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        Pentecost 12

Roamin’ through Romans:

There ain’t no difference!

Introduction
Who would have ever thought 

that a single mom living on welfare 

would become a best-selling author?

But that is just what J K Rowling has done.

This woman from the UK has surprised the critics…


-- and stirred the imagination of millions around the world --

with a series of books about a lad named Harry Potter is 

I wonder, though…

how many people will be reading her writings in the next century?  

or in the next millenium?

After all, who reads books that are a thousand years old?

When was the last time you read the work of a 10th century author?

You may wonder, then, 

why – this month – we’re going to explore the writings of a 1st century writer.

What’s the point of such an exercise? 

Does an author – who lived 2000 years ago – 

have anything to say to you and me today?

Quite frankly, I’m going to let you be the judge of that.

I plan to present statements made by the author


insert a few comments of my own…

and then let you decide if it as any meaning for you.

In other words, you’ll be the critic 

that determines the value of this writer’s work in your life.

Shall we begin?

Please take that brown book (the Bible) from the rack --


blow off the dust…and turn to page 1112.

Let me introduce the author of this ancient book called Romans.

He calls himself Paul.

That’s not his real name, you know.

It’s the name he got from the One who got him…


the One who claimed him…

the One who found him on the side of a road…and picked him up.

In the first chapter of his book, the writer writes about himself.

He tells of his position, his passion and his purpose.

Just look at his opening line:


Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel…

[Romans 1:1]

Paul is an (((((((((-- an apostle – 

one of only 12 men ever given that lofty position.

Yet he wants you and me to know that – first and foremost – he is a (…


a servant of Jesus…actually, a slave of the One who saved him.

His passion?

He says that he’s set apart for the gospel.

And he tells us – in verse 9 of chapter 1:


I serve (God) with my whole heart in preaching the gospel. [Romans 1:9]

In other words, this man is determined to share good news, not bad.

Why did he write?

What’s his purpose as a publisher of good news?

Look at verse 13: 


that I might have a harvest among you. [Romans 1:13]

That I might have a harvest among you…
As a training manager, 

I once designed a course for senior executives called Writing for Results.

That’s Paul’s design as well – he’s writing for results.

He expects his readers – people like you and me –


to be impacted…to be changed by what he writes.

Such arrogance, right?

Is he really that good of a writer?

The man should be ashamed of himself.

But Paul is not ashamed.

In fact, he tells us that his words are dynamite!

In verse 16, he says:


I am not ashamed of the gospel (the good news he publishes).

Why? Because it is ((((((( (sounds like “dynamite” to me).

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God. [Romans 1:16]
Warning! Warning!

Only moments ago, I suggested that you be the critic…


that you decide if Paul’s writings have any value today.

I now suggest that you be a very careful critic.

After all, you’re playing with dynamite here;


you’re coming into contact with the power of God.

So, be careful, my friend, be careful.

As you look to see if Paul’s words have any effect in your life,


God may be looking too –

looking to see how his servant’s words have affected your life.

I recommend, then, 

that you and I “tiptoe” through this book called Romans…


that, this morning, we cautiously explore the first four chapters,



looking here and there for bits and pieces of “good news”.

There ain’t no difference!

In North American culture, we like to highlight our individuality, don’t we?

We like to stress that each of us is unique – different from all others.

However, in the first quarter of that book called Romans,

Paul emphasizes: “There ain’t no difference!”
And he gives us four reasons to support his claim.

· It doesn’t matter who you are…

It doesn’t matter who you are, says Paul,


there ain’t no difference!

The caste system in India…


the class system throughout Europe…



the crass system of America – where “money talks and BS walks” –




all seem to suggest that it does matter who you are.

But Paul says it doesn’t matter;


it doesn’t matter if you’re a Jew, a Greek or a geek.

Why?  Look at verse 11 in chapter 2:


Because God does not show favoritism. [Romans 2:11]
God has no favorites:


no age discrimination, no gender bias, no racial superiority…

no religious right or right religion.


God does not show favoritism.

And you thought God gave you an “A” because of all your “B’s”.

You assumed that you were his “pet” because of your beauty…your brains…your brawn.

You concluded he liked you because of your birth in America…

or your belief system as a Lutheran.

