Favorite Bible Readings, Romans 8:31-39, God is For Us!
Pentecost 21/All Saints

November 6th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


You will recall that for a couple of weeks in October, I invited you to share with me some of your favorite Bible passages.  I said that I would collect these suggestions, and then put together a sermon series based on the passages you named.  Well, you gave me some great ideas, and I have taken 10 of them and will speak about these passages in the weeks and months ahead.  Three of them I’ll do in November.  The remaining seven I’ll do after we celebrate Advent and Christmas.

For this series I was specifically looking for favorite and beloved Bible passages.  Some of the suggestions that came in were more along the line of the most challenging or misunderstood passages.  Those are worthy of talking about as well and we can do that another time, but for this I wanted to take the passages you most love and speak about them.  Hopefully by doing so, we can reflect on why these words are so loved by many and maybe gain some new insights as well.  


We begin this morning with this great passage from Romans, chapter 8, verses 31-39.  I wanted to start with this one, because it ties in nicely with All Saints Sunday, which we also celebrate today.

As I read or listen to these words of Paul at the end of Romans 8, there is one word that sums up what I hear- confidence.  Paul expresses an incredible confidence in God and God’s love in the face of anything that might come along in life.  Have there ever been written any more confident words than these of Paul, “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord?” Those are words filled with confidence and hope.

Just to set this passage in its context in Romans, these verses at the end of chapter 8, are also the conclusion to the first section of Paul’s letter.  He begins in chapter 1 by describing God's wrath against all human wickedness.  It’s not a pretty picture.  We are all sinners, and Paul names and identifies the sins that have plagued humankind from the very beginning.  We deserve God’s judgment.  But by the time he concludes in chapter 8, it’s not about judgment.  He ends with God being for us, not against us.  It’s not because God has changed, but because of what God chose to do for us in Jesus Christ.  This passage is like a great crescendo of praise, as if Paul can’t control himself in expressing his supreme confidence in God, because of what God has done for us in Jesus. 

Having confidence is a pretty important quality in life.  We all know people that 

have the confidence to overcome the challenging circumstances they face.  We also know people that are defeated by those challenges. Other people die a little bit inside with each setback and disappointment. Life hits them with some blows and leaves them a little weaker each time. Their confidence drains away until they are just hanging on in life and going through the motions.  That’s not what we want for ourselves or those we love.
We all need confidence, at every stage of our lives, if we are to live the full and abundant life God wants for us.  I know that as children enter kindergarten, there are some entering school with more confidence than others.  There are many reasons for this.  It could be the family dynamics, it could be genetics, it could be financial issues, it could be something physical, it could be personality.  But whatever the reasons, every child needs a certain level of confidence to be successful.  Ideally, every child would gain confidence as part of their education, so they can lead productive and successful lives.
In our middle years, we need confidence to thrive or maybe just survive in the world of work and family responsibilities.  There’s a lot on our shoulders, and without confidence in what we’re doing, it can be a real struggle.  And we also need a sense of confidence that what we’re doing is not in vain, that our lives are actually making a difference in some way.   We need meaning in what we do.
And then in the later years we all need confidence as we face the reality that at some point this life comes to an end.  What comes next?  Is that something to fear?  Or does it remind us that each day is a gift of God to be lived to the fullest?  
Living with confidence is important.  And judging by what we see around us, people know that and seek that.  But the problem is too often what is offered as confidence building can’t deliver what we most need.  It may help boost confidence in some ways for a time, but it’s not the deep and abiding confidence that Paul expresses in Romans 8.

