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Grace and peace from God our Father …


I guess it shouldn’t be too surprising in asking a Lutheran congregation to share with me your favorite Bible passages, that verses that have historically been important to Lutherans might be suggested.  This did, in fact occur, and this Sunday and next I’m going to talk about two such passages from the Book of Romans.  This week the emphasis from Romans 5 will be upon what God has done for us.  Next week, from Romans 12, the emphasis will be upon our response to what God has done.  So, you’re getting a little mini-series on some basic Lutheran understandings of the Christian faith this week and next.


First, a word about the Book of Romans.  It is written by Paul to Christians in Rome, a city Paul was hoping to visit soon.  In this letter he lays out his key theological understandings of what God has done for the world in Jesus Christ and how that is to be received.  In the first 3 chapters of this letter Paul spells out why we need God’s righteousness.  In chapters 4 and 5, which is where today’s favorite passage is from, he shows how God’s righteousness has been revealed in Jesus.  


The book of Romans is particularly significant to Lutherans because it was in reading Romans that Martin Luther rediscovered, if you will, the good news of the gospel that we are saved by God’s grace alone.  Here’s what Luther writes about this book  in his Preface to Romans.  “This epistle is really the chief part of the New Testament, and is truly the purest gospel… It is a bright light, almost sufficient to illuminate the entire Holy Scriptures.”  As you can tell, Luther really liked Romans.

Today’s passage from Romans 5 contains within it the two key ideas found in the first part of Romans, why we need God’s righteousness and how that has been revealed.  Here Paul contrasts what has come about through Adam, the first man, and what has come about through Jesus, God’s son.  Another way to say it is the contrast between the first Adam, and the second Adam, Jesus, or the old Adam and the new Adam.  

So let’s start, as Paul does, with the first Adam.  In Genesis chapter 3, Adam and Eve disobey God by eating the forbidden fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Adam blames Eve, Eve blames the serpent, and ever since people have blamed others for the wrong they have done.


Paul writes that as a result of this act of disobedience, the condition of sin enters the world.  Sometimes I like to say that this is when the world’s imperfection began. One consequence of this imperfection is death.  And Paul says because of Adam’s bad choice, sin and death spread to all.  No one is any longer perfect and all will die.  

So the source of sin is Adam’s failure to obey God.  And that failure is like a virus.  It infects humankind and spreads to all.  Don’t you hate that feeling when you wake up during the night and your throat is just raw and sore?  You know what’s coming.  For the next week or two you’re going to have a sore throat, a runny nose, maybe a bad cough, and you’re going to feel miserable.  Those are symptoms of some virus that is being spread around and now you’ve got it.  Sin is like that virus that has been spread around since Adam, and we’ve all got it.

Cancer is a frightening word.  That’s the last diagnosis anyone wants to hear.  Sometimes cancer is found one place, but where it’s found is not the primary source.  The cancer has spread from the primary source to other parts of the body.  Using the cancer image, Adam’s disobedience is the primary source, and the cancer of sin has spread through all of us.  It will kill us unless there is some kind of treatment or intervention.

Bad choices can spread and have profound impact on others.  On Wednesday there was a funeral service for Ogden police officer Jared Francom, a deeply sad day for so many.  Five other officers are recovering from injuries.  The suspect in the shootings made a bad choice that spread in terrible ways.  He allegedly was growing marijuana at his house, the first bad choice, which led the drug strike force there.  When they announced their presence, he made another bad choice and did not come and open the door.  When they broke in and began the search he presumably made yet another bad choice and opened fire.  We all know the results and how one bad choice led to other bad choices ending in death and devastation for so many.  Adam’s bad choice spread to all humankind.  

The effects of the condition of sin are everywhere.  We see it every day.  We are part of it.  We contribute to it.  It is in the lying, stealing, cheating, greed, gossip, angry words, abuse, sexual misconduct, and so many other places.  The first Adam’s sin has led to that, and it is part of all of us.  We’re trapped in it, imprisoned by it, and estranged from God because of it.  There is no way out on our own.  That, Paul says, is what came through the first Adam.

