6th July 2008

Rom 1:1-7

Reading Romans – why?

Why?

One of the most challenging things to cope with as a parent of young children is that moment when they start to ask the question ‘why’. Sometimes the answer is easy to give perhaps a brief explanation. But at other times the question is phrased in such a way that it becomes a challenge to us as parents perhaps testing our own values and attitudes.
As we start this major sermon series on Paul’s letter to the Romans it would be good for us to approach it both in terms of explanation and of challenge. Romans tends to be seen as a heavy weight summary of theology – which can put people off reading it. Rather it is better to approach it as one would a letter from a friend. It is written by a particular person to particular people in a particular time and place.

Reading Romans
Just as children can challenge us by asking the question ‘why’ we should be open to challenge our own way of looking at the Bible and never stop asking whether our approach is the right one or not. If the Bible is truly to be our authority for all of life, then we should constantly be reassessing our reading of its message. 
Traditionally Romans has been identified as a letter that focuses on how an individual can re-establish their relationship with God through faith in him. This thinking arose from the Reformation thinker Martin Luther who wrestled with the letter as he sought to find rest for his troubled conscience. But this is not what Paul was addressing – he was thinking in terms of the ‘people’ question. What does God’s gracious work in Christ mean for the two people groups the Jews and the Gentiles? 
Christians in Rome

To understand that we need the lens of history to look through; the first mention we have of a Christian influence in Rome is through those Jews who were present at the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10). For the next twenty years Jewish Christians established house churches in Rome, until they were expelled by the Emperor around 49 AD. Paul mentions meeting two such expelled Jewish Christians in Corinth (Acts 18:2). In the vacuum created by the expulsion Gentile Christians naturally took leadership roles and the ‘people’ question that Paul address in Romans deals with the tension that became apparent when those Jewish Christians were allowed to return.

Saints

Today we are familiar with the term ‘saints’ – after all we see evidence of the word all around us in church buildings, names of schools, road names, a railway station and football teams. And of course within the church we are aware of this saint or that. However Paul uses this expression in a particular and important way in this letter. He addresses it ‘to all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints’. 
And it’s the context of this term that becomes important for us as we explore working together to share the gospel with the people who we live with and amongst.

What does it mean to be a saint?
The moment we became Christian’s something defining happened – the Bible uses very dramatic language to describe this transformation. 

‘Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he [or she] is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!’ (2 Cor 5:17)

With that truth can anyone be partly old creation and partly new?

‘For once you were in darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light.’ (Eph 5:8)

Can we be both light and darkness?

‘He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves.’ (Col 1:13)
Can we still be in both kingdoms?

These statements of transformation have a very positive way of expressing how we should now view ourselves. 

There is a common expression used in Christian circles which says, we are sinners saved by grace. But do we still remain sinners? Paul tells something different, ‘ while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.’ (Rom 5:8) If we were sinners before Christ died, then we are no longer sinners!

In the NT, unbelievers (over 300 times) are described as sinners. Believers on the other hand are identified (over 200 times) as ‘holy ones’ or ‘righteous ones’ or ‘saints’. If you have received Christ as Lord you are not a forgiven sinner but a redeemed saint!

And as a redeemed saint you have become a new creation in Christ. You have gone from someone who displeased God to someone who is significant, secure and accepted in Christ. We shouldn’t see ourselves as simply clothed in God’s righteousness; this new creation is more significant than that. The parable of the Prodigal Son in Luke (15:22) helps us to understand this – the father called for the best robe to be placed on the son – not that the robe made him a son but rather because he was a son. 

So we have not just been forgiven but have become a whole new person; the realisation of which can liberate us from our old behaviour. If we continue to see ourselves as forgiven sinners (but still a sinner) what are we likely to do? Continue to sin!

Suppose you were a prostitute and learned that the King had decreed that all prostitutes were forgiven. That would be good news but would it make you any different. No – you would still be a prostitute. However what if the King then said that he wanted you as his bride. Would that change how you saw yourself – of course it would! You would see yourself as a queen. Would it change your behaviour? Of course – ‘Why would I want to ever go back to that life now that I am the queen?’

We are not only forgiven but the Church is the bride of Christ and we are members of that Church. In our understanding of the gospel we can sometimes not make the full connection with what Christ has done for each one of us – he died for our sins. That can leave us feeling that we are not very different from what we were before; just that we are forgiven and will go to heaven when we die. But the truth is better than that!

Suppose you came across a person who had died from a disease and wanted to bring them back to life. There are two things that you would have to do: First, find a cure for the disease that caused them to die. Paul says, ‘the wages of sin is death.’ (Rom 6:23) In our case our disease was sin. To cure it Jesus went to the cross and died for our sins. Secondly, we would need to give them life again. If we finish the Romans verse we see that Jesus not only cured the disease that caused us to die in the first place (sin) but bought us back to life through, ‘but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’

So if we only know half of the truth we will still think of ourselves as forgiven sinners. But by knowing the full truth, that we have received the life that Adam lost and have become a saint that can crucially help us to change our behaviour. 

