How Grace Changes Everything

Romans 6:1-14


In his book "What’s So Amazing About Grace," Christian author Philip Yancey writes about a friend who invited him out for a cup of coffee one night. This friend, as it turns out, is contemplating leaving his wife after 15 years of marriage because he’s found someone younger, prettier and someone who he says makes him feel alive. 
As a Christian, Yancey’s friend knows his decision will devastate his wife and permanently damage his three kids. He also knows that his relationship with God will never be the same again. Even so, the force pulling him toward this other woman was like a powerful magnet. And so finally he asks Philip Yancey, "Do you think God can forgive something as awful as what I am about to do?”

Yancey’s friend was looking for assurance that he’d still be accepted by God, still under the cover of God’s grace. There are a lot of people who ask the very same question as they contemplate doing things that are clearly wrong and destructive.

Because of this way of thinking, many people have been critical of the Christian idea of God’s grace. Somehow we’ve domesticated the idea of grace into a generic prayer we pray before a meal, but when you really think about it, the Bible’s concept of grace is very radical. 
Grace of course means that we can’t earn or merit acceptance with God no matter how hard we might try. Grace means that God offers restoration with God on the basis of a free, undeserved gift, that there’s nothing we can do to earn it, buy it, perform for it or merit it. Grace means no amount of trying will make God love us more and no amount of sinning will make God love us less.

Every other religion of the world rejects the idea of grace and insists that we must contribute something to our salvation. We must try harder, we must be better, we must live morally and the list goes on and on. 
All the various religions of the world offer a self-help way to merit restoration with God, whether it’s the eightfold path of Buddhism, the karma and reincarnation cycle of Hinduism, the laws and ordinances of the Mormon Church or the four pillars of Islam. Only the Christian faith dares to suggest that God offers a relationship to people on the basis of pure grace.

And because of this scandalous idea of grace, many people through the years have felt that the Christian faith actually encourages people to live sinful, immoral lives. And that’s exactly what Philip Yancey’s friend was looking for. The reasoning goes like this: 
Why try to be good if you already know in advance you will be forgiven? Why not live like the devil, enjoying every minute of it and then ask for forgiveness in the eleventh hour? A French philosopher once wrote, "God will always forgive, that’s his job." The idea of grace is scandalous to common sense.

Today we’re going to talk about how grace changes everything. We’re going to see that grace actually changes us for the better. We’re going to address this objection about grace head on and we’re going to see that Philip Yancey’s friend has misunderstood what grace truly is. 
Today we’re going to look at the difference grace makes in our lives. Specifically we’re going to discover a fact, a realization and a decision we make when we encounter God’s grace so we can avoid misunderstanding grace like Philip Yancey’s friend did.

A Fact (1-7)

Let’s first look at a fact we need to know for grace to make a difference in our lives in verses 1-7 (Read Romans 6:1-7). There’s no section of the New Testament more significant for how to live the Christian life than this one, so let’s look at it very carefully.

Last week we saw in Romans 5 that when Adam sinned back at the beginning of human history, that the entire human race shared in that sin. Every person born since Adam has been born spiritually dead, deeply in need of restoration with God. 
Since Adam, the entire human race exists in a state of rebellion against God, alienated from the life God intended, captive to the power of sin. And right on the heels of sin, is the power of death. 
Yet we saw last week that where sin abounded in Adam’s sin, God’s grace abounded even more when Jesus Christ came as the second Adam to overturn the effects of Adam’s failure. 
God’s strategy to overcome sin and death was to drown them in a waterfall of grace. So here in chapter 6, Paul anticipates a misunderstanding of grace here, namely the misunderstanding that I should continue in sin in order to magnify God’s grace more.

Paul claims that the Christian has died to sin. Now what exactly does that mean? 
Does it mean Christians don’t sin anymore? Is that what Paul is talking about here? Because if it does, then none of us are really Christians yet, because we all continue to sin each and every day in things that we think, say and do. 
In fact, the Bible warns us that if we think we reach a point in this life when we stop sinning, that we’re only fooling ourselves. Turn with me real quick to 1 John 1:8-10. So being dead to sin doesn’t mean ceasing from sin.

Maybe being dead to sin means that Christians no longer enjoy sin. Once again, if that’s true, then none of us are Christians yet, because sinful behavior continues to entice us with promises of pleasure and excitement doesn’t it? 

Now I’ll be honest with you. Sometimes I get the urge to pound several Butterfinger candy bars. Butterfingers are one of the classic candy bars that have stood the test of time in the candy bar world-that’s just a fact.
And although I may end up feeling crappy afterwards and gain a few more pounds, I’d be lying to you if I claimed that my sin of gluttony and loss of self-control, just to name a few, wasn’t fun while I was doing it.

