A Community of God’s Grace

Romans 9:24-33


Well recent studies have shown that since the 1950s membership in voluntary community groups such as labor unions, PTA’s, professional groups, grass roots political groups, civic groups, churches, synagogues and groups like the local Rotary clubs have been steadily declining. 

And the studies show that as a result, our neighborhoods are filled with people who feel disconnected and isolated from each other. Although we hunger and thirst to be part of authentic community, for some reason we avoid actually making the kind of personal investment in the kinds of groups that produce that kind of community.

I have observed this over the past seven years while living here in Otsego. I would submit to you today that you would be hard pressed to find true authentic community here in Otsego. Otsego has what I call some “community challenges.”
For one, Otsego doesn’t have a downtown area per say, where you can bump into to people-we don’t have a local grocery store for instance-that downtown is currently being built as we speak. 
Secondly, Otsego is considered a “bedroom community” where by definition most people commute to the Twin Cities for work, come home, close their garage door, eat, maybe do some indoor or outdoor house projects, go to bed and then get up and do it all over again.

This past year, Amelia and I started a community group here in Otsego (OCAA) that was birthed over the Proposed Otsego Gravel Pit. In the beginning when the issue was hot back in January, we had about 30-40 people attending this community group on a weekly basis, however, the attendance of the meetings in June and July (which are now monthly) have only averaged 3-5 people.

As a matter a fact, the only true authentic community that I have observed in Otsego on a consistent basis, are the small pockets of community that exist in some of the neighborhoods, the Otsego Festival and the National Night Out each year-but even National Night Out here in Otsego is not well attended.

Even here at RBCC, true authentic community can be a challenge. It can be a challenge when people choose not show up for worship on Sunday mornings. It can be a challenge when people choose not to connect to a small group where you can 
pray for each other, care for each other and grow in your spiritual journey together. It can be challenge when people choose not to be intentional about their relationships with each other by doing simple things like having people over for dinner.
True authentic community has also been a challenge at RBCC due to the fact that the majority of people who attend RBCC live outside of the community of Otsego. Now that’s nothing personal against those of you who fall into the category. I am not saying that you are not welcome at RBCC, or that if you don’t live in Otsego you can’t come to RBCC or that God hasn’t called you to RBCC. All I am simply saying is when you are talking about true authentic community-that’s a challenge.
And I think I can say that because Amelia and I up until the time when we came to RBCC in 2004 lived in one community and worshiped in another. We lived in Mounds View and worshipped in Bloomington. We lived in Mounds View and worshipped in St. Paul. We lived in Otsego and worshipped in Maple Grove. This went on for 13 years of our marriage.

And we can honestly say from personal experience that we never truly experienced authentic community until we worshiped in the same community that we lived in. It has only been in the last almost 3 years here at RBCC that we have experienced true authentic community with those that live here.

You see, it used to be once upon a time that people lived, worked and worshiped in the community that they lived in. I was reminded of that this week watching an old episode of Little House on the Prairie-the people lived, worked and worshiped in Walnut Grove. They were in true authentic relationship with each other.

But all of that has changed today. Many people today work and even worship in different communities that they live in and that makes it tough to build true authentic community. That’s the reality of the culture that we live in today.

We hunger for community, yet it seems to elude our grasp. As we look around, we find that lots of groups in our culture are based on merit. Groups thrive on creating an "in" crowd that excludes the "out" crowd. 
We all experienced it in high school. There were the jocks who excelled in sports, the "socials" who were popular, the "brains" who did well academically and then there were people they called the "stoners," who excelled at getting into trouble-there were a lot of those people in Buffalo where I grew up.
And you remember what it was like-very rarely did people cross between the groups because the lines were so well defined.

Then in college it was the honor societies or the fraternities, again where involvement was based on merit. With all these groups based on merit, most of us go through life feeling like we don’t quite fit in. 
Then we come to the Christian community, what the Bible calls the Church. And in the Church we’re supposed to find a community based on God’s grace. But sometimes in the church what we find is just a mirror image of what we find in our culture. We often find cliques and divisions, insiders and outsiders just like other places. 
What does a community of grace look like?

In Romans 9 for the past couple of weeks, we have been taking a look at God’s faithfulness. We’ve been grappling with why the Jewish people don’t believe in Jesus as their Messiah. 

If the New Testament is true in claiming that Jesus is the fulfillment of God’s promises to the Jewish people, then why do the vast majority of Jewish people reject Jesus as their Messiah? Does Israel’s rejection of Jesus mean that God failed to keep his promises to Israel? 
Has the nation of Israel inadvertently derailed God’s plan with their refusal to believe in Jesus? In Romans 9 Paul rejects all these conclusions as he grapples with these questions. 
In this chapter Paul claims that for now the nation of Israel is on the back burner of God’s strategy for the world and for the time being the Christian Church is front and center in this strategy.
God’s not done with Israel, which we’ll hear more about in chapter 11, but for now the Christian Church is the object of mercy that God is using to further his purposes for the human race.

