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These sermons are not for sale but are compiled solely for the glory of God and for the benefit of His Church. If they help you, please let me know. If you disagree with something you read, please let me know that as well. Regardless, please pray for me that God will continue to mold me into the believer and pastor He has planned for me.

These sermons were delivered at New Hope Baptist Church in Romulus, Alabama in Pentecost 2009. I've placed these sermons here for my non-resident members (or anyone else interested in some sermons). Unless otherwise noted, all scriptures are from the English Standard Version, copyright 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publishers. These sermons are not for profit; I'm not selling them, and you can't either. If they help you, please let me know. Feel free to share them if you think they're worth it. You should know that I rarely preach exactly from manuscript; things come to me as I go. (Most ministers will empathize.)


The book of Romans has influenced Western Civilization more than nearly any other book in ancient literature. Its words guided St. Augustine to salvation and Martin Luther to the reality of salvation by grace through faith. This book served John Calvin as one of the key pillars of his teachings as recorded in the Institutes of the Christian Religion, the first systematic theology of Protestantism.
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Trinity Sunday: Called for His Glory
 
Scripture reading: Isaiah 6:1-13.
Sermon text: Romans 1:1-7.
 
Each year, the Church dedicates the Sunday following Pentecost to one of the most crucial — but yet most misunderstood — doctrines of the Christian faith: The Doctrine of the Trinity. Our belief in 1 God in 3 Persons separates Christianity from both Judaism and Islam, the other monotheistic faiths of humanity.
 
Some scholars have tried to prove that the early Church didn’t truly understand the Trinity, even going so far as to claim that Jesus Himself did not understand His relationship with the Father. Given the teachings of Christ included in the Gospel of St. John, I find it difficult to believe that Jesus misunderstood His identity when He claimed to be the Son of God the Father. “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30), “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), “That they may be one even as we are one” (John 17:11, 22); these statements clearly depict Jesus as claiming perfect unity with the Father, the God of the Jews.
 
Today’s sermon text also contradicts any notion that the early Church failed to grasp the concept of the Trinity or the importance of the doctrine. St. Paul wrote his letter to the Romans in c. A.D. 57, or roughly 24-25 years after Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection and ascension and possibly before the composition of at least 3 of the Gospels (St. Matthew, St. Luke and St. John). The opening words of St. Paul’s letter provide clear evidence that he both perceived and understood the working of the Trinity in the salvation story that the Church proclaims to the world.
 
Few books can claim the impact of the book of Romans on Western Civilization. Romans was instrumental in St. Augustine’s conversion. After reading Romans 13:13-14, Augustine wrote, “I had no wish to read more and no need to do so. For in an instant, as I came to the end of the sentence, it was as though the light of conﬁdence ﬂooded into my heart and all the darkness of doubt was dispelled.” (Augustine’s Confessions (London: Penguin Books, 1961) p. 178). Martin Luther would read Romans and become convinced that salvation was accomplished solely by justiﬁcation through faith. This insight would lead him to challenge the Roman Catholic Church and centuries of doctrines. John Calvin would read Romans and become convinced that God's sovereign plan unfolded in time in spite of the worst attempts of evil to confound it.
 
As mentioned above, St. Paul wrote Romans sometime around 57 A.D., while he was in Corinth. St. Paul wrote Romans to prepare the Roman church for his visit on his way to Spain (15:28). St. Paul was writing to a church he did not found; therefore, he could not exert any authority over them without an introduction.
 
The letter to the Romans is Paul’s longest letter. The letter itself is a tightly written argument for the necessity of God’s righteousness in life, for the love of God demonstrated in Jesus’ sacriﬁce, for the inclusion of the Jews in God’s salvation plan, and for the continued presence of visible proof in Christians’ lives that a spiritual birth has occurred in their lives. Today, we also see that St. Paul clearly taught the doctrine of the Trinity through his masterpiece work.
 
Many people wonder why Christians so emphatically cling to the doctrine. When we begin reading the letter to the Romans, we find several reasons why the Trinity speaks so dearly to believers.
 
First, St Paul reminded the believers at Rome of Jesus’ identity as the Son of God. St. Paul called himself a “servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God.” St. Paul recognized Jesus as his Lord and King. Saul the Pharisee had believed in God; he had often quoted the Shema, the declaration of Moses that Jesus called the first commandment: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). When the Christian movement began sweeping through Judea, Saul attacked the believers as heretics. However, on the road to Damascus, Saul encountered a living Jesus. Saul quickly realized that Jesus lived again, changing his perception of the God he had loved and served his entire life.
 
Saul — now known as Paul — realized that Jesus had set him apart for a special purpose. First, Jesus called him as an “apostle,” or “sent one.” An “apostle” in the Greek world served as a messenger with a special message to those entrusted to his mission. St. Paul knew his message: the “gospel of God.” At this point, God the Father entered the conversation with the Roman believers.
 
God the Father had revealed Himself to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob’s descendants as the God of the Covenant. He had first made a covenant with Abraham: “I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies, and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice” (Genesis 22:17-18). God had confirmed this covenant with Isaac and then with Isaac’s youngest son Jacob. On Mt. Sinai, God again confirmed His covenant with Jacob’s descendants through Moses, calling Israel — the tribes descended from Jacob — as a “ a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6).
 
Throughout Israel’s history, God had sent prophets proclaiming His coming. In time, the prophets began predicting a strange event in history: God would come to the earth as a human, more specifically as a descendant of David, Israel’s greatest king. Practically every major prophet from Moses forward prophesied regarding the coming of God in flesh.
 
Unfortunately, these prophecies also included those of Isaiah that God would suffer and die for the sins of His people and for the sins of all humanity. St. Paul reminded the Romans that Jesus’ resurrection following His sacrificial death firmly established His identity as the Son of God, just as He had claimed (John 10:36). Christians from the resurrection forward clearly proclaimed Jesus’ identity in this way, beginning with some before His death (cf. Martha, John 11:27) and emphatically afterward (John 20:31). After his own conversion and calling, St. Paul himself had “proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying, ‘He is the Son of God’” (Acts 9:20).
 
St. Paul also reminded the Romans of the Holy Spirit’s work in salvation history. Jesus had promised to send another “Comforter” or “Advocate” to indwell believers after He ascended to the Father (John 14:16-17). On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came into the world and empowered believers to carry the gospel of God to all humanity (Acts 2). The Holy Spirit goes everywhere that believers go, giving us the courage and wisdom to proclaim Jesus as the “Son of God” through His resurrection.
 
Once we hear this proclamation — Jesus has died for our sins, risen from the dead, and now offers freedom from sin to all who believe in Him as Lord — we receive “grace.” Grace refers to the undeserved merit we receive from God, who forgives us of our sins against Himself and against others and declares us as “justified,” or having the standing to approach Him knowing He has forgiven our sins.

 
As believers in Jesus Christ, we, too, have received the “apostleship” to carry the news of Jesus’ resurrection to those in our lives. The Church has spread around the world to tell people of every nation and language about the freedom from sin we experience through the work of the Trinity in our lives. St. Paul carried this message throughout the Roman Empire, calling people to believe in Jesus and live in “the obedience of faith for the sake of his name.”
 
St. Paul then addressed the Roman believers directly, reminding them they were “called to belong to Jesus Christ;” the Holy Spirit had worked in their hearts to convict them of their sins and bring them to salvation through their confession of Jesus as Lord of their lives. One of the Church Fathers, a man known as Ambrosiaster, stated that the Roman Christians accepted Christianity without any notable miracles and without any apostolistic proclamation of the faith. Most likely, Jews from Rome were present at the events of Pentecost and carried the new faith back to Rome itself.
 
St. Paul opened the main portion of the letter with a new form of the customary salutation in Greek letters: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Greek letters often opened by wishing “grace” to the recipient of the letter, but St. Paul added “peace” to his salutation. St. Paul reminded the Romans both of the grace they received through their salvation and the peace with God that their confession in Christ had brought.
 
I believe these verses remind us today of the Trinity’s work in our own salvation.
 
First, we must remember that when we confess Jesus as Lord, we must live according to His expectations and commandments. We cease our service to self and sin and begin serving our new Lord, who calls us to proclaim His resurrection to the world. The gospel consists of the good news that while all humanity suffers from our sins, Jesus has paid the penalty and conquered both sin and death through His crucifixion and resurrection.
 
We should also find encouragement in the prophecies regarding Jesus’ coming. These prophecies remind us that God the Father, in His omniscience, knows what we faced in life and what we will face in the future. He has already prepared for what we will face later today and for the rest of our lives. This fact should lead us to trust Him even more in our lives. If we can trust God for our salvation from sin, we can also trust Him to provide for us and guide us in life.
 
The Holy Spirit Himself (remember that the Holy Spirit is God, not an emotion!) also works in us. He helps us to live godly lives as a witness to His work in us. He also works in unbelievers to draw them to Jesus, pointing them to the only true source of salvation: Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
 
The God we serve — Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — cares deeply about you. Everyone who confesses the Son as Lord finds peace with the Father and experiences the calming presence of the Spirit. The joy of our faith revolves around the love of God for us, a love that extends beyond the love of the Persons for one another to encompass us as well. You’ll find no stronger love than the love of the Trinity for one another and for all believers in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.


Third Sunday of Pentecost (Homecoming):
Proclaimed throughout the World



Scripture reading: Mark 4:26-34.

Sermon text: Romans 1:8-17.



We gather today, as the redeemed of Christ, for New Hope’s 170th anniversary celebration. We’re here today because of at least 2 reasons.



First, all of us here have a connection to New Hope Baptist Church. For some of us, this is our ancestral church, the place where our families have gathered for worship for generations. For others, New Hope has only recently become home. Still, we’re here for homecoming because, in some way, we call New Hope home.



More importantly, we’re here to worship. We didn’t come to a community hall, nor did we  come here today simply to enjoy a meal and fellowship. We came together today because we know the truth of Scripture (or at least recognize that our ancestors understood it). The faith of New Hope has drawn us back here to celebrate the faith of those who founded this church and who have sacrificed for generations to maintain this family of believers.



New Hope has sent believers throughout the world — literally. Ministers have gone from New Hope to serve pastorates in other states. People born in this church have served as missionaries around the world. New Hope has consistently supported missions efforts throughout her history while simultaneously serving the Romulus community as a place for believers to worship Jesus Christ, our risen Lord.



In today’s sermon passage, St. Paul commended the Roman church for their faith and their reputation. According to St. Paul, the faith of the Romans was “proclaimed in all the world.” As we examine this passage today, we should ask ourselves about our reputation before the world. Do people in our lives know of our faith in Jesus Christ? Do we proclaim His gospel as we interact with people who need Jesus as our Lord?



St. Paul opened this passage by telling the Romans that he thanked God for their reputation in the Empire. As I mentioned last week, the Church Father known only as “Ambrosiaster” recorded that the Roman church began without any miracles or any apostolic witness. St. Luke recorded that Jews from Rome had heard St. Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost. Some of these Jews apparently were among the first converts to the Church and carried their testimony of Jesus Christ back to Rome.



As the Church spread throughout the Empire, word quickly spread of the congregations in Rome, the imperial capital. Although he had never visited Rome, St. Paul had heard of the thriving congregations there. Most likely, St. Paul heard of the Roman believers from St. Aquila and St. Priscilla, 2 Jewish Christians he met and befriended in Corinth. These believers greatly aided St. Paul in his ministry to the Corinthians. 



St. Paul had always wanted to travel to Rome. As a Roman citizen, St. Paul would have enjoyed visiting the center of the Empire, the founding city of the greatest empire on the earth. He also wanted to serve the congregations there. St. Paul never forgot his calling to serve the Gentiles. He wanted to give a “spiritual gift” to the Romans as he had given to the churches he founded in the eastern half of the Empire. Wherever St. Paul founded a church, he left a thriving congregation of believers. Whatever the spiritual gift entailed, we know that the Romans would have greatly benefited from it in their witness before the population of the Empire’s greatest city.



St. Paul also believed that visiting the Romans would allow them to strengthen him as well as he could strengthen him. I believe this reminds us of an important reason for us to gather today. Believers face constant struggles in our lives. We face temptations on a daily basis. We know the expectations of God, but we so often fail to meet them. Worship gives us an opportunity to come together to learn about God; to praise Him for His forgiveness of our sins and His work in our lives; and to encourage one another to live godly lives before a world desperately needing to know of God’s plan of salvation.



St. Paul then reminded the Romans of his calling to serve all Gentiles, not merely the Greeks among whom he had ministered to this point in his apostolic career. St. Paul told the Roman believers, “I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish.” This encompassed the cultured “Greeks;” this term referred to the Roman citizens and subject who spoke Greek, the preferred language of civilization. St. Paul’s calling also encompassed the “barbarians,” or those who didn’t speak Greek and were therefore considered uncivilized by the Greeks and Romans.



St. Paul also referred to the “wise and the foolish.” The “wise” would have referred to the educated, literate members of Roman society, while the “foolish” referred to the illiterate masses. St. Paul had ministered to both groups, ranging from the illiterate, superstitious people of Lystra to the sophisticated philosophers of Athens.



St. Paul’s ministry reached all these people because he never forgot a crucial fact about our witness for Christ: Everyone with a soul needs to hear of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection. Every human in our lives needs to know that our sins separate us from God unless we pay the penalty for our sins. However, the penalty for sin is death: Eternal separation from God. Fortunately, Jesus took our penalty on Himself through His crucifixion on the cross and His death. On Easter Sunday, we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection. The resurrection, as St. Paul wrote in last week’s sermon passage, confirmed Jesus’ divinity as the eternal, only-begotten Son of God. The resurrection confirms that Jesus has conquered sin and death for us. Everyone who accept Jesus’ payment of his penalty receives salvation: A relationship with God the Father, the indwelling presence of God the Holy Spirit, and the assurance of His love for us.



St. Paul knew he had received this salvation even though he didn’t deserve it. St. Paul told the Romans, “I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.” He knew God had called him to minister to Gentile believers through his preaching. He gave the Romans the greatest reason for his ministry: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”



Think about the gospel of Jesus for a moment. For nearly 2,000 years, the Church has boldly proclaimed that Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God, died for us and rose from the dead. Many people over the centuries have scoffed at the notion that the death of an innocent man would accomplish anything for us, or that anyone could rise from the dead. Most people who hear of this at first cannot believe in the truth of the gospel. Many Christians today believe in Jesus’ death and resurrection (otherwise they couldn’t claim membership in the Church) but still have trouble telling someone about it. An entire industry of “witnessing materials” exists to teach people how to tell someone the gospel of Christ.



People of God, the Church exists because someone told us of this hard-to-believe plan that God enacted to redeem humanity from our fallen state. The Church exists because our spiritual ancestors, from St. Paul to those in this sanctuary today, has proclaimed the gospel of God. The gospel may sound impossible, but in reality it “ is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” Everyone who believes in Jesus’ sacrificial death and resurrection receives the salvation of God.



Of course, St. Paul also told the Romans something we must remember today: “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” St. Paul reached back to the prophet Habbakuk to give us a way to tell people about the gospel. Our lives will tell people of the gospel of Christ. As we believe by faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection, we will live a different lifestyle from unbelievers. This lifestyle will distinguish us from unbelievers and will give us opportunities to proclaim the gospel to them. Yes, many will fail to believe. However, others will believe and will receive the salvation of God.



Today, we celebrate homecoming here at New Hope. We’ve all come home to a sacred place where our we have found a refuge, a family of faith. As important as we find it to come home to worship, it’s just as important that we boldly live the gospel by loving God and everyone He places in our lives. It’s just as important that we love them enough to tell them of Jesus’ love for them. God’s love for humanity compelled Jesus to die for us and rise again to conquer death for us. If Jesus loved people enough to die and rise again for them, we must love them enough to proclaim the gospel to them.



The Church today proclaims the gospel around the world. Before next year’s homecoming, let’s insure that everyone in our lives hears of the gospel and knows the joy of salvation through Jesus’ death and resurrection.


Fourth Sunday of Pentecost:
When the Wise Go Dark

 
Scripture reading: 2 Corinthians 6:1-13. 

Sermon text: Romans 1:16-32.



An examination of ancient civilizations will uncover a remarkable consistency among human societies. Practically every society, regardless of its location, racial background, or amount of interaction with other societies, felt the need to worship something higher than common humans. Just as interesting, religions of these civilizations resemble each other far more than we’d expect. Practically every ancient religion involved some sort of blood sacrifice, most often performed by a particular social group specifically tasked with maintaining communication between the gods worshiped and their worshipers.



The Romans, of course, were no different. For centuries, the Romans had worshiped basically the same gods as the Greeks, merely with different names. When the new believers came from Jerusalem after Pentecost, A.D. 33, carrying a new interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures, many people familiar with those Scriptures came to believe in another god: The God of the ancient Hebrews, as revealed in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.



St. Paul had already praised the Roman believers for their faith, reminding them of their impact throughout the Empire. However, there was more to this letter than a praise report. St. Paul needed to accomplish another task in this case. The Roman believers faced a major problem related to their ethnic identity. In A.D. 49, the Roman emperor Claudius had expelled all Jews from Rome, including Jewish Christians. St. Paul had met 2 of these believers, St.’s Aquila and Priscilla, in Corinth. St. Paul knew that Jewish believers had returned to Rome, but they returned to a church now predominantly Gentile. In the absence of the Jewish Christians, the Gentile believers had both maintained their faith and expanded their church. The tension between those returning and those who had remained still hampered the body of believers in Rome.



Writing to a church composed of both Jewish and Gentile Christians probably posed a difficult task, but St. Paul had ministered in such circumstances before. However, St. Paul’s letter to the Romans posed a particularly serious challenge. The Jewish believers rightfully believed they possessed a special relationship with God; after all, as they could claim, God had established a covenant with the Jews that predated the Church by millennia. Gentile believers, on the other hand, could justifiably state that they, too, now possessed a special relationship with God through their belief in Jesus Christ, His Son.



St. Paul struck a magnificent balance between these opposing claims by pointing out a truth ignored by both sides: No one deserved salvation at all. In today’s sermon passage, St. Paul both prepared the entire Roman church for his later thoughts on salvation and reminded both groups of their entire reliance on God’s grace. Today, we must never forget that, in spite of our knowledge, technological progress, or philosophical progress, we remain as needy as the ancients. We need grace. We need God.



St. Paul had just stated his major theme: The necessity of the gospel of Christ. None of the ancient civilizations managed to achieve the goal of reestablishing the relationship with their Creator. Only through belief in Jesus Christ and His resurrection could anyone even hope to achieve peace with God.



The ancients knew they were in trouble with something greater than themselves. St. Paul reminded the Romans, “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.”



The ancients all knew something existed beyond themselves; creation itself testified to this fact. The Psalmist David had written, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Psalm 19:1). Practically every human in ancient times, regardless of the primitiveness or advanced status of his civilization, looked up and wondered who created the heavens.



The question became, could creation alone serve as a guide back to God? St. Paul thought so: “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.” David’s glorious truth probably rang in St. Paul’s ears as he wrote this statement.



St. Paul took the Roman believers, Jew and Gentile, back to a time shortly after the Creation when all Adam’s descendants knew of Almighty God. This time predated the covenant of Abraham considered so dear to the Jews; it also predated both the Greek and Roman civilizations by millennia. As time passed after Adam, humans abandoned worship of God and turned to their own way of worship, resulting in the flood.



God gave humanity another chance following the flood of Noah’s time. Noah’s sons all knew of God; they had participated in the sacrifice after the family had left the ark. Genesis records that after only a few generations, idolatry had returned to the world. Humans again turned from God. “Although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”



What happened? “Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.” Ancient history tells us that every single civilization degenerated into polytheism, and none of them ever independently returned to the worship of the true God.



It seems as if humanity fell further from God as we progressed in technology and knowledge. As we learned more about the world, we failed to give God the glory for what we learned; instead, we attributed anything we learned to another “god.” We harnessed fire; practically every civilization had a god of fire. We learned to distinguish planets from stars; more gods were born. We recognized the regularity of the sun’s movements in the sky (yes, the ancients eventually figured out the earth revolved around the sun); another god came into being.



It shouldn’t surprise us that, as we fell further and further from God, we would inevitably fail to see each other as God had intended. “Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.”



At this point, St. Paul took time to address the worst sin of humanity, the abomination that transcended every other sin we’ve ever known: Pride.



