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This morning we begin a three-chapter look at God’s dealing with Israel. Before you tune out, thinking, “Well, this is not going to apply to me,” let me just give you a heads up: you can substitute “church people” in every time you read about Israel. Paul was writing about church people – and how they broke his heart. Listen.

Read Romans 9:1-18

Well, I am not going to pretend that this is anything other than tough. There are two parts of the toughness: Paul’s broken heart for his Jewish brothers and sisters, and the mystery of God’s election. 

After last week’s soaring rhetoric, these verses mark an abrupt change. Paul pivoted from the joy of unshakeable salvation in Jesus Christ to his broken heart for those who will not believe. Paul with a broken heart may be tough to imagine. Many people have a mental image of Paul as this unrelenting wild-eyed street corner barker – get on board or you are out. We tend to put him in a box as a religious zealot who was not capable of emotionally connecting with people. However, the plain testimony of Scripture suggests otherwise. 

Paul was highly relational. Yes, he could be tough and, yes, he could irritate people. You do not get beaten, stoned, and imprisoned if you are vanilla and uncontroversial. That said, God used Paul to attract people to the gospel. He was engaging. He was articulate. He was personable. If you read his letters like letters, you begin to hear in his writing how passionate he was for his readers. He often had specific people in mind. 

But look at what he says here: “I am speaking the truth in Christ … I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own people, my own kindred according to the flesh.” In other words, he would trade places – from grace to curse – if the Israelites would accept Christ as Lord and Savior. Their rejection of Christ hurts him deeply. It breaks his heart. He yearns and prays for a different result for those whom he loves. Remember, he is convinced that there is nothing in all of creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord; but here he is lamenting that his relatives, his childhood friends, his peers in school, his fellows in the Pharisees all do not believe. Think about that for a moment: can you imagine anguishing like Paul in this situation? Although these people have treated him as a traitor, as a villain, as a blasphemer who deserves death, he does not want revenge or God’s “justice” (wrath) to be poured out on their heads. Instead of wishing them ill, Paul is in anguish for them. 

It begs the question: how significant was the gospel to Paul? It was such good news that he was willing to endure all kinds of suffering in the hopes that people would accept it. Just a few verses earlier he wrote, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us.” How significant? It was so significant that the anguish, oppression, and suffering were worth it. 

How significant is the gospel to you?

Boy, set up that way, it is a loaded question, isn’t it? How do you answer that? “Ummm….well, very significant?”

I guess the better way to ask the question is, how important to you are the people you love? 

For whom does your heart break? For whom are you in anguish because they do not know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior? Do your children? Your siblings? Your co-workers? Your neighbors? Your friends? For whom does your heart break?

This is a gut-check moment. For a lot of people, the answer may be, “no one. I know I am saved, everyone else I know goes to church, and the rest is up to God.” We are going to talk about election in a few minutes, but I do not want to rush there without spending some time here first. If you are not anguished for anyone because they do not know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, it means one or all of three things:

a. You are not looking;
b. You do not care; or,
c. You do not really appreciate the gospel you have been given.

Awhile back there was a video of magician Penn Jillette making the rounds online. He is the tall, speaking half of the magician/entertainment team Penn & Teller. 

Jillette is pretty well-known for his foul mouth and advocacy of atheism. However, the video was (surprisingly) a very humbling lesson on evangelism.[footnoteRef:1] Jillette talks about a time that a man gave him a Bible after one of his shows. It is with the utmost respect that Jillette talks of how this man was kind and complimentary. The man looked Jillette in the eyes and handed him a copy of the New Testament with excerpts from Psalms. Although the encounter did not change Jillette’s mind about the existence of God, it prompted him to ask one really convicting question: [1:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6md638smQd8] 


“How much do you have to HATE somebody to believe everlasting life is possible 
and not tell them that?”

Wow! Did you hear that?! An atheist saying Christians must truly “hate” unbelievers if we are unwilling to share the gospel with them! He went on to say the excuse we use for not evangelizing, “Well, it would make it socially awkward,” is ridiculous. He said, if he believed a truck was going to hit you, but you didn’t believe his warning, there would come a certain point where he would “tackle” you. Forget socially awkward! If someone is going to die, do whatever you can to get them out of danger! This is so much more important, he said. And then he concluded by saying, “He cared enough about me to share.” Jillette was blessed because this man cared enough about him to share.