Now when the Christian Church first began, it was exclusively Jewish. Jesus himself was a torah keeping, Sabbath observing and temple worshipping Jew. Jesus was more like a reformer within Judaism than a revolutionary who wanted to start a new 
religion and it was only after the nation of Israel rejected Jesus that the Christian faith become distinct from Judaism. 
Jesus’ twelve apostles were also all devout Jews. When the church began in Acts 2 on the day of Pentecost every single Christian there was a Jewish Christian. Only reluctantly did the Jewish Christians begin to allow a few non-Jewish people to join them. 
But by the time Paul writes his letter to the Romans, the Jewish Christians had become a minority and non-Jewish people were flooding into the church. This was causing 
tension between the Jewish Christians and the non-Jewish Christians.

So Paul finishes Romans 9 to remind both Jewish and non-Jewish Christians that the Christian Church is a community based on God’s grace.  And so today I want to explore with you what that means as we look at two characteristics of a community based on God’s grace.

And so if you have your Bibles with you this morning, please turn with me to Romans 9, starting at verse 24. The message this morning is entitled, “The Community of God’s Grace.” (Pray and read Romans 24-29).

All Kinds of People (Romans 9:24-29)

These final verses in Romans 9 are dominated by quotations from the Jewish Bible, what we Christians call the Old Testament. This is because Paul has to pull out the big guns of the Jewish Bible here to prove that God’s community has always been intended to be a community based on grace, a community that includes all kinds of people.

Even in the Old Testament, this was Israel’s calling-to embody God’s incredible grace.

Now perhaps I need to define grace at this point, because that’s a word I’ve used a couple of times so far without definition. Grace essentially means gift, something that’s offered free of charge. Grace is something you can’t earn, you can’t merit, you can’t perform for or buy-it’s something that can only be received as a free gift. 
Philip Yancey’s wonderful book, “What’s So Amazing About Grace” says this: “Grace means no amount of sinning can make God love me less and no amount of goodness can make God love me more.”

Paul wants to prove to us that God’s community in the Christian Church is characterized by God’s grace, not by merit, nationality, performance or importance. 
What Paul seeks to prove from the Old Testament here is two fold: First that God had predicted that Gentiles would flood into God’s community and second that the Jewish people would become a remnant in God’s community. 

Both the Gentiles and the Jews would become a remnant in God’s community. In other words, not all the Jews in the end will be a part of God’s community and not all the Gentiles (like you and me) will be a part of God’s community.

And to prove his first claim he quotes the book of Hosea in verses 24-26. Now verse 24 is obviously connected to verse 23, which mentions objects of God’s mercy. Paul’s saying that the objects of God’s mercy today are both Jewish people and non-Jewish people. Then he quotes two verses from the book of Hosea. 
Hosea is one of the “minor prophets” from the Jewish Bible (Old Testament). Now Hosea was a prophet that you probably wouldn’t have wanted to have in your church because Hosea’s wife was a prostitute. 
Hosea’s story is a painful one-a story filled with heartache and betrayal, as his painful marriage mirrors God’s relationship with the ten unfaithful tribes from the nation of Israel. 
And just like Hosea’s wife was breaking her marriage vows, the ten northern tribes of Israel were breaking their vows to God. By breaking their covenant vows, these ten tribes had become no different than the non-Jewish nations around them. 
Their unfaithfulness disqualified them from participation in the promises God had made to Israel. No longer were they God’s people, the object of God’s special affection, no longer were they children of the living God.

Yet even in the midst of their unfaithfulness, God looks forward to a time when he looks at these ten unfaithful tribes and once again calls them his people, his loved ones, his children. Although in their unfaithfulness they divorced themselves from God’s people, God predicts that one day they will once again be included among his people.


And so Paul views these two passages from Hosea as a paradigm for what God wants to do with all the nations. Paul says this isn’t just true of these ten unfaithful tribes who divorced themselves from God’s people, but it’s true for all the nations of the world. 
The day will come when God looks at people from all the other nations of the world-Egyptians and Americans, Canadians and Rwandans, Iranians and Iraqis and calls them his children. Not all of them-but there will be a remnant from each nationality.
And so the day Hosea looked forward to began when the Christian church was born and it continues even today as God calls people from all nations of the world to be part of his community of grace. 
And through the Christian community, God calls Americans and Armenians, Russians and people from Argentina to be his children, his loved ones, sons of the living God. 

So in Paul’s day, as Gentiles from the Roman Empire flooded the Christian community, Paul rejoices because he sees this as the beginning of the fulfillment of these promises God had given through Hosea.