I’m certain that many ministers would, at this point in St. Paul’s letter, spend the rest of the sermon on homosexuality. I’ll say only this: Scripture clearly states that God intended for humans to express our sexuality only in a permanent, monogamous, heterosexual relationship within the bounds of marriage. And, as a famous Southern philosopher once said, “That’s all I have to say about that.”



Anyone who fixates on homosexuality in this passage really manages to miss St. Paul’s real point. Note that St. Paul doesn’t dwell on homosexuality; he merely mentions it as a symptom of godlessness and then continues to another list of sins: “They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.”



I’m not downplaying homosexuality; instead, I want to put it in its proper place. Frankly, I’ve seen more churches destroyed by envy, gossip, and slander than ever threatened by homosexuality. St. Paul never addresses homosexuality except as part of the sin of humanity.



Actually, we see a clear description of the result of pride on humanity. Every sin in this list begins when we exalt ourselves above others, including God. Every sin we see here begins when we fail to see ourselves as servants of Almighty God and His people. Every sin we find here results from the sin of the Garden. Adam and Eve already possessed perfect bodies, perfect reactions, perfect love. They lusted for more: Perfect knowledge. Unfortunately, this reached too far. “Claiming to be wise, they became fools.” 



I once told someone, “Pride is a horrible thing in a person's life. I once wrote in a midterm, ‘like Satan, every sin we commit begins with the proud assumption that we are above the rules ordained by God; of all creation, we alone believe the rules do not apply to us.’”



Can we find any hope at all in this passage? I see almost none at all. The wisest of men failed to find God through human wisdom; the most intelligent humans on the planet never noticed the existence of God even as they deciphered the clues in the heavens. Pride blinded us. Only God’s grace could save us.



This, then, is where the gospel of Christ comes to our rescue. We must return to v. 16: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” The gospel alone — Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross and victory through the resurrection — brings us hope.



The gospel restores us to our rightful place before God, because only those who humble themselves to admit they need God’s grace will accept the gospel. We cannot maintain our pride and simultaneously admit we cannot make our own path to God. Jesus emphatically stated, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Everyone who accept Jesus as the way to God receives eternal life (John 3:16).



The gospel also requires us to exhibit the faith St. Paul mentioned in v. 17. “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” When we believe in Jesus’ sacrifice for our sins and accept His victory over death through His resurrection, we accept Him as Lord of our lives. When we live as Jesus requires us to live, we will live “righteous” lives before God. The word “righteous” means “right living,” i.e. living according to the standards of God rather than those of society or our own. God’s standards are clear: We must love Him with all we have, and we must love our neighbor as ourselves (Matthew 22:36-49).



Lastly, the gospel brings us new life in Jesus. The gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” When we receive the salvation that comes from accepting Jesus as Lord and believing in His resurrection, the Holy Spirit of God comes into us and begins molding us into new creations (2 Corinthians 5:17). We find it possible to overcome temptations that once would have conquered us; we find it possible to live joyously even in times of distress. We find that the peace we receive in our restored relationship from God can help us overcome everything the world can throw at us.



Human civilization began its downward slide when the wisest failed to acknowledge God as the Creator. We received our greatest help when Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary, died on a cross, and rose again from the dead.



The gospel takes little wisdom to accept; it is so simple that a child can understand it. I encourage you to accept the truth of the gospel; embrace it, and live it. As the Holy Spirit works in your life, you’ll find true peace with Almighty God, your Creator and Lord.


Fifth Sunday of Pentecost:
The Danger of Judgment





Scripture reading: Lamentations 3:21-33.

Sermon text: Romans 2:1-16.



Another week, another public personality admitting adultery. It seems American voters hear this on a regular basis nowadays. Again, as many times before, the politician who fell was best known for his condemnation of other adulterers in national politics. Needless to say, the media ruthlessly exploited the story, even revealing emails from the  governor to his girlfriend. It seemed the media spent more time on the affair because of the governor’s frequent condemnations of a former president who was also caught in an infidelity.



This incident may seem irrelevant to most of us here in Alabama. We’d prefer to let the South Carolina voters deal with their governor. However, as St. Paul pointed out to the Romans in chapter 2, the tendency to judge others is universal. As much as we love to quote Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount — “Judge not, that you be not judged” (Matthew 7:1) — we all find ourselves holding others to a higher standard than we hold ourselves. We all see the sins of others; we point out the failures of others, all the time somehow managing to ignore our own shortcomings and sins.



St. Paul had just pointed out to the Roman church that no one stood guilt-free before God. The Gentiles had lapsed into paganism only a few generations after the catastrophic flood that wiped out all humanity but Noah and his families. The Jews may have received the Law on Mt. Sinai in 1446 B.C., but Moses dutifully recorded the idolatry going on at the bottom of the mountain while he received the Law on top of it in God’s presence. The Old Testament recorded the Jews’ return to idolatry over the centuries following their conquest of Canaan and leading to the Exile to Babylon in 586 B.C.



As St. Paul continued building his argument for God’s grace, he also systematically destroyed any hope anyone may have of escaping justice. God will one day deliver perfect justice to everyone, regardless of race, language, or religion. Only those who accept Jesus’ payment for their sins have any hope of escaping this justice.



Today’s sermon passage resumes St. Paul’s thought from the end of chapter 1, where he explained the condemnation of God on those who proudly their pride and rebellion before God. Chapter 2 begins with sobering words: “Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same things.”



This phrase applied to both the Jews and the Romans. First, the Jews judged all Gentiles as pagans who ignored God’s call to repentance. Even worse, the Jews considered all Gentiles as deserving of judgment for their treatment of God’s covenant people. According to the Jews, Gentiles from the Canaanites to the Babylonians to the Greeks to the Romans had abused them and deserved judgment from God for their refusal to accept Jewish supremacy in the national hierarchy.



The Romans also proved guilty of judging others. The Romans had long prided themselves on bringing law and peace to the Mediterranean world; they saw themselves as the most civilized nation in history and claimed a responsibility to spread their civilization throughout their empire. In so doing, they judged others inferior to govern themselves.



In actuality, the Romans fared worse, because their claim of “civilizing” others hid the reality of their conquests. The Roman Empire survived only so long as the legions conquered and plundered kingdoms and tribes on its borders. These conquests postponed the need for Rome to develop an industrial base and led to the collapse of the Empire in the fifth century.



This left both Jew and Roman in major trouble with God. The Jew judged the Gentiles for their paganism, even as they lapsed into idolatry; the Romans judged others as barbarians even as they brutally suppressed independent tribes and kingdoms. As St. Paul so bluntly stated, “We know that the judgment of God rightly falls on those who do such things.”



What about within the church of Rome itself? Both Jews and Gentiles in the church found themselves admitting they, too, stood guilty of ignoring or disobeying Jesus’ command regarding judgment. Christians judged their pagan neighbors of their sinful ways, then fell into the same sins. Some in the church falsely believed that the physical world was evil while the spiritual world alone was good. They believed their salvation was secure as long as they kept their souls “pure” while they indulged in carnal sins with their bodies. Others managed to hide their sins from their congregations and deluded themselves that God would not condemn them for what remained hidden from view.



St. Paul dashed the hopes of every group. “Do you suppose, O man—you who judge those who do such things and yet do them yourself—that you will escape the judgment of God?” Could those who allowed themselves to indulge in the sins of their pagan neighbors expect grace?



Just maybe their success at hiding their sins served as a sign of God’s mercy. St. Paul destroyed this thought as well: “Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” God did not destroy sinning believers out of ignorance of their sins, but because He had mercifully given them time to repent and turn to righteous lives.



In the salvation story of the letter, St. Paul applied these arguments to both Jew and Gentile. The Roman civilization had stood for over 800 years, leading the Romans to believe God would never judge Rome for her exploitation of other tribes and kingdoms. The Jewish civilization had experienced God’s punishment before, but they still considered themselves superior to the Gentiles. They believed their special status before God would prevent God from judging them as they expected Him to judge the Gentiles.



Unfortunately for both groups, God’s judgment loomed over all humanity. Our rebellion had torn our relationship with our Creator, and our refusal to repent of our pride condemned us to an eternal separation from the God who created us. “But because of your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.”



It amazes me at how many ancient religions came to believe in a final judgment, when all evil would face destruction and everyone would be rewarded for their good. St. Paul told the Roman believers that the ancients had gotten this right: Judgment was coming. St. Paul reminded the Romans that when God judged humanity, “He will render to each one according to his works.” Judgment would bring deliverance to those who accepted the gospel of Jesus’ death and resurrection as their salvation: “to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life.”



The news was grim for those who rejected Jesus’ sacrificed on their behalf: “but for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek;” both groups would face judgment, and every person in each group who chose to live in rebellion against God would face His just wrath.



Fortunately, the news was much better for believers in God: “but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. For God shows no partiality.”



This brings us to an important question: What about those who died in ignorance of God in the pre-Christian era, and what about those who die in ignorance of Christ in our era? According to St. Paul, “For all who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law.” The Law itself gave no protection to the Jews and no special condemnation to the Gentiles, “for it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.” What does he mean? 



Here we have a major difference in the salvation of every human. Many believe that only those who fully obey God’s law, regardless of their intent, will find salvation in the final judgment. Others believe that all those who follow the intent of God’s law — the “spirit” of the law — will find salvation.



This is a critical question in human history. The Old Testament recounts numerous Gentiles who demonstrated fellowship with God outside the Covenant of Mt. Sinai: Melchizedek (Genesis 14), Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law (Exodus 2), and Ruth (read her book!) all demonstrated faith in God. The prophet Jeremiah was rescued from certain death by Ebed-melech, an Ethiopian eunuch who was blessed by Jeremiah for his faith. Even one of the proudest men in history, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, declared in his last statement recorded in Scripture: “Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor the King of heaven, for all his works are right and his ways are just; and those who walk in pride he is able to humble.”



This fact also spelled doom for countless Jews who, throughout their national history, had falsely believed that merely observing the rituals of the Law would guarantee their standing before God. Read the books of the Prophets to see the results of a society that  allowed its worship to fall into nothing but ceremonies.



We find another crucial point in this passage. Notice the last word: “for it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.”



“Justified:” this word plays a key role in this book and in St. Paul’s understanding of our salvation. The Greek verb for “justify,” “dikao,” is defined “to cause someone to be in a proper or right relation with someone else” (Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Editors, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic Domains). St. Paul used this verb 14 times in the book of Romans.



According to St. Paul, every human find himself guilty before God. Remember, the standard is perfection, and none of us has ever met the standard; only Jesus lived a perfect life, and we killed Him for it. However, by His grace, God declares that we have a right relationship with Him; we have the right to stand before Him in judgment and hear ourselves declared innocent in spite of our guilt. We do not earn this right; God gives it to us only by His grace. He extends His grace to everyone who believes in His mercy, both Jew and Gentile. Those who believe in God’s grace demonstrate faith in that grace; we believe that God keep His word and extend His grace to us.



This helps explain St. Paul’s belief that even Gentiles could find salvation outside the Law: “For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.” Every person who has ever trusted God for their deliverance from judgment has found Him faithful in death, leading to his everlasting life.



This passage carries some ominous overtones for us today.



For one thing, far too many believers find ourselves like many in the Roman church; we feel a right to judge others for sins we commit ourselves. Like the Roman Christians, we tend to think that we can judge others as long as we keep our own sins hidden. It would do well to re-read the last line of the passage: “on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.” Christian, every secret sin you carry with you will be revealed in the day of judgment. Jesus Himself said, “Nothing is covered up that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known” (Luke 12:2). Only true repentance in this life will save you from the exposure of what you do in secret.



 I confess myself guilty in this regard. I have a serious warning for believers who, like me, were born again early in life. In my early years as a Christian, I could freely condemn many of my friends for falling into sins that I had yet to face. I could confidently say, “I would never do anything like that person!” Then, as my life has unfolded, I’ve often found myself facing the same temptation as the one I condemned and then found myself scrambling to recover when I, too, fell. If age has given me anything, it has given me the wisdom of humility regarding my own sinful nature. I praise God for His mercy and grace He has shown me in my life. Now, when I see someone fall, I’ve learned to pray that God will show grace to the sinner and give me the grace and humility to love them rather than judge them.



I also see another ominous message in the passage. Note again the promise of judgment: “He will render to each one according to his works.” Lest someone think he can bargain with God at the judgment because of a good work here and there, we must remember the standard at the judgment: Perfection. God is holy, and He expects holiness from His creation. What work will you try to perform to put God in your debt when He created the entire universe? How will you do anything remotely comparable? Only 1 action on your part will do: believe the gospel of His Son, Jesus Christ. Confess Jesus as Lord of your life, believing in His resurrection, and “you will be saved” (Romans 10:9). No other action on your part can guarantee God’s grace come the judgment.



This applies to everyone, including those in our lives who need to hear of their desperate standing before God and who need our love instead of our judgment. Christian, God loves those in our lives who need to hear the gospel as much as He loves those of us who have accepted the gospel. This also applies to those in our communities who may not meet our own standards. We have a responsibility to accept everyone into our congregations and then into the Church as they repent of their sins, confessing Jesus as Lord of their lives. We, too, once stood condemned before God; we have no right to turn others away from the gospel of Jesus Christ.



Lastly, we believers should rejoice in our own standing before God. He has justified us through our confession of His Son as Lord. This should lead us to praise Him, both in our worship and in our lives. People of God, we stand delivered from judgment! We owe Him our worship and our praise.



As we continue in this book, I encourage you to examine your life. Have you something you must overcome? Repent and receive God’s forgiveness. Has God already forgiven you and brought you to salvation? Rejoice, in your worship and in your life. God deserves your praise for your justification and your salvation.


Sixth Sunday of Pentecost,
Who Really Belongs to God? 



Scripture reading: Ezekiel 2:1-5. 

Sermon text: Romans 2:17-29.



Note: This is a sermon from Romans, not a commentary. Sermons differ from commentaries in a critical way: An application. Sermons present a means for the congregation to apply the passage to their lives, while commentaries explain the text.



Yesterday, Americans celebrated the 233rd anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. On July 4, 1776, 56 men signed a document declaring our independence from the British Empire. This declaration was followed by years of hard, bitter war that finally ended with the singing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783.



Some of us here today are descended from veterans of the Revolutionary War. Our ancestors wrested 13 colonies from the British Crown and helped forge a nation from the squabbling politicians and wild lands. Does this give us any special rights over other citizens of our nation?



Thankfully, America doesn’t work that way. I still remember the story of a Russian who emigrated to the United States during the Cold War. To the puzzlement of his friends, the Russian émigré worked hard to pass his citizenship examination. The friends tried to reason with him. “The Americans have let you live here, even work here without your citizenship. Why put yourself through this?” After passing his examination, the Russian replied, “Before I take exam, I am Russian who speak poor English. After I take exam, I am American who speak good Russian.” One of our nation’s greatest ideas rests on the idea that anyone born here becomes an American citizen, and anyone who moves here and works hard to become a citizen can do so. Naturalized American citizens can do anything in our nation but serve as President of the United States.



The second chapter of Romans ends with a group of people who thought their ancestry brought special privileges. For centuries, the Jews had relied on their descent from Abraham to determine their relationship with God. God had made a covenant with Abraham in c. 2090 B.C., promising that his descendants would inherit the land west of the Jordan River. Furthermore, Genesis 15 records, “He believed the LORD, and He counted it to him as righteousness” (15:6). Following the covenant of Genesis 15, God gave the rite of circumcision to Abraham and his descendants as a sign of their covenant with God.



This covenant was reinforced on Mt. Sinai in c. 1446 B.C. Moses received the Law from God Himself, with the promise that those who obeyed the Law would receive the blessings of God. The Old Testament tells the story of Israel’s success at keeping their side of the covenant. In short, Israel failed miserably, leading to numerous defeats, lost wars, and eventually to the burning of their royal city and a 70-year exile in Babylon. When you read the 10 Commandments, keep 2 things in mind: First, these words only begin the Law; Second, the Jews spent the next 8 centuries breaking every one of the Commandments and the laws that followed them.



By the time St. Paul wrote his letter to the Romans, the Jews had forgotten the laws they had broken and instead remembered their “special relationship” with God. This relationship brought special privileges, to be sure, but the Jews had forgotten the real intent of the covenant and the Law; they had forgotten their responsibility to God.



This raises two questions for us today. As believers in Christ who possess a relationship with God, what responsibility does this bring to us, and how do we fulfill this responsibility? St. Paul’s condemning words to the Jews help us answer these questions today.



Notice the claims of the Jews in the sermon passage today. The Jews claimed to “rely on the law and boast in God” and to “know” God’s will. The Jews believed the Mosaic Law “instructed” them in their lives. Jewish history told them that God gave the Law to Moses for the Jews’ ancestors to uphold. Although their ancestors failed miserably, the Jews could claim they had upheld the Law for over 500 years. The Babylonian Exile had thoroughly purged the Jewish fasciation with idolatry from God’s people.



The Jews could also claim they had served as “guides” to the blind, “a light to those who are in darkness, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth.” To some degree, history proved them true. Throughout the Mediterranean world, Jewish synagogues sprung up in Greek and Roman cities. Everywhere the Jews went, Gentiles noticed the difference in their lifestyles. Numerous Gentiles began attending synagogue services and hearing the words of the Prophets, the beauty of the Psalms, the history of God’s work in the Jewish nation. Many of these Gentiles converted to Judaism, but most Gentiles balked at circumcision. These Gentiles remained content to settle for the title “God-fearers” who prayed to God and kept the commandments without formally converting to Judaism.



However, their supposed moral and spiritual superiority hid serious issues from the Jews themselves. Look at the list St. Paul threw at his Jewish readers for an idea of how badly the situation had deteriorated.



While the Jews had certainly avoided idolatry, a large segment of their nation had descended into mere formalism and ritual in their adherence to the Law as a whole. Jewish teachers began arguing over seemingly minute differences in interpretations of the Law while failing to encourage their followers to consider the spirit of the Law. 



Most people know the Commandment, “You shall not steal.” In reality, the office of the high priest had gone to the highest bidder for decades before Herod the Great treated it like a political spoils system. The commercialization of the Temple may have begun as a legitimate service to traveling pilgrims, but it quickly degenerated into legitimized highway robbery. Jesus’ cleaning of the Temple following His entry into Jerusalem barely interrupted business.



Isn’t it amazing how we manage to delude ourselves into thinking we’re better morally than we really are? The Jews managed to overlook their own failures while exaggerating those of the Gentiles. No wonder St. Paul reminded them of God’s disgust with His people: “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” (Isaiah 52:5).



Given their inability to keep the Law, did the Jews really possess any advantage before God? “For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision.” The Law worked only if kept. If broken, the Law condemned: “He who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the law will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the law. For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God.”



I believe this passage clearly answers the questions I posed earlier.



Fulfilling these responsibilities rely on a key point: “But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit.” When we confess Jesus as Lord, the Holy Spirit comes into our hearts and guides us in life. He draws us into fellowship and worship with other Christians, then He guides us in our lives as we pray for wisdom to live as He desires.



First, what responsibility do we have through our relationship with Christ?



We have a responsibility to serve as guide, as light, and as instructor to a dying world needing a way out of its darkness. When we confess Jesus as Lord of our lives, we receive the Holy Spirit in our lives to help us live as God commands us. We must remember that the Jews of the Old Testament times lacked our key advantage in living the salvation lifestyle: The indwelling, permanent presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives following our confession of Jesus as Lord.



However, serving as an instructor requires something of us. As a college instructor, I know the impossibility of teaching something you don’t know. We cannot instruct people in the way of God if we don’t know it ourselves. We must study Scripture to posses the ability to instruct people in God’s word. Unlike any ancient writings you’ll find, Scriptures bring life to people as they hear them and read them. The Scriptures often convict us as we find ourselves reading or hearing of God’s requirements and then realizing we do not live up to those requirements. However, the Scriptures also bring comfort as we begin conforming our lives to Scripture and experiencing the joy that comes from living as God desires.



Lastly, how do we fulfill this responsibility?



We must avoid falling into the trap that brought down the Jews. Over the centuries, the Jews often failed to remember that Abraham’s faith, not his circumcision, resulted in his justification before God. (See last week’s sermon regarding justification.) People in the world need to see us in worship, for believers must always worship to praise God for His blessings for us. People need to see us living as Scripture requires so they can see that Christian living brings joy, not confinement. 



