Morning Celebration           Advent 4        19/12/2010

        Romans chapter 1 verses 1-7

It was Henry Ford who said “You can have a car of any colour, so long as it is black.” He also said “History is more or less bunk.” The first quote was certainly true of the cars that rolled off his production line in the years before the second world war, but I am afraid that I beg to differ with his second quote. You will all know that I taught Physics for many years at Ulverston Victoria High School, so it may come as a surprise to you that I won the o-level prize for history when I was a student at Wigan Grammar School, back in 1963. There was an element of good fortune in this, but I won’t bore you with the details. Suffice it to say that I have always had a keen interest in things historical, in particular the events of the twentieth century. A sense of history is important. It helps us to put the present into context, to understand why things are as they are today, and maybe even learn lessons for the future. 

Our God is the God of history. All of time and space are in his hands. The Christian faith is rooted in historical events, things that happened at a particular time and in a particular place. The prophecy of Isaiah, in chapter 7 of his book, took place in the days of Ahaz, the king of Judah. Isaiah delivered his message at the end of the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the Washer’s Field. The sign that Isaiah gave Ahaz concerned a particular mother, bearing a particular son, who would be called Immanuel, meaning God with us, and dealt with historical events involving Judah and Assyria.

When we look at our Gospel reading, the birth of Jesus took place at a particular time and place, to a living, breathing mother, in a historical context that stretched back over many centuries through the great king David, and on to Abraham, the founder of the people of Israel.

I want to concentrate on the reading set for today from Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 1 verses 1-7. Paul was a founder of Churches where there had been no previous Christian witness. At the time he wrote his letter to the Christian Church in Rome, he had not visited the capital city of the Roman Empire. His plan seems to have been to go from Jerusalem to Spain where he intended to evangelise and set up new churches, on the way visiting Rome and spending some time with the Church that had grown up there. In the event, he never did get to Spain and ended up in Rome, under arrest. It is likely that he was put to death in one of the periodic waves of persecution that swept through the city from time to time. Even though the Church in Rome was not one that he had founded, he was still concerned to teach them what he had learned about the Christian faith. It is fair to say that the letter to the Romans represents his major work, a thorough and exhaustive treatment of the gospel that he lived and preached and eventually died for. These first seven verses are his introduction to the letter. They are worth looking at in some detail.

Paul introduces himself as a servant, or bondservant, of Christ Jesus. He is totally under the authority and open to the command of Christ. Christ has called him to be an apostle, someone who proclaims the faith and is a guardian of it. No doubt his experience on the road to Damascus, where he met the risen Christ, underpins this call to be an apostle. He says that he has been set apart for the gospel of God. Paul spends the rest of the letter unpacking what he means by this word gospel. The following verses are a brief summary. 

Verse 1 tells us that the gospel is God’s gospel. It hasn’t been made up by men, but has come as a revelation, a communication, from God; not particularly good news to our generation. The prevailing post-modern culture chooses to reject revelation truth. For our generation, truth is what is right for you and for me, rather than what has been revealed by God through his acts in history, recorded in His word, the Bible. For, as verse 2 goes on to say, the Old Testament prophets point towards God’s master plan of salvation through his Son, Jesus. To look briefly at the example we heard read from the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah was speaking to the current king of Israel, about something that was to happen in the near future, but in doing so, he was also revealing God’s greater plan for Israel and indeed for all people, the birth of God’s Son, Immanuel, God with us, born of a virgin. Some would choose to drive a wedge between the Old and New Testaments. Paul does not make that mistake. The newly risen Jesus, talking to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, began with Moses and all the prophets and interpreted to them in all the scriptures, that is the Old Testament,  the things concerning himself.

Verse 3 makes it clear that Jesus is truly man and truly God, both in historical terms. He had a human lineage, through King David, the greatest king that Israel had. The first chapter of Matthew’s gospel spells this out in detail. That first chapter also makes it clear that it was by God’s Holy Spirit that Jesus was conceived in the womb of Mary. Is that a stumbling block in an age of science and reason?  To some it is, because a baby requires a human father as well as a human mother; the egg needs to be fertilised in order to produce a human being.  For myself, I see nothing inherently unreasonable in the Creator of the Universe creating a single sperm in order to fertilise one of Mary’s eggs.  It is the difference between having a closed view of the world, where what we  see and touch is all that there is, and a view of the world that is open for God to act and to communicate with his creation. It is this latter view that Paul held, as he tells us about Jesus being descended from David according to the flesh, but he then brings in another historical event, the Resurrection, to drive home his point that Jesus was truly the Son of God. God acted in power when He raised Jesus from the dead. He truly did die, dying the death that we deserved because of our sin and disobedience; but he was truly raised to resurrection life, to demonstrate that death has been defeated and need hold no terrors for those who have put their trust and hope in him.

