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I. Intro
We continue in the new year looking at “Christian Foundations.” Last week, we heard about God’s action, purpose, and sovereignty over all creation. The remarkable gospel in that message is that the God who created everything and rules over time cares about something as cosmically insignificant as you and me – and yet, not only cares for us, but cares enough to be invested, engaged, and deeply concerned.

Today, we look at a subject that may be familiar to many of you. The danger is that the point of the sermon may be too much of a truism to really sink in fresh. Yet, whether you have been a Christian for 50 years, 50 months, 50 weeks, 50 minutes or 50 seconds – or, even more importantly if you are thinking about becoming one in the next 50 seconds – this message is the gospel: we are sinners saved by grace.

Our texts this morning are both written by Paul. The first text, Romans 5, is from a letter he wrote to people in congregations that he did not know. If he knew any, he knew only a few. The second text, Ephesians, was written to people he did know, with whom he had played a significant role in proclaiming the gospel through which they were saved, and sought to strengthen them in the faith. Again, the point is: whether you’ve been a Christian for a long time, whether a short time, or whether you are considering for the first time – this message is for you.

Let’s read them.

II. Sinners
Paul does not mince words: “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air.

Because Paul does not mince words, let me follow suit: You are a sinner. I am a sinner. We do not like to think in these terms. We prefer to think of ourselves as “holiness-challenged.” It is a nicer way to think because it lets us pretend that our shortcomings are the result of some design flaw – a limitation that God put into us, not an act of rebellion against the one who loves and created us.

Sin is not simply a convention of speech Paul used in his day and in his time that we now know better. No, sin is sin. You have sinned. I have sinned. Our study of the Ten Commandments illustrated how pervasive sin is in our lives; when we went through the commandments, it was remarkable how many of us – myself included – could find ways in which we rationalized not obeying most of them.

Sin is rebellion against God. It is that plain and simple. We want things to be our way; we want to believe that we know better than God. We want to tell God how things should be and how He should work to make things right for us. We do not want to obey and we choose not to obey. The longer we disobey and the more we think we are getting away with it, the more brazen we become in our rebellion. Look at the congressional scandals that have taken place recently; they startle us with their brazenness – but why? They did not start out that way; it was one little step, then another, then another, and soon there are large sums of money because – as the Loreal commercial says, “I’m worth it.”

I am a sinner. You are a sinner. This is my reality and it is your reality. My sins are specific to me and – frankly – you don’t have time or interest to hear them all right now. However – and let me digress for a moment – at some point, it is important for us to talk with each other about our sins because as the body of Christ (a sermon down the road a little bit) we are called to love one another including confessing, rebuking, reconciling, and rehabilitating one another. Our arguments about hypothetical sinless people are really irrelevant because my reality and your reality is that we are sinners. 

What’s a quick way to tell? How confident are you to stand before the living, holy God to justify the parts of your life that most embarrass you? Can you think of anything you’ve done that makes you cringe? If you cannot have full confidence that all would go well, then you are a sinner.

Here’s the second thing about sin: God does not tolerate sin. That means we have a problem. 

This is the part about God that scares us. As well it should. We like and prefer the God who is our buddy – you know, the one who lets us get away with stuff so long as we’re pretty good people. But that’s not the God who is revealed in Scripture. The God revealed in Scripture is holy and does judge. He cares what we do.

God recognizes sin as rebellion. He knows better than we the scope and extent of the damage done to ourselves and to others by our pitiful attempts to take Him off the throne of sovereignty. The Old Testament – particularly Exodus and Leviticus – teach us about the elaborate measures provided by God under the covenant to address sin; most of which include repentance and a blood sacrifice of some sort.

Do you recognize the problem you have? Sometimes it is so subtle, it can be hard to identify. 

· Do you trust God or your money for your day-to-day survival? 

· Do you resent God for demanding worship?

· Do you hide your faith if you think your peers, friends, acquaintances or other people around might think you are a Jesus freak?

· When you are in trouble, where do you turn? 

· When you are successful, who gets the credit?

· Who is lord of your:

· Wants

· Money

· Time

· Attention

· Heart?

Atonement for sin in the Old Testament required repentance and a blood sacrifice. Why the blood sacrifice? Because, as Paul says, “the wages of sin is death.” Rebellion – treason against God – is punishable by death. No exceptions. In Ephesians, Paul reminds the people, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.” (Eph. 2:1-4, NIV)

“Dead in transgressions.” “Objects of wrath.” That’s what happens as a consequence of our sin. Left to our own, we are dead in our transgressions. We are objects of wrath. God does not tolerate our sin.

So, “Houston, we have a problem.” And the worst part of it is that we can not fix our problem by ourselves. We can not undo, we can not make up, we can not hide, we can not avoid the consequences of our rebellion by ourselves.