Unfortunately, as they watch us live by Scripture, people will also see us fail. Scripture tells us of a holy God who expects holiness from His people. None of us can meet this standard perfectly. This is not an indictment of Scripture or of God; anyone who complains that our faith requires too much of us fail to understand the righteousness of God. God gave Adam and Eve a simple command: “Don’t eat the fruit of that tree.” They rebelled. Our sin resulted from that rebellion, but we continue that sin when we put ourselves above God or others. However, when people see us fall, they will also see forgiveness both from God and from one another.



What of those who have not confessed Jesus as Lord? If you fall into this category, on what do you rely to guide you in life, to bring you comfort in grief, joy in happiness, and guidance in life? If you’re a human, you were created for a relationship with your Creator. He offers that relationship to you in spite of your sin and rebellion. Everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, finds peace with God and joy that lasts eternally.



We cannot rely on anything for that relationship but Jesus. Only faith in Jesus, the risen Lord, can insure our inclusion in the ones who truly belong to God the Father.


Seventh Sunday of Pentecost:
Justified by Grace
 
Scripture reading: Romans 3:1-20.
Sermon text: Romans 3:21-31.
 
As the Church gathers today as believers in Jesus Christ, many of us know we come here because of a godly legacy. Our parents, grandparents, and ancestors for generation passed the faith to their descendants, including us. We know this gives us no advantage over first-generation believers. In the Church, all stand equal before God: We all need grace, and we must all receive that grace through our confession of Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection.
 
At this point in St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, St. Paul has definitively proved that all humanity needed grace; no race stood above any other in remaining guiltless. However, when we needed grace and mercy, God accomplished our salvation by fulfilling His covenant with His chosen people, the Jews. Jesus Christ paid the debt we could not, redeeming us from sin and restoring our relationship with our Creator.
 
Chapter 3 opens with St. Paul’s acknowledgement that while the Jews possessed no advantage in their standing before God, they did receive one crucial advantage over the Gentiles: “To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God.” Unlike the Gentiles — meaning every other tribe and race of humanity except the descendants of Jacob, or Israel — God gave the Jews the Law and the Scriptures. God had called the Jews to use the Scriptures and the Law to serve as an example for the Gentiles so the Gentiles would then turn to God: “if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6).
 
Unfortunately, the Jews failed miserably; at times, their actions differed little from their Gentile neighbors. Did this mean the Law was worthless? “What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God?”
 
St. Paul emphatically answered the charge: “By no means!” God remained faithful to His promises in the covenant and in Scripture. God promised that those who approached Him in faith would receive forgiveness. Read Leviticus, the book of Moses that describes the sacrifices of the Law and the priestly protocols. Time and again, you read the words: “he shall be forgiven.” Anyone who approached the altar in the sanctuary, believing that God would accept His sacrifice and forgive him, received forgiveness.
 
However, not everyone came in faith to the sanctuary; some came merely through ritual or habit. Others outright defied the Law, choosing to follow other gods. As a nation, the Jews failed to uphold the Law. Yet, God remained faithful. He preserved the nation through exile and dispersion. God’s faithfulness “justified” His “words” in Scripture that He would preserve His faithful people.
 
The Scriptures and Law proved something beside God’s faithfulness; they also proved His righteousness. As humans — including the Jews — examined the Scriptures, they found that God’s very character revolved around His holiness, or His separateness from sin. Compared to sinful humanity, God remained consistently righteous. He could judge sin because He remained holy.
 
St. Paul foresaw an objection to God’s righteousness: It appeared only in contrast to our sinfulness. Therefore, some would argue, God’s righteousness relied on our sin to reveal itself. Nonsense, St. Paul argued; “By no means! For then how could God judge the world?” Our evil actions do not make God’s righteous actions possible; God would remain holy and righteous even if humanity never existed.
 
Therefore, our “condemnation is just;” we stand guilty before our Creator for our sin. In the verses that follow, St. Paul quoted no fewer than 9 Old Testament passages clearly describing our guilt. These quotations also proved the Jews’ guilt as well. Mere ritualistic  adherence to the Law accomplished nothing, “for by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.” The Law condemned everyone who tried to follow it, because no one followed it perfectly.
 
Could we find any hope here? If the Law only condemns us, how does it help to have received it?
 
“Now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it — the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.” Jesus Christ, a Jew, fulfilled the Law perfectly. Therefore, Jesus fulfilled the Jews’ part of the covenant with God. Although “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” those who accept Jesus’ fulfillment of the Law “are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith.”
 
Here we find the real purpose of the covenant. The covenant existed to bring deliverance from sin. The Law showed us our sinfulness; Jesus’ fulfillment of the Law brought the covenant itself to its ultimate conclusion. When we confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, we “are justified by his grace.” God declares us guiltless by grace, not by our own worthiness or works. Jesus became the “propitiation” for our sins, meaning He took our penalty on Himself and delivered us from the penalty. We deserved death for our sin; Jesus died for us. We deserved eternal separation from God because of our rebellion; Jesus made it possible for us to reconcile with God instead. 
 
Every sin forgiven under the Law was forgiven by faith, but the blood of the sacrificial animal had never atoned for those sins. In His “divine forbearance” — a translation of a Greek phrase that implies an intentional overlooking — God had looked forward to the blood of Christ on the cross to see the atonement for the sins He forgave under the Law. Now, “at the present time,” God looks back at the cross “so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” We now see God’s righteousness as our own through the lordship of Jesus Christ in our lives.
 
If we stand in Jesus’ righteousness and not our own, “what becomes of our boasting?” Can we boast of what we receive by grace? “It is excluded.” How do we receive this righteousness? “By what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith.” When we come to Jesus by faith, believing He will forgive us, we find that He does.
 
This applies to all humans now, because God is God of both Jew and Gentile. “He will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.” In so doing, “we uphold the law” through our faith.
 
What a glorious passage!  Do you realize the implications? We can stand justified before God, not because of our ancestry or our race. We can stand justified before God in spite of our education, economic status, language, or nationality. Because Jesus fulfilled the Law for us, we no longer face the ultimate penalty for our sins.
 
Believers, since we have received God’s forgiveness through our confession of Jesus as Lord, what does this chapter mean to us?
 
For one thing, it never hurts to receive a reminder that we stand forgiven by grace and not because we deserve it. This passage reminds those of us who have generations of believers in our ancestry that we did not deserve this legacy, while it reminds those of us who are first-generation Christians that we stand as equals with everyone else in the Church. None of us were born justified; we receive this justification through faith as God graciously accepts our faith and forgives us.
 
It also helps to remember that all of us know someone in our lives — in our families, communities, workplaces or schools — that needs forgiveness. Many of these people can rightfully claim that they do good things. Some of them can also rightfully claim they behave better than some Christians in their lives. However, these people cannot rely on their own works to receive the right to stand justified before God. All have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory. Only those who accept Jesus’ payment for their sins receive forgiveness and eternal life.
 
If you’ve never believed in Jesus’ resurrection and confessed Him as Lord, I encourage you to accept His payment for your sins. Your hope for eternity rests in Christ alone.


Tenth Sunday of Pentecost:
The Real Promise



Scripture reading: Romans 4:1-15.

Sermon text: Romans 4:16-25.



“I promise.” Those 2 words carry great expectations in the English language. When we hear “I promise,” we anticipate the speaker to accomplish whatever he states connected to the phrase. When someone promises to love us, we anticipate the actions we associate with love. When someone promises to help us, we expect the person to follow through with concrete actions that will provide the aid we desperately need in times of trouble.



No one can deny that humanity found itself needing help after Adam’s fall. Driven from the Garden with Eve, Adam found himself in hostile, unfamiliar territory, facing his own mortality. His descendants fared little better. The religions of the ancient civilizations rarely held any hope of a peaceful life after death for their adherents. Even worse, human pride, greed, and arrogance led to eras of widespread misery and destruction as tribes, nations, and empires swept across continents, trying to conquer and hold resources and wealth.



In one of those times, God appeared to a man named Abram (later called “Abraham”) and called him to leave his home in Ur and travel “to the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1). Abraham obeyed God’s call and traveled to Canaan, the land we call Israel today. In chapter 4 of Romans, St. Paul elaborated on Abraham’s obedience and a promise that God made in response to his obedience. God gave Abraham a wonderful promise that would bring hope, redemption, and restoration to the world. As we continue our study of Romans, we find that St. Paul saw hope for all humanity in God’s promise to Abraham. St. Paul understood that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, fulfilled God’s promise to His obedient servant. Contrary to the opinions of some, Jesus wasn’t a “Plan B” for humanity’s salvation; Jesus was the ultimate fulfillment of a promise made over 2,000 years earlier.



To understand Romans 4, we need to read Genesis 15. Here’s a short summary.



God had called Abraham from Ur in c. 2091 B.C., a time when Ur was at the height of its last period of dominance in Mesopotamia. Abraham took his family from one of the world’s greatest cities into Canaan, a land that seemed backward and wild by comparison to Ur. God had promised Abraham, “I will make of you a great nation” (Genesis 12:1), and that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:2). However, Abraham and Sarah, his wife, were childless. How could God make a nation of a childless couple?



The situation hadn’t changed by the time of Genesis 15. Twenty-four years had passed, and Abraham and Sarah remained childless. God appeared to Abraham and told him, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them. So shall your offspring be.” Abraham’s response forms the basis of St. Paul’s argument in chapter 4 of Romans: “And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). The rest of Genesis 15 describes the covenant ceremony between Abraham and God. It’s well worth reading.



This brings us back to Romans. St. Paul had proved in chapter 1 that all humanity needed salvation, because all humanity had participated in Adam’s sin. In chapter 2, St. Paul had reminded the Roman congregation of the last judgment, when everyone would face judgment, both Jew (those physically descended from Abraham through his grandson Jacob) and Gentile. In chapter 3, St. Paul had reminded the Roman believers of the Mosaic Law, God’s great covenant with the Hebrew nation following their time in slavery in Egypt. 



The Jews of St. Paul’s time knew their history. They knew that God’s covenant with them at Mt. Sinai contained blessings if they obeyed the Law, but it also warned them of exile if they broke the Law. Jews of the first-century A.D. saw their domination by the Roman Empire as a constant reminder their ancestors had broken the Mosaic Law.



However, those Jews also looked for God to fulfill His promise to Abraham. They had looked for God to raise up an “Anointed One” — also known as a “Messiah” — to restore their nation’s prominence and destroy her enemies. Unfortunately for them, the Jews had misinterpreted God’s promise; they saw the Abrahamic covenant as exclusive to them alone. Someone forgot the ultimate promise: “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”



The Jews, as St. Paul wrote in chapter 3, looked to the Mosaic Law, known as the Torah, as a sign of God’s choosing of their nation for a special relationship with Him. Did the Torah really fill this role as the Jews thought?



St. Paul decided to go back before 1446 B.C., the time Moses received the Law at Mt. Sinai, to the time of Abraham’s covenant with God in 2067 B.C. St. Paul pointed out that Abraham wasn’t “justified” by the Law, nor was he “justified” by his works. Remember that “justify” refers to someone receiving the legal status to stand before a judge. Abraham was justified because he believed God; his belief in God resulted in his justification.



St. Paul pointed out that Abraham’s justification didn’t resemble “wages” from God; he didn’t work for his justification. Instead, Abraham trusted “Him who justifies the ungodly,” God Himself. Therefore, “his faith is counted as righteousness.” Remember that “righteous” refers to the Hebrew term for “right living.” In a legal context, “righteous” meant that a person was declared innocent by the court.



Continuing his reasoning, St. Paul turned to King David, quoting Psalm 32: “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” Note that the entire range of “righteousness” appears in this quote; the guilty stand before God, expecting condemnation, and hearing “not guilty!” as the resulting judgment.



Back to Abraham. God had given Abraham and his descendants, the Jews, the ritual of circumcision as a sign of His covenant with Abraham. The Jews had held circumcision and the Torah as visible signs of their special relationship with God. St. Paul reminded the Romans that Abraham was justified and declared righteous by God before God instituted the ritual of circumcision. God justified Abraham before circumcision “to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as well, and to make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised.”



What a glorious statement! Abraham became the father of many nations when salvation came to the Gentiles following Pentecost. God’s promise to Abraham “that he would be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith.” Abraham could not rely on the Torah for his righteousness; he preceded the Torah by over 600 years.



The Torah, in fact, never could bring justification: “if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.” If anyone managed to keep the Law perfectly, then justification could rest on works. But since no one managed to keep the Law perfectly, “the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression. That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all.” The Roman believers read this and realized, at the same time as the Jews, that — spiritually — they count count Abraham, the one who kept faith when God spoke, as their ancestor.



Did God ever fulfill His promise to Abraham? Shortly after the founding of this covenant, God visited Abraham and Sarah, changing their names (to the ones St. Paul used here) and promising a son. Isaac was born when Abraham was 100 years old and Sarah was 90!



Keep in mind that God had an ultimate fulfillment for this covenant. According to St. Paul, Abraham’s faith was counted as his righteousness for us as well: “It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.”



Here, again, we find the gospel in Romans: Jesus, the Son of God, fulfilled the covenant with Abraham. Israel, as Abraham’s chosen descendants, had failed miserably in their role as an example of righteous living, leading the nations around them to conquer them and drag them into exile. The nation of Israel failed, but Jesus, the Son of God and of David, fulfilled the role of the faithful Jew, the one representative who could bring justification to the world. Jesus was “delivered up for our trespasses;” His death on the cross served as the ultimate sacrifice for our sins. Then, Jesus was raised for our justification;” His resurrection releases all who believe from the penalty of sin, because the resurrection proves Jesus’ victory over death.



What does this profound chapter mean to us today?



For one thing, notice that neither Abraham nor any other Jew ever achieved right standing before God by their works. Likewise, we cannot earn our standing before God, either. Anyone desiring salvation — the result of justification and righteousness — must come only through faith, confessing Jesus as Lord and believing God raised Him from the dead. When we make this confession, we receive God’s promise of justification and righteousness.



This confession then results in our inclusion in Abraham’s family through our faith. It turns out that while Abraham certainly produced numerous physical descendants, his spiritual descendants literally rank as “countless.” Jesus’ death and resurrection resulted in an innumerable multitude of descendants from Abraham, as St. John saw in his vision in the Revelation: “you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth” (Revelation 5:9-10). Every one of us today who has confessed Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, counts as one of Abraham’s spiritual descendants.



Since our confession of Jesus as Lord brings us into Abraham’s family, corporate worship acts as a “family reunion.” Everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord must follow Jesus’ command of baptism into the Church, the Body of Christ. Then, we must follow the command of Scripture to assemble regularly for worship. If you want to see Abraham’s family today, look at the congregations who gather to worship our resurrected Savior, Jesus the Christ. Those who truly believe in Jesus as Lord will join with other believers for worship, fellowship, study, and support.



Lastly, our confession of Jesus as Lord must result in obedience to God’s call in our lives. Abraham serves as an excellent example of obedience to God; when God called, Abraham went. When we confess Jesus as Lord of our lives, we declare to Him our allegiance and obedience. When Jesus calls us, we must obey that calling.



God made great promises to people in the Scriptures, but none of those promises rank higher than His promise to Abraham to bless all nations through his Descendant. Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God, proves that God always fulfills His promises to His people.




Eleventh Sunday of Pentecost:
You Can Have Peace



Scripture reading: Ephesians 3:14-21.

Sermon text: Romans 5:1-11.



Great Britain claims a history dating back over 1,500 years, but of all the wars fought by England, the British Empire, or Britain itself, the British refer to World War I as the “Great War.” Last week, Britain buried its last World War 1 veteran of the trench warfare that ravaged Europe for over 4 years. The war claimed over 1.1 million British subjects, nearly 1.4 million French citizens, and over 2 million German subjects.



The funeral of Harry Patch demonstrated the passion of his later years. In 2004, at age 106, Patch met a German veteran of the war and began a friendship with the 107 year-old man. At his funeral, Patch was escorted by representatives of British, French, Belgian and German military units. 



In his time, St. Paul knew about tensions between ethnic groups. In the first century A.D., the Jews seethed at Roman occupation of their native land. Jewish groups in A.D. 57 had already begun preparing for what they saw as an inevitable war between the Jewish nation and the Roman Empire. Within 2 decades, Jerusalem would lay in ruins, with the Temple itself nothing but a burned-out hulk.



However, St. Paul also knew about the tensions between humans and God. Nothing we could do could restore our relationship with God. Fortunately, at the end of chapter 4, St. Paul had stated that Jesus was “delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” Now, in chapter 5, St. Paul continued his glorious news for humanity: We have peace with God, and Jesus Christ Himself had achieved it. People of God, we rest in peace with our Creator and Lord!



St. Paul opened his thoughts in our chapter 5 by reminding the Romans of 2 major truths.



First, “we have been justified by faith.” As we learned last week in chapter 4, “jusitifed” means that we have received the status to stand before God, our judge. We must never forget we do not deserve this status; God grants it to us when we confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection.



Secondly, All who come to Jesus “by faith” have a great advantage: “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”



As St. Paul had already pointed out earlier in the letter, all humanity found ourselves in rebellion against God as a result of the choice of the Garden. (More on that next week.) Our justification restored our standing before God. Now, we have peace with God.



When we read “peace” in St. Paul’s writings, we must remember that he was a Jew, steeped in the Hebrew Scriptures. Therefore, St. Paul used the Greek word for “peace” to stand for the Hebrew word “shalom.” “Shalom” does not mean cessation of hostilities; instead, it means “wellness” and “wholeness.” “Shalom” refers to a sense of wholeness that one experiences because of a relationship with God, our Creator. This peace remains with us in spite of our circumstances.



The peace we experience with God helps us “rejoice in our sufferings.” Most people in our society actively seek to avoid suffering. Other religions seek to explain how to avoid suffering. Christians, on the other hand, can rejoice in suffering because we know our suffering does not reflect our relationship with God. Instead, we rejoice because we know “that suffering produces endurance.” Christians find that God uses suffering in our lives to our good (a concept St. Paul will address in more detail in chapter 8). 



“Endurance” reflects the ability to stand fast in spite of trials. In St. Paul’s use of the term, “endurance” refers to an eschatological reality as much as perseverance in this life. Christians can stand firm in trials because we know that God has prepared a glorious eternity for us that makes the suffering of this life seem as nothing.



“Endurance produces character, and character produces hope.” I’d love to tell you that it’s possible to see someone’s true character in the good times. However, we know that we see someone’s true character when life turns against them; when the disease threatens to consume us, when the account’s drained and the bills are pouring in, when we’re abandoned by those we trusted to stand by us. In those times, we see someone’s true belief in God and the Church.



Christians find that sufferings help us demonstrate “hope” to the world. Remember that, in the Greek, “hope” doesn’t imply wishing for good things; it instead implies a certainty that God will work on our behalf, that He will turn things to our good. This helps us realize that God will not “put us to shame;” when He says He will work for His people, He will do it. He works for His people because “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”



Do you realize the benefit of this gift? When we confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, He “pours” His love into our hearts through the Holy Spirit. When God pours love into a person, He doesn’t merely trickle His love into that person; He pours until it overflows (Psalm 23:5).



Did God accomplish our justification and pour His love into us because we deserve it? Of course not! “While we were still weak” — when we were unable to do anything for ourselves to attain our justification — “at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.”



Some people wonder whether God really controls history. Many Jews of St. Paul’s time wondered whether God would ever free their nation from the oppressive rule of the Roman occupiers. They read the Old Testament prophecies of Israel’s restoration at the hands of an “anointed one” (the Greek word is “Messiah”) and wondered if God would ever fulfill those prophecies. They failed to recognize that God had sent the Messiah, and not in a random time in Israel’s history. The word St. Paul used for “time” refers to the word “kairos,” which refers to a divinely appointed moment in history. God sent Jesus precisely at the most opportune time for humanity’s salvation.



Would Jesus die for us? Why would He do so? “For one will scarcely die for a righteous person.” We often see stories of sacrifice, of people giving their lives to save others’. People can understand if someone sacrifices his life for a “good person,” but how many would sacrifice their lives for a murderer or child abuser? In His appointed time, however, “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Jesus died for us in spite of our sin; in spite of our unworthiness, Jesus died anyway.