In verse 5, Paul explains the purpose of what God has done in the life, death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus. The purpose is to build the Church, to go beyond the confines of Israel, out into all the world. Paul himself has received grace, all the riches God is able to offer to men and women, and has been set apart, to bring about the obedience of faith wherever God has sent him. Wherever that has been, Paul has worked to set up groups of men and women committed to the faith that he has preached, not just for their own benefit, but to reach out with the gospel to the people around them. The gospel is word and action. It is the truth proclaimed, as we have been considering this morning, the truth set in a historical context. It is also lived out in action; practical, loving, self-giving service, among all the nations. Although he has not personally founded the Church in Rome, Paul includes them in his summary of the gospel. 

Verse 7 concludes his introductory remarks with a description and a prayer. The Christians in Rome are loved by God and called by him to be saints. They are holy, or set apart, for God, which is the root meaning of the word saints. Paul is not talking about special Christians, which is the way that we often use the word saint. All who belong to Christ in Rome are set apart by and for him, special, of great worth, his saints. They are not the finished article, there is work to be done by the Holy Spirit as they journey through life, but that is their calling. Paul’s prayer is that they receive the grace of God and the peace that comes from God and from the Lord Jesus Christ.

How may we apply these verses? There are three things that come out of the passage about the Gospel, the Good News about Jesus Christ. Firstly, the Gospel is not some made up story, it is from God. It is a popular view that you can take the Christmas story as just that; something that the children can act out in a Nativity service, but that is discarded when we become an adult, rather like a belief in Father Christmas. Not so, according to Paul, to all the Old Testament prophets and to the witnesses of the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. There is credible evidence that the foundations of our faith are well established and secure, rooted in history. The God of history revealed his plan and purpose in space and time, and at the right time, sent his Son into the world to be its Saviour. This same Jesus will come again to be its Judge, the main theme of the current Advent season. The fact that we have a faith that is rooted in history and in the God of history, is an encouragement and strength to me. I pray it is so for you.

Secondly, the Gospel is God’s call to us. Three times in our passage from Romans, Paul uses the word “called”, in verses 1, 6 and 7. He refers to the Christians there as being saints and set apart for the gospel. What was true of Paul and of the Christians in Rome is true for us today. He calls us into his service, into the fellowship of his Church, to belong to Jesus Christ. Is it possible for there to be a higher calling or greater privilege than to be invited by God to be one of his servants? If there is, I would like to know. The fact that we are called by God into his service is a healthy corrective to our pride, for it is easy to think that we decided to become a Christian and chose for ourselves to follow him. Paul puts the emphasis firmly where it belongs, with God and his initiative in calling us. Paul has more to say about being called in chapter 8 of Romans, where he tells us that it results in us being made right with him and that nothing can ever separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Thirdly, the Gospel is universal; it is Good News to all men and women, at all times and in all places. Paul has emphasised the historical nature of what God has done and continues to do and in verse 5 he says that the task of the Church is to “bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations.” The society that Paul lived in had a multitude of different faiths and gods. He did not hesitate to make it clear what he believed. In verse 16 of chapter 1 of his letter to the Romans, he says, “For 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.” Brian and Celia are making that universal gospel known in a culturally acceptable and relevant way in the Middle East to those who are Moslems. Tim and Kate Lee still support the work of the Jigsaw project in Manila, bringing the life changing message of the gospel to people who have been marginalised and neglected by their own government. Beth Barker is at present in India with Youth With a Mission, helping to train young people in frontline evangelism. Last week, we had a team from Christian Aid telling us about the projects that they support in Palestine, Burma, Bolivia and Haiti in the name of the gospel. Graham is continuing the work that has taken place over many years with the young people of this town in sharing the gospel and in building up the faith of those who have come to faith. The Alpha course goes along quietly and steadily, drawing in older people to consider the claims of Christ on their lives. Do we need any more evidence that the gospel is truly universal? The question and challenge is “Where is my part in the plan, what is the call of God on my life to share the gospel with those who have either never heard or who have ignored its claims?” 

Prayer. Father, we worship and praise you that the gospel we believe is not a made up fable, but is your truth revealed to us through the prophets and principally in the life, death and resurrection of your Son, Jesus. We recognise that you have called us and set us apart for the work of that gospel, and promise that nothing can separate us from the love you have shown to us in it. We rejoice that the gospel is good news for all people, at all times and everywhere and ask that we might respond to your call to take our place in your purpose for the world through it. Amen.

