                                  7/31/05 Sermon:    “ More Than Conquerors! ”

                                    ( Texts:  Isaiah 55:1-5;  Romans 8:35-39;  Matthew 14:13-21 )

**************************************************************************************
     I want you to imagine that you are one of the starting players on a football team that is getting ready to play in the Superbowl.  You desperately want your team to win, and yet you don’t know what the outcome will actually be.  If only victory could be assured.

     Suddenly, your coach enters the locker room.  He’s holding the Superbowl trophy in his hands.  In a box he has a bunch of Superbowl Victory Rings and he proceeds to place these rings on the hands of your teammates and then, finally, on your hand, too.

     You and your teammates are speechless.  You don’t know what to think of this strange situation.  Your coach just presented you with the winning trophy and gave each of you a Superbowl Victory Ring – and your team hasn’t even gone onto the field yet!!  This doesn’t make sense at all!

     Suddenly, your coach begins to speak:  “My friends, I want you to know that I’ve arranged for your victory today.  You have already won!  You are the Superbowl champions!  However, you still have to play the game.  I want you to do your best.  Your opponents will do all they can to defeat you.  They will mock you.  They will intimidate you.  They will hurt some of you.  In fact, by half time they will be ahead by 5 touchdowns.  But don’t give up hope!  Don’t stop playing your best.  Remember, no matter how bad it gets out there, you know how it’s going to end.  The victory is already won!  You are the Superbowl champions!  You are the conquerors!”

     Now, how would you react in such a situation?  You will never know for sure, because in human affairs we are not assured ahead of time what the outcome will be.  In fact, victory may never come to us in this life.

     However, in our reading from Romans chapter 8 Paul says that you are “More Than Conquerors!”  What does this mean?  Well, allow me to briefly explain the history behind our Epistle reading so we can understand what Paul is saying to us.

     You see, Paul is writing to Christians who lived in Rome almost 2000 years ago.  Some of the other apostles had proclaimed God’s Word to the people of Rome and the Holy Spirit worked through that Word to give some people repentance and faith in Christ.

     In fact, in the book of Romans Paul explains in detail what he teaches about Christ so that the Church in Rome will recognize Paul as being one in Faith with the other apostles.

     In the book of Romans Paul sums up what the Christians in Rome would have been taught by the other apostles who first brought the Gospel to them.  Now, I don’t have time to deal with every point that Paul makes in the book of Romans, and so I will mention only the following 5 very significant details.

     First, Paul makes it clear that we are by nature enemies of God who deserve His hatred and wrath.  Paul teaches that we inherited sin and death from Adam who, together with Eve, rejected God in the Garden of Eden.  As descendants of Adam we have his sinful nature and therefore we are at odds with God.

     Second, Paul teaches that God decided to have mercy on us and so He sent His Son into the world to make it possible for Him to save us.  You see, Paul teaches that God is love.  However, Paul teaches that God is also just.  In fact, love must be just.  Listen to what Paul writes about this in I Corinthians ch. 13:

“Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.”
     God is love.  Therefore, God delights in His own good will and He hates all that opposes His will.  In fact, God must destroy evil.  Love is just!  But therein lies the problem.  How can God have mercy on sinners if His justice demands that He damn us?  Well, God came up with a solution that we could never have expected.  That takes us to the next point.

     Third, I want you to listen carefully to these words from Romans chapter 3:  “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference,  23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—  26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”
     Did you hear those wonderful words?  God loved you so much that He was willing to satisfy His own justice by damning His only Son in your place.  Jesus took the wrath of God in your place.  Jesus has also given you His innocence and life.  Not only has Christ made you holy in God’s sight.  Even more, Christ has given you a new heart that loves God and trusts Him.  Christ lives in you!  Christ assures you that you are forgiven NOW and that you have the certain hope of eternal life in the FUTURE!

     Now we come to the fourth point, which I will begin to explain by asking a question:  “How do you receive Christ and all that He has done for you?”  God uses Baptism, His proclaimed Word and His Holy Supper.  God used his people to administer Baptism, preaching and the Lord’s Supper to the people of Rome.  In the same way, God has used his people to bring these gifts to you.  

     For many of you God used your parents to bring you His blessings.  Your parents who attended Church while you were still in the womb of your mother.  Your parents who brought you to Holy Baptism where you were “born again” of water and the Spirit.  Your parents who taught you God’s Word as you were growing up and made sure you attended Sunday School and Services.

     Or, if you grew up with parents who were not Christian, God then used other people to bring His salvation to you.  Maybe He used another relative, or a neighbor or a co-worker.  

     The point is, just as God used his people to bring the victory of Christ to the unbelievers in Rome, God has also used his people to bring Christ’s victory to you.  In turn, God will use YOU to bring His gifts to others.

     Fifth and finally, now that you have received the victory of Christ – that is, the forgiveness of sins and eternal life as God’s child – now you are called to live out that victory in this world just as the Roman Christians did almost 2000 years ago.  My Christian friends, living out our victory means TWO things:
     The FIRST thing is that the Spirit moves us to say “No” to the desires of our sinful nature and “Yes” to God’s will for our lives.  The SECOND thing is that the Spirit moves us to be faithful witnesses for Christ in a world full of unbelievers.

My friends, I think you will agree with me that living out the victory of Christ is not easy.  

     For example, saying “No” to the desires of our sinful nature on a daily basis is very exhausting and often frustrating – especially when the evil world says to us:  “Why fight it?  Just reject God and His Word.  No body takes the Bible seriously anymore.  Do what you want!  Fulfill your desires.  Live as you please.  You will be much more happy if you do!”  That’s what we have to put up with every day.  No wonder Paul said:  “What a wretched man I am!  Who will save me from this body of death?”

     In addition, being a faithful witness before others who don’t believe in Christ can be very difficult.  People may ignore you.  They may mock you.  They may even hurt you.  Why?  Simply because you trust Jesus and strive to live according to His will.

When you “speak the Truth in love”, the world will not always be happy with you.

     That’s why the Christians who lived in Rome almost 2000 years ago had it so hard.  Their former friends who were still pagans now were their enemies.  Christians were not welcome in Rome.  They were often persecuted.  As Paul said, they faced “trouble, hardship, persecution, famine, nakedness, danger and the sword.”
     What does Paul say to comfort them?  What does Paul say to us?  He says:  “You are More Than Conquerors!”  Jesus stands before you today with the Trophy in his hand.  Jesus also places a Ring of Victory on your finger.  You are the champions!  You are More Than Conquerors!

     You see, Christ has given you the forgiveness of sin as well as the certain hope of the resurrection and eternal life with your Creator and Savior.  The victory is already won!  But you still have to play the game.

     Your opponents will mock you, intimidate you and sometimes hurt you.  Sometimes they might appear to be more than 5 touchdowns ahead by half time.  But it doesn’t matter.  You’ve already won!  You are “More Than Conquerors” in Christ!

     But why does Paul say “MORE”?  MORE than Conquerors.  Well, a few years ago the St. Louis Rams won the Superbowl.  They didn’t make it the next year.  The year after that they DID make it to the Superbowl, but they lost.  After that, Kurt Warner’s game fell apart and he was eventually traded to another team.  You see, Superbowl victories last only for the season.  The next year you have to prove yourself all over again.

     But that’s not how it is with you!  In Christ you are MORE than Conquerors!  Your victory is not for 1 season.  Your victory is ETERNAL!  No won can take away your victory.  Death itself cannot defeat you!  God will not trade you to another team just because you don’t perform well.  No!  You are MORE than Conquerors through Him who loved us.  Amen!