Now, most of us would not consider ourselves “haters.” But then the other two options are for our not sharing are: we are choosing to not look or we do not really think the gospel is that good news. 

If we are choosing to not look, it means we are hoping that God will ignore our overt and direct disobedience. Seriously: can you look at the world around you and NOT see people who need to hear the gospel? We are like the servant who buried the master’s talent in the back yard. Think about it: the first command of the Great Commission of Matthew 28 is “Go,” as in, “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me. Therefore, go, make disciples of all nations.” Refusing to look and refusing to go is simply disobedience.

The more common hurdle to overcome is social awkwardness. We do not share because we:

· Feel like we are acting superior;
· Should let people believe whatever they want and choose for themselves;
· Are being hypocrites because we are not perfect or sinless; or
· Feel like we are frauds because we do not know enough to tell people about God.

I understand. I do. I have felt all of those things at one time or another. So what do we do?

Wake up. Get over it. Stop allowing yourself to be paralyzed by your own excuses. How important is the gospel to you? Is it really good news or are you simply taking it for granted. Is faith your hope, life, and joy or is it your fire insurance policy?  

Friends, we need to get over our selfishness and this socially imposed gag order. If it takes sitting down and writing out all the times and ways you have been blessed by God – do it. If it takes digging into Scripture and reading it aloud so you can hear your own voice saying the words – do it. If you have to draw a map with the names of all your neighbors, or the office setup, or plot your where your friends live so you can be looking for God to raise up someone with whom you can share – do it.

Your reluctance to share says to others that your social comfort is more important than your salvation. It is not just me telling you this.  Some of you have heard me lament for years about the state of our denomination, but let me share that J. Herbert Nelson, the Stated Clerk of the denomination, was spot-on accurate this past week when he tweeted out this: 


J. Herbert Nelson II‏ @jherbertnelson Jul 28
More
Our PCUSA statistical report released in May revealed that we #PCUSA are not telling people about #Jesus. Making disciples, #baptizing and teaching are basic to the calling to serve #Jesus. Who have you told about the difference that Jesus is making in your life? #testimony

We are not telling people about Jesus. It is obvious. To illustrate his point with numbers, at the end of 2017 the PC(USA) had 1,415,053 members.[footnoteRef:2] That is a decline of more than 3,000,000 members in the last 50 years. We are less than 1/3 the size we were then. What about here at Chula Vista Presbyterian? Nelson’s question is foundational and essential, “Who have you told about the difference that Jesus is making in your life?” [2:  http://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/oga/pdf/statistics/2017_comparative_summaries.pdf ] 


Here’s the other part of that: sharing your testimony is not just for non-believers. Sharing your testimony is for the encouragement of believers, too. Paul was in anguish for his Jewish brothers and sisters. He was in anguish for church people who would not or could not hear the gospel. How many people sit in pews Sunday after Sunday and never really absorb the gospel? How many sit in pews and think, “Well, I am a pretty good person who does the right thing most of the time and I come to pay my respects on Sunday; so that’s good enough for God.” 

Just because you come to church does not mean you have embraced the gospel. Look at what Paul says about the advantages the Jews had, 

To them belongs the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen. 

It would be a great Bible study lesson to walk through each one of the things Paul lists there, to remind you – and to encourage you – of the depth and scope of blessings God has given and revealed to us in Scripture. For now, allow the length of the list to be sufficient to illustrate the overwhelming nature of God’s faithfulness and love. If you think of all the ways God has revealed his faithfulness and love, you have to be encouraged. If you think of all the ways God has revealed his faithfulness and love to you, you have to be encouraged. We need to share with one another to encourage one another. 

The list of these blessings given to Israel – and, by extension, to us – leads us to the next part of Paul’s argument. Though he grieves for Israel’s hard-heartedness and refusal to understand what God was doing in Jesus, it does not mean God failed or that God’s promises were not fulfilled. 

	God’s Election

“It is not as though the word of God had failed. For not all Israelites truly belong to Israel, and not all of Abraham’s children are his true descendants; but it is through Isaac that descendants shall be named for you.” 

If you were a Jewish reader or hearer of this letter, you would recognize this pattern of argument. It is kind of like what we are seeing now in the debate regarding Supreme Court Nominee Brett Kavanaugh; the issue is how do we understand the framers’ original intent. What did the framers of the Constitution intend when they used the words they used? 