Jesus’ death served as the ultimate sacrifice for the sins of the world. “We have now been justified by his blood;” the blood of Jesus on the cross atoned for the sins of the world in a way the blood of animals could never achieve (cf. Romans 3).  “Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God.” Jesus’ atonement for our sins saves us from the “wrath of God” that will result from our sins. Jesus’ death alone could protect us from God’s righteous wrath. This reminds me of the words of Augustus Toplady’s hymn “Rock of Ages:”



“Not the labor of my hands
Can fulfill Thy law’s demands;
Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone; Thou must save, and Thou alone:

In my hand no price I bring, Simply to Thy cross I cling.”



What does Jesus’ atonement for our sins accomplish? “If while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.” Jesus’ death “reconciles” us to God. The term “reconcile” in the Greek refers to the restoration of a married couple following the split of their marriage. In St. Paul’s thought, coming from Jewish writings, the word reminds us that God’s wrath has transformed into God’s grace. We deserved death; we received justification. We deserved wrath as punishment for our sins; we received grace, undeserved merit.



We once stood as enemies of God, hostile against Him, starting across a “no-man’s land” that made those of World War I trench warfare resemble a cake walk. Now, the cross of Christ has bridged the eternal “no-man’s land” between us and God, reconciling us with our Creator. Christ has redeemed us from our inevitable eternal death, meaning we can now “also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.”



What does this mean for us today?



First, Christians should remember our own hostility toward God and our need for salvation. As we remember what it took for us to confess Jesus as Lord and believe in His resurrection, we should have patience with those in our lives who are still on this journey.



We must also make certain our lives reflect our justification, our right standing before God. It seems at times as if Christians suffer far more than most people, but many people in the Church today (especially in the U.S.) tend to forget that God uses suffering to mold us and shape us into the believers He needs to accomplish His purposes in history. We can rejoice in suffering because we know that God stands with us — both through His work in history and through our fellowship in the Church, the Body of Christ — and never forsakes us in our suffering.



Lest we forget, we must also remember that we do not deserve this grace; God provides it to us through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son. We must never fall into the sin of trying to work for our salvation, of showing someone that we deserve salvation. None of us deserve what Jesus has accomplished for us: Peace with our Creator, God the Father.



St. Paul uses the word “rejoice” 3 times in this passage. When we know we have peace — “shalom” — wholeness with God through Jesus’ reconciliation on our behalf, we can rejoice in all stages of life, regardless of what life throws at us. Christian, rejoice in all circumstances so the world can see the results of peace with our Lord and Redeemer.


Twelfth Sunday of Pentecost:
The Difference of One Man



Scripture reading: Ephesians 4:25-5:2.

Sermon text: Romans 5:12-21.



One man — barely out of his teens — commanded an outmanned military force that conquered an empire.



One man sought to make good on a claim to a throne, leading his vassals to invade and rule an island that would one day build the greatest empire known to humanity.



One woman forged the profession we know as nursing amidst the stench of the surgeons’ tents of the Crimean War.



One man led a small team of revolutionaries to overthrow a centuries-old dynasty and establish a regime that would threaten freedom around the world for 70 years.



One man schemed to regain his nation’s honor after World War I, killing over 20 million Soviets and 6 million Jews in the carnage that followed.



One man, believing we could win the Cold War, stood at the Berlin Wall and shouted a challenge that echoed around the world: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”



Alexander the Great. William the Conquerer. Florence Nightingale. Vladimir Lenin. Adolph Hitler. Ronald Wilson Reagan.



Never underestimate the power of one person to change the world.



We can read an almost countless number of examples where one person changed lives, built and destroyed nations, founded religions, and profoundly transformed the history of the world. I’m reminded of the saying on Slashdot: “Never underestimate the power of a small group to change the world. They’re the only things that have.” Most small groups started with one person with an idea.



Unfortunately, every person who has ever changed history faced one major issue. They all died. No one has yet escaped death.



The book of Genesis in the Old Testament tells the story of how death invaded our race.   The tragic tale of Genesis chapter 3 sets the stage for all the tragedy, triumph, betrayal, and failure of the rest of our history.



According to Genesis, Adam, the first man, brought death into the world by disobeying the only command God gave him. We’ve been dying ever since.



Lest we blame Adam for everything, we must ask ourselves whether any of us has managed to obey God’s commands perfectly. If we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that we, too, deserve death. Disobedience incurs a penalty. In the case of disobeying God, the penalty is death.



One man, one sin, a broken relationship that led to death to all. Fortunately, last week’s passage from Romans chapter 5 ended with glorious news: “We also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” In today’s sermon passage, St. Paul gives us wonderful news: We have a way to life. Everyone who lives according to Adam finds death. Everyone who lives in Christ will find eternal life.



Today’s passage serves as the classic “bad news, good news” account. St. Paul had pointed out that when Christ died for us “while we were still sinners,” we have been “justified by His blood” and “saved by Him from the wrath of God.” Through Christ, “we have now received reconciliation” with God; our relationship is restored with our Creator.



How could only one man, Jesus, accomplish this? How could Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God, restore us before God, “justify” us to stand before Him without fear of judgment?



St. Paul reminded his readers (including us) that one man had already changed humanity. “Sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned.” God created one man, Adam, put him in a perfect garden to live, and gave him the perfect companion, Eve. Adam had only one command to obey: “Don’t eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” 



Certainly, Adam could do this. Trees and plants filled the Garden, many with delicious fruit for the taking. God had asked Adam not to eat from one tree in the Garden of Eden. Guess what Genesis records as his first meal?



Death haunted Adam for the rest of his life. Adam lived through the murder of his son, Abel, by Cain, his oldest son; he outlived Eve; and he watched others die as well, always knowing his time would come.



Did Adam and his descendants try to find a way to escape death? We have an account that gives us a clue to this question. Humanity’s oldest epic, the Tale of Gilgamesh, ends with the story of Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk, journeying to the end of the earth to escape death. At the end, a snake eats the plant Gilgamesh had gathered that would grant him eternal life. Sound familiar?



Did anyone ever manage to elude death? We have only 1 record of a descendant of Adam managing to escape death. Genesis tells us that “Enoch walked with God” (Genesis 5:24). Otherwise, the record of every person in Genesis chapter 5 ends with the words, “and he died.”



In the midst of the death, the human race managed to build great civilizations. Every civilization understood the need for rules that would promote social harmony. Hammurabi, the king who built the first Babylonian Empire, composed a written law in c. 1792 B.C. (Hammurabi’s law used the death penalty far more than we’d like today.)



Unfortunately, practically every civilization lost the knowledge of God, their Creator. Sin remained a problem for all humanity, up to the time of Moses’ Law in c. 1446 

B.C. “Sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where there is no law.” Even for those without a knowledge of God, “death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come.” Some would say, “I didn’t eat something God prohibited, so why should I suffer like Adam?” Saying so missed the point; Adam had passed death to everyone, with no escape unless God provided one.



After this bad news, St. Paul brought the best news: “But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many.”



One man, Adam, brought death. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, brought a gift that only God Himself could give. “The free gift is not like the result of that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification.” Adam’s sin brought judgment; Jesus’ obedience brought our justification, the right to stand before God, knowing He will not condemn us.



“If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.” Death may have reigned until Easter, but Jesus reigns now! “One trespass” may have “led to condemnation for all men,” but “one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.” Adam’s disobedience “made sinners” of us all, but by Jesus’ “obedience the many will be made righteous.”



How does this work? Can we say simply that Jesus erased Adam’s sin and its penalty? No, we can’t. Sin requires a penalty. I’m reminded of the line from the movie “National Treasure:” “Somebody’s gotta go to prison.” Jesus didn’t erase the penalty; instead, He assumed it for us. Jesus Himself suffered death to bring life to us.



And here we find a major difference between Adam and Jesus. Adam could not give his progeny a clear, perfect relationship with God; Jesus provides this relationship to those who are born again. Adam could pass on only death; Jesus passes on life. Just as all born of Adam will die, those born of Christ will live. We will still sin in this life; we will still suffer physical death. However, through our justification by Jesus, we will receive forgiveness of our sins and the assurance of everlasting life.



The Law demonstrated to everyone who tried to follow it that no one could defeat death through obedience to the Law. “Sin increased” when the Law came by showing people God’s expectations, but “grace abounded all the more, so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”



What does this mean for us? Can we expect Jesus’ grace to restore us?



Adam’s sin may have brought death to humanity, but Jesus has defeated death, giving us the promise of eternal life. Even when we die in this life, we know that Jesus’ victory will result in our victory. Jesus’ resurrection, at this point in history, stands as an exception to the rule; one day, however, the resurrection will become the standard, as all who have ever died will rise again.



At the resurrection, those who have confessed Jesus as Lord will receive His grace, His undeserved merit. We will receive forgiveness instead of judgment, eternal life instead of eternal death. Jesus has justified us; He has freed us from the fear of eternal judgment. Those who have been born again in Jesus will live eternally in His life.



Until then, we have a reason to live in this life. One Person, Jesus Christ, made a difference in our lives. Each day, every Christian stands as one person in the lives of unbelievers around us. We are the “one person” who can make a difference in someone’s eternal life. People need to see us living as God commands, in worship, in witness, and in every part of our lives.



I believe this calls for more than most people think. God knows we’ll sin and make mistakes. Far too many Christians have tried to give the impression they live perfectly. The rest of the world doesn’t buy it. Rather, we should freely admit our failures and faults while reminding those who witness them that we can receive forgiveness through Jesus’ love and grace.



One person brought death; one Person brought life. One person in your life needs you to be the one person who can bring them the good news of the death, resurrection, and victory of the one Person — Jesus Christ — who can assure them of eternal life.


Thirteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
Buried, Yet We Live



Scripture reading: Romans 6:1-11.

Sermon text: Romans 6:12-23.



Proud parents gaze down at the newborn baby, thinking of the nearly limitless possibilities they hold in their arms. What will this baby do in life? Will she display a knack for healing the sick and enter the medical profession? Will he tear everything in sight apart and reassemble it, like a budding engineer? Perhaps the child will demonstrate an inquisitive mind, ruthlessly driving for the truth in every situation; driving our new parents absolutely crazy with questions, but giving them hope for a scholar in the family.



Then, the reality sinks in: This child will become whatever the family’s master decides, regardless of any potential talents. For this child was born a slave. The little girl will grow into a woman who serves at the pleasure of her master, whatever that pleasure may require. The little boy, so brilliant in his mind, may well spend his life in a mine if his master so desires. This child will most likely find freedom only in death.



St. Paul’s Roman readers knew about slavery. At its height, roughly one-third of the population of the Roman Empire lived in slavery, even in the imperial capital. Christianity first spread rapidly among the slave population. Although St. Paul mentions only one slave by name that we know — Onesimus, in his letter to Philemon — chances are that many who heard his letter to the Romans lived in slavery.



Slavery corrodes the soul of every civilization it touches. It degrades both the speaker and the subject of the phrase, “I own you.” No civilization that relies on it emerges unscathed. Rome paid its price with massive unemployment, social inequity, and inevitable collapse as free men refused to defend militarily the society that pitted them against free labor. Here in the South, we’re still suffering from its effects, 144 years after the end of the Civil War that ended slavery in the United States.



One master doesn’t care.



Last week, we read in Romans chapter 5 of sin’s intrusion into a perfect world. Adam gave sin a tiny sliver of an opening; sin roared through and usurped the throne of earth meant for humanity. Sin still reigns as master, wielding death as its ultimate punishment against its slaves. Death alone can seemingly bring freedom from the pride, greed, and guilt sin uses to control us, but death — for many — brings only eternal enslavement to Satan and his demons. 



Freedom from sin comes only from Almighty God, our Creator, but our rebellion against Him left us unable to cry to Him for help. Our pride keeps us from admitting we can’t win freedom for ourselves. In His mercy, Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God, came to earth to win our freedom from sin. Jesus sacrificially gave His life, entered death itself — and crushed it, wrenching its power from sin and leading death itself into captivity.



St. Paul had closed the thoughts of chapter 5 with the sentence, “… as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Many people may think that if grace — the undeserved favor of God — now reigns, they’re free to do as they wish. After all, what is the ultimate expression of God’s grace if not forgiveness? If we wish for grace to spread, why not sin like mad so people can witness our forgiveness?



“By no means!” cries St. Paul. We cannot continue to live in slavery to sin when we have received grace. But if freedom from sin requires death, how can we consider ourselves free? St. Paul continued: “How can we who died to sin still live in it?” Now where did St. Paul arrive at this thought?



Remember that slavery in Rome, except for those cruel cases where masters freed elderly slaves to avoid caring for them in their infirm years, ended only with death. St. Paul took this fact and provided a way of demonstrating Christian freedom from sin. “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” In other words, those who confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, take His death for our own. 



We then announce that action to the world through Christian baptism. “We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.” Baptism demonstrates that we no longer serve sin, but Jesus Christ, the Son of God who died to free us from sin. Baptism signifies that our old lives spent in slavery to sin no longer exist.



Notice something else about this death: “We know that our old self was crucified with him in order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.” Crucifixion: The most shameful death imaginable; the death Jesus suffered for us. Jesus didn’t die from illness or from an accident; He died in a state-sponsored execution reserved for murderers and traitors. I’ve heard people say, “Baptism would embarrass me.” Jesus died naked on a cross to give you the privilege of baptism. If Jesus can bear shame for us, we can certainly face embarrassment for Him.



There’s a good reason why you’d want to undergo baptism: “For one who has died has been set free from sin.” Baptism proclaims to the world that you have died to sin; sin’s ownership of you ceases at that death. However, St. Paul’s news gets even better: “Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.” Baptism reminds us that, one day, we, too, will rise from the dead as Jesus did and live eternally. “We know that Christ being raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.” Death’s dominion over us ceases with the expiration of our mortal bodies. When our bodies rise again, we’ll never again experience sin or death in our existence, for all eternity.



“So, I’m dead to sin. Why do I still want to sin?” Contrary to popular belief, salvation does not free us from physical desires and instincts. If anything, the Christian finds himself fighting those desires even more, because those living in slavery to sin merely submit to those desires the moment they hit. St. Paul warned the Romans, “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions.” Temptations will still occur; otherwise, Jesus would not have encouraged us to pray (as we do every Sunday at New Hope), “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”



Unfortunately, Christians still sin; Christians still sometimes give themselves over to sinful lifestyles. Believers who do this — who voluntarily return to sin — need reminding to present themselves “as slaves to righteousness leading to sanctification.” Those who are free from sin’s tyranny must never return to its mastery. “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Eternal life awaits everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord, experiencing His death in the waters of Christian baptism.



I see two lessons regarding baptism that particularly apply to us today as we celebrate Baptism and Holy Communion at New Hope.



First, baptism signifies to everyone here that those baptized have renounced their old lives and now live as new creations before God. Some people fail to realize that God began recreating the world at the moment of Jesus’ resurrection. Humans will play an integral part in the new Creation, and every human who confesses Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, will live in the new Creation for all eternity. As Jesus died on the cross for our sins and was buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, we are buried in the waters of Christian baptism.



I also see an eschatological significance to Christian baptism, and I’ll have to use a word avoided by most Baptists to explain it: “Sacrament.” The best definition you’ll find for the word “sacrament” explains it as “a visible symbol of an invisible grace.” By God’s grace, we will one day live again, free from sin for all eternity. Baptism reminds us of a coming day when we will never again face the evils of human slavery; the fear of death will never appear in the new Creation. No animals will die; no illnesses will mysteriously arise and threaten entire populations. When Jesus rose from the dead, He signaled the beginning of true life as God intended in the Garden: Eternal life, in full fellowship and relationship with our Creator.



People of God, as we experience the joy of Baptism and prepare for the celebration of Holy Communion, never forget one fact. While we prepare to partake of the other Sacrament of the Church — eating the broken Body of Christ and drinking His Blood to remind us of His shameful death — never forget His resurrection. As the candidates rose from the water today, Jesus Christ our Lord rose from the dead. One day, so will we.




Fourteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
O Wretched Man!
 
Scripture reading: Romans 7:1-12.
Sermon text: Romans 7:13-25.
 
“Heaven is not the goal; it’s the destination…. The goal of Christianity is spiritual transformation into Christlikeness.” Todd Hunter, Todd Hunter, Bishop-elect for The Anglican Mission in the Americas, founding pastor of Holy Trinity Anglican Church in Costa Mesa, CA, quoted in “Christianity Today,” October 2009
 
When I read this quote, I thought it fits exactly the words of St. Paul in Romans chapter 7. Transgression and rebellion; justification; grace. As we’ve read St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, we’ve read his explanation of human rebellion against God; how God used Abraham to bless the nations, first through the nation of Israel and then through Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God; and, that through the death and resurrection of Jesus, we are justified before God and have peace with our Creator. For many people, the question after our justification becomes, “Now what?” When we receive grace from God instead of justice, should something happen in our lives? What happens next?
 
St. Paul had already explained to the Romans that the Law of Moses had guided Israel in its own covenant with God. Unfortunately, many Jews mistook the Law as a means of separating themselves from other nations rather than as guide to their calling as a holy nation. The Law that should have distinguished God’s people instead led to their condemnation when they broke it.
 
In chapter 7, St. Paul continued his discussion of the Law and its shortcomings. Many Jews in the early Church continued to adhere to the Law and tried to insist that Gentile believers do so as well. St. Paul gave his readers great news: When we died to sin through our faith and baptism in Christ, we also died to our obligation to the Law. Although believers may continue to struggle daily in a sinful world, we rest in the assurance of our new lives in Jesus Christ.
 
St. Paul opened this chapter by building on the argument of chapter 6 by reminding his readers of Christian freedom from the human bondage to sin: “The law is binding on a person only as long as he lives.” Since we have died to sin as signified in our baptism. St. Paul switched to another example of freedom by reminding his readers of the law regarding marriage. “A married woman is bound by law to her husband while he lives, but if her husband dies she is released from the law of marriage.” 
 
St. Paul had to reach beyond both Jewish and Roman law to Jesus’ teachings regarding marriage. Both Jewish and Roman law made provisions for divorce, and in both cultures divorce was quite easy for husbands. However, women under Jewish law could not divorce at all, a restriction Jesus extended to both sexes (Matthew 5, 19). Under Jewish law, a woman was bound to her husband until one of them died.
 
The same applied to those under sin. As St. Paul had said in chapter 6, only death freed one from slavery; now, he reminded his readers that only death freed a woman from marriage. Once Christians have died to sin, we “belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead, in order that we may bear fruit for God.”
 
Using another example, St. Paul turned to the legal codes familiar to those in the Roman Empire. According to St. Paul, “While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve not under the old written code but in the new life of the Spirit.”
 
Every civilization recognized the necessity of rules to enforce human civility and established some sort of law code to reign in human passions. Law gives us boundaries to guide human relationships. Law gives us freedom as long as we remain inside those boundaries, but stepping outside those boundaries leads to consequences.
 
The Mosaic Law provided for more than mere guidelines for human relationships and obligations; it also established the rules of Israel’s obligations to God. The Law was not “sin;” instead, it served to define sin for a holy people. St. Paul used the example of covetousness — desiring what someone else possesses — as an example. “I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet.’” St. Paul continued by saying, “So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.”
 
However, the Law could accomplish only so much. The Law could define sin, but it could not enforce the attitude behind the actions. The Law could define proper worship, but it could not enforce the faith of the worshipers. The Law, in other words, could not overcome the human tendency to sin. Every human ever born has fought this tendency; only one Person has successfully overcome it. “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.”
 
The next passage of verses remains a difficult passage for interpreters. Most of the early Church Fathers believed that, in verses 15-25, St. Paul used a common Greek technique to describe the unbeliever’s quandary with sin: A desire to do the right thing, but failing. The early Church Fathers held that Christians would never face a fight with sin such as described by St. Paul.
 
St. Augustine, however, finally recognized another possibility, one now accepted by most Western interpreters of this passage. His own experience, as well as the experience of every Christian in history, provides us with the justification to allow this passage to speak as St. Paul wrote it: Christians constantly face a fight with sin. This passage describes a common problem with the Christian life, one I believe Hunter elegantly addresses in the quote I used to start this sermon.
 
St. Paul admitted that at times, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” How many times have we faced this issue? We know what we should do in a situation, but we find ourselves doing the opposite and hating ourselves for it. St. Paul admitted, “ I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.”
 
