The Words That Changed the World

I gratefully accept this time to speak to you all in the absence of Rev. Kuehl.  

I am reminded of the story of the newly ordained minister, fresh out of seminary, freshly installed at his first church and he’s nervous about his first sermon.  On the fateful first Sunday he moved to behind the pulpit.  Looks out on the crowd and asks, “Who knows what I am going to say”.  Nobody raised a hand.  The young preacher said, “Then neither do I”, and announced the benediction and left.

The next Sunday the congregation wised up a little.  When the preacher, still very nervous, went to the pulpit, he asked the same question, “Who knows what I’m going to say?” Now, smarter, the congregation all raised their hands.  The pastor, quick on his feet, then said, “If you already know what I’m going to say then I don’t need to say it.” He announced the benediction and left.

The congregation is learning.  The next Sunday when he went to the pulpit and asked, “Who knows what I’m going to say?” exactly half of the congregation raised their hands, thinking they had finally outwitted the new pastor.  The pastor looked out over the crowd and said, “Okay, then the half of you that know, tell the other half.”  And he announced the benediction and left.

Well, don’t get any ideas, I’m not going to ask that question and I’m not going straight to the benediction.  You’re stuck with me.

Some of you may be thinking, “What’s this yahoo doing behind the pulpit?  Why should I be interested in anything he has to say?”  Well, you’re may be right, but keep in mind I probably won’t be telling you anything you haven’t already heard, at least in some form. So I beg your indulgence for the next fifteen or twenty minutes.

Do you have a favorite Bible verse?  I bet we all do.  There are verses of the Bible that are so familiar to Christians that they require almost no introduction. They are the texts we learned from our early childhood, or maybe just recently, and they speak us. We know them, we love them, and their words are etched on our hearts. They can be the “Great Texts” of the Bible or more obscure verses that have sincere meanings to each of us.  John 3:16 certainly falls into that category and all six verses of the 23rd Psalm. One might include Philippians 4:13 (I can do all things with Christ who gives me strength) and, one of my favorites; 1 John 3:1 (Behold what manner of love the Father has given unto us that we may be called the children of God). I’m not sure that today’s verse in Romans would make it on many peoples’ lists, but it should.  It is Romans 1:16-17 (16I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."). While they may not be the best known or the most often quoted verses of the New Testament, they are at the very heart of our foundation as a reformed church and exemplify our station with Jesus Christ.
Once, when I asked Pastor Charlie what would be the sequence if someone wanted to read the entire Bible, he told me that the sequence didn’t matter after you read first Genesis, then the Gospel of John, and then Romans.  The book of Romans is the instruction book for salvation.  Like the writers of the day, after making his words of introduction in the first fifteen verses, Paul immediately states his theme. This is it! This is what the book of Romans is all about. If we don’t grasp this passage, the rest of the book will make little sense to us.

The title of today’s Sermon, “Words That Changed the World”, is no exaggeration. This is the text that changed the world.  It first changed a man, and that man changed the world.  It is impossible to over-estimate the importance of this text in the history of western civilization.  Martin Luther, reflecting on what this text meant in his life, offered this testimony:

“When by the Spirit of God, I understood these words—"The just shall live by faith"—then I felt born again like a new man. I entered through the open doors into the very paradise of God.”  These are the words that drove him to be the leader of the Reformation.  And that Reformation is the starting point for Protestantism; our faith, what we believe in.
Let’s look at these two verses.  First, verse 16

“I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”
Paul begins by making an amazing statement … “I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ.” Why is that amazing?  Think about his past. He had been imprisoned in Philippi, chased out of Thessalonica, smuggled out of Berea, ignored in Athens, laughed at in Corinth, stoned and left for dead in Lystra. How could Paul even dare to come to a city like Rome with a record like that?  Rome was the greatest city in the world.  What made Paul think he could survive in such a place? The answer to that question is wrapped up in one statement.