But, thanks be to God, that’s not where it ends.  There is a first Adam, who brings sin and death.  But there is a second Adam, a new Adam, who provides a new, free gift.  The new Adam is Jesus, God’s own son, sent by the Father.  The first Adam disobeyed and brought God’s judgment to the world.  The new Adam was obedient to the Father, even obedient unto death on a cross.  He died the death we deserve.  He took our place.  Because of his sacrifice, we are no longer bound and imprisoned by sin.  We are set free, as Paul says in verse 17, “by the abundance of grace and free gift of righteousness that has come through Jesus Christ.”     
A teacher of theology named Wayne Ward tells this experience that came out of his years as a child living in the hills of Arkansas.  He said his father was a very strict man. Wayne was one of several brothers and the people in that neighborhood would often say, "I'm sure glad I'm not one of Grant Ward's sons." His father was a man who had a quick temper and a stern authority that you dare not disobey.
All the boys were given chores to do, as is normal on the farm. They had to do these things in order to stay in their father's good graces and to keep the farm running as it should.

One day the family decided they were going to take a trip to St. Louis. This was a once in a lifetime experience for those poor dirt farmers there in the hills of Arkansas to go to St. Louis, the big city, to see the lights and all. Wayne was so excited about it.

 The father, as you might expect, assigned chores that had to be done before the family could leave for their trip.  The days passed by until it was the afternoon before the big excursion to St. Louis. And suddenly the horrible thought dawned upon Wayne that he had dilly-dallied around and had not done his chores. And now it was too late and there wasn't enough time, even if he worked all night long to get those chores done. Even more horrible was the thought that he'd have to face his father and experience his anger and wrath.

The penalty the father had laid out early on was that if you did not do your chores you couldn't make the trip. So Wayne had to face his father, and his father looked at him with that stern look and said, "You know what the penalty is, son.  You're not going to make the trip with us. That’s the penalty for being disobedient and not doing your work."

Wayne said he broke down and cried his heart out. Then he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. His father did something then to show him the great compassion of the Heavenly Father. He took him by the hand and lifted him up and took him to where his work was to have been done.  He showed him that his chores had been done. His father himself had done those chores.  He would go on that trip to St. Louis after all, a free gift of his father sacrificial love.

By dying on the cross for our sin, Jesus took away the punishment we deserved.  He did for us, what we couldn’t do ourselves.  It’s a free gift.  It is available to all, received by faith alone.


And it is abundantly clear from this passage, that what the New Adam, Jesus, has done, is far more powerful than what has come from the old Adam.  There’s really no comparison.  Twice in this passage, referring to Jesus, Paul uses the words, “much more surely.”  In verse 15 he says, “For if the many have died through one man’s trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for many.”  And then verse 17.  “If, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life, through the one man Jesus Christ.”

Sin is still hanging around.  It may win some battles, but it will lose the war.  It’s like an old technology you still see around, but it is inevitable that it will be replaced.  Does anyone use a typewriter anymore?  A film camera?  A telephone booth?  A record player?  Sure, you can still find those things around, and some people still use them.  But the writings on the wall.  Those things are done.  We're still in the time when Jesus is pushing out Adam's old patterns, but he has begun the process and he'll complete it. Much more surely will God’s grace replace Adam’s sin, a grace available to all.

Through the first Adam came the condition of sin.  Like a virus or cancer this sin has spread to all.  None of us can avoid it.  But God didn’t leave us in our sin.  There’s a new Adam, not like the old.  His name is Jesus, God’s very son, who through his obedient death on the cross, rescues us from sin and death.  That’s good news.  That’s the gospel.  That’s why Luther loved Romans.  That’s why we still love these words today.  May this good news of God’s victory over sin and free gift of grace give us hope and courage as we live out our lives in an imperfect world.  Amen
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