3rd August 2008
Rom 5:1-11

Hope in the midst of hopelessness
The OED defines ‘hope’ as a feeling of expectation and desire and ‘hopeless’ as feeling or causing despair. The key to these two words is that they are feelings – something that is not quite tangible we can’t seem to grasp or quantify it. It’s just with us when we use it to express some situation or another.
Feelings are so much part of who we are, they are very important for us - but they can take us on a rollercoaster ride of highs and lows. However much we dislike the lows we can’t always live on the highs either. Our lives are like the seasons of the year. We need the hard cold winter, we need the rain but through those days we need the hope of spring and summer. 

In our passage from Romans today, Paul addresses this feeling of hope. Importantly for us he takes it from the level of a feeling to something more tangible. He centres it on Christ. Someone once said that Jesus promised his disciples three things: they would be absurdly happy, completely fearless and always in constant trouble! Those highs and lows that I mentioned a moment ago. 
The example of Christ

Sometimes our ideas about spiritual life are very different from the example set by Jesus. We often have so much in common with those first disciples who had a very natural and worldly understanding of the values of life. Time and time again we see examples in the gospels where Jesus turned his follower’s perceptions upside down so that they could grasp the concepts of the Kingdom of God. 
We know that Jesus was filled with the Holy Spirit at his conception and anointed by the same Spirit at his baptism. He became as we are except he was sinless. What did this mean for Jesus? Throughout the gospels we see him vulnerable and pressurized, humiliated and misunderstood, tempted and tortured. Ultimately he laid down his life – because he knew that was the only way humanity could re-establish its relationship to God. Paul along with the other apostles recognised that through Christ’s weakness, his power would touch and transform lives. Paul had in his own mind transformed feelings of hope into something tangible though his knowledge and understanding of what Christ had done on the cross.  
Messages

The NT has three keys to its message – faith, hope and love. And at the risk of over simplification Romans follows this form. Having looked at faith, Paul now in chapters 5 – 8 turns his attention to hope. At a casual glance we find it difficult to identify this theme but a closer look reveals that the various topics all revolve around one central pivot – the confidence believers can have that they will one day share in the glory of God.

Our passage today teaches us that the work of God in Christ, his love and the ministry of the Holy Spirit will overcome our present difficulties and bring us safely home to glory in the end. 
How does this look?

Paul uses a number of magnificent affirmations to make his point – 
· ‘we have peace with God’ (v 1)
· ’we have gained access…into grace’ (v 2a)
· ‘we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God’ (v 2b)
· ‘we also rejoice in our sufferings’ (v 3 - 8)
· we shall be saved (v 9-10)

· ‘we also rejoice in God.’  (v 11)
These affirmations of hope give us a sense of unity and tangibility. 

Paul opens up his affirmations with a summary of all that he has been talking about so far – ‘since we are justified by faith’ we have these positive and tangible aspects of our faith. 

Through faith we have been accepted by God and through his grace we have the objective peace of mind that comes from the assurance that the enmity between us and God is no longer there. We also have the assurance of some day experiencing God’s glory, of having a share in his own eternal character.

Paul then abruptly moves into a more disturbing thought – how do we rejoice in our suffering? Paul knows through his own experiences as we all do that problems still face us as believers. He answers any critics who would accuse him of ignoring the harsh realities of life. We will suffer, but we can rejoice he says in those sufferings because how ever hard it seems to us at the time; they can serve to develop our Christian character.
In the following verses Paul shows that by taking a Godly approach to suffering it can initiate a series of virtues culminating in hope that will not ‘disappoint us’. We should note that Paul is not saying we should rejoice because of suffering. Bad things are just that – bad things, and we should never be happy about them. But by looking beyond suffering to its divinely intended end, we can still rejoice in the face of them. 

The great affirmation – we will be saved, contained in verses 9 – 10 are at the heart of this passage. And just in case we might miss the point Paul says virtually the same thing in both of these verses. In both of them our present acceptance by God through Christ is our guarantee of eternal life. This promise can alter not only the way we believe but how we behave.
God has already done the harder thing, he has brought us back to himself through Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and so we can be confident that he will maintain that our status when he brings us to eternal life.

Paul’s series of affirmations finish with a return to two of his earlier themes of joy and reconciliation, we can rejoice because of God’s grace towards us and because he lives in us.

Where does this take us?

The significance for Paul’s audience of these affirmations centred not only on their two traditions (Jewish and Gentile) Paul was after all seeking to show the inclusive nature of the gospel among the believers. But on them as individuals, Christianity was still very much a minority religion and believers had a very precarious life within the empire (some as we recall had been expelled under the Emperor Claudius). For them to have the reassurance that this hope presented was as important to them as it is to us, hearing the same message today.

We need to hold fast to our future hope; it helps to make sense of today as it did for those original readers. We don’t need too look far to see things that  can make us anxious – rising fuel and food prices, a collapsing housing market, the possibility of recession, a possible rise in unemployment as a result and that’s before we even start looking at those situations involving illness or family tensions.
Paul’s call in this passage is to God’s promised glory and in view of that we are called to live our lives in such a way that honour Christ. In David Watson’s words, ‘Christ looks for disciples who are unashamed of him, bold in their witness, obedient to his word, united in his love and filled with his Spirit…Christ wants disciples who will not only have hope but give hope.’
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