N.T. Wright suggests that the way to understand Paul’s argument here is by thinking of looking at a map when you are wondering where you are. If you are confused, you try to trace your steps back to the place where you were last familiar or confident. Then, you look to identify where you went wrong.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: Romans Part 2, p. 6.] 


For Paul that meant returning to Israel’s origin story to demonstrate how God consistently chooses. In the larger picture, Paul reflected how God chose Israel as Abraham’s children of the promise – but then noted how that meant God did not choose all of Abraham’s children. Here, you have to remember that Abraham’s first child – Ishmael, who was born of Sarah’s nursemaid Hagar – was not the one through whom God’s promises would be revealed. Then, it was the same with Rebecca: Jacob was chosen to be the one through whom God’s promises would be revealed; not Esau. 

The notion that God chooses is disconcerting for us. 

It means God is personal. It means God is not just a standard we have to meet or a goal we have to achieve; God is personal and God chooses. It is not up to us. As soon as we realize it, somehow we are all transported to seventh grade gym class where we are standing on the sideline waiting to be picked for a team. When we see who is being selected, we cannot figure out what they have done to earn their spot on the team. Jacob, the younger, is chosen; Esau, the older, is not. “Even before they had been born or had done anything good or bad (so that God’s purpose of election might continue, not by works but by his call) she was told, ‘The elder shall serve the younger.’”  In Paul’s day the hard heartedness of “his own people” meant they were not chosen while those who had come to know Christ were chosen to be Abraham’s true descendants. Suddenly, we are hoping and praying that “my name will be called next.” And when you gave your life to God, when you received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, it was because God chose you and the Holy Spirit moved you and moved in you. God chose you. 

God chooses. “It depends not on human will or exertion, but on God who shows mercy. …[h]e has mercy on whomever he chooses, and he hardens the heart of whomever he chooses.” 

This is difficult for many people to accept. The issue most people have is “it should not be this way.” We are going to address that more next week; however, it is fair to say that Paul is more concerned with how things are than how we think they ought to be. And how things are is how God has revealed them to be. And, for any of you who wonder, “If this is how things are, how can God find fault?” just know that is the opening verse for next week’s sermon. The point this week is: God chooses. 

God chooses because God has a purpose. Your life is not an end unto itself; your life fits within what God is doing in God’s overall purpose. God is working in and through history to accomplish the purpose he has been revealing since the very beginning. You can have peace that there is nothing in all of creation that can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. You also need to recognize that being a child of God binds you to God for life, for hope, for joy, for your day-to-day choices that are part of your eternal family responsibilities. 

Communion

Friends, in our lives and in all history, God has a purpose. He has chosen us to be part of the priesthood of all believers; and as such, we have a purpose and a job to fulfill. We model our lives after Christ, who anguished, suffered, and died for those whom he loved. We model our lives after Christ, who loved God with all his heart, soul, mind, and strength, and his neighbor as himself. We model our lives in response to Christ, who commanded us to go, promising that he will be with us, always. 

Paul modeled his life after Christ. Will you?

What does “going” look like? I guess the best way to understand is to ask, how important to you are the people you love? 

For whom does your heart break? For whom are you in anguish because they do not know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior? Your children? Your siblings? Your co-workers? Your neighbors? Your friends? For whom does your heart break?

How significant was the gospel to you? It was such good news that Paul was willing to endure all kinds of suffering in the hopes that people would accept it. How significant is it to you? Is it  significant enough that anguish, oppression, and suffering would be worth it? 

How can we be sure it is worth it? This is one reason why we come back to the table; it is why we celebrate communion as often as we do. It is a victory declaration that the gospel is worth it. It is a tangible reminder of what God has done, the blessing we have received. It is a tangible reminder of what God is doing, the strength we have for the ministry and mission of the day. It is a tangible reminder of the promised of God yet to come, that we will see him face-to-face in the kingdom at which time we will celebrate the full victory that he has won. 

When you gave your life to God, when you received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, it was because God chose you and the Holy Spirit moved you and moved in you. God chose you for his purpose. 

Praise God. Amen.

8:30 Prayer and Invitation to the Table
10:00 Bells

Questions:

1. For whom does your heart break? Will you commit to praying that God raise up an opportunity to share with them the joy you have received in Christ? Will you commit to looking for an opportunity to tell the difference that Jesus is making in your life?

2. How do you understand God’s election? If you observe the world around you from the perspective of assuming Paul is accurate, is it consistent with what you see: some are chosen, others are not?
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