But to prove that this community of grace will only have a small number (a remnant) of Jewish people, in verses 27-29 Paul turns to the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah was one of the “major prophets” from the Jewish Bible because his book is so long. 
Isaiah spoke God’s message to the two faithful tribes within the nation of Israel before and during the destruction of Jerusalem about 500 years before the birth of Jesus. 
Although the nation of Israel was huge in Isaiah’s generation, he observes that only a remnant, only a small number, would truly be saved. Even though the nation was filled with circumcised, temple worshipping, bacon abstaining Jewish people-the vast majority of these people didn’t truly know God. 
They were nominal, much like many people today in the church who call themselves by the title "Christian," but in reality, they really aren’t Christians. In pains me today how many people sit in the pews of the church today and call themselves Christians.

The second quote from Isaiah reminds us that even the remnant in Israel that is saved isn’t saved because they deserve it. If salvation was based on merit or worthiness, then 
Israel would’ve been destroyed just like Sodom and Gomorrah had been back in the Old Testament book of Genesis. 
God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah because of the moral cancer that had taken root in theses cities. Yet Israel had done everything Sodom and Gomorrah had done and even worse. Only because of God’s grace would there be a remnant in Israel.

And so from these quotes from Hosea and Isaiah (from the Jewish Bible) we find the first characteristic of a community based on God’s grace. A community based on God’s grace is composed of all kinds of people.

It’s not just for the Jews. This is where Israel struggled. They didn’t think the Gentiles should be included. They thought God’s community was a club based on race and not grace. Suddenly, the first century Roman Church that had consisted mostly of good, religious and reverent people had been invaded by Roman barbarians. 
They had backgrounds of Greek speaking, Sabbath breaking, pork eating, irreverent, pagan, irreligious people who were suddenly all excited about Jesus. The Jews suddenly were in the minority wanting to serve Jesus. 
How often we forget that the church is supposed to be composed of all kinds of people with all kinds of backgrounds who have repented and turned from their sin. Jew and Gentile, male and female, slave and free.
A community based on God’s grace is composed of all different kinds of people.

The Entry Requirement (Romans 9:30-33)

However, even though God’s grace is available to every race-to all kinds of people, there is an entry requirement. And that entry requirement is a repenting and turning from the sin that’s described in the Bible, the sin that’s in your life.

The Bible says you must be born again to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.

It’s a changing of the mind and heart that flows out into your actions-it’s not just knowing what is true, it’s living what is true in obedience to the Bible. You see some people like the idea of being a Christian, but they don’t want to change. They want the best of both worlds. They want to call themselves a Christian, but at the same time they want to continue to live in their sin, contrary to what the Bible has to say.
The problem is, as they say, you can’t have your cake and eat it too! It’s one or the other. You either choose God or choose Sin. You either serve God or serve Satan.
Being a part of God’s community means that you have come to the point in your life that you recognize that you are a sinner and that you confess your sins before God and that you repent of those sins and then freely receive the grace of his forgiveness for your sins which was only possible by Jesus shedding His blood on Calvary for you. 
John 3:16. The price has already been paid by Jesus for your salvation-you just need to receive it. How foolish if you never receive it. It’s free! I have a saying in life-if it’s free, it’s me. Of course it cost God everything, but to you it’s free! To me, it was free.

This is how you get rescued, this is how you get saved from hell, this is how you get to heaven-there is no other way except by the way of Jesus! No other way but the cross!
It concerns me greatly how soft the church today has become on sin. Hundreds, if not thousands sit in the pews every Sunday with a false sense of security that they are saved and going to heaven when in fact they are lost and going to hell folks! You might be one of them today.
Sometimes this happens because week after week people come to worship on Sundays and refuse to hear the truth that’s being spoken from the pulpit-they harden their hearts. And sometimes it’s because there are not true believers in the church that care enough to confront them on their sin.

Where is the correction the rebuke that the Bible talks about for the brothers and sisters that are in Christ or who claim to be in Christ?
There are churches today that allow you to become a member of even if you’re an atheist. That concerns me. Some churches now advertise themselves as "welcoming and affirming." 
That’s a code phrase that means, "If you’re gay, you can join our church-we won’t tell you that being gay is wrong or call you to a life of sexual purity." Now that doesn’t mean that we don’t love these people-we are called to love the person, hate the sin. 

It doesn’t mean that we are not in relationship with them or that they can’t be a recipient of God’s grace, but they are not a part of the church and should not be free to act as if they are. There is a difference between the church and the world-sadly 
those lines are getting harder and harder to see. 

A community of God’s grace consists of all kinds of people, sinners saved by God’s grace. What’s the requirement for membership in a community based on God’s grace? Paul answers that in verse 30-33.  

