Sermon 10th July2011 – Romans 8: 1-11
I wonder if among all the furore in the media about the News of the World scandal you happened to come across another story. Apparently because of a rollover this week’s EuroMillions lottery jackpot is worth 166 million pounds. It is the biggest prize ever offered in Europe, and if a single punter was to win in the UK, they would instantly be worth more than David and Victoria Beckham, and be one of the top 500 richest people in the country. Not a bad payday. The winner would be able to live a life of luxury, free of money worries, set up for the rest of their life. And maybe we would look at that winner and be more than a little jealous. Many of us would love to be free of financial concerns, free to treat our family to the things they have always wanted, free to live wherever you want, do whatever you wanted to do, to own whatever takes your fancy. Yes, such a person would be set for life.
But then we read those verses from Romans 8, and we see that Paul talks about being set up for life in very different terms. In the previous chapter Paul had set out in the clearest way possible how he, and indeed all of us struggle with a divided nature. We want to do good, we want to be loving, compassionate, even tempered, thoughtful, selfless, generous people. Sometimes we are, because being made in Gods image we do all have that capacity, but also there are times when our dark side reveals itself, when as Paul says, we do what we don’t want to do, when suddenly we recognise that evil is not just out there in the world, it is also inside us, a part of who we are, and however hard we try we will never be able to overcome it. As Paul puts it, we are all prisoners of sin.
However wealthy or healthy or successful, or happy they may seem to be, every human being knows, in their heart of hearts that there is this darkness within us, that there’s a continual battle going on. 
A battle that we can never win. Nothing we can achieve or acquire in this world will change that.  When we come to God in prayer, privately or corporately, one of the most important things we do is to confess our sins and our failures to God – to face up to the sort of people we really are. That struggle with sin is something that will continue to plague us this side of heaven. 
But having described the problem we all face Paul moves on in chapter 8 to talk about the solution. He sums it up in the first verse ‘there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through him the law of the spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death”. The contrast could not be more stark. From slavery to freedom, from death to life, from darkness to light. God has stepped in and transformed our situation.
This passage touches on the very heart of the Christian experience. It claims that there is something in our faith that is unique, unattainable anywhere else, something wonderful, something priceless, something worth far more than winning the Euromillions lottery. Paul describes it as being in Christ, and Christ being in us. So what does Paul mean when he says we are in Christ Jesus? Well the name Christ is the Greek translation of the Hebrew term Messiah. One aspect of the Jewish understanding of the Messiah is that he was to be the representative of the people of God. What the Messiah did, he did on behalf of the entire people of God, and so they were all liable in a sense for his actions. In the same way what happened to the Messiah was something that also affected the whole people of God. In that sense you could say that the people of God were in the Messiah.
Paul describes in verse 3 and 4 how Jesus came as the Messiah, and how he then became the representative for all people, taking every person’s sin upon himself and paying the price for that sin by his death on the cross. Because we are the people of God we all have a share in what Jesus as our Messiah did on the cross. We are all in him. Because of what Jesus did we are freed from the guilt of past sins, we have the means to overcome our sinful nature. We are forgiven and cleansed, not condemned, either by ourselves, or by God.
Paul then goes on in chapter 8 to write about what it means to have Christ in us. He talks about how when we come to God, we move from one world to another. We are under a new jurisdiction. It’s like when we move from the UK to another country we are no longer subject to UK law, but the law of whatever country we move to. By believing in Jesus we leave the country called the world, and join Gods Kingdom, where there is a different law – the law of the spirit of life.  We move from being controlled by our sinful nature, to being controlled by the Spirit. As Christians we are different, we don’t fit in any more to the priorities and culture of the world around us. Many of us will have discovered that sometimes that can be an uncomfortable place to be. If we try to explain to colleagues or non-Christian friends why we believe in God, and what difference our faith makes in our lives, sometimes it just seems that we are talking a different language.
There are many in our society who ridicule and condemn Christians, sometimes without really understanding what they are attacking. And it was the same in Paul’s time as he says in verse 7 ‘the sinful mind is hostile to God’. But living in this increasingly secular society brings many challenges to Christians. We want to be relevant, to show that our faith does not make us weird or judgemental, but at the same time we have to recognise that we now have a different mindset. There are times when we just can’t fit in with, or condone what is happening in the society around us. 

In verse 5 Paul writes: ‘those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the spirit have their minds set on what the spirit desires’. The two mindsets are mutually exclusive, and we will know from bitter experience that when we allow our minds to be too caught up in the worldly things around us, we inevitably drift away from God. God has given us a new way of looking at life, opened up horizons that we had never seen before, but it is all too easy to be hemmed in by the things around us, distracted from the purpose and direction that God has planned for us. As Jesus said ‘you cannot serve two masters’. But we aren’t on our own any more, as Paul explains we have the Spirit of Christ in us and he brings us new life and peace. Real life and peace are things that we all badly need, things that you can’t put a price on, yet are freely available, things that we can only find in God. 
Through the Spirit we will begin to see God at work throughout all the circumstances of our lives – the good times and the bad. In the good times recognising that he is the giver of every good gift, and in the bad times as the one who is with us, loving us, sustaining us, strengthening us. Some of us will have personal experience of this truth. Looking back at times of pain, suffering or loss, and knowing that he was with us all the time, and how much that meant. 
But of course we aren’t made perfect yet. We all continue to sin and we know that all too well. Temptations are always swirling around us and we will succumb from time to time. Our sinful nature will still rise to the surface sometimes when we least expect it. That’s why we need to continually come back to God in confession. 
To regularly receive his forgiveness and cleansing, a fresh filling of his spirit. 
That’s something we can do at any time, but something that we particularly do as we share in communion together today, remembering the power of Jesus stepping in on our behalf – offering himself to deal with our sin. Our representative to the Father. 

And things do change when we have his spirit in our lives. Sin doesn’t have the same hold on us any more, and we are continually changed by his presence. We have a greater ability to resist sin and we have the gift of faith which is the bedrock of our lives. So much can change in our lives, our work, the people around us, our circumstances, our health. But God doesn’t change, his love for us, his purposes for us are always there. As Christians we have an assurance, a confidence, a certainty that cannot be found anywhere else.
Christ is in us and we are in him. Paul talks about the new life we have through Jesus, but he also talks about what lies ahead of us. Verse 11: And if the spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you’.
Something we all have to face is the inevitability of death. But God is all about life. God breathed the spirit of life into a man who became a living being. Jesus called Lazarus from the tomb, a sort of mini-Easter in advance, showing what was to come. And of course, as Paul writes, God raised Jesus from the dead. Part of the promise we have through the gift of the Spirit is that God will raise us too – the life he gives us does not end when we are buried or cremated. As we say in the Apostles creed, we believe in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting. That process of change that begins in this life is completed in the life to come when we will be completely free from the limitations of our present existence.
So while we might look at that 166 million pound Euromillions pot, and dream about what we could do with that money, in reality God has given us a much greater gift. He has set us up for both this life and the life to come, because Christ is in us and we are in him. We have real life and real peace, and that is something that can never be found anywhere else.

Amen.
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