So in what sense have Christians died to sin if we still struggle with sin? Well to build his case, Paul reminds the Roman Christians of their baptism. Water baptism is the Bible’s symbol for coming to faith in Jesus Christ. 
When we trust in Christ, that signifies that we’ve died along with Jesus Christ and therefore in some sense, we have died to sin. In our hearts there has been a change of the will, a repenting and a turning from the sinful behaviors that we use to live in.

The imagery of going under the water in baptism is a picture of us identifying with Jesus Christ’s burial and the imagery of us coming up out of the water after immersion is a picture of us identifying with Jesus’ resurrection. 
Going under water represents your old self dieing, while coming up out of the water represents your new self in Christ living. Baptism is an outward expression of an inward act. Baptism stands like a door between two rooms, closing on the one and opening into the other. 

However, just because somebody is baptized doesn’t mean that they are saved from hell, become a Christian and go to heaven. Let me make it very clear-baptism is not a means of salvation. There are some people that get baptized for all the wrong reasons. 

There are people who have been baptized who have never turned from their sin, who have never had a change of heart towards Jesus, who are still living in their sins and are living in a false sense of security, a false sense of hope.
That’s why at RBCC we practice Believer’s Baptism by emersion, rather than infant baptism. Baptism celebrates the believer’s entrance into Christ’s church. In the Free Church we believe that water baptism is a command by Jesus that is to be observed by the church in the present age. 
When a person is baptized, they are acknowledging publicly before God, before the church and before any other witnesses that there has been a change in their heart. When a person is baptized, they have come to believe in their heart what the Bible teaches-that from birth they were separated from God because of their sin and that this original sin came through our descendants, Adam and Eve in Genesis 2-3.  
Now it’s interesting that Paul simply assumes that every Christian has expressed his or her faith in Jesus Christ in water baptism and by appealing to their baptism, Paul’s building on something they all had experienced and would vividly remember.

In verse 6 Paul explains how we died to sin by saying that baptism symbolizes "our old self" being "crucified with Jesus." Now some Christians read this as if it means we have an old self somewhere inside of us and a new self somewhere inside of us and that these two selves are distinct natures or parts of who we are. 
But I think it makes more sense to think of the old self here as “who we were” in Adam. The entire human race in Adam is the old self or the "old man," enslaved to sin, alienated from God, imprisoned in a fallen world that’s been infected with sin. This is the human race as a whole, alienated from God and spiritually dead.

But the new self is who we are in Christ after we place our faith in Him. The new self isn’t just me as an individual or you as an individual, but the new self or the "new man" is the community of God’s people who’ve trusted in God’s son Jesus Christ. 
This is why Paul in Ephesians 2 tells us that the entire universal church is the new man (singular) or the new self (Eph 2:13-16). And this new humanity in Christ is part of the coming new creation, God’s coming kingdom that will be established in power when Christ comes again. And by the way, Jesus is coming back again.

Our old self is connected in verse 6 with what’s called "the body of sin." Now this doesn’t mean, "sinful body" as if the Bible was like Greek philosophy in thinking that the human body is inherently sinful and evil. 
This is simply reminding us that our bodily desires is where we struggle with sin-that we sin with our mouth, we sin with our eyes, we sin with our hands, we sin with our feet and so on. This body of sin was rendered powerless when we died with Christ so that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.

The only problem is that we still have a mortal body (which Paul will remind us of in verse 12) and this mortal body hasn’t yet been transformed. Because our bodies aren’t yet transformed to live in this new creation, we continue to struggle with habits and patterns of behavior that are deeply ingrained from how we lived in Adam, as part of the old self. 
So even though our allegiance has switched from Adam to Christ and our kingdom has changed from the kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of God, we still struggle with habits and patterns characteristic of our old way of life.

Now once we picture what Paul is saying in this way, we’re in a position to describe a fact we need to know and here it is: 

When we truly encounter God’s grace, we die to our previous way of life.

This death is graphically illustrated in water baptism, which is why Paul reminds them of their baptism here. Since we’ve died to the old self and have been born in the new self, how on earth could we ever consider going back to the old self? 
How could we ever imagine un-baptizing ourselves?  When we find ourselves struggling with the old habits and patterns deeply ingrained in our lives because of so many years living in Adam, we need to remind ourselves of this fact.

You see, without realizing this fact, we’re like a person drowning in the ocean. We’re gasping for breath, spitting out water, we’re furiously kicking our feet and splashing 
with our hands. Imagine someone calling out, "Just hang on." And you think to yourself, "Hang on to what? There’s nothing to hang on to!" This fact is something to hang on to, this reality that when we trusted in Christ we passed out of the old age that’s passing away and entered into God’s kingdom, the new realm of life that was inaugurated by Jesus Christ’s resurrection. That’s Good News!