I remember once going shopping for a new suit.  I was a fairly young guy and it’s not something I did very often.  But certainly part of the sales appeal of a handsome suit is that it makes you look confident and important.  There’s the old saying, “the clothes make the man.”  Well, after I picked out a nice, conservative, navy blue suit, the salesman led me over to a rack of ties.  He pulled off a couple and I remember him laying one down next to the suit and saying, “That’s a real power tie.  That will set you apart . ”  And, thinking back, I’m pretty sure I bought it. Who wouldn’t want a power tie to go with a power suit to boost one’s confidence?  Eventually, of course, that suit grew old, it no longer fit as my middle grew bigger, and the power tie probably ended up at a thrift store somewhere.  Nice clothes can give a certain appearance of confidence, but it’s only temporary.

There are lots of things out there designed to boost our confidence.  There are books and magazines and school courses and diets and gym memberships and clothing lines and Toastmaster clubs and self help groups and plastic surgeries and on and on the list goes.  They can all be helpful in their own way.     
But that’s not where the Apostle Paul looked for his confidence.  Someone once said, “You must have confidence in something beyond this world, if you are to find confidence in this world.”  I like that.  Paul’s  confidence was beyond this world.  Paul’s confidence was in God, the Maker of it all.

Listen to his words.  “If God is for us, who is against us?”  What’s the answer?  You know  Nothing is against us.  Now that’s confidence!  Nothing is against us.  His whole argument beginning in Romans 1 is leading up to this very point.   God is for us, nothing is against us!

How is God for us?  Paul tells us in the very next verse.  God is for us, for he did not withhold his very own son, but gave him up for us all.  Yes, we were once under God’s wrath and judgment.  Yes, we once stood condemned because of our sin.  Yes, we were once without hope.  There was no way out.  We had no confidence at all.  But God intercedes for us.  God gives us Jesus.  God does not withhold even his own son.  God acts, so that we might live!  Jesus dies, and Jesus is raised, and that’s what saves us.  That’s what makes possible a new, living relationship with God that begins today and lasts forever.  God took action on our behalf.
One of the most famous sermons of the Middle Ages was given by an anonymous monk who announced he was going to preach on “Agape” or the “Love of God.” The sermon was to take place on Saturday evening, just before dusk.  Instead of mounting the pulpit, however, the monk sat silently in his seat. The setting sun shone through the stained glass windows with an eerie glow. When the cathedral was finally dark, he went to the altar and lit a candle. Then he walked over to a statue of Jesus on the cross. And in silence he held up the candle to the wounded hands.  For several minutes he just held the candle to the hands. Then he moved the candle down to the feet, and held the candle there for several minutes. Then he moved the candle up to the open side; and then finally to the crown of thorns.   After doing this, he pronounced the benediction, and everyone left the cathedral in silence -maybe pondering the greatest sermon they would ever hear, a wordless worship of the one who loved us so much he would die on the cross for us.
God did that, for us, so that we would never to be separated from God again. That’s what gives Paul such confidence.  His confidence is not found in some book or clothing line or gym membership or plastic surgery procedure.  God has acted in Jesus.  That’s the source of his confidence
And so Paul can say with complete confidence, “Who will separate us from the love of Christ?  Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?
And his answer?  No, in all these things we are not just conquerors, we are more than conquerors.  We are super conquerors, super victorious, through him who loved us.

And notice that not only will life’s trials not separate us from God, nothing beyond this life, will do so either.  God’s love on the cross covers it all.  Death, life, rulers, angels, the present, the future, height, depth, everything in all creation, it’s all covered by the cross and God’s love.  Now that’s confidence, confidence that begins now and is for all time.
All Saints Day began as a way to remember those who were martyred,  put to death, specifically because of their faith.  They knew persecution, peril, and sword.  It later became a day to remember all who have died in faith.  Although we miss those we love, we also proclaim today that nothing separates those that believe from God’s love.  

Confidence.  Who doesn’t need it?  Who isn’t facing some hardship, some trial, some peril?  In the face of whatever challenge you are facing, do not give up or lose hope. God has acted on your behalf in Jesus Christ.  He did not withhold his own son for you.  Nothing will be able to separate you from God’s love in Christ Jesus.   And that’s all the confidence you’ll ever need.  Amen
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