What’s the problem here? Hasn’t St. Paul said in the previous chapters that we have peace with God through Jesus Christ? Hasn’t he stated we are justified before God through our confession of faith in Jesus as Lord and our belief in His resurrection? Hasn’t he gloriously proclaimed us dead to sin?
 
Yes, to all these questions! However, we must realize that our spiritual lives still begin and exist in a physical context. “If I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.” This is no excuse for our behavior, but it does recognize the fact that Christians are physical beings, with all the desires and passions that come with the physical body. A born-again believer still faces issues with hormones and body chemicals. We must learn to overcome these instinctual urges.
 
It bothers me to hear someone say, “Just repent of your sins, be born again, and everything in life will be all right. You’ll never have to worry about that bad habit again. You’ll have heaven to look forward to, where you’ll never fight sin again.”
 
Yes, it’s true that, in the new Creation, we’ll never face sin again. However, as Hunter said, heaven is a destination, not a goal; Christlikeness is the goal, and no one reaches that goal without a serious battle with the sins that beset us (Hebrews 12:1). We pray every week here at New Hope, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation.” We all continue to sin in this life even as we fight it.
 
I love the way C.S. Lewis describes the power of temptation and repentance:
 
“No man knows how bad he is till he has tried very hard to be good. A silly idea is current that good people do not know what temptation means. This is an obvious lie. Only those who try to resist temptation know how strong it is…. A man who gives in to temptation after five minutes simply does not know what it would have been like an hour later…. We never find out the strength of the evil impulse inside us until we try to fight it: and Christ, because He was the only man who never yielded to temptation, is also the only man who knows to the full what temptation means — the only complete realist” (Mere Christianity, Book 3, ch. 11).
 
I don’t know about you, but I take great comfort that Christ knows the power of temptation. It helps assure me that He understands — and, because He knows I am not yet Christlike, He knows I will sin. He knows that I well understand St. Paul’s lament: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?”
 
So what do we do when we sin? “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” Jesus, the One who understands the power of temptation and who died for our redemption from sin, promises forgiveness to all who confess their sins and turn to Him for help.
 
C.S. Lewis also beautifully describes the help Jesus gives when we fall:
 
You must ask for God’s help. Even when you have done so, it may seem to you for a long time that no help, or less help than you need, is being given. Never mind. After each failure, ask forgiveness, pick yourself up, and try again. Very often what God first helps us toward is not the virtue itself but just this power of always trying again…. It cures our illusions about ourselves and teaches us to depend on God. We learn, on the one hand, that we cannot trust ourselves even in our best moments, and, on the other, that we need not despair even in our worst, for our failures are forgiven. The only fatal thing is to sit down content with anything less than perfection (Mere Christianity, Book 3, ch. 5).
 
I love the way Father Hunter concluded his interview:
 
“In most of post-World War II evangelicalism, we asked people to cross a finish line. So it went: apologetics, apologetics, apologetics, then, okay, you get it now, you need to make a decision, and you get to go to heaven when you die. What I’d prefer to see is apologetics, enculturation, saying the prayers, and then you come to a line, but it’s a starting line: Are you ready to become a follower of Jesus? Can you now see the big intention of God for the earth and what He was doing through Christ and Pentecost and creating the people of God? Are you willing to join that family and take up that family’s cause through following Jesus?”
 
It’s not a question of if we’ll fall; we will. However, we’re already in the race, and Christ, through the Holy Spirit, promises to help us cross the finish line. When we fall, call on the One who knows the power of temptation and, through His resurrection, promises us eternal life in a Creation where sin and temptation will never haunt us again.


Fifteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
Rejoice, Heirs of God!
 
Scripture reading: Romans 8:1-17.
Sermon text: Romans 8:18-39.
 
This summer, I finally watched a movie many people had recommended — actually, insisted — that I see: “The Ultimate Gift.” In this movie, a young heir learned he would inherit nothing until he finished a series of tasks arranged by his grandfather. In the process, he found the tasks better prepared him to inherit the fortune his grandfather left him. Each task taught the heir a major lesson he would need to accomplish the goals his fortune made possible.
 
Many times in life, we hear people ask, “Why is this happening to me?” “Why do bad things happen to God’s people?” “If I’m a Christian, why didn’t God keep that from happening?” In Romans 8, St. Paul addressed these questions in the context of Romans chapters 5-7. We learn in chapter 5 that Jesus’ death and resurrection brought us peace with God. In chapter 6, we learn that our confession of Jesus as Lord results in our freedom from enslavement to sin. In chapter 7, St. Paul tells his readers that believers can find forgiveness when we repent of our sins and persevere in the salvation lifestyle. 
 
Today, St. Paul’s words in Romans 8 tell us that God’s heirs can rest assured that every event in our lives will work to His purpose. What is God’s purpose? From the Fall in the Garden of Eden, God has worked to redeem His creation from the effects of sin. Everything God does in our lives leads to His new creation. When Christians patiently bear suffering and work to bring others to Jesus, we fulfill the tasks of God that point to our future inheritance: The new heaven and new earth that will last eternally.
 
St. Paul opened chapter 8 with a wonderful statement that encourages us after the end of chapter 7: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” At the end of chapter 7, we learned that God’s grace extends beyond our conversion to work in our sanctification, our “setting aside” to God’s purposes. When the law condemns us for our sins, the “Spirit of life” brings us freedom “from the law of sin and death.” As we read in chapter 6, believers “die” to sin to rise again to a new life. Chapter 7 reminds us that our death to sin also means a death to the law. Instead, we follow the law of Christ, to love God and to love others.
 
Through Jesus’ death, “God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do.” God “condemned sin in the flesh” through the life of Christ, His only-begotten Son, who lived a perfect life to demonstrate “the righteous requirement of the law.” Jesus conquered sin in His human body to give us an example of godly living.
 
This should comfort everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord and receives the Holy Spirit, but it should also challenge us as well. We must live above the standards of the world to demonstrate the presence of the Spirit in our lives. We must demonstrate our loyalty to Christ by overcoming the temptation to sin. As St. Paul said, “Those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit.”
 
What does it mean to “set our minds” on the Spirit? We’ve all heard the saying, “you are what you eat.” I’d extend this to say, “you are what you think.” What subjects occupy your mind during the day? Do you obsess about certain topics? Christians, St. Paul challenges us to set our minds on the “things of the Spirit.” Actually, we must set our minds on the Spirit. Christians, we cannot allow the flesh to occupy our minds; we must train our minds to think on the law of the Spirit, the law of godly love.
 
“Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” We cannot expect the world to follow God’s law, because, as St. Paul stated, “the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot.” In the Greek, St. Paul states that those “in the flesh” literally hate God; they consider Him their enemy and lack the power to please Him.
 
We, however, “are not in the flesh but in the Spirit;” therefore, we know that Christ is “in” us through the Holy Spirit to guide us through the trials and suffering of life. Since the Holy Spirit lives within us, “He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.” Through the Spirit, we know what God expects of us in situations. We also learn, “all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.” When we confess Jesus as Lord and accept the Holy Spirit into our hearts to guide us, we receive a benefit: We become known as “sons” of God. We receive “the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” This phrase tells us 2 things about our salvation.
 
First, God “adopts” us in His family when we confess Jesus as Lord. In Roman law, any person adopted by a superior received all the benefits of the legitimately born children. Roman emperors often adopted generals or other competent leaders to succeed them as emperor to insure the continuity of the empire. Likewise, God adopts us as His children, promising us that we are “heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ.”
 
Secondly, we receive the benefit of calling God “Father.” While this brings great benefits to us and should comfort us, I should also point out that the Aramaic word “Abba” does not mean “Daddy.” While we can address God as “Father,” we must never forget His sovereignty over the entire universe.
 
Why did God give us this great gift, to be known as an heir? St. Paul answered this question in the next passage, verses 18-25: to demonstrate God’s redemption of His creation.
 
We tend to forget that all creation suffers for the fall of humanity. Death intruded into more than our lives; it affected everything on the planet. All animals in the Garden of Eden would approach Adam as he named them (see Genesis 2 for details). The Fall of humanity introduced the “law of the claw” into nature. God promised in the prophets that the new Creation would restore peace among all nature (Isaiah 65:17-25).
 
For now, we await the time when “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” As St. Paul informed the Romans, “the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.” Sin affects more than us; it affects everything else in creation as well.
 
St. Paul told the Romans, however, that while the creation “groans” for its freedom from sin, we, too, longingly await “the redemption of our bodies.” When we rise again from the dead into the new creation of God, we will experience the final “redemption” as we receive new bodies that will never know the effects of sin. “For in this hope we were saved.”
 
For now, unfortunately, we find ourselves still suffering. Christians still fall ill. Christians still lose their jobs. Christians still die. We find ourselves praying for God to release us from suffering or to protect us from suffering, but St. Paul wrote, “We do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words.” When our spirits are broken by the suffering caused by sin, the Holy Spirit prays for us, helping us to pray “according to the will of God.”
 
We know God’s will; St. Paul has already told us that God wills the redemption of His creation. For this purpose, St. Paul assures his readers, “For those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”
 
Beginning with this passage, we must go forward with this warning: “welcome to the deep end of the pool.”
 
St. Paul told the Romans that everything works “together for good” to those who “love God.” He then continued by stating, “For those who are called according to his purpose.” St. Paul clearly understood that God called certain people in history for great privilege, but also for great responsibilities.
 
St. Paul then went further: “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.” According to St. Paul, God knew in advance those whom He would call and “predestined” — in other words, decided beforehand — that those He knew He would call would be “conformed to the image of his Son.” These are the ones God both “justified” and “glorified.”
 
First, I would caution anyone reading this passage to avoid getting caught in an obsession with predestination. People who fell into this obsession litter the pages of Church history.
 
We need to understand that God’s omniscience clearly implies foreknowledge. We cannot deny that God knows the future; Scripture records far too many examples of God’s foreknowledge for us to ignore.
 
Scripture also clearly tells us that God has chosen people throughout history. St. Paul will say more about this in chapters 9-11. This shouldn’t surprise us; we see people chosen every day for tasks, in our homes, on the job, and in school. Angie and I chose each other to date and then to marry. Shelton State Community College chose me to work as a server administrator and as an instructor. You’ve chosen people before, and you’ve been chosen before. When you have a job to do, you choose someone to do it.
 
There’s one difference here. We tend to choose people based on their qualifications for the task at hand. God, on the other hand, chooses people solely on the basis of His grace. No one deserves to be chosen by God, but He chooses people to accomplish His divine will.
 
The question for most people revolves around this dilemma: Am I chosen? Has God chosen me?
 
At this point, I’ll give you a few Scriptures to read on your own:
 
•John 3:16-17
•John 12:32
•1 Timothy 2:3-4
•2 Peter 3:9
 
You can find numerous other Scriptures in both Testaments that attest that God clearly calls all people to repentance. You’ll also find lots of Scriptures that attest to God’s act of choosing people for specific tasks.
 
Personally, I find it difficult if not impossible to believe God would call people to repentance if He believed they had no opportunity to repent and believe. In some way no human can understand, God’s foreknowledge and our choices interact in our salvation. If you know God has called you to repent and believe in Jesus, you’re chosen. If you want to repent and believe — if you sincerely desire to confess Jesus as Lord and then live according to that allegiance — you’re chosen.
 
When you confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection; when you know you have received the Holy Spirit (1 John 5); you know that God has chosen you for a special task.
 
When God chooses you, you then come to know the real purpose of God’s love. “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” As God’s heir, you know that anything that happens to you in life will work to your benefit. Any circumstance in life can work to prepare you for God’s purpose in your life.
 
What can anyone accuse God’s people of doing that can make Him throw us from His family? “Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.” As God’s children, our right to stand before God — our justification — will not be shaken by anything anyone can say. No one can condemn us because God has already declared us innocent.
 
You should know that salvation doesn’t bring immunity from the trials of life. Christians still suffer persecution around the world. Christians still suffer the effects of sin in this world; we still suffer illness, injustice, hardship, and death. The lesson still applies. “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, ‘For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.’”
 
However, we know “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.” We conquer everything that happens to us because God, in His mysterious way, turns everything in our lives to His perfect will.
 
This leads us to St. Paul’s glorious ending of chapter 8. “For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” What can you imagine can separate you from God that this list doesn’t cover?
 
God’s recreation of this fallen world began with Jesus’ resurrection.  As an heir of God, you can know that He will work everything to your good. You’ll inherit a new creation one day. Rejoice, Child of God, for He has chosen you in this creation to participate in the greatest miracle humanity will ever witness: the redemption of those around through the witness you live in life’s trials and joys.


Sixteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
Tackling the Tough Questions
 
Scripture reading: Romans 9:1-18.
Sermon text: Romans 9:19-33.
 
I loved school, but until high school, I always dreaded recess and PE. (I found a chess club in high school, making recess, at least, more enjoyable.) As the smallest boy in the class, I never excelled in sports. I knew that in any game involving team play, someone else would always choose the teams, and regardless of who the teachers chose as team leader — even if they chose my best friend — no one would ever choose me. Regardless of how hard I worked at home to improve, regardless of the game we chose to play, I was always the last player chosen.
 
Choice: Humanity’s most potent power. We choose our careers; we choose our spouses; we make choices on a daily basis that often change our lives. As Genesis 3 reminds us, our choices sometimes change history.
 
As we’ve examined St. Paul’s letter to the Roman church, we’ve witnessed the consequences of choice. Adam and Eve chose to disobey God in the Garden, bringing sin and death into our existence. Adam’s descendants quickly chose to continue in that disobedience and deepen it by choosing intentionally to worship false gods. God chose Noah and spared his family from a flood. God then chose Abraham and commanded him to leave all he knew in Ur and travel to a land God had chosen to give him. Then, out of Abraham’s descendants, God chose the descendants of Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, to form the nation of Israel, the nation He would call to serve as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6). Israel, unfortunately, chose otherwise, leading to the near destruction of the nation.
 
However, in a time of His choosing, God sent His only begotten son, Jesus, who fulfilled the covenant Israel failed to keep. In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus steeled Himself and chose to fulfill the plan that, while requiring His crucifixion, brought the opportunity for salvation to fallen humanity. Following Jesus’ resurrection and ascension, the Holy Spirit came into the world and began transforming everyone who would confess Jesus as Lord of their lives, believing in His resurrection.
 
The power of choice also posed a dilemma in St. Paul’s argument in Romans. God had chosen Israel as His instrument for demonstrating His mercy to other nations. Yet, most Jews in St. Paul’s time failed to believe in Jesus, even though an examination of the Old Testament proved He had fulfilled every prophecy alluding to the promised messiah of Israel. If God had chosen certain people for salvation, as St. Paul declared in Romans 8, why didn’t the Jewish nation — God’s chosen nation and the most logical choice for national salvation — accept Jesus as Lord?
 
St. Paul began his explanation for this failure in chapter 9. In the next 3 chapters, St. Paul expanded on his statements regarding God’s choice in salvation.
 
Before I go any further, I must inform you that the next 3 chapters of Romans have led to more controversy and debates than nearly any other passage in Scripture. The Church has consistently held that God foreknows all events in humanity’s existence. However, the extent of God’s foreordination of human affairs has remained in question. Many groups in the Western Church, building primarily on the teachings of St. Augustine, have often taken this debate to its logical conclusion and used this passage to teach that God creates some humans solely for eternal condemnation. Other parts of the Western Church have remained in the tradition of the Greek Fathers and emphasized human choice in salvation.
 
You’ll find nothing new here. Anyone wishing to understand the debate can find more literature than I can list in any bibliography. Since this sermon involves only chapter 9, I’ll remain firmly in the chapter for this sermon. This sermon involves only 1 chapter and takes the chapter at face value: God ordains the affairs of human nations for His purposes.
 
St. Paul opened this chapter by directly confronting the key question: Will God abandon the Jews because of their rejection of Jesus as their Lord? In “great sorrow and unceasing anguish,” St. Paul confessed, “I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh.” St. Paul would have willingly given his own eternal salvation to achieve the salvation of his people.
 
Many Gentiles had begun to wonder about God’s covenant and promises to the Jews. Did the Jews’ rejection of Jesus lead God to reject Israel and turn instead to the Gentiles? St. Paul reminded the Gentile believers of Rome, “They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen.” God had used Israel as the instrument through which His son, Jesus, had come into the world. The Virgin Mary, who conceived by the Holy Spirit, was a member of the tribe of Judah and the family of David, Israel’s greatest king.
 
St. Paul reminded the Romans, “It is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but ‘Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.’” God had promised Abraham that his descendants would bless the world. Did this mean all of Abraham’s descendants would bless humanity? Not in the way of Isaac’s descendants, it seems. Abraham’s son Ishmael gave birth to the Arab nation. In the medieval times, the Arabs wiped Christianity out of large parts of Christendom, but they also preserved much of humanity’s learning. Other sons were the ancestors of other nations, one of which (Midian) served to protect Moses from the wrath of Pharaoh Thutmose III.
 
Isaac fathered twin sons by Rebecca: Jacob and Esau. Before their birth, God had told Rebecca, “The older will serve the younger.” God had decided this before the twins’ birth, “in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of his call.”
 
Here we come to one of the most misused verses in Scripture: “As it is written, ‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.’” Did God say this before the birth of Jacob and Esau? The book of Genesis records that Esau did want to kill Jacob at one point in their lives, but the brothers later reconciled. Esau grew into an impulsive, short-tempered man with little regard for long-term planning, but Scripture also heavily implies that he died in faith with God. 
 
Unfortunately, Esau’s descendants, the Edomites, later oppressed Israel, especially during the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. This oppression led to the statement by God above, but not until c. 450 B.C. through the prophet Malachi (Malachi 1:3). In other words, God declared this judgment on “Esau” — on the nation of Edom — in response to their oppression of their kin. This was a national judgment, not a judgment on the individual Esau. “What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means!” God rightfully judged the Edomites for their sin.
 
Instead, God had told Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  So many people look on God as a wrathful God who constantly looks for an opportunity to judge someone. Scripture demonstrates that God instead looks for opportunities to show mercy. “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.”
 
This leads to the next example : The Pharaoh of the Exodus. St. Paul reminded the Romans, “For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, ‘For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’”
 
Any examination of Egyptian history would clearly demonstrate the reasons for this statement. In Egyptian religion, every Pharaoh was seen as an incarnation of the god Horus. Pharaoh owned all the land in Egypt and ruled absolutely with no restraints other than custom on his power. The Pharaoh of the Exodus, Amenhotep II (not Ramses II), inherited a great kingdom from his father. All this power explains the arrogance we read in Exodus when Moses gave him the word of the LORD: “‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me.” If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son’” (Exodus 4:22-23). God had plenty of material with which to work in Pharaoh; actually, God had only to withhold mercy from Amenhotep II, and he willingly did the rest. The result wrecked Egypt and demonstrated God’s power to other nations. (Read Exodus through Joshua for details.)
 
St. Paul then used another example from the Old Testament to answer a key objection: “You will say to me then, ‘Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?’” In other words, if God chooses to harden someone, how can that person be responsible for their demise? Reaching into the book of Jeremiah, St. Paul used the story of the potter (Jeremiah 18):
 
But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me like this?” Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honored use and another for dishonorable use? What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory— even us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles?
 
This passage reminds us again of several points. First, as our Creator, God has the right to decree what He wills. However, it also reminds us that God often withholds His judgment if doing so gives Him another opportunity to show mercy. In the case of Israel, St. Paul arrived at the important point for this letter: God has decided to use Israel’s stubbornness to show His mercy to the Gentiles.
 
“As indeed he says in Hosea, ‘Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her who was not beloved I will call ‘beloved.’” The Gentiles — once those who were not God’s people — now heard themselves called God’s “people” and His “beloved.” Even better, the Gentiles now heard themselves called “sons of the living God,” a title once reserved solely for David’s descendants who ruled from Jerusalem.
 
As for Israel, St. Paul reminded the Jews that most of their ancestors had rejected the covenant and rightfully deserved judgment. However, God had always promised that a “remnant” would survive and remain faithful to the covenant. Quoting the prophet Isaiah, St. Paul told his readers, “Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will be saved, for the Lord will carry out his sentence upon the earth fully and without delay.” God’s righteousness — His faithfulness to the covenant — required Him to judge Israel when the nation broke the covenant. However, God left “offspring” to Israel to insure the nation’s survival.
 