Recognizing that we have a problem – identifying that we are sinners and that being an object of wrath is a bad thing – is a sine qua non of salvation:  “without which not”. In other words, if we don’t realize the state of our soul without Jesus Christ, we have no reason to cling to him for salvation.

When we do realize we have a problem, we begin to realize that we can go nowhere else to cling for our salvation. We are sinners saved by grace.

III. Saved

“But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.“

“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.  * * * * You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom. 5:1-8, NIV)

Remember that blood sacrifice? The Old Testament requirement of blood and death as the consequence of sin? That’s Jesus on the cross. That’s Jesus on the cross for you. That’s Jesus on the cross for me. If Jesus does not go to the cross, we would not have been saved. Because Jesus went to the cross, we who cling to Him in faith are saved. 

Jesus died as an atoning sacrifice for you and for me. He died in our stead. He died for our sins. He died that we might live. He died willingly – He died because he was obedient to God unto death – even death on a cross. When we celebrate communion, we recite the words of Jesus: “This is my body, broken for you.” “This cup is the cup of the new covenant, sealed in my blood for the remission of sins. Drink of it, all of you.” We do this – in obedience – to remember, to celebrate, to trust in the salvation that Jesus earned on our behalf. 

As Paul explains it to the Romans, we have been justified (atoned for, redeemed, made righteous) through faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, we have peace with God. That means because of Jesus Christ, we who cling to Him and trust in his name no longer stand in rebellion against God. We are no longer objects of wrath. We are no longer dead in our transgressions. 

Further, he points out to the Ephesians that they have been saved; not simply that they have dodged the consequences. The consequences were experienced – in full – by Jesus Christ on the cross. 

Why dwell on this? Because a current trend in theological circles and in current culture is that Jesus simply showed us how much God loves us. His death, they argue, was not atoning. He is an example of the kind of committed love that we should try to emulate, but his death has no impact on us individually and personally. Following this line of thinking, then, gets us to the place where we understand that “all religions are essentially the same, and as long as we are sincere in what we believe, that’s good enough.” 

Wrong.

Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

That’s fatally and eternally wrong. 

That reconstruction of what Jesus did is made by people without authority to decide what was the meaning of Jesus’ actions. They would have you believe that Jesus did not really understand and they know better what God meant by sending Jesus to die on a cross. 

What did Jesus say? Consider how Jesus described what was going to happen before he was arrested: ““We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!””(Matt. 20:18-19, NIV)

Then, a few verses later, he describes the mean sacrifice prior to the crucifixion, ““just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.””(Matt. 20:28, NIV) 

Now, think about this for a moment. Whom are you going to choose to believe about the meaning of the cross? Whom are you going to trust for your salvation? Jesus, who actually suffered, died, and rose again – verifying his authority to declare the meaning of his actions – or other sinners who are trying to tell you (and God) how things ought to be?

We are sinners saved by grace.

IV. By Grace

“And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” (Eph. 2:1-10, NIV)

Grace, as Paul says, is the gift of God. 

This may be the toughest thing of all; because it goes to the very root of our rebellion. We want to be in charge, so we try to do it ourselves. Insodoing, we reject God and His authority over our lives. Yet, life itself is a gift of God in the first place – death is a consequence of our rebellion against God. Our salvation – our eternal life – is the gift of God. We can’t do anything to earn it, to make it happen, to achieve it. We have to trust God.

Trusting God by having faith in Jesus Christ restores us to communion with God. We are adopted as heirs of the kingdom, made brothers and sisters with Christ, and are reckoned as righteous in God’s eyes. Paul says, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”

(Rom. 5:1-2, NIV)

We underestimate and sometimes take grace for granted. Providing for our salvation is an expression of grace. Yet, grace is even deeper than that. Grace includes the conviction of the Holy Spirit that we are – what? – sinners in need of a savior for our salvation. Even the experience of sorrow for our sin and our desire to repent are a part of the gift of grace given by God. It is the Holy Spirit working on you. We are saved by grace through faith. That’s the gift.

Our lives in Christ are an exploration of the depths and riches of God’s grace – in the hope of the glory of God. 

As you go out today, go out with the understanding that you are a sinner saved by grace – and go explore the richness and incomparable goodness of God. If you have been a Christian for a long time, reflect on how God’s goodness has been manifest in your life. If you have recently received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, rejoice again at the wonder and awesome reality of your salvation that comes as a gift from the living God. If you are experiencing the tug and conviction of the Holy Spirit for the first time this morning – let me encourage, implore, urge, exhort, or whatever it will take – to have you come forward to pray with me or the prayer team. 

Friends, we are children of the awesome God. “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him!” (Rom. 5:8-9, NIV)

We are sinners saved by grace. Amen? Amen.
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