Notice this section doesn’t command us to do anything. It simply asserts that this death to sin is a fact that’s true of every person who’s trusted in Jesus Christ. There are no followers of Jesus Christ who have not died to sin.

When we begin to doubt this fact, Paul encourages us to remember our baptism and what it symbolized, that we’ve died with Christ, been buried with Christ and risen with Christ. We’re dead to our previous way. 

So hang on to that fact when you find yourself struggling with the old habits and patterns deeply ingrained in your life because of so many years living in Adam.

A Realization (8-11)

But along with that fact to hold on to, we need to come to a realization and we see this in verses 8-11 (Read Romans 6:8-11). Paul summarizes what he’s said so far-that if we’ve died with Christ (and we have), then we also have confidence that after we die physically, our bodies will be raised from the grave and we will live forever with Jesus. 
You see, once Jesus rose from the grave, death could no longer touch him. Paul’s emphasizing the fact that Christ’s death was decisive, once-for-all. His death and resurrection will never need to be repeated because they’re once-for-all events that change everything for all of eternity.

But the first command of the chapter actually comes in verse 11. Paul writes, “Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus." The NIV uses the word “count” instead of the word “consider”. This word "count" is a mental word, and it means "to hold a view or certain opinion." 
In other words, Paul is commanding us to change the way we think about ourselves, especially how we think about ourselves in relation to sin and God. We are to count (NIV) consider (NASB) reckon (KJV). 

This command is in the present tense, which means it’s a command we need to obey again and again, throughout our lives, sometimes several times a day. Once we come to know the fact that we’re dead to sin, then we need to come to a realization and here it is: 

When we truly encounter God’s grace, we are introduced to a new way of living. 

I think it’s significant that this section is all in the plural, that together we are to count ourselves dead to sin and alive to God. In isolation, I have trouble remembering who I am. We need each other to remind ourselves who we really are.

I ran across a story about a man who had quit smoking cigarettes shortly after he got saved. He had been smoking about a pack a day for six years. When he decided to quit, he was still in the habit of smoking. Right after a meal, he’d immediately reach for his cigarettes, but then he would remember that he was a non-smoker now. 
Whenever he got in his car or walked outside, his instinct was to reach for a cigarette and he had to continually remind himself that he was no longer a smoker. Well, this went on for months. It’s been 24 years since that man quit smoking, since he turned from his sin of addiction. He says occasionally he still has the temptation to smoke.
Smoking by the way falls into the area of sinful behavior if it becomes an addiction. Addiction covers a broad range of sinful behaviors like smoking, drinking, eating, pornography, shopping, money, power, sex, drugs and chewing tobacco just to name a few of the obvious ones. We can be addicted to anything. Addiction is sin.  

The Puritan theologian John Owens once wrote that his biggest challenge as a pastor was persuading non-Christians that they were slaves to sin and Christians that they were dead to sin. We need to undergo a paradigm shift in our lives, to see ourselves differently, as those introduced to a new way of living.

This is what it means to live under God’s kingdom. You see, even though God’s kingdom isn’t yet established on this earth, Jesus inaugurated God’s kingdom through His perfect life, sacrificial death and resurrection. 
So we live under His rule and reign, as subjects of a new reality that’s breaking in on the status quo. This is the new way of life we’re introduced to, a resurrection kind of life where we live by a different set of values, we direct our lives by a different set of assumptions. 
Instead of the American dream (which really isn’t God’s dream by the way), our lives are governed by Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Instead of doing what our culture tells us, we do what the Bible tells us to do. Instead of defining success by our culture’s standards, we define success as pleasing God. We are here to simply glorify God.

And we need to continually remind ourselves that we’ve been introduced to a whole new way of life. That’s the realization that we need to come to.

A Decision (12-14)

But along with knowing a fact and coming to a realization, we need to make a decision. We see that in verses 12-14 (Read Romans 6:12-14). Here we find that even though our conversion has taken us out of the old reality of Adam and into the new reality of Jesus, we still have a mortal body. 
This mortal body groans and strains to be made compatible with the new reality we’ve been introduced to, this resurrection life that comes from Jesus. But for now, we struggle with habits and patterns that are deeply ingrained in our lives that feel like reflexes. 
These reflexes instinctively revert back to the old way of life and we’re constantly tempted to respond to life the way we responded when we were living in Adam, the old self.

Now we usually don’t struggle with these reflexes when we’re in church together. We don’t struggle until we get to the parking lot. It’s when we’re going through the ordinary details of everyday life-things like driving a car, interacting with our spouse, spending our money, playing on a softball team-you get the idea. 