Even the remnant of Israel who remained faithful to the covenant finally failed their obligation to God. Instead, the Israel “who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law.” By the time of St. Paul, most Jews followed the law because they believed it alone would bring them the salvation they desired: “They did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works.” The law of Moses could never have resulted in salvation unless followed by faith. As St. Paul had definitively proved, no one could wholly keep the Mosaic Law. Only Jesus kept the covenant completely and faithfully.
 
This posed the key problem for Israel: “They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, as it is written, ‘Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’” Jesus fulfilled the covenant to remove the necessity of keeping the covenant. Unfortunately, most Jews of St. Paul’s time refused to admit they needed Jesus’ sacrifice to attain salvation. Most Jews in the first century A.D. and beyond have insisted on trying to attain salvation in other ways. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).
 
This proves a key point for understanding this chapter and especially for understanding chapter 10 next week: While God has chosen nations for His purposes, He has always given individuals the opportunity to believe in His promises and receive those promises by faith. We’ll learn more about this next week.
 
Meanwhile, the lessons of this chapter continues to hold true today.
 
First, we need to realize that while God has chosen people throughout history, His choice has always expanded His opportunity to show grace and mercy to fallen humanity. We cannot allow anyone, no matter how influential or how eloquent, to overshadow this fact. God chose Abraham to show His grace to the nations. God chose Israel to serve as an example to the nations. God has chosen the Church in our time to take the gospel of Jesus Christ — the story of His death and resurrection — to our families, to our communities, and to the world.
 
We also must notice that every time God chooses someone, the choice brings great responsibility. Israel failed to live up to their responsibility to live as a holy nation. When God chooses us for a purpose in our congregation, we must see this as an opportunity to serve our congregation and to serve our community. We cannot fail to fulfill our calling to serve.
 
We cannot ignore another lesson here. So many people today will ask, “What must I do to be saved? Tell me what works I must perform.” If anyone could work their way to salvation and eternal life, the Jews would have accomplished it in the first century A.D. as they rigorously adhered to the Mosaic Law. They learned to their dismay that works of the law could never bring salvation. Only faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, could bring salvation.
 
As for you, I have great news. Unlike those times in school when so many of us found ourselves unchosen by either team and only reluctantly accepted by the last team to choose, God has chosen to offer us the opportunity to join His team — His Church — to carry the gospel of Jesus Christ to others who need to hear it. God calls us to live as the kingdom of priests and holy nation that Israel failed to uphold. When you sense God calling you, confess Jesus as Lord of your life, believing in His resurrection. You’ll learn then that God has chosen to give you the opportunity of eternity: The opportunity to join the winning team led by His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.


Seventeenth Sunday of Pentecost:
All Who Call
 
Scripture reading: Romans 10:1-13.
Sermon text: Romans 10:14-21.
 
You can consider this sermon, “Part 2 of 3 from Romans chapters 9-11.” 
 
When the United States split in 1861, thousands of Americans faced a terrible choice: Which nation would they support? Many American military officers found themselves torn between their oaths to the Constitution of the United States and their loyalty to their native states. Many of those officers, such as Robert E. Lee, resigned their commissions in the U.S. Army to serve in the armies of their native states.
 
In the time of St. Paul, many Jews found themselves in a similar situation. The Jews had spent generations trying to live by the Law of Moses while awaiting the arrival of their Anointed One, the Messiah, who would restore the nation’s fortunes and lead Israel to dominance over the Gentile nations. The Jews didn’t understand what the Messiah’s coming would really mean, and when He came, their misunderstanding led them to crucify Him instead. The Jews didn’t understand that Jesus hadn’t come to defeat the Gentiles; He had come to fulfill the covenant and begin the restoration of the world under His righteous rule.
 
After the day of Pentecost in A.D. 33, the Church began preaching that Jesus had defeated sin and death in His resurrection. Many Jews believed in Jesus and became members of the Church. However, many Jews — including St. Paul himself — rejected the Christian message and chose to continue their attempts to live by the Mosaic Law. St. Paul always remembered his own intransigence; even after his conversion to Christianity, he recalled his encounter with Jesus as an act of grace, God’s unmerited favor. While St. Paul converted to Christianity, many Jews retained their loyalty to the law.
 
St. Paul reminded the Roman Christians in chapter 10 of his desire for the Jews’ salvation: “Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved.” Even as he carried the gospel to the Gentiles, St. Paul always began his ministry in the Jewish synagogues on the cities he visited. St. Paul turned to the Gentiles only after preaching the gospel to the Jews first.
 
What kept the Jews from recognizing Jesus as their Messiah? St. Paul said, they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge.” The Jews zealously guarded their national identity as part of the Law, believing that only through keeping the Law would they retain their special status before God. St. Paul said instead, “Moses writes about the righteousness that is based on the law, that the person who does the commandments shall live by them.” This alone condemned the Jews, because they knew no one could keep the Law completely. Their zealous — almost obsessive — attempts to follow the Law brought no special favors from God.
 
 We may know people who really try to live right, who try to convince God their lifestyles put Him into their debt. Unfortunately, zeal alone does not accomplish salvation, or freedom from sin; the “knowledge” of Jesus’ death and resurrection must lead one to accept His righteousness, His fulfillment of the Law.
 
St. Paul made a startling accusation against the Jews: “For, being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness.” The Jews may have possessed the Law for centuries, but they failed to see God’s righteousness in the Law. God had faithfully kept His part of the covenant He instituted on Mt. Sinai in c. 1446 B.C., protecting the nation and giving them nearly countless chances to repent of their own transgressions against that Law. 
 
If living by the works of the Law couldn’t save anyone from the penalties of sin, what could? St. Paul told the Romans: “The righteousness based on faith.” Only by faith in God would anyone receive salvation. This salvation would not say, “Who will ascend into heaven?” in an attempt to bring someone back from the dead. Nor would it say, “Who will descend into the abyss?” Many pagan religions (including those of the Greeks and Romans) claimed that gods and demigods often traveled to the underworld in an attempt to save someone from death.
 
No, St. Paul said; no one would have to make a supernatural journey for the righteousness God required. Instead, “‘The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved.” If you want deliverance from death — if you want salvation from sin — God requires no more than your confession of Jesus as Lord.
 
This requires an explanation for modern Americans. We think of confession as something we say, not as something that always requires commitment. When St. Paul mentioned “confession,” the Romans understood his intent. To confess someone as “lord” in the ancient world meant to accept that person as ruler over the confessor. Every Roman subject was required legally to attend an annual ceremony at the temples dedicated to the Roman emperors. The ceremony at the temple required the attendee to put a pinch of incense on an altar and say, “Caesar is lord.”
 
This ceremony posed a quandary for Christians similar to that I mentioned at the split of America. No Christian could confess Caesar as lord of their lives when they had confessed Jesus as Lord of their lives. Countless Christians accepted execution by the Roman government rather than put a pinch of incense on the altar and say, “Caesar is lord.” This state of affairs lasted until Constantine legalized Christianity in A.D. 313.
 
Confession of the belief in Jesus’ resurrection would bring salvation. How does this work? St. Paul told the Romans, “With the heart one believes and is justified;” when we believe in our hearts, we receive the reassurance God will declare us innocent in the judgment. “With the mouth one confesses and is saved;” we must confess to others what we believe. Otherwise, we cannot receive admission into the Church, for only with confession of our salvation can we receive Christian Baptism, the sacrament that signifies God’s gracious forgiveness of our sins and our inclusion into the Body of Christ, the Church.
 
Some may say, “I want to believe in Jesus, but I don’t want to tell anyone. I don’t want someone to persecute me or make fun of me.” St. Paul said, “Everyone who believes in him will not be put to shame.” God will insure those who confess Jesus as Lord will receive great rewards that more than compensate for whatever persecution we face in this world.
 
This promise comes to everyone who believes, “Jew and Greek.” Every believer in Jesus will receive “his riches:” Eternal life, joy, and peace with God.
 
Now comes a Scriptural passage that ties directly into last week’s sermon: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” In quoting this verse from the prophet Joel (2:32), St. Paul reinforced his teachings on the mercy of God, that everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord will receive forgiveness and salvation.
 
How will people confess Jesus as Lord? First, they must hear the gospel, that Jesus has brought forgiveness of sins with His sacrificial death and victory over death with His resurrection. Unfortunately, there’s no other way for anyone to believe the gospel without hearing it. “How are they to call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!’” 
 
This passage applies to more than those of us called and ordained into Christian ministry, although St. Paul certainly believed that preaching played a crucial, irreplaceable role in the Church. (See 1 Corinthians 1 for more proof.) Every unbeliever in your life lives without the hope of salvation unless they hear the gospel of Jesus Christ.
 
Not everyone who hears will believe; “they have not all obeyed the gospel.” Most Jews didn’t obey, but the Old Testament prophets experienced the same rejection. “Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?’” The Jews had rejected the covenant and God’s messengers who urged them to return to it, and they rejected those who carried the gospel to them as well. Still, for those who will believe, “Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” The word of Jesus brings eternal life to everyone who believes.
 
This brought immense comfort to the Gentile believers in Rome, because they recognized themselves in the quote from Isaiah: “I have been found by those who did not seek me; I have shown myself to those who did not ask for me.” The Gentiles had never looked for the God of Israel, but in His mercy, God turned Jesus’ crucifixion by the Jews into an opportunity for Gentiles to receive the salvation rejected by the Jews. Israel may have rejected God’s mercy (“All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary people”), but the Roman congregations were evidence of the Gentiles’ reception to the gospel of Jesus Christ.
 
What lessons do we see in this chapter for us today?
 
For one thing, we see again St. Paul’s clear teachings about grace versus works in salvation. No one can do enough good works for salvation, no matter how zealous the performance of the actions. Instead, salvation — victory over sin and death — comes only through confession of Jesus as Lord and belief in His resurrection.
 
When we confess Jesus as Lord, we receive His victory over sin and death in our lives. We receive membership in the Church, the Body of Christ who teaches us how to live according to the Scripture and encourages us in our daily Christian living. However, we must remember that confessing Jesus as Lord means that He alone receives our allegiance in life. When Jesus calls us, all other allegiances must recede in the face of that calling.
 
We also see that we have a responsibility to tell other people of the gospel of Jesus, of His death and resurrection and the victory He achieved for humanity. Yes, we must live righteous lives, but the point will come that the person who needs Jesus’ victory will need to hear the gospel. Don’t worry about what you’ll say; instead, rely on the Holy Spirit to guide you in your witness.
 
We should also remember that not everyone who hears the gospel will accept it upon first hearing. Some people may never accept it. That doesn’t relieve us of the responsibility to demonstrate the gospel in our lives and tell everyone who asks about Jesus’ death and resurrection.
 
Romans 10 opens with St. Paul’s great desire: That all Jews would be “saved” through Jesus’ death and resurrection. As we study this passage today, we should remember the time before our own conversion, when we knew God was calling us by His grace, and praise Him for our salvation. We should also think of those we know who need to hear of Jesus’ victory. Everyone who hears the words of Romans 10 has an opportunity to confess Jesus as Lord and begin living the joyous life God created you to live.


Eighteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
What a Mystery
 
Scripture reading: Romans 11:1-12.
Sermon text: Romans 11:13-36.

 
“I do.” With those 2 words, I began the best human relationship of my life, my marriage to Angie. Those words declared my pledge to remain faithful to her and to love her for the rest of my life. Nineteen years later, I can’t think of 2 other words that have enriched my life as much as the words I used to declare before Almighty God that I would give everything I had to make my marriage everything possible.
 
The Old Testament often referred to the covenant between God and Israel as a marriage relationship. Time and again, the prophets referred to God as the loving husband to faithless Israel, a nation constantly forsaking the God who loved her and ceaselessly turned to false gods for worship. The prophets also constantly emphasized God’s faithfulness to Israel in spite of her rebellion. The destruction of Israel occurred only when it became obvious God had no choice but to fulfill the worst parts of the covenant, the parts referring to the penalties for disobedience.
 
In the previous 2 chapters of Romans, St. Paul had clearly described God’s faithfulness to Israel. God had chosen Israel as His nation, a people to serve as an example of His expectations of humanity (Deuteronomy 4:6). Many Gentile Christians erroneously believed God had turned from Israel to the Church when Israel refused to recognize their Messiah, Jesus. St. Paul needed to finish his thoughts on this error and better describe the relationship between God and Israel. In chapter 11, St. Paul clearly proclaimed the truth. God had never forsaken Israel, both before and after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. Even in the Gentile era of grace, God still loved Israel and would fulfill His promise to the nation.
 
St. Paul used his own birth as living proof God cared about Israel: “I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin.” St. Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles, was a Jew. As he stated, “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew.”
 
How, the question became, could God remain faithful to a faithless people?
 
God had chosen the nation of Israel for His purposes, but most of the nation rebelled. In one of the worst times of apostasy, God called Elijah to take His message of repentance to the nation. Elijah concluded that he alone remained faithful to God; he believed Ahab and Jezebel had wiped out true worship from Israel. “Lord, they have killed your prophets, they have demolished your altars, and I alone am left, and they seek my life” (1 Kings 19). However, St. Paul recorded God’s reply: “I have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” Among apostate Israel, God had preserved a remnant who remained faithful to Him when most of the nation turned from Him.
 
St. Paul used this example to refer to the present time of his book (c. A.D. 57). “So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace.” God had preserved a remnant of Israel even in the Christian era. Many Jews rejected Jesus, but large numbers turned to Him as well. God’s grace extended to all who chose to confess Jesus as Lord.
 
St. Paul had already argued in one letter that the Jews who confessed Jesus as Lord had no reason to continue living by the Mosaic Law. He reaffirmed this to the Romans: “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.” Relationships with God have never relied on works; humans have always come to God through faith, believing He would accept us according to His promises to do so.
 
“Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened, as it is written, ‘God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes that would not see and ears that would not hear, down to this very day.’” Most of Israel felt far too confident in the law to awaken themselves to the fulfilled promises Jesus represented; they chose to rely on their own works by the law, thereby remaining in sin. 
 
While the book of Romans clearly teaches God’s desire to show mercy, it also clearly teaches that God chooses nations and people to fulfill His plans for humanity. When Israel refused to confess Jesus as Lord, God did not reject Israel; instead, “Through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous.”  History records the Jewish frustration as Gentiles claimed the Jewish God as their own, a frustration increased as the Gentiles cheerfully declared their freedom from the law as the Jews had always insisted. When God chose to turn the Church toward the Gentiles, He again opened salvation beyond all imagination. God’s predestination has always increased opportunities for salvation, never the contrary.
 
Yet, God still cared about the Jews. “Now if their trespass means riches for the world, and if their failure means riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean!” A time will come when the Jews will recognize Jesus as their Messiah; at that time, the entire Jewish nation will turn to Christ. If Jewish rebellion opened salvation to the nations, the result of their acceptance of Christ will bring blessings unimaginable.
 
Following this explanation, St. Paul turned to the Gentiles. “Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I magnify my ministry in order somehow to make my fellow Jews jealous, and thus save some of them.” The book of Acts reminds us that St. Paul never began a church in a new city without first preaching in the Jewish synagogue. He hoped that his success among the Gentiles would cause some Jews to reconsider their rejection of Jesus and turn to Him for salvation.
 
Then, lest the Gentiles begin gloating over the Jewish rejection of Jesus, St. Paul used an object lesson. Many of the Gentiles knew at least something about growing olives. The olive tree ranked as one of the Mediterranean world’s most critical plants. St. Paul described Israel as an olive tree and the Gentiles as a “wild olive shoot.” God had “grafted” the “wild shoot” onto the tree, causing the wild shoot to grow in the cultured tree. The Church has always accepted the Jewish Scriptures as her own (contrary to Marcion’s dogged insistence to the contrary in the second century A.D.). We inherited the Jewish Scriptures and history. The Old Testament remains crucial to our understanding of God and His relationship with humanity.
 
Thus, if any Gentile tried to boast about “broken branches,” St. Paul cautioned, “if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you.” Instead, the Gentiles should see the Jewish rejection of Jesus as a “kindness.” The day will come, St. Paul confidently declared, that following “the fullness of the Gentiles, “all Israel will be saved.” God will not turn away from Israel; instead, “The gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.” God will not break His promises to His chosen nation. Just as the Gentiles “now have received mercy because of their disobedience,” God’s mercy to the Gentiles will lead to mercy for Israel.
 
In all this, we must again recognize God’s offering of free will to humanity. The Scriptures consistently prove God’s merciful offering of salvation to all who will believe, who confess Jesus as Lord.
 
Many vehemently deny that humans have any say in their salvation, as if any rejection of God’s free offer of grace denigrates His sovereignty. I would just as vehemently declare that God knew the result of free will; He knew someone would inevitably rebel. Adam’s rebellion merely hastened the inevitable. However, love is only love when freely offered. God didn’t create mindless automatons, although He could have done so. I found an excellent description in a book I’m reading: “I love God because I am His creation. I am not his creature” (David Drake & Eric Flint, Belisarius I: Thunder at Dawn). Love freely offered brings joy and ecstasy beyond description; this is the joy God offers, and which He wishes for us to offer to Him.
 
So what about all the predestination talk in so many Christian circles?  St. Paul gave the best explanation you’ll find at the end of this chapter: 
 
Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.
 
These chapters clearly describe God’s work in the salvation history of humanity. Yes, Adam sinned in the Garden, bringing sin into our reality. God graciously called Abraham and His descendants, the Jews, to bring blessings and joy to the world. The nation of Israel failed in its responsibility, but in His covenant faithfulness, God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to fulfill the covenant on behalf of Israel and all humanity. Jesus perfectly fulfilled the covenant and brought the offer of salvation to everyone who hears the gospel: Christ has come, Christ has risen, Christ will come again. Everyone who confesses Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, receives the salvation Jesus accomplished through His death and resurrection. The new believer then becomes a member of the holy catholic Church through Christian baptism.
 
In this service, New Hope will again celebrate Christian Baptism and Holy Communion. This service celebrates the mystery of God’s love for us, both through our death to sin represented by baptism and through the Body and Blood of our Redeemer through Holy Communion. If you’ll accept Jesus’ gift of salvation, you, too, can celebrate the greatest mystery of God — and the promises He will keep — throughout all eternity.


Nineteenth Sunday of Pentecost:
A Living Sacrifice
 
Scripture reading: Romans 12:1-8.
Sermon text: Romans 12:9-21.
 
“Now what?”
 
I once heard the Southern Baptist Convention, the denomination of my birth, described as an “institutionalized revival.” Most Southern Baptist revivals tend to emphasize enthusiastic sermons, conversion experiences, and emotional appeals to renewal. As I look back on the revivals of my youth, I have almost no memories of anyone talking about the answer to the question, “Now what?” How do we live the salvation lifestyle? How do we put the conversion into action in our lives?
 
St. Paul faced the question when he wrote the book of Romans to the Roman believers in c. A.D. 57. St. Paul described the need for God so endemic in humanity; God’s plan for salvation in the covenants with Abraham and then with the Jews; and Jesus’ fulfillment of the covenant, leading to His crucifixion and resurrection. St. Paul then addressed the place of the Jews in God’s salvation plan. Still, St. Paul needed to answer the question, “Now what?” What difference did salvation make in the believers’ lives? How should believers relate to unbelievers in their lives? Should the Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives make a difference in us? 
 
St. Paul began addressing these questions in chapter 12. I love that the Apostle began explaining his answer with a description of an often overlooked facet of salvation in the believer’s life: A renewal of the mind. Forget everything you’ve heard about relying on feelings or emotions; the Holy Spirit demonstrates His presence in our lives through a renewal of our minds. Only then can He begin working to change our mentalities and responses to the trials of life.
 
St. Paul opened this passage by connecting these thoughts to the previous discussion of God’s choices in history, His mercy, and His compassion: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” The word “therefore” connects St. Paul’s current train of thought with his previous words in the book.
 
St. Paul knew the Roman believers lived in one of the most morally corrupt cities in the Empire. Practically every vice known to humanity existed in Rome, including those most condemned by many today and a few we cannot even imagine in our society. St. Paul knew that since the believers had experienced the mercy of God, they needed to show the effects of that mercy in their lives. They would show the effects by presenting themselves as a “living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.”
 