It’s not as clear in the English, but in the Greek Paul uses here it’s clear that Paul’s using a word picture of a race in these verses. The words "pursue" and "obtain" in verse 30 and the word "attain" in verse 31 were all athletic terms used to describe a foot race. 
The apostle Paul loved athletics and he used athletic imagery frequently in his letters. To "pursue" means to run in such a way as to "pursue" the finish line. To "obtain" or "attain" means to cross the finish line of the race. 
In this word picture, Israel has entered the race. Israel’s gone through the preparation and training to be a contender in this race. The Gentiles however never even sent in their registration, they never trained, they never entered the race.

The finish line in this race is "righteousness," which is just a fancy religious term that simply means right standing with God. Righteousness is a reconciled relationship with God, a relationship of intimacy and love where the sin that once separated us from God have been done away with. Righteousness is this-knowing God personally.

Yet, although Israel entered the race and the Gentiles didn’t, when the end of the race comes, the Gentiles are crossing the finish line and the nation of Israel stumbled and has fallen down on the track half way through the race. 
It’s the upset of the century, as the favorite to win the race doesn’t even finish and a late entry who never even trained crosses the finish line in victory.

What happened? Well Paul tells us that Israel tried to run the race by pursuing the Jewish law, The Ten Commandments, "as if it were by works" (Romans 9:32). Now it’s very important to understand what Paul is and is not saying here. 
Paul is not faulting Israel for pursuing the law, but he’s faulting them instead for pursuing the law on the basis of works instead of on the basis of faith. God’s law isn’t the problem-it was Israel’s distortion of God’s law that became the problem. 
Instead of seeing the Ten Commandments as an instrument God would use to kindle faith, the vast majority of Jewish people saw the law as a means of earning acceptance before God by keeping the law. 
The law was given to kindle faith, but in Paul’s day it had become a self-improvement program to earn your way to God, a kind of performance stairway to heaven. We’ll see in the next chapter that the Jewish people who pursued the law by faith were brought to Jesus because Jesus himself is the goal of the law (Romans 10:4).

The Gentiles didn’t have this problem, because they didn’t have the Ten Commandments to trip them up. So it was easy for the Gentiles to understand that a right relationship with God came as a result of faith, a result of heartfelt trust in God to create a right relationship. 
So they crossed the finish line. As Israel ran the race, they stumbled over a "stumbling stone." That "stumbling stone" is Jesus himself, the one who fulfills the law, super cedes the law, the one who shows us the right way to understand God’s law. 
This too was predicted by the Jewish prophet Isaiah-that God would lay a stone in the city of Jerusalem that would cause his people to stumble. Yet those who trust in this one God sends would never be put to shame. 
And so here we find the entrance requirement to a community based on God’s grace. A community based on God’s grace receives people on the basis of faith alone.

You see, no one can earn the right to be part of a community based on grace. If it’s based on grace, it’s not based on merit, or goodness, or worthiness, or race. If it’s based on grace, no one deserves to be a part of it, because it’s not about deserving. 
When the nation of Israel saw the Ten Commandments as a way to earn merit before God, that short-circuited the purpose of the law, which was to lead them to Jesus. 
They began to think they had a divine right to be part of God’s community. 
They forgot it was by grace and began to think it was by race. They set up artificial barriers to define who was in and who was out, to provide a clear line of separation between God’s people and those outside God’s people. This is how they stumbled over Jesus-the stone that makes men stumble because he embodies God’s grace.

Jesus offered people a place at his table based on faith in him. You see, faith isn’t just 
another work, just another attempt to earn our way to God. Faith by its very nature admits that there’s nothing I can give and no way I can merit a relationship with God. 
Faith is the empty hand that admits it has nothing to offer. The empty hand of faith is no longer clinging to merits and works-it’s released its hold on religious attempts to earn our way to God. The empty hand of faith simply receives the free gift. 
This is why, at the finish line of the race, the finish line of a right relationship with God that the most religious people stumbled and fell, yet the most irreligious, unlikely people crossed the finish line.

Who can be a part of God’s community of grace? All kinds of people from all kinds of backgrounds-Jews and Gentiles, male and female, slave and free.

I think about this when we take communion together, as we did last week. All kinds of people, none of us deserving a place at the table with Jesus, none of us worthy-none of us with a claim on God or a leg to stand on. Yet we come by grace, not because of what we’ve done, but because of what Jesus has done for us.

What does a community based on God’s grace look like? We see glimmers of it in the book of Revelation, with that immense crowd of people from every language, every tribe, every nationality, all worshipping God. 
Yet here I see a community that wants to live like this, a group of Christians that wants to embody this grace, but we fail, we exclude, we hurt each other, we form "in groups" and "out groups." 
Yet God is patient with us, reminding us of his grace-that no amount of sinning can make God love us less and no amount of goodness can make God love us more.

 Amen.
