look at them 
and I know in my flesh I would be broken by what they've been through, and the greatest 
encouragement we can give each other is when the bitterness comes, we have people 
around us that God in his mercy has gifted to walk by faith in Christ through that bitter 
providence and testify, "He's good. It's harder than I ever imagined and he's better than I 
ever believed." And that's possible only if this teaching here that God gives us through 
Paul is the bedrock of our souls.

Therefore in the last place, Paul tells us that everything finds it purpose in him. "From 
him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever." Dr. Lawson and
I were speaking before the service this morning and he reminded me of the words of J. 
Gresham Machen who was the founder of Westminster Seminary. He said Christianity is 
a religion of prepositions and that's what you have here. Paul says, "From him, through 
him and to him." Everything finds its purpose in God and in glorifying him alone, and 
we've been using that term to this point, glory. What does it mean to glorify God alone? 
Why does Paul say "to him be glory forever"? The glory of God comes from a Hebrew 
term that means the weightiness of God. And as one theologian put it, we live in a 
weightless age. Nothing's weighty to us anymore. 

We live in an age of triviality, in the age that despises concentration, as I was reading 
about this week, an age that despises focused, deep engagement with anything, let alone 
God. And yet there's this corresponding loss in our lives when we have all of our 
technology and all of our distractions and all of the triviality of constant scrolling, and we
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find ourselves empty and despairing of any purpose whatsoever. The moment we try to 
exalt something from creation, we will lose our center, we will become purposeless in all 
that we do.

And if there's one word to describe our time, it's purposeless. We've ingrained in our 
students that life has no meaning, that we are accidental blobs of cells that somehow 
evolved from a primordial soup with no purpose, and to quote Richard Dawkins, the 
atheist, the universe is at root what we would expect if evolution is true, there is no 
creator and nothing but "blind pitiless indifference." And when you teach people that 
long enough, they start to act on it, they start to live it out, and what we see then is a flood
to overcome this hollowness in us, this purposelessness. We see a flood of pornography, 
drug use. I just read today USA greatest consumer of human trafficking victims. I read 
elsewhere that we now measure the magnitude of a national catastrophe by how many 
people stop looking at pornography and look at a news site. When we say over and over 
that there's nothing but blind pitiless indifference, no creator, no purpose, no providential 
governance, we will sink in idolatry and it will leave us empty. And oh, our burden as 
Christians out to be for that emptiness because we know here that only the weightiness of
the glory of God shone forth in Christ will fill that hole that is an aching in every one of 
our souls. Relationships won't do it. Money won't do it. Status won't do it. Leisure won't 
do it. Nothing but God himself and living for his glory alone through Christ.

And that's why Paul finishes this section the way he does, "To him be glory," and the 
question for us is who's the "him"? Is it just the Father? No. No, because the rest of the 
New Testament will teach us and show us throughout the Scriptures that there are three 
who share this glory: the Father, the Son and the Spirit. And particularly for Paul, he tells 
us in 2 Corinthians 3:16 that all of us beholding the glory of the Lord are being changed 
from one degree of glory to another because Jesus is, as Paul would say in another letter 
to the Corinthians, the Lord of glory. And the author of Hebrews will tell us that the Son 
upholds all things by the word of his power. John will tell us that everything that has been
made has been made through the Son. These prepositions that Paul applies here in 
Romans 11:36, he places right there in Christ in Colossians 1:15-20.

If Christianity is indeed a religion of prepositions, the prepositions point to this Savior 
whose religion bears his name. He's the Creator. He made you. He's the one who governs 
your life. Think about that. He was a baby at one point and those little hands that were 
caressed by his mother, that helped his father in the workplace, that were pierced for our 
transgressions are the same hands that made hands. And then you think about the glory 
Jesus had and when he prays right before he's going to the cross in John 17, he talks 
about this. Remember that stunning stunning scene in John 17 where he prays this, "The 
hour has come, Father. Glorify me with the glory I had with you before the world was 
made." Never said by Mohammad. Never said by Buddha. Never said by Confucius. 
Never said by Aristotle. Impossible and impostorous to pray on anybody else's lips 
except Jesus.

"Glorify me," he says and what does he mean by that? The suffering that is coming and 
the movement of the Savior's life is like this: from glory to suffering to glory. And 
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therefore when we ask what does this all mean? How do we give glory to God alone in 
our lives? Let me say two things as we finish. The first thing is we glorify God by 
suffering, and as we've said before that New Testament term for suffering means as one 
author put it, the mundane frustrations and the unspectacular difficulties that mark our 
daily lives. When we endure those for God's glory, when we say, "I'm going to by faith 
not give in to complaining," and it's so easy and I'm so guilty of that, when we say by 
faith, "I'm going to trust that I don't have the whole picture of what he's doing and I'm 
ignorant of his designs, and I will say with Job, I cannot trace the hand of the Almighty," 
when we by faith say that in the midst of our grief and our suffering, he gets glory. We 
bring him glory as one author put it, by faith and by faith alone as we have undistracted 
and unhurried worship. Guilty on that charge too. Hard to focus. 

We bring him glory when we focus on him in our worship. We bring him glory when by 
faith we focus on him in prayer and we go into that deep work of prayer. If there's one 
thing that's fallen away again in our age of triviality, it's that we don't know how to pray 
well and I feel that in my own life. I feel how hard it is to get to a place where I'm not 
distracted and I can just talk to Jesus, and yet that is how we show his glory, worship and 
prayer and suffering, and works of service, and today we have to be reminded of that, that
when we go serve in another country for missions, when we go across the street to serve 
in Columbia, we are not posturing and saying, "Look at First Presbyterian, Columbia," 
we're saying, "Look away from us. Look at him. He's beautiful and worthy. That's why 
we're here. Not us, him."

And the last thing is that we see that God glorifies us one day in Christ. We glorify him 
now these ways, he will glorify us one day in Christ. The best is yet to come. That's why 
Paul wrote what he did in 2 Corinthians, from one degree of glory to the next. And so 
what you see now in the pain and the suffering, what we experience now in the 
disappointments of life in a fallen world is going to give way one day to the same 
glorification that Jesus experienced for us. When we read him walking through the pages 
of the New Testament in his resurrected body and we read the word there, we are seeing a
mirror of what we are going to be in him. The glory is coming and as we live for that 
glory now, we experience it more and more one degree of glory to the next.

It reminds me of a wonderful passage in C. S. Lewis' "Prince Caspian" when Lucy 
encounters Aslan who's the Christ figure from that book, and she encounters him as an 
older girl, not the little girl when she met him, and she says, "Aslan, you're bigger." And 
he says to her, "That is because you are older, little one." And she says, "Not because you
are?" And he replies, "I am not but every year you grow you will find me bigger." And 
that's the lesson from Romans 11:36 for us tonight. The cure for the loss of shininess will 
never be found in the shining things of creation. It will only be found as God, Father, Son
and Holy Spirit and his glory alone become bigger to us. It will only come as John Piper 
put it when we are most satisfied in him, and he will be most glorified in us. It will only 
come as God alone gets the glory from every life in here, world without end, Amen.

Let's pray.
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Father, thank you for your glory, your weightiness, that you are worthy of all glory 
because of who you are and what you've done for us in Christ, what you will do for us 
one day in him, and which you are doing in us now by the Spirit. May we not be glory 
thieves this week. We pray in Jesus' name. Amen.
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