The Romans were familiar with sacrifice in religion, but the idea of a “living sacrifice” may have confused them. St. Paul described what he meant with the words “holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” According to St. Paul, our salvation requires us to live holy lives that will meet with God’s acceptance. This requires sacrifice on our parts, because our society (like that of ancient Rome) allows or even encourages us to do things unacceptable to the standards God set in the Old Testament. When you want to know God’s standards, you must turn to the Old Testament, where God clearly defines His expectations for a holy nation.
 
St. Paul then described how to accomplish this. “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” When the world tries to set the standards of morality, we must remember that God’s standards alone apply to us. However, we know the difficulty of trying to live contrary to the standards of our society when our culture constantly bombards us with standards contrary to Scripture. We can live holy lives only if we allow the Holy Spirit to “transform” us “by the renewal” of our minds.
 
The word for “transform” comes from the Greek word for “metamorphosis.” In science, “metamorphosis” refers to the change between life forms in an individual. Insects undergo metamorphosis as they transform from larvae to adult insects. When you look at a larva and then an adult insect, you can clearly tell the difference.
 
According to St. Paul, the presence of the Holy Spirit will show just as clearly in a person’s life. The new, in-process salvation life will differ from the old, pre-salvation life. We all have heard stories of hardened individuals whose lives changed almost immediately upon their conversion. 
 
I would point out that I’ve also seen evidence of something often overlooked in metamorphosis. Many insects undergo a difficult process of breaking through a hardened shell; others undergo several steps in the process, evidence of a more gradual transition. St. Paul did not describe every little step in a person’s spiritual growth after conversion. For some of us — I’d say the more fortunate ones — conversion leads to an instantaneous change. For many, however, I’ve come to realize that conversion begins a process that will lead to clear evidence of the Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives. In Christian terminology, we call this “sanctification,” or “setting apart” from what we were as we become who God wants us to become.
 
If someone experiences the sudden transformation, that person must not think more of himself than of those who undergo a slower process of sanctification. St. Paul recognized the danger of pride for those who considered themselves more spiritually advanced: “For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.”
 
Of all the sins I’ve seen that could threaten to destroy a person spiritually, nothing approaches that of pride. Far too many “mature” believers succumb to the temptation to think their spiritual “maturity” sets them above other believers. Instead, St. Paul cautioned, all believers must temper our spiritual growth with humility.
 
How important a role does humility play? I see that humility plays a key role in several aspects of the salvation lifestyle.
 
First, humility helps us recognize the necessity of corporate spiritual growth and worship. “For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.” I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again now: There is no such thing as “Lone Ranger” Christianity. We need other believers to encourage us in the times we need help. We also need other believers to strengthen us in our weaknesses. We also need other believers to hold us accountable as we allow the Holy Spirit to transform us into the believers He needs to build the Body of Christ, the Church. Only the most proud can claim they can grow spiritually without the presence of other believers in their lives, both in worship and in fellowship.
 
Humility also helps us to use our gifts in service to the Church. Humility helps us understand the importance of every gift St. Paul lists in verses 6-8. No one gift excels above any other gift. Every church needs people who will humbly accept God’s call to service as they use their gifts to build the congregation.
 
Humility also helps us demonstrate genuine, authentic love (v. 9). When we love each other, we’ll help each other avoid temptations and stand against evil in our lives. Each week in our worship, we pray that God will “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” We learn “what is evil” by studying the Scriptures and humbly accepting God’s standards of evil rather than what our society tells us what is evil. We also learn “what is good” through studying the Scriptures and through encouraging each other to hold fast in God’s standards.
 
St. Paul called on the Romans to “love one another with brotherly affection,” referring to a love shown to those in the family. We often refer to our congregation as our “spiritual family.” These words remind us again of our connection to one another. Humility helps us to obey St. Paul’s next words: “Outdo one another in showing honor.” Only the most humble can honor others without feeling threatened in their own self-confidence.
 
The rest of the chapter tells us ways to show the Holy Spirit’s presence in us. These verses tell us, in essence, to show qualities rarely seen in unbelievers: Patience, hope, joy, and love. St. Paul had listed these qualities as “fruit of the Spirit” in his letter to the Galatians roughly 9 years earlier. Every quality St. Paul listed here would stand against the societal norms of ancient Rome, especially in avoiding vengeance against those who wronged believers. For centuries, Christians have cared for people both inside and outside the Church in times of trial. Christians have rejoiced with others in triumphs and grieved with others in times of sorrow.
 
The Church has also demonstrated another quality: Caring for our enemies. Martyrs have gone to their deaths praying for their persecutors, often leading those persecutors to salvation themselves. (See the story of St. Alban for a good example.) In the lifetime of St. Paul himself, the Roman church would undergo its first serious persecution during the reign of Nero. These persecutions would occur periodically until Constantine the Great legalized Christianity in A.D. 313. However, Christians have experienced persecution throughout the history of the Church. Today, believers experience in many parts of the world will meet in secret, knowing their exposure will lead to torture or even death.
 
You don’t see these qualities in people driven only by emotional fervor. Emotion alone can’t bring people through persecution, drive people to help others at the risk of their own lives, or rejoice with others when we’d rather draw into our own shells and suffer in silence. These qualities come only when we allow the Holy Spirit to renew our minds, changing us from what we were into what God calls us to become.
 
Today, I encourage you to open your mind to the Holy Spirit, through Bible study, corporate worship, and prayer. Don’t go by your emotions alone; emotions will fail you terribly. Only through participation in the corporate life of the Church can we build the habits that demonstrate to a dying world the life we have through our risen Lord, Jesus Christ.


Twentieth Sunday of Pentecost 2009:
R-E-S-P-E-C-T.
 
Scripture reading: Romans 13:1-7. 
Sermon text: Romans 13:8-14.
 
I spent some time studying Roman history to prepare of this sermon. Here’s a short synopsis that will help you better understand St. Paul’s instructions in this chapter.
 
Christianity began in A.D. 33 on the day of Pentecost. The emperor of the time, Tiberius, had succeeded Octavian (Caesar Augustus) in A.D. 14 following Octavian’s death. Tiberius spent much of his reign fighting depression while living in seclusion on the island of Capri. In his absence, Octavian’s governmental machinery kept the Empire on an even keel.
 
Tiberius’ nephew, Caligula (actually his nickname), succeeded Tiberius in A.D. 37 following Tiberius’ death. Caligula found himself with absolute power at age 25 and no preparation for the power he inherited. He was, to put it mildly, insane at best or totally depraved at worst. Caligula spent most of his time in drunken orgies, committing incest with his sisters, and in various other acts of ill repute. Caligula attempted to force the Senate to install his horse as a Roman consul. Caligula also planned to place the Roman imperial insignia in the Temple in Jerusalem, an act guaranteed to result in a Jewish revolt. Fortunately for Judea, the Praetorian Guard (the Roman emperor’s equivalent of the Secret Service) assassinated Caligula in A.D. 41 rather than continuing to tolerate his madness.
 
Caligula’s uncle, Claudius, had cowered in mortal fear behind a curtain in the imperial palace during Caligula’s assassination. Claudius suffered from lameness and a severe stutter for most of his life and seemed an ill fit for Roman emperor. However, some members of the Praetorian Guard found him blubbering behind the curtain, planted him on a horse and took him to the Guard camp outside Rome. Claudius feared the Guard would execute him, but they instead proclaimed him as emperor. Claudius ruled from A.D. 41 to A.D. 57 and proved an amazingly competent emperor, reforming Roman law and basically leaving the Jews alone except for expelling them from Rome in A.D. 49. Claudius, unfortunately, married his ambitious niece named Agrippina with a young son named Nero. Agrippina knew how to insure Nero’s accession to the throne. Claudius died in A.D. 57 after eating poisoned mushrooms.
 
Sixteen-year-old Nero succeeded his adopted father and, for his first 5 or 6 years, ruled rather well under the advice of his tutors, including the famous Roman Stoic philosopher Seneca the Younger. Agrippina resented the tutors’ influence over Nero and schemed to  have them replaced if not killed. At age 21, Nero finally had his mother murdered, while his tutors either died or (in Seneca’s case) retired. Seneca was later forced to commit suicide. The unlimited power of Rome lay in his grasp. In A.D. 64, a fire broke out in Rome and burned most of the city. After the fire, Nero built a new palace; this led most people to suspect he had started the fire in the first place. In an attempt to deflect blame, Nero accused the Christians of starting the fire and began arresting its leaders. Both St. Peter and St. Paul were in Rome at the time, and both were arrested. St. Peter died of crucifixion in A.D. 64; St. Paul, as a Roman citizen, died by beheading in A.D. 67. Nero himself would commit suicide in A.D. 68 in the face of an open revolt by the army.
 
For the next 250 years, numerous Roman emperors persecuted the Church, following Nero’s example. Refusal to participate in the state cult of the Empire was tantamount to treason, but Christians steadfastly refused to worship the emperor as a divine being. Domitian, Trajan, Hadrian, Marcus Aurelius, Diocletian: these emperors and others sent Christians to their deaths, often in gruesome events in spectator-packed coliseums throughout the Empire. Even after Constantine’s legalization of Christianity in A.D. 313, emperors Julian the Apostate and Valens both instituted persecutions of Trinitarian Christianity.
 
Now that we’ve read Romans 13, and now that we know something about Roman persecution of Christianity, here’s the question: Which of these emperors did Christians recognize as legitimate rulers and thus fulfill St. Paul’s instructions in this chapter?
 
The answer: All of them.
 
Remember that in Romans 12-15, St. Paul addressed the implications of the Holy Spirit’s presence in the Christian. Since Roman believers had confessed Jesus as Lord, they owed Jesus alone their prime allegiance. St. Paul needed to remind these believers that allegiance to Jesus did not free them from their obligations to their secular rulers. Most Christians in Rome had little reason to debate the issue while Claudius ruled. What did St. Paul’s instructions mean once the imperial government began persecuting the Church? Were Roman believers to abandon their Roman citizenship? Were Christian non-citizens to declare their freedom from the emperor and live as if they recognized no secular authority?
 
The Church has lived under secular authority for most of her existence. Today, American believers find ourselves in the same situation. As American citizens, we must fulfill the obligations that come with the privilege of our citizenship. As believers in Jesus Christ who have confessed Him as Lord, we must also fulfill our obligations to Christ. St. Paul’s words in Romans 13 guide us in how to structure our allegiances and to live them in a way that glorifies Christ, our risen Lord.
 
St. Paul opened the chapter by addressing directly the issue of Christian response to secular authority: “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.” The “governing authorities” in this case clearly referred to the secular imperial authorities of Rome. St. Paul fully believed in Christian freedom from sin, but he also realized that Christian freedom did not relieve believers from their obligations to the state.
 
What about those authorities with which the Church may disagree? “There is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God.” In ways we do not understand, God brings nations into existence and works through their governmental structures to accomplish His redemption of the world.
 
Jesus’ example stands as a clear example of God’s work through government. Although His execution was unjust, the Roman crucifixion of Jesus accomplished God’s purpose of redemption of humanity from sin and death. The God we serve can work even through injustice to bring blessings to His people.
 
Do believers have any recourse? Can we simply ignore or actively disobey those authorities with which we disagree? St. Paul’s next words remove this option: “Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment.” Any Christian who intentionally disobeys the government must prepare to accept the consequences. We have no authority from God to disobey the government unless its laws contradict the laws of God.
 
St. Paul then gives his reason for supporting secular authority. “For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.”
 
Humans long ago learned a basic fact about ourselves: We cannot live with one another without some form of authority. Our own pride and greed will inevitably affect every relationship we form with other people. At some point, someone must rule who gets what he wants and the consequences for disobeying the ruling. “Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience.”
 
Humans long ago learned another lesson about government: Government requires money. Americans owe our existence as a nation to a taxpayer rebellion, and we still despise paying taxes to the government. Our nation’s first internal crisis (the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794) resulted from tax policies. St. Paul told the Romans of his time and believers today, “For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.” Do we see our government as “ministers of God”?
 
Some could legitimately argue that, as Americans, the voters constitute the legitimate authority in our government, and that we have a legal means of changing our government through elections. I agree, but I believe we can go farther with this. I’d say Americans have a duty to vote in our elections. We cannot expect our government to represent our views if we do not fulfill our obligation to vote. As a Christian American, if you don’t like the laws passed by the party in control, contact your Representative or Senator and voice your disapproval. Then, vote in elections. I personally have no patience with people who complain about our government and then fail to vote in elections.
 
Now that we know how to relate to the secular authorities, we need to understand how to relate our Christian calling to those authorities. To insure believers understood the laws of God, St. Paul reiterated those laws in a form that reminds of Jesus’ words: “Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.” St. Paul, doesn’t discuss credit and lending here; instead, he addresses the best way to fulfill our obligations to one another. 
 
If government helps us live with each other, love alone will show our fellow citizens the true meaning of loyalty to Christ. “The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet,’ and any other commandment, are summed up in this word: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.”
 
We must note that the law of Christ calls us to do more for our fellow citizens — and non-citizens — than follow the secular law. Secular law frowns on adultery; Jesus’ love tells us to see every person of the opposite sex as a person created in the image of God that will live for all eternity. Secular law tells us not to murder people; Jesus’ love requires us to sacrifice our lives if necessary to save others. Secular law tells us not to steal; Jesus’ love tells us to provide for those who live so desperately they see no option but theft to live. Secular law tells us what we cannot do; Christian love demands we do something constructive for all people, both believer and nonbeliever alike. Christian love expects us to do something that will lift the other person and leave him better than we found him.
 
Why should we do this? St. Paul had already reminded the Roman Christians in chapter 12 that living in love will draw other people to confess Jesus as Lord. St. Paul knew that Jesus would return one day, and he wanted all people everywhere to live eternally in the new Creation God will prepare for all who confess Jesus as Lord. “Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.” 
 
People often miss the eschatology in this letter. St. Paul and first-century Christians lived in the shadow of the imminent return of Jesus Christ. Some people will say, “Jesus hasn’t returned after nearly 2,000 years, so why expect Him today?” Every generation has lived in the expectation of Jesus’ return. We expect His inevitable return, recognizing Jesus may or not return in our lifetimes.
 
Therefore, St. Paul instructed his readers: “Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” The world’s standards of morality emphasize instant gratification of our desires, whatever those desires may entail. As subjects of Christ, we must overcome those desires, especially when our desires would harm someone else or cause us to degrade someone in some way. Christians must always put the needs of others before our own needs, seeing them as God’s unique, eternal creation.
 
Does this program work? Did St. Paul really expect people to follow his words in chapter 13? Did St. Paul expect his teachings to result in the redemption of Creation and the salvation of humanity from sin and death?
 
This chapter clearly explains St. Paul’s teachings regarding the relationship of the Church with the secular authorities. Christians have lived by these words for centuries. Most believers have lived quiet lives under the governments ordained by God; others have followed the laws of those governments until those laws conflicted with the law of Christ. At those times, believers have disobeyed the secular authorities and lived by Jesus’ law, knowing they would suffer the penalties ordained by the secular authorities. Countless Christians have suffered martyrdom rather than place their secular loyalty above their spiritual loyalty to Christ, their risen Lord.
 
Today, I believe that the American Church, especially among Christians who vote conservatively, needs a reminder, and this chapter presents me an opportunity I can’t miss.
 
I’ve heard many conservatives say to me, “I’ll pray for my president, but I didn’t vote for the current White House occupant, and you can’t make me pray for him.” This chapter reminds us that God ordains the affairs of nations. Regardless of my personal opinion or my understanding, I must accept that, at this time in the life of our nation, God has ordained Barak Hussein Obama to serve as President of our nation. I must recognize him as my president and show him the respect due to the holder of his office. I must pray that God will give President Obama the wisdom he needs to lead our nation. I must pray for his safety. If you’re an American citizen, the President of the United States serves as your president regardless of your vote. You have a duty to support him, with your prayers and with your obedience of the secular law unless the secular law contradicts the law of Christ. You have a Christian duty, under the law of Christ, to pray for President Obama and those who advise and serve him. I’ve said on more than one occasion that if everyone who complained about President Bill Clinton had prayed for him as much as they condemned him, his presidency may have gone differently.
 
I also remember hearing as a child, “Politics is too nasty for any Christian.” It won’t surprise you that I disagree. Believe it or not, God calls Christians to political service. Those He calls to politics must fulfill that call just as those of us He has called to ministry must fulfill our calling. C.S. Lewis described the call to politics like this in Mere Christianity:
 
People say, “The Church ought to give us a lead.” That is true if they mean it in the right way, but false if they mean it in the wrong way. By the Church they ought to mean the whole body of practicing Christians. And when they say that the Church should give us a lead, they ought to mean that some Christians — those who happen to have the right talents — should be economists and statesmen, and that all economists and statesmen should be Christians, and that their whole efforts in politics and economics should be directed to putting “Do as you would be done by” into action. If that happened, and if we others were really ready to take it, then we should find the Christian solution for our own social problems pretty quickly. But, of course, when they ask for a lead from the Church most people mean they want the clergy to put out a political program. That is silly. The clergy are those particular people within the whole Church who have been specially trained and set aside to look after what concerns us as creatures who are going to live forever: and we are asking them to do a quite different job for which they have not been trained. The job is really on us, on the laymen. The application of Christian principles, say, to trade unionism or education, must come from Christian trade unionists and Christian schoolmasters: just as Christian literature comes from Christian novelists and dramatists — not from the bench of bishops getting together and trying to write plays and novels in their spare time. (Mere Christianity, “Social Morality,” III.iii).
 
I think this chapter reminds us of something else as well. I lived through the time when some in the Church thought they could best convert our nation to Christianity by manipulating the legislative process, not through the laborious process of living the law of Christ day by day. I remember the founding of the Moral Majority in 1979, during the presidency of Jimmy Carter, and the subsequent politicization of many churches. I remember when many in the Church chose to wed their hopes to a political party instead of to the promises of Christ to honor the honest work of His people. I’ve heard people say, “No real Christian could vote for the other party.”
 
As I’ve read the Scriptures, I’ve never found a reference that lists Almighty God as a card-carrying member in any human political party. To the contrary, I praise God that He can work His will in human governments regardless of the party in charge. I also praise God that He calls believers to serve in both of our major political parties. Whatever you do, don’t condemn a person for voting according to his conscience as informed by Holy Scripture and the Holy Spirit.
 
People of God, hear this: Jesus Christ, our Lord, said, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). The medieval Church in the West tried to establish the kingdom of God on earth through secular power. In the thirteenth century, the pope ruled over most of Europe as the primary secular authority. The Church continues to pay a heavy price in Europe for the papacy’s excesses in this period. I once wrote in an email, “There's a reason why Baptists traditionally advocate separation of Church and State: the Church has never made a good, compassionate State.”
 
St. Paul gave us the program we must follow: Obedience of the secular authority, and Christian love toward all. We will not convert America to a Christian nation through legislation; we will see our nation turn to the cross of Christ one soul at a time, led there through the submission of ordinary believers to the eternal law of Christ, the law that will outlast the governments of the world: The law of love.


Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost:
Protecting the Weaker
 
Scripture reading: Romans 14:1-9.
Sermon text: Romans 14:10-23.

 
On 15 April 1912, the RMS Titanic struck an iceberg and sank in the North Atlantic. In the chaos that followed, one of America’s richest men, John Jacob Astor, demonstrated the chivalry expected of men in the early 20th  century. As the sailors filled the lifeboats, Astor insisted that his pregnant wife, Madeleine, her maid, and her nurse take seats in the first lifeboats lowered while he and his valet, Victor Robbins, waited to insure all women and children found seats. As we know the Titanic lacked adequate lifeboats for all passengers to board. Both Astor and Robbins died when the Titanic sank later that night.
 
Mahatma Ghandi is rumored to have said, “A nation's greatness is measured by how it treats its weakest members.” This saying holds especially true in the Church. The Roman society of St. Paul’s time definitely needed someone to care for the weak, because the imperial government offered no social safety net. As it spread throughout the Empire, the Church assumed the role of protector of society’s weakest. For most of the history of Western Civilization, the Church maintained hospitals and orphanages to help care for the weakest members of society.
 
In today’s sermon passage in Romans 14, St. Paul discussed another type of weak among the congregation. Many believers in the Church came from Judaism, bringing with them the Mosaic Law with its dietary restrictions and special feast days. The Council of Jerusalem had earlier decreed that Gentile believers had no reason to obey these restrictions.
 
