
Bridges to God

Genesis 18:1-15, (21:1-7); Psalm 116:1-2, 12-19; Romans 5:1-8; Matthew 9:35-10:8, (9-23)

I’ve got some good news for you this morning. It’s the same stunning gospel that Paul wrote to

the church in Rome. Let’s hear that good news once again:

Therefore, since we have been made righteous through his faithfulness, we have peace with

God through our Lord Jesus Christ. We have access by faith into this grace in which we stand

through him, and we boast in the hope of God’s glory. But not only that! We even take pride in our

problems, because we know that trouble produces endurance, endurance produces character, and

character produces hope….the love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy

Spirit, who has been given to us. While we were still weak, at the right moment, Christ died for

ungodly people. …But God shows his love for us, because while we were still separated Christ died

for us (Rom. 5:1-6, 8).

The news from Paul is so good because here’s the bad news under which most of humanity is

trapped: God is up there; we are down here—in more than one sense. God is holy, righteous and

good; we are, well, we fall somewhat short—way short, if we are really honest and if you look at the

protests that are going on all over the world right now with regard to racist attitudes in our institutions

and in our society as a whole, you know it is just one of our many failings.

But, we have tried. Think of human history, at our best, as an attempt to heft ourselves up to

God. We tried to do what we thought was necessary to fix the great gap between us and God.

We got busy, got organized, and set out to do something to fix our God problem.

We codified morality, assuming that if we could get the rