27th July 2008

Rom 4: 1 – 22

Someone faithful

Who is your hero or heroine?
Just take a moment if you will and think of a hero or heroine of yours… Who is it? And why do you consider them to be a hero or heroine?

Now it could be that the person you’ve thought about is alive today or perhaps it’s someone from your past or from history. The main thing about a hero or heroine is that they are just that – someone who is very special to you. Now other people may share your view but that’s OK, it’s the qualities of that particular person that are important for you.

A Jewish hero

Our reading this morning from Romans is about one such hero – someone who was held in the highest regard by all Jews – Abraham. If you heard Bob last week you will recall that Paul ends his argument in chapter 3 with some challenges to his readers, ‘where, then is boasting? And ‘Is God the God of the Jews only?’ 

Abraham and the promise

Sometimes when we read particular passages of scripture we can lose the sense of the whole picture that the Bible is telling us. It’s almost like we insert our thoughts at one point and then don’t always swerve to the left or right. Paul was fully aware of that tendency and to make sense of what he had said so far in his letter he now wanted them to see how the gospel fitted into the overall plan of God as revealed in the OT. In other words as Paul says at the beginning of his letter, the gospel was, ‘promised beforehand…in Scripture’ (1:2)

At this point a summary of Abraham’s experience with the promise of God may be useful because it refreshes our memories and helps us to see Paul’s argument more clearly.
In Genesis 12:1-3 God calls Abram to leave his home and go to the Promised Land. God promises to make Abram a great nation, bless those who bless Abram and bless all humanity through Abram. Moving to Genesis 15, God confirms his promise by entering into a covenant with Abram. He promises that Abram will have a child to inherit God’s promise. Abram believed God and through that God held Abram to be spiritually right. In Genesis 17, when Abram is very old God again appears to him and renews his earlier promise to give Abram many descendents. As a sign of that promise God changes his name to Abraham (which as we know means – ‘father of many’). He and his wife Sarah will have a son Isaac, who will carry on the line of that promise. In Genesis 21:1-7 God fulfils his promise when their son is born. Abraham’s faith is put to the ultimate test in the next chapter when God calls on him to sacrifice Isaac but stays his hand at the last moment.

The scene is now set not only for the out working of God’s plan but also the basis of why the Jews reverently referred to their ‘Father Abraham’.

Paul’s argument
Paul makes three distinct points concerning Abraham’s faith – 

· Faith versus works (1-8)

· Faith versus circumcision (9-12)

· Faith versus the Law (13-17)

And then in the final part of the chapter Paul summarizes faith in the light of the experience of Abraham. We’ll look at the first three points in summary form and then look in some depth with the last point – faith in the light of Abraham’s experience.
In the faith versus works – Paul argues that Abraham had no basis for boasting before God because of any holiness on his part and that there is a fundamental distinction between faith and deeds. This argument ran contrary to the Jewish view that Abraham was a model of piety and that his faith was a good deed. Paul draws his line in the sand and sets faith and deeds apart by placing them into the context of God’s grace.

Good deeds by there very nature creates a relationship of obligation. In the workplace an employee places an obligation on his or her employer to behave in a particular way towards them. If people were accepted by God on the basis of what they did, then he would be under an obligation to accept them. God is under no obligation to us. Faith is the humble acceptance of what God offers to give – his grace is directed to those who don’t deserve it (for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God - 3:23)
With the point of faith versus circumcision – Paul through his own experience knows how important the rites of the Jewish faith have become in maintaining their identity as ‘a people apart,’ circumcision being a central core of that identity. A closer look Paul says at scripture reveals that Abraham believed God before any mention of having to participate in this particular rite.

In the last point concerning faith versus the Law, Paul again argues historically. The Law could not have played a part in God’s promise to Abraham because it came ‘430 years’ after the original promise (Gal 3:17). If faith is to secure God’s promised blessing, it can’t have anything to do with the Law. For the Law that the Jews held up demanded deeds which they had not be able to fulfil. Like them we will be unable ever to produce enough acceptable deeds to gain God’s favour. 
Faith in the light of Abraham’s experience

Verse 17 marks the transition from the faith of Abraham to the faith of the church at all levels and in all situations. We turn from one person’s faith to the very nature of faith and the potential it has for our own spiritual growth. 
God didn’t promise humanity an easy life but through Jesus he came to meet the deepest needs of every one of us. It is only in him that we find forgiveness for the past, a new life for the present and a glorious hope for the future. Jesus calls us to become his disciples and through that call to act in the way he wants us to. 

It is a pathway of obedience – in our post-modern world, the role of any form of authority is called into question and that affects the way people respond to Christ’s call of obedience. Why should I give up my interests, my particular view, and my way of doing things? Are common enough questions as our culture promotes the rights of the individual (curfew in Cornwall teenagers under 16 after 9pm). 

Just as Paul is asking for a mindset shift for Jewish Christians in Rome our own response can also be challenged. When talking about the young church someone revealed a profound observation – ‘because of their very simplicity, perhaps because of their readiness to believe, to obey, to give, to suffer and if need be to die, the Spirit of God found what he must always be seeking – a fellowship of men and women so united in faith and love that he can work in them and through them with the minimum of hindrance’  

In this there is a tension that exists for both Christians and for those exploring the Christian faith. I’ll call it the test of ‘reasonableness’. From whatever perspective we approach this we can tell ourselves – well that was then and now we live such modern lives, there is no connection. Our intellectual reasoning may lead us to take a more balanced approach to the enthusiasm of those early Christians. Or we may try to interpret scripture in such a way that skilfully avoids its direct and disturbing challenge. 

God in Christ calls us personally to himself and that involves taking a step of faith (Indiana Jones – Last Crusade path across canyon). Bonhoeffer living under the threat of National Socialism in Germany, writing in 1937 said this in relation to a negative view of obedience to Christ, ‘the devil…he says, ‘Keep on posing problems (of faith) and [if you listen] you will escape the necessity of obedience.’
Therein lies the challenge that Abraham faced and the one that faces us today – do we whole heartily put our trust in God through his promises to us in Jesus Christ? Or do we pursue our own agenda and thereby escape the necessity of obedience?  One way leads to spiritual growth and unity, the other leads to spiritual weakness and division.
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