Another group also brought dietary restrictions to the Church. Many Gentile believers came into the Church directly from paganism. Much of the meat in the markets throughout the Empire consisted of leftover meat from the pagan sacrifices in the cities’ temples. Some of these new believers could not understand how Christians could eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols in the temples. Couldn’t the Christians understand this meat had been devoted to a pagan god?
 
St. Paul saw the quandaries regarding diets and special days as an opportunity to continue his thoughts regarding Christian living in the secular world. According to St. Paul, these debates gave Christians the opportunity to demonstrate Christian love to weaker members of the Church.
 
These debates continue to rage in the Church today. People insist that certain celebrations offend them. Others insist that certain food and drink have no place in the Christian life. Our passage today gives us an excellent teaching on how to deal with these situations as they arise.
 
St. Paul began the chapter by directly addressing the issue: “As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.” Every believer begins the salvation lifestyle as a newborn Christian. I’ve never seen a newborn baby ready to face life on its own. Babies need feeding, nurturing, and teaching as they grow into responsible adults. Unfortunately, we’ve all seen the results of babies who didn’t receive this care; our prison system holds the results.
 
St. Paul instructed the Roman congregations to accept newborn believers so these believers could receive the instruction they desperately needed. However, St. Paul addressed another situation in this verse: “not to quarrel over opinions.” While many new believers eagerly accepted the teachings of more mature Christians, others insisted on arguing their point and on holding all believers to their own beliefs. These believers could not overcome their initial hesitations regarding food or special days. Even worse, these believers refused to accept the teachings of more mature believers on these matters.
 
St. Paul clearly believed this situation could not stand. Any new believer who joined a congregation only to cause trouble would find little patience from St. Paul: “One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.” Christian love required each person to accept that God alone could dictate a person’s feelings about these matters. No one person could dictate the dietary rules for another believer.
 
What about special days? Many early Christians believed they should continue celebrating the Jewish festivals, even if they didn’t travel to Jerusalem. According to St. Paul, “The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God.” As long as a believer praises God in what he does, St. Paul taught, the believer could freely follow his conscience in these matters.
 
St. Paul gave a wise precept to know how to act in these matters: “For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living.” Christians, we belong to each other! We cannot expect to live the salvation lifestyle successfully without involvement in the congregation. Jesus died to give life to the Church, His bride. We do not belong to ourselves; we belong to Jesus, and He has commanded us to live for one another, to encourage one another, to help one another.
 
What about those who insisted on stirring others on these issues and on doggedly refused to accept the teachings of more mature members? “Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; for it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God.’ So then each of us will give an account of himself to God. Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.” Here St. Paul gave his definitive teaching: Each of us will give account to God. When we remember this, we’ll do nothing to risk the judgment of Almighty God, the Father of Our Lord. Our Lord will lead each of us to make the decisions, guided by the teachings of the Church.
 
Could St. Paul give a good example? Of course he could. St. Paul, the former Jewish Pharisee of the strict Shammai School, could offer an excellent example: His own thoughts. “I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself.” If you read St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians, you’ll find he freely ate with the Gentiles — anything with the Gentiles. St. Paul ate whatever anyone offered him, regardless of the origin of the meal. Meat sacrificed to idols? Sure! Food forbidden by the Mosaic Law! Of course! St. Paul knew that God had created all things, and all food came from God. Therefore, St. Paul could give thanks for the food and eat with no problems with his conscience.
 
However, St. Paul also understood that some Christians genuinely could not see beyond the teachings of their youth. “...but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean. For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. By what you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Christ died.” If someone remains genuinely unable to accept freedom in Christ, others must not attempt to change the person’s mind to the detriment of his conscience.
 
What, then, remains the key rules? “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men. So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.” Did you catch that last sentence? “Pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.” The word for “pursue” implies an intense effort. We must work diligently for peace in the congregation. “Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats. It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother to stumble.”  
 
What about those who can freely eat or drink things that would condemn others? “The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves. But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.” If you can eat or drink with no problem in your conscience, praise God. If you can’t, praise God for your salvation — and don’t judge your brother in Christ.
 
Of all the lessons we find in the chapters from Romans 12 through 15, I see 2 from this chapter as some of the most important lessons needed by the Church today.
 
First, mature believers must accept that new believers will bring baggage into their new lives. Many new believers will find they must change their lifestyles in some way they had not expected. Other new believers will find some of our teachings and habits rather odd. We must patiently teach them how to live in their newfound freedom in Christ. We must also accept them if or when they fail to live up to the expectations of Scripture. None of us has lived a perfect picture of Scriptural teachings.
 
We find another lesson here as well. When people first confess Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, they will bring expectations of Christian living into the churches into which they enter the salvation lifestyle. These expectations may or may not meet reality. Weaker Christians must humbly accept the teachings of more mature believers. I earlier used the example of infants who grow in life. Thus far, I’ve never seen a human remain an infant for a normal lifetime. Every infant grows and matures. New believers must also grow and mature in the salvation lifestyle.
 
I think we need to find one more lesson here. Many of us in the Southern Baptist Convention and other Evangelical traditions have held other members of the catholic Church to our own standards, believing our version of Christian living should become the standard for the entire Church. This belief demonstrates a level of hubris unbecoming to any mature believer, much less to an entire denomination. While we hold to our conscience in our own beliefs about non-essential doctrines, we must also accept that we have no right to expect the Church as a whole to live by those beliefs.
 
I believe St. Paul would agree with a commonly used phrase in these matters: “In essentials, unity; in doubtful matters, liberty; in all things, charity.” Christian love will help us humbly accept the weaknesses of others while we together grow in Christian maturity.


Twenty-second Sunday of Pentecost:
With One Voice
 
Scripture reading: Romans 15:1-12.
Sermon text: Romans 15:13-33.
 
In 1898, the United States fought the Spanish-American War with Spain. In 6 weeks, American forces took nearly every Spanish colony worldwide, including Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. While this war propelled the U.S. onto the world scene, it also brought a more local benefit. Participation by both Northern and Southern soldiers helped heal serious wounds left by the American Civil War over 30 years earlier, especially as the sons of Union soldiers followed former Confederate officers such as Joseph “Fighting Joe” Wheeler to victory over Spain.
 
The Roman church in c. A.D. 57 faced no serious disunity such as that the U.S. suffered  after the Civil War. However, the disparate groups in the church included Jews wondering about their roles in the church; Gentiles coming from paganism and requiring instruction; new believers, mature believers, native Romans, and other Christians from throughout the Empire. The congregations throughout Rome would encounter many opportunities to split along any number of fault lines over the years. How would the Romans remain united?
 
St. Paul offered the Romans an excellent example to follow to retain their unity. In chapter 15 of his letter to the Romans, St. Paul called on the Romans to follow the example of Jesus Christ. Those who followed Jesus’ example would hold the church together through the severe challenges the Church would endure in the decades to come. These decades would include Nero’s persecution, the destruction of Jerusalem, and the chaos of Roman civil unrest.
 
St. Paul continued his thought from chapter 14, where he had encouraged the Romans to accept and instruct weaker Christians. St. Paul taught the Romans, “We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” The strong in the congregations would find themselves tempted to magnify their strengths to the expense of weaker believers. Instead, St. Paul said, the strong must “please” others in the congregation. This would accomplish two goals.
 
First, the mature believers would gain humility by pleasing new believers. Mature members of any group will find themselves tempted to intimidate newer members. We see this everywhere in human societies: On college campuses, in military organizations, and in social groups. St. Paul understood the Church must overcome this temptation and prove herself above normal human groups.
 
St. Paul also understood that patience by the strong believers would set a good example for growing Christians. As I mentioned last week, no Christian comes into the Church as a perfect person. We all need someone to teach us and patiently guide us as we grow in our faith.
 
How would the Roman Christians accomplish these goals? “For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, ‘The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on me.’” The Son of God Himself knew this temptation in the Garden of Gethsemane. When Peter cut off a servant’s ear trying to defend Jesus (incidentally, Peter swung at an unarmed man, not one of the trained guards), Jesus told him, “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?” Instead, Jesus accepted arrest, even though He knew it would end in His crucifixion.
 
St. Paul reminded the Romans the Scriptures themselves gave them the same instructions: “Whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” Jesus’ example only reinforced what the Romans could find in the Old Testament. Believers could see how others in salvation history had endured persecution and hardship; they could then follow those examples, knowing Jesus Himself had done so.
 
By pleasing one another — by putting others before themselves — the Christians would demonstrate the difference between the Church and the world. St. Paul prayed for this result: “May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” When the Roman churches accepted members regardless of social status, ethnicity, or language, the unity of the Church would stand against the rigid social status of ancient Rome.
 
St. Paul reminded the Romans again that Jesus, the Jewish Messiah, brought unity to both Jew and Gentile through His sacrificial death on the cross and His glorious resurrection. In the Church, Gentiles praised the God of the Jews: “The root of Jesse will come, even he who arises to rule the Gentiles; in him will the Gentiles hope.”
 
As St. Paul drew this letter to a close, he expressed his confidence in the Romans Christians, knowing they possessed the spiritual maturity “to instruct one another.” As the Apostle to the Gentiles, St. Paul had already traveled throughout the Empire from “Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum,” encompassing the eastern half of the Empire. St. Paul knew God had called him “to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been named, lest I build on someone else’s foundation.” Others had traveled through Egypt (St. Mark wrote his Gospel there), Persia (St. Simon the Zealot), and even to India (St. Thomas). St. Paul knew God had called him to carry the gospel into new areas of the Empire. He hoped to travel to Spain, stopping in Rome on his way.
 
Unfortunately for St. Paul, events derailed his travel plans. The trip to Jerusalem St. Paul mentioned in verse 26 resulted in his arrest by Jewish authorities. Following an attempt on his life, St. Paul appealed his case to Nero, the Roman emperor. When St. Paul finally arrived in Rome, he went as a prisoner of the Empire.
 
What do we find in this chapter for us today?
 
St. Paul’s lessons regarding the strong remain very timely in our day. God has blessed our congregation by bringing new believers into our family. These believers need to see examples of maturity and humility in us as we love each other, comfort one another, and rejoice together as we see God working in our lives and in our community.
 
St. Paul’s lesson regarding unity weigh even more heavily on us. The Church in the United States has rarely united on many issues. Even worse, it seems we often look for reasons to disagree with one another. In the Southern Baptist Convention, it’s often said that putting 2 Southern Baptists in a room will reveal at least 3 opinions. Many of these differences don’t rely on essential matters of doctrine or of practice; most of them revolve around believers with strong personalities determined to have things their way. These situations call for more humility among believers.
 
I find a great lesson in bringing unity to the Church in verses 30-32: “I appeal to you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God on my behalf, that I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy and be refreshed in your company.” We cannot waste time and energy fighting others when we spend our time praying with them, asking God to bless His holy Church and to bring new believers into our congregations. To paraphrase a familiar proverb, “The church that prays together, stays together.”
 
The saints in Macedonia and Greece (Achaia) provided a wonderful example of unity. These saints had united to provide for their fellow saints in Jerusalem. The eastern half of the Empire often faced poverty and famine as the emperors constantly diverted grain from Egypt to Rome to appease the poor in the capital. The believers in Macedonia and Greece had put aside their differences to use God’s blessings to bless their poorer spiritual relatives.
 
As we gather here today, we come from different backgrounds, different parts of our country, and different levels of spiritual maturity. We unite around Jesus, the Messiah who died for us and rose again for our salvation. Our unity will provide a witness to our community that God’s peace rests here, that His Spirit works here, and that His people deeply care about everyone in our lives. The “God of peace” blesses unity in His people. Pray that His blessings continue to bring unbelievers to the cross of Christ, our common Lord.


All Saints Day:
For All the Saints
 
Scripture reading: Romans 16:1-16.
Sermon text: Romans 16:18-27.
 
Thirty-five people mentioned specifically, 3 family groups mentioned generally. At least 8 women, including the letter-carrier and one mentioned in the same breath as the Apostles themselves. Only 6 of the people mentioned appear more than once in Scripture. One person said “hi” at the end of the letter although he had nothing to do with its contents. One family mentioned descended directly from Herod the Great.
 
Most people tend to gloss over the list of names in Romans 16, seeing nothing of importance here. After all, St. Paul had already explained God’s role in choosing Israel as His covenant people, Israel’s failure to keep the covenant, and Jesus’ sacrifice that fulfilled the covenant and brought salvation to fallen humanity. St. Paul had already described our need for God, our justification through Jesus’ death and our confession of Him as Lord, and the peace we receive through that confession and the relationship we receive as a result. God’s grace received its greatest explanation in the book of Romans. How could St. Paul end such a glorious book?
 
Remember that St. Paul had never visited Rome; he didn’t know the Roman congregations personally, and he couldn’t expect the Christians there to recognize his apostolic authority as the Gentile churches in Asia and Greece had done. St. Paul used the ending of his letter to remind the Romans of their common friends and family members. These people would recognize St. Paul as an apostle because of their intimate knowledge of his life and work.
 
However, these people accomplished great things that deserve mentioning. As St. Paul mentioned people, he often explained how he knew them. Some of these people may never appear again in Scripture, but they played key roles in the life of the Apostle who wrote more of the New Testament than the other Apostles combined.
 
I think today’s occasion on the Church calendar helps us understand chapter 16 far better. Today is All Saints Day, the day the Church celebrates the lives of believers who have preceded us in this life and now worship Christ in heaven. None of us can say we live by our own efforts. None of us would know about the salvation of Jesus without someone writing the Scriptures and without teachers to explain them to us. We worship today because, as said before, we stand on the shoulders of giants.
 
As we remember those who preceded us and whose faith still resonates in our own lives, it’s highly appropriate for us to examine the people St. Paul mentioned and see what their lives mean to us today.
 
St. Paul began with Phoebe, “a servant of the church at Cenchreae.” The word St. Paul used to describe Phoebe, “diakonos,” is the term from which we derive our word “deacon.” The Church Fathers attest to the existence of deaconesses in the early Church, especially in the East. Phoebe had served St. Paul as a “patron,” meaning she had supported his ministry with material support. St. Paul also mentioned Phoebe had supported others in their ministries throughout her area.
 
We first find Prisca (KJV “Priscilla”) and Aquila first in Acts 18, where St. Paul met them in Corinth. Aquila and his wife accepted St. Paul in their tent making business to help him support his ministry without having to rely on funding from the Corinthian believers. Prisca and Aquila apparently already were believers in Jesus from their time in Rome before Claudius expelled the Jews in A.D. 49. St. Paul mentioned that this devoted couple “risked their necks for my life,” most likely an allusion to the riot in Corinth mentioned in Acts 18. This devoted couple later taught Apollos after the gifted teacher arrived in Corinth following St. Paul’s departure, converting him to orthodox Christianity by building on his knowledge of John the Baptist. Now back in Rome, Prisca and Aquila hosted a church in their home.
 
Epaenetus appears nowhere else in Scripture; St. Paul described him as “the first convert to Christ in Asia.” Epaenetus’ conversion signaled the spread of the gospel from the Middle East into the heart of the Roman Empire in modern Turkey.
 
St. Paul mentioned “Mary,” but we have no way of knowing this woman’s identity beyond her listing here. Countless Jewish women bore the name “Mary” in the first century; today, only Almighty God knows her true identity.
 
St. Paul mentioned several relatives in this chapter, beginning with Adonronicus and Junia. St. Paul called them his “fellow prisoners,” but we have no way of knowing what he meant because these people are never mentioned in any connection St. Paul in the rest of the New Testament. The Apostles knew these people; in fact, St. Paul recognized them as “apostles” himself and as his predecessors in the faith. St. Paul later mentioned another kinsman, Herodion.
 
St. Paul sent greetings to “those who belong to the family of Aristobulus.” Aristobulus was the grandson of Herod the Great by his wife Mariamne, a Hasmonean princess. Aristobulus was educated in Rome with his brothers and the future emperor Claudius. This greeting tells us the gospel had already penetrated into imperial circles in Rome.
 
St. Paul mentions that Persis “has worked hard in the Lord.” We know nothing else of Persis.
 
Rufus first appears in the New Testament in the Gospel of St. Mark, who refers to Simon of Cyrene as the father of “Alexander and Rufus.” The Romans forced Simon to carry Jesus’ cross to His crucifixion. Alexander and Rufus were apparently well known to churches throughout the Empire. St. Paul had apparently spent a great deal of time with this family, because he said of Rufus’ mother that she “has been a mother to me as well.”
 
We know a lot about St. Timothy because of his prominent role in St. Paul’s ministry. St. Paul sent St. Timothy to churches when he could not go himself. St. Paul’s last letter was addressed to St. Timothy, who he called his “son” in his letter to the Philippians. St. Timothy was with St. Paul when he wrote this letter.
 
Gaius, a Macedonian, served as St. Paul’s host in Corinth and apparently also hosted at least one congregation in his house. St. Paul baptized Gaius after his conversion in Corinth. Gaius nearly died during the Corinthian riot St. Luke described in Acts 18. Gaius was the recipient of the letter we know as 3 John.
 
Erastus accompanied St. Timothy to Macedonia on a missionary trip in Acts 19. The Church Fathers referred to Erastus served as the church treasurer of Corinth.
 
We know nothing of the rest of the people St. Paul mentioned. Their identities and deeds are known only to God Himself. Still, their actions in the life of Christianity’s greatest Apostle helped mold St. Paul into the servant God needed to spread the gospel  and write his works.
 
Do we see any lessons from these people? Why should we care about these people, these “unknown soldiers” of the faith?
 
First, studying the lives of the saints reminds us again we stand in the line of a godly people who thought the gospel worth the cost of their lives. The Church continued through the persecutions that nearly killed Prisca, Aquila, and Gaius; the Church persevered through the executions of St. Peter, St. Paul, and countless other believers who gave their lives for our faith. Their examples should strengthen us when we find ourselves standing against enemies of the faith.
 
We need to recognize that we stand on the achievements of generations of Christians before us. Unnamed Christians brought the gospel to my ancestors in Scotland; St. Patrick most likely brought the gospel to my Irish ancestors. When the Church seemed to falter against the reintroduction of Aristotle’s works to the West, St. Thomas Aquinas brilliantly defended her and nullified the threat. Yesterday marked the 492nd anniversary of Reformation Day, the day when Martin Luther nailed the 95 Theses on the castle door at Wittenberg, Germany and launched the Protestant Reformation, a process that brought badly needed reforms to the Western Church over the past 5 centuries.  
 
The lives of these people should also give us a healthy dose of humility. Far too many people today act as if the church in America in general — and our denomination in particular (perhaps especially) — carries the gospel with no input or assistance from believers in the continuous line from the time of the Apostles. Too many act as if the victories and defeats of the American Church will mean the existence or death of the Church of the living God. The Church consists of far more than the Southern Baptist Convention or any other American denomination; some parts of the Church precede us by centuries. While God has called us to serve in our particular denominations, we must serve in humility with believers from other traditions and denomination and accept their help and contributions to the faith. We must also contribute to their work with our prayers and support whenever possible.
 
This humility must extend to another major issue in the American Church. St. Paul wrote this letter in A.D. 57, more than 1,700 years before the founding of the United States. The Church has outlived the Roman Empire, the Byzantine Empire, numerous European dynasties, and countless other leadership changes. The Church existed before the birth of every modern European nation, including England, France, Russia, Spain, and Germany. The Church has survived the onslaught of Islam and retaken lands from the Muslims. The Church has also outlived nations. While I wish for America’s continued success, I must remember that my life in the Church will extend eternally beyond the life of my nation.
 
How has the Church managed to survive so much death, destruction, and political turmoil? We survive because we serve a living Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God. Our God preexisted the universe; our Lord has conquered death, the supposed end of every human. Every person who confesses Jesus as Lord, believing in His resurrection, is born into a family whose existence will outlive all human institutions.
 
We owe it to our Christian predecessors to obey God’s calling to carry the gospel to the world, beginning with our families and community. We must build on the foundation laid by the Apostles and leave a better Church and congregation for those who will follow us in the faith. Each of us must work in our congregations as if our children will succeed us in the work, because they will.
 
Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr once wrote, “Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history; therefore we must be saved by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore we are saved by love.” St. Paul’s letter to the Romans has transcended its original recipients and time to give hope to readers for over 19 centuries. The faith of St. Paul continues in God’s Holy Church, the Body of Christ on earth. The love of God, demonstrated through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, continues to save everyone who believes, confessing Jesus as Lord and believing in His resurrection.