That’s when we’re most likely to struggle. It’s in these kinds of activities that we struggle the most with reverting back, with acting as if we’re still living in the old self, still living in Adam.

So here the Bible commands us to not allow sin to rule and reign in our lives as we go through the activities of life. We’re told to stop offering the parts of our body to sin as instruments of wickedness. 
The Greek word "instruments" here literally means "weapons" and the word picture here is that life is a battlefield and we’re on the battlefield and the various parts of our 
bodies are weapons in our arsenal. Living life in Adam, as our old self, we were accustomed to offering our mouth to wickedness by gossiping and lying. We were accustomed to offering our eyes to wickedness by watching things that were immoral.

We were accustomed to offering our sexuality to wickedness by involving ourselves in activities that contradict God’s plan for sex. You get the idea. But since we’ve died to sin and are joined to Jesus in His resurrection, now we are to offer ourselves to God.

We’re to offer the parts of our body as weapons in the battlefield of righteousness. Instead of lying with our mouths we’re to build people up with words of love and grace. Instead of hitting people with our hands, we’re to use our hands to serve the needs of others, even when they don’t deserve it. 
Instead of using our bodies to step over God’s boundary in regards to sex, we’re to stay within the boundary God has marked for our sex lives within the context of marriage. God only designed sex within the context of marriage.

Notice we’re told that we will offer ourselves either to sin or to God, either as weapons of wickedness or weapons of righteousness. We like to think we can choose a third way, a way where we don’t offer ourselves to God, but we also don’t rebel against God. Wouldn’t that be nice?

But that option isn’t one of the options that we get to choose from in the Bible. For us, it’s either sin or God, wickedness or righteousness. You either live for Satan or you live for God. We can’t remain neutral in this battle, we must choose a side. As Bob Dylan once wrote, “Gotta Serve Somebody.”

Finally, verse 14 shows us why we’re able to be on God’s side now-because we’re no longer under the power of sin. Sin is no longer our master because we’ve died to its dominion. Sure we still struggle with sin and of course we still fall, but we’re not obligated to obey sin as our master anymore. 
By saying we’re no longer under law, but under grace, Paul is saying we no longer live under the old creation, the old self, joined to Adam, but we’ve been brought into a new reality, the new self, the realty of grace. And because we’ve changed kingdoms, we’ve also changed masters.

And so here we find the decision we need to make and here it is: 

When we truly encounter God’s grace, we offer ourselves to a new master.

The new reality of grace, where Jesus is King and where sin and death are defeated foes-this new reality places us under the lordship of a new Master, Jesus Christ. But we must continually choose to yield ourselves to the lordship of this new Master.

I also find it interesting that this section portrays this decision as occurring as a community, rather than just as individual. And that’s interesting to think about as it relates to corporate worship. 

That as we gather together as a community of people who are no longer joined to Adam, but who are now joined to Jesus, we obey this by offering ourselves to God in worship. Of course we do that as individuals throughout the week, but the emphasis here is on us doing this together, right here on Sunday mornings. 

And nowhere is the new reality of grace and our devotion to our new master more clearly portrayed than when we worship together. Once we’ve encountered God’s grace, we must make the decision to offer ourselves to our new master again and again and again. It’s daily dieing to our old self in Adam.

So how then does God’s grace change us for the better? Well it doesn’t give us an excuse to sin or a license to live any old way we want to. God’s grace doesn’t say, “Well, we’re all sinners, so I can just continue to live in my sin because God’s job is to forgive.” There’s an easy trap to fall into.

And if that’s what we think, then we’ve entirely misunderstood what grace means. We really haven’t been changed inside at all. We have not really understood how we have passed from one reality to another, from one kingdom to another, from one master to another. 
God’s grace changes us, because when we encounter it, we die to our old way of life in Adam, we are introduced to a new way of living in Jesus and we offer ourselves to a new master. You see, God’s grace doesn’t just change us for the better, but God’s grace changes everything, absolutely everything.

Philip Yancey says he sat across the table from his friend for quite a while before answering his friend’s question. He says the question lay on the table like a live snake and only after three cups of coffee did he dare answer it. His answer went something like this: "Can God forgive you? Of course, you know the Bible. Forgiveness is our 
problem, not God’s. But what we have to go through to commit sin distances us from God. And there’s no guarantee we will ever come back. You ask me about forgiveness now, but will you even want it later, especially if it involves repentance? Can God forgive? Yes. Will you be the kind of person who wants God’s forgiveness? That’s another question entirely."

God’s grace doesn’t give us an excuse to sin more, but it changes everything. Amen.