It’s the power of the gospel.  It was the power of the gospel that assured Paul that there was nothing the Romans could do or say that would make him ashamed of the gospel or affect his station with Christ.

The verse identifies the gospel as the power of God for salvation.  After John the Baptist was imprisoned, Jesus went into Galilee proclaiming the Good News of God.  Behold, the time has come.  The Kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the Good News.  When we repent of our sins and believe the gospel, placing our faith in Jesus Christ, God reconciles us, makes us righteous and ready for the Kingdom of God.

And the gospel is for everyone regardless of race, gender, nationality, social status or any other earthbound label.

And God doesn’t make deals for His righteousness.  Think of how unfair it would be if God set a condition for entrance into Heaven that could only be met by a small portion of the human race.  There would have to be a cut off somewhere, wouldn’t there?  “Okay, this person attended 1,000 Sunday School classes so they’re in.  This one only attended 999, too bad”.  God doesn’t set such goals, but he does demand perfection and he will not accept anything less. If you want to go to heaven, you’ve got to be perfect. If you think about that, you’ll soon realize that basically rules out the entire human race. 

But if Saul of Tarsus, one of the most infamous persecutors of the earliest followers of Christ, could have his hard heart and stiff neck turned through the gospel, what in the world could make anyone believe they are not worthy of salvation?  So many people in the world believe that they are too wicked or their sins run too deep for God to forgive them.  We know that’s not true.  Anyone, regardless of how wicked they believe their lives have been, can receive the gospel, accept Jesus Christ as their Savior, and be destined for salvation.

Was there anyone in Rome that could not receive the gospel and its saving power?  It’s no wonder Paul was not ashamed of the gospel.

Verse 17 brings Paul’s theology to a point.

“For in the gospel righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”

The Book of Ephesians calls it the great mystery.  Our ability to be absolved of our sins through the once and forever sacrifice of Christ on the cross.  It’s not called a mystery in order for us to try and figure our how it comes about, but a mystery of why we deserve it.  The gospel, the story and purpose of Jesus Christ, reveals the righteousness from God; the righteousness that we can obtain no other way than trough Christ and through Christ alone.  

Then Paul finishes off with words from Habakkuk 2:4.  For it is by faith from first to last that the righteous will live by faith.  We will live in Christ because of our faith in him.

Let me put this simply.  I’ve got some good news and I’ve got some bad news.  The bad news first:  You have no other hope of heaven outside of Jesus Christ.  Good works cannot save you.  Church membership cannot save you.  Baptism cannot save you.  Giving money cannot save you.  Keeping the Ten Commandments cannot save you.  Nothing you can do will make the least bit of difference concerning your eternal salvation.  If you are trusting in your good life or in your religion to get you to heaven, someday you will be sadly and eternally disappointed.

Now for the good news.  Those who put their trust in Jesus Christ are saved forever.  Christ’s sacrifice in blood and cross, received by faith, brings salvation to the believing heart, for it alone reveals the righteousness of God. Our sin is erased by God’s grace.  Our increase in sin results in an increase of God’s grace.

Please don’t get me wrong.  I am not saying that as long as we put our faith in Jesus Christ that we are then allowed to behave any way we want to.  Later, in Romans 6, Paul tells us “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?  By no means!  We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?  Doing good deeds does not assure salvation, but salvation does assure good deeds.  In James, chapter 2, verse 26 we read, “Good works aren't enough to save us from our sin, but they should be a natural result of faith in Jesus Christ. If our faith isn't strong enough to inspire us to do good deeds, it's not much of a faith at all.”
So, we receive our faith through belief in the gospel; through believing and living in Jesus Christ.  But that’s not enough.  We receive such a beautiful gift from God through Jesus Christ that it should prompt a response.

When you have a birthday you may receive a present from a loved one.  That person went out, spent some time and money; gave a lot thought to what to buy; took the time to wrap it beautifully and give it to you.  They have taken the time and put forth the effort to provide you with a gift.  What did you do to earn it?  Nothing.  They aren’t expecting you to give them one in return.  They are experiencing the joy of giving.  They enjoy giving you something that they really want you to have.