Sorry!  But God does not show favoritism.
Bad news?  I think not.

I think this is great news!

God has no favorites.

Do you know what that means?

We don’t have to compete for God’s attention;


we don’t have to strive or struggle to impress him.

That also means we don’t have to conclude that God’s not paying attention.

We don’t have to conclude that


if we’re sick while others are healthy…

if we’re poor while others are wealthy…




if we’re single while others are married (or vice versa)…





we don’t have to conclude that we’ve fallen out of favor with God.

God does not show favoritism.
He doesn’t love you any more than anyone else.

He doesn’t love you any less than anyone else.

He loves you just as much as everyone else.

Yeah, God loves the world!

· It doesn’t matter what you know…
It doesn’t matter who you are.

It also doesn’t matter what you know.

There ain’t no difference, says Paul.

In these United States, we concern ourselves with getting a good education.

In many parts of this planet, though,

getting an education is more than a matter for concern;


it’s a matter of life and death.

In Asia, young people kill themselves if they fail to make the grade.

And who can blame them?

Don’t we, after all, classify people according to how much they know?

“He finished high school, but she dropped out.

She got a college degree; he didn’t.

He’s got a Master’s; she has a PhD.”

But Paul says, it doesn’t matter…


it doesn’t matter how much you know.

Why?  Because God – from the beginning – created a level playing field.

He programmed all of us 

with the same basic operating system...with the same basic knowledge.

You don’t believe me?

Then listen to Paul’s argument.

He says that we all live in a world designed by God –


a world designed to stimulate us to search for God.

Look at what Paul tells us in chapter 1, verses 19-20:

What may be known about God is plain…because God has made it plain. … Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen…from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. [Romans 1:19-20]

Now listen to another translation of what Paul wrote:

The basic reality of God is plain enough.  Open your eyes and there it is!  By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see…his eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of his divine being.  So nobody has a good excuse.  [Romans 1:19-20 MSG]

Nobody has a good excuse.

Why?  Because everybody has what theologians call “the natural knowledge of God”.

A Frenchman named Blaise Pascal labeled this basic knowledge 

a “God-shaped vacuum” longing to be filled.

Whatever you call it, though…


whatever you call this file etched on our hard drive,



it’s there to call us to look for God.

In one of his most eloquent sermons, Paul said that


God places people on this planet 

so that they would seek him…and find him. [Acts 17:27 NIV]
Good news?

I think so.

God doesn’t play “hide and seek” with anyone.

He’s programmed everyone to “seek and find”.

The goal of life, then, is not getting knowledge;


it’s getting to know God.

What happens if we don’t find him?

Then all of our degrees are just what people say of them while talking at the tavern:


“You know what B.S. stands for.  


Well, an M.S. is ‘more of the same’.


And a PhD simply means ‘piled higher and deeper’.”

· It doesn’t matter what you do…
It doesn’t matter who you are.

It also doesn’t matter what you know.

It doesn’t even matter what you do.

There ain’t no difference, says Paul.

It doesn’t matter what you do?

Don’t we recognize – and reward – outstanding performance?

Don’t we give good grades to good students at school?

Don’t we give high salaries to high achievers at work?

Paul simply calls it – not the way he sees it –


but the way God sees it.

This servant of God tells us, in chapter 3, verses 22-23:


There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short… [Romans 3:22-23]

Our society classifies crimes by their seriousness.

The church categorizes sin by its consequences.

But the God who shows no favoritism knows no distinction.

His spokesperson simply says:


There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short.

What, you ask, is sin?

We like to think of sin as slip-ups.

God, however, sees sin as something far more serious.

God views sin as living your life as if he did not exist.

What did the prophet say?


All of us have strayed away like sheep.  We have left God’s path to follow our own.” 


[Isaiah 53:6 NLT]
Our sinful mind simply dismisses God.

We don’t consult his counsel; 

we don’t opt for his opinion.

Our sinful mind gives God the same respect 

middle-school students give a substitute teacher.

This lack of focus on God, though, leads to a fatal focus on ourselves.

Sin, in fact, celebrates it’s middle letter: I.

“It’s my life, right?  

I can pump my body with drugs, my mind with greed, and my nights with pleasure.” 