However there is a danger that can affect this truth about us – it’s from the Devil. Although he can’t alter the historic fact of who we are now, there is the danger that he can get us to believe a lie about who we are. Just that little nagging voice which says, ‘God didn’t really say those things about you, it may be true of other people but not you, no not you.’ As 1 Peter 5:8-9a says – ‘Be… alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith…’
So we can be certain that our past sins have been forgiven by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross; together with all our future ones!! We are not saved by how we behave but by how we believe. This series of sermons is not about learning to behave differently but to believe differently.
We have just touched on something significant – what about our future sins. The problem we have with seeing ourselves as saints rather than sinners is that we are painfully aware that we do sometimes sin. We therefore conclude we must be sinners. But the real issue for us is to recognize who we are deep down inside and if we are Christians, it’s a settled matter. At our very core we share God’s divine nature; we have become something completely new.

Being a saint means that we have the capacity to choose not to sin. As John puts it, ‘I write this to you so that you will not sin.’ (1 Jn 2:1a) We don’t have to sin, because we have died to sin and its power over us (Rom 6:2) To think however we will not sin is both impractical and unhelpful – the truth is we are saints who sometimes sin.

But we don’t have to fear a judgemental God – God’s anger has already fallen on one person, Jesus Christ. You are not a sinner in the hands of an angry God but rather a saint in the hands of a loving God.

So going wrong changes nothing in terms of our relationship with God, ‘but if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defence – Jesus Christ, the Righteous one.’ (1 Jn 2:1b)

Look at this in these terms; can anyone change the fact that we are our parents’ children? No, nothing can alter that DNA. Not even if we live on different sides of the world or do things that upset them. When we were born again we became God’s child with his DNA. God’s own Spirit lives within us (Rom 8:9); we now share his very nature (2 Pet 1:4). Nothing can separate us from the love of God (Rom 8:39).

However our sin does disrupt the harmony between God and ourselves. A harmonious relationship is based on trust and obedience – when either is lacking it affects the quality of that relationship. So what happens when we do something wrong? What is the appropriate thing to do? We simply need to come before our loving God and tell him that we have done something wrong (confess) and then to turn away from that sin (repent) knowing that it is already forgiven because of Christ’s death.

By the very nature of God of who HE is, there is no condemnation (Rom 8:1) we can always be honest with God because we are already forgiven. Realising that we can come straight back to God and say sorry when we get something wrong, is a key to being mature in our faith.

One of the stumbling blocks that affect a lot of Christians is the question, ‘what can I do to be accepted by God?’ The easy answer is nothing!! The truth is that we are accepted by God simply because of what Christ has done. If we don’t understand the grace of God and our spiritual inheritance we will keep trying to become somebody we already are.

It is not what we do that determines who we are. It’s who we are that determines what we do.
Whilst it is important to know how practically we should live as Christians. We can end up with a ‘how to’ or ‘not how to’ live approach to Christianity, instead of knowing what it means ‘to be’ a spiritually alive and liberated Christian. If we first recognize who we are in Christ then we will be able to do the ‘how to’ or ‘not how to’ bits. 

We are already accepted by God. He delights in us; He is the Good Shepherd who knows everything about us, His sheep. Nothing can change that. He is love – which means He could not love us, no matter what we did. The key to our growth in Christ is to understand who we are now. Simply believe what God says is true about each one of us. Some Christians let confusion arise in their minds which have come about by not having a full understanding of who God is and what He is like. To help us in our thinking about the nature of God read the handout carefully. Compare the negative responses on the left with the positive truths about how God feels about you. With this clearer understanding we can start to believe differently about ourselves and our relationship with God.  

My Father God

	I will say ‘no’ to the lie that my Father God is:
	I joyfully accept the truth that my Father God is:

	distant and uninterested in me
	intimate and involved (see 

Ps 139: 1-18)

	insensitive and uncaring
	kind and compassionate (see Ps 103:8-14)

	stern and demanding 
	accepting and filled with joy and love (see Rom 15:7; Zeph 3:17)

	passive and cold
	warm and affectionate (see Isa 40:11; Hos 11:3,4)

	absent or too busy for me
	always with me and eager to be with me (see Heb 13:5; Jer 31:20; Ez 34:11-16

	impatient, angry or never satisfied with what I do
	patient and slow to anger and delights in those who put their hope in His unfailing love (see Ex 34:6; 2 Pet 3:9 ; Ps 147:11)

	mean, cruel or abusive
	loving, gentle and protective (see Jer 31:3; Isa 42:3; Ps 18:2) 

	trying to take all the fun out of life
	trustworthy and wants to give me a full life; His will is good, perfect and acceptable to me (see Lam3:22,23; Jn 10:10; Rom 12:1-2)

	controlling or manipulative
	full of grace and mercy, and gives me freedom to fail (see Heb 4:15, 16; Lk 15:11-16) 

	condemning or unforgiving
	tender hearted and forgiving; His heart and arms are always open to me (see Ps 130:1-4; Lk 15:17-24)

	nit picking or a demanding perfectionist
	committed to my growth and proud of me as His growing child (see Rom 8:28, 29; Heb 12:5-11; 2 Cor 7:14)


I am the apple of His eye! 
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