This is the way it is with God’s gifts to us.  The gifts are his grace, his mercy, and his steadfast lovingkindness; his gift of salvation for all who believe the gospel.

Now, when that loved one comes up to you on your birthday and holds the present out, with a big smile, and says “Happy Birthday” do you simply say okay and walk away, going about whatever you were doing at the time?  For this gift to begin serving its purpose, it has to be accepted and opened.  When you do that, you recognize the giver.  The giver wants you to see the real gift, not just the fancy wrapping or the way it was given to you.

God’s grace is given to each of us as a gift.  He knows what we need and that we cannot provide it for ourselves.  He’s saying, “Here, this is for you.”  God wants us to recognize His gift of grace.  God wants you to open your hearts and see His glories all around us.

Okay, so you open the gift that has been given to you.  Is it then that you walk away?  The gift has been given and received.  The present has been opened.  What is lacking?  Isn’t the celebration over?  Wait.  Don’t you say, “Thank you!”?  Imagine how you would feel if you spent the time and effort to find that perfect gift for a loved one; they took the offered present, they opened it, and just set it aside, maybe with the remark of “That’s nice” or “I needed one of those”; but no “Thank you!”

This is the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ given to us as a gift.  It’s not our birthday.  It’s because we are His children.  What an amazing gift.  Do we turn away from it when it is offered?  Do we leave the gift sitting on the table, unopened?  Of course not.  We, as Christians have accepted God’s gift of grace through the sacrifice of His Son, Jesus Christ, on the cross.  Through prayer and worship we thank Him for this gift.

But, friends, we cannot leave it at just accepting this great gift from God and thanking Him for it.  When you get that birthday present, you take the gift from the giver, you open it up to see what it is, and you thank the giver.  But, now the gift is not complete until you use it.  Can’t you picture a father opening his Father’s Day gift of the proverbial tie, given in love by his children?  They delight in seeing him open the gift and hearing his words of appreciation, but nothing compares to their joy when he wears that tie.

God smiles down upon us when we use the gifts that he has given us.  There is no better way to show appreciation to God for his bountiful gifts than to use them to glorify Him.  Don’t let that tie hang in your closet.

So it is this gift; the gift of salvation that God gives us; paid for in full by our Lord Jesus Christ that we can all share in.  Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me”.  Paul, unashamedly, confirms this to the Romans by saying, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes”

Wasn’t salvation through the coming Messiah one of the central themes of the entire Old Testament?  How can we accept the words of the Prophets and the ultimate revelation of Christ as the Messiah and say, “Well, that’s not what it meant”?

A non-Christian was challenging a famed theologian one day and asked how the theologian was so certain that he had been saved through his faith.  The theologian said, “It is because it is in the words that Jesus spoke and because Paul wrote the divinely inspired words of God for me to read and believe.”  The non-Christian asked, “How are you sure Paul really wrote those words and, that it was what Paul really meant?”  The theologian pondered and said. “Well, I’ll just have to ask Paul when I meet him in Heaven”.  The non-Christian, knowing that Paul had been wicked in his early years asked. “What will you do if Paul is not in Heaven?”  The theologian quickly answered, “Then you can ask him”.

That leads me to a very simple conclusion: Never be ashamed of the gospel.  Don’t be ashamed to preach it, to teach it, to share it with those you meet.  It alone has the power to meet the deepest needs of mankind.  It can do what mere philosophy can never do.  It provides a path so bright that no darkness, in any form, can enter and darken the way.  And no one is beyond the reach of the life-changing gospel of Jesus Christ.

I am not ashamed to tell you this because I know the gospel can do for us what it has done for millions of people across the centuries. What happened to Martin Luther can happen to us and all peoples of all nations. We who trust in Christ alone will never be put to shame in God’s eyes, not in this life or in the life to come.

Amen

