The Romans Roadmap

02/27/11 Sermon:    “ Our Future Hope! ”

( Text:   Romans 8:18-27 )

**************************************************************************************

     I remember when I was a young child.  On some summer weekends my parents would take us to Itasca state park near Bemidji Minnesota for a day of recreation and relaxation.  The drive would take about 2 ½ hours in our un-air conditioned car – and on a hot summer day my brother, sister and I would sit in the back seat and sweat the whole way.  Usually about 30 minutes into the trip we would say:  “How long do we have to do this?  We’re tired of this ride!”  

     Little did I know at that young age that a 2 ½ hour ride in an un-air conditioned car on a hot summer’s day was NOTHING compared to the trials and difficulties I would face in my adult life.  And now that I’m an adult of 47 years, I’m well aware that the trials and difficulties I’ve faced in life are NOTHING compared to the pain and sorrow some other people in this world have experienced.
     Our family sponsors a 4 year old girl in Columbia, South America, whose family is so poor that they can barely afford to feed and clothe her – and she’s one of the fortunate ones!  We’ve all seen pictures of naked children and adults whose stomachs are bloated due to malnutrition and starvation.

     Right here in this congregation we have members who are suffering from illnesses, struggling financially, and mourning the death of loved ones.  This coming spring many people in our state will have their lives turned upside down because of flooding.

     After we go through this life where sooner or later we all have to suffer, all we have to look forward to is death.  Some people die at a very young age; some live to be 100 or more.  Some die quickly and painlessly; some linger and suffer greatly before they die.  Whatever the case, we ALL die – sooner or later; one way or another.

     I recently spoke with a man who said he doesn’t believe in God anymore.  I asked him “Why not?”  He said:  “When I was in the gulf war the chaplain of our platoon told us that God was watching over us and that we would all come back alive.  But three of my friends didn’t come back.  I stopped believing in God that day.”
     Some people look at all the pain, suffering and death in this world and conclude that God must not exist – because if He did exist, He’d do something about our pain, suffering and death.  
     Other people still believe in God, but they are very angry with Him.  They yell at God and say:  “What’s your problem, God?  If you love us so much, why did you make a world like this – a world filled with pain, suffering and death?”
     So, why did God make a world like this?  And if God does exist, why doesn’t He do something about all the pain, suffering and death?

     Allow me to answer that first question first:  “Why did God make a world like this?”  How does God answer our question?  His answer is:  “I DIDN’T make a world like this – NOT in the beginning.”

     All you have to do is read the first two chapters of Genesis and you will find out that God made a perfect world without pain, suffering or death.  Adam and Eve, along with all their descendants, were meant to live forever in God’s love.

     But that all changed when the devil tempted Adam and Eve to reject God just as he had done – and they believed the devil’s lie.  As a result of their rebellion against God this world was cursed with pain, suffering and death – and we perpetuate the curse by our own rebellion against God.

     In today’s reading from Romans chapter 8 Paul writes:  “For the creation was subjected to frustration not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”  Paul makes two important points with those words.  

     First, God cursed this world with pain, suffering and death so that we would recognize that something is wrong – and what is wrong is our sin and rebellion against God.  God made this world perfect, but we mess it up with our sin – our sin against God, and our sin against each other.

     But then Paul makes his second point.  Paul tells us that this broken world has hope.  One day this broken world will be liberated from its bondage to decay.  When will that happen?  When God renews this creation for the sake of the glorious freedom of the children of God!
     Now we’re ready to answer that second complaint against God.  The complaint is:  “If God does exist, why doesn’t He do something about all the pain, suffering and death?”  The answer is:  “He DID and He WILL!”

     You see, we sinners often want immediate gratification.  My brother, sister and I were very impatient when we sat in the back seat of our parent’s car during that 2 ½ hour ride on that hot summer day.  We complained:  “How long do we have to do this?  We’re tired of this ride!”  

     As we sinners experience the trials and tribulations that define life in this broken world, we also get impatient and we cry out to God:  “How long do we have to do this?  We’re tired of this ride!”  We want God to take away the pain NOW.  We want God to rescue us from death NOW.  But we forget that pain and death are merely symptoms of our real problem – our sin against God!

     Thanks be to God!  He has done something about our sin!  In last Sunday’s reading we heard these words from the beginning of Romans chapter 8:  “…there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

     If you think life in this broken world is bad, imagine living forever in hell under the devil’s sadistic rule – separated from God’s love forever.  God didn’t want that for any sinner, even though that’s what we all deserve.  So the Father condemned His own Son to hell in our place when He sent Him to the cross with our sins on His back.  Through faith in Jesus’ sacrifice your sins are forgiven NOW.  Or, as Paul says:  “…there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”
     So, God DID do something about the pain, suffering and death in this world.  What did God do?  He died for our sins.  Because of Christ’s sacrifice, you are NOW forgiven and reconciled to God.  But wait!  There’s more!  Not only DID God do something.  God WILL do something again!

     Listen to Paul’s words from today’s reading:  “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us … We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.  For in this hope we were saved.  But hope that is seen is no hope at all.  Who hopes for what he already has?  But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.”
     Here Paul teaches us that even though we believers are NOW completely forgiven and perfectly loved by God, we do NOT YET experience the full benefit of this salvation.  As Peter says in the 3rd chapter of His second letter to the churches:  “…we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.”
     When Christ returns in glory on the Final Day, two things will happen.  First, this broken creation will be delivered from its curse and renewed in the perfection of Eden before Adam and Eve sinned.  Second, our bodies will be redeemed.  If we die before Christ returns, our bodies will be resurrected – glorified and sinless.  If we’re still alive when Christ returns, our sinful, dying bodies will be transformed into sinless, immortal bodies.  This is our FUTURE hope as people who trust in Jesus NOW!

     Just think of it!  Our short ride in this world of suffering, pain and death will be nothing compared to us living forever in the New Creation with sinless, immortal bodies.  

     Listen to a glimpse of our future hope from Revelation chapter 21:  “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away … and I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.  They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”  You who NOW trust in Jesus for forgiveness of sins and victory over death – this is your FUTURE hope!
     However, until that glorious day, we continue to live in this veil of tears.  But God is with us in the midst of our suffering – strengthening our faith in His promises and giving us hope for the future.

     Paul ends today’s reading with these comforting words:  “…the Spirit helps us in our weaknesses.  We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.  And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.”

     As we face suffering and death in this broken world, we’re not always sure what to pray for.  Should we ask God to deliver us from suffering?  Or should we ask God to give us strength to face the suffering He wants us to endure for reasons known only to Him?  We’re not always sure what God’s will is, and so we don’t know what to pray for.

     But the Holy Spirit knows God’s will for us, and He intercedes for us in accordance with God’s will.  The Holy Spirit moves us to pray:  “Thy will be done!”  And we trust that God loves us and will work in all things for our good.  
     Dear friends in Christ, you are NOW God’s forgiven and dearly love children.  You also have a certain FUTURE hope – a hope that will last for all eternity!  
Amen!