When you do what you want,


and I do what I want, 



and neither of us gives a lick as to what God wants,




our world implodes.

Paul gives a detailed description of this implosion in the first two chapters of his book.

You really don’t have to read it, though.

You’ve observed it in your neighborhood –


the husband ignoring his wife.

You’ve read about it in your newspaper –


grown men seducing the young; the young propositioning the old. 
You’ve seen it during the late news –


the dictator murdering millions.

You’ve even noticed it in your own life, haven’t you?

God says to love…and you chose to hate.

God instructs to forgive…and you opted to get even.

God calls for self-control…and you craved self-indulgence.

And I’ve noticed what you’ve noticed;


for I, too, have been there…and done all of that.

In the past decade you and I have witnessed unbelievable human catastrophes;


we have seen unimaginable human disasters

But humanity’s deadliest scourge is still sin.

Why?  Because God hates sin!

Throughout human history, he has thundered:


The soul who sins…will die. [Ezekiel 18:20]
· It’s all a matter of grace
Please don’t do it!

Please don’t nudge your neighbor and say,


“I thought the old guy was going to focus on good news this morning.”

Please let me finish.

I said, God hates sin.

God hates sin like the father of a child with leukemia hates cancer.

Let me say that again: 

God hates sin like the father of a child with leukemia hates cancer.

That father would do anything – would give anything – 

to rid his beloved child of the disease.

But he can’t; he’s helpless.

There is a Father, though, who does not just standby,


watching his children waste away.

There is a Father who intervenes and destroys the disease that is destroying his children.

And you know who he is.

Although it’s no joke, 


Paul inserts a “bad news, good news” statement in his book.

After informing us that there is no difference for all have sinned,


he goes on to tell us – in verse 24 of chapter 3 – that, 


in spite of what we do, we all

are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. [Romans 3:24]
Can’t quite understand what Paul has written?

Then listen to this translation:

The Father did it for us.  Out of sheer generosity he put us right with himself.  A pure gift.  He got us out of the mess we’re in and restored us to where he always wanted us to be.  And he did it by means of Jesus Christ. [Romans 3:24 MSG]
Can you believe what the Father did for us?

Even though we do wrong things,


God makes things right.

Even though you and I are not OK,


God sees us…and says, “You are OK”.

How did he do that?

Paul tells us: by Christ Jesus.

Why Jesus?

Why not Moses or Mohammed?

Why not the Buddha?

In one sentence:  Paul says – chapter 3, verse 25 – 

God presented him (Jesus) as a sacrifice of atonement. [Romans 3:25]
Or, as Eugene Peterson puts it:


God sacrificed Jesus on the altar of the world to clear the world of sin. 

[Romans 3:25 MSG]
It’s all a matter of grace.

God clears you today 

because he condemned his Son in the past.

He gives you a crown you don’t deserve and could never earn 

because his Son paid the price on a cross.

It’s all a matter of grace.

Can you believe that?

Apparently the Romans to whom Paul wrote didn’t.

The apostle had to remind them, in verse 28 of chapter 3:


We maintain that a person is justified by faith. [Romans 3:28]

I also know that the church – as it developed in Rome – never quite believed it either.

But I hope that you believe it.

In fact, I pray that you let God’s grace marinate your heart and mind.

I pray that – from this day forward – you let God’s grace define you.

Our culture just loves to define us…define us with labels.

Stupid…unproductive…slow learner…fast talker.

But, my friend, as God’s grace sinks in, culture’s labels fade.

You know you aren’t who they say you are.

You are who God says you are.

You’re the precious child of a heavenly Father.

Conclusion

There ain’t no difference, says Paul.

It doesn’t matter who you are, what you know, what you do…


it’s all a matter of grace.

But God’s grace – if you can absorb it – can make a difference in your life.

Yes, I know you’ve dropped the ball.

And you know that you’ve been dropped –


dropped from the team…dropped by a guy…

dropped off at the orphanage or nursing home.

But God has picked you up.

He’s claimed you as his own.

No, he doesn’t call you an apostle like Paul.

He gives you an even higher position.

And, by God, that’s who you are!

You’re the son…the daughter of a King, by God!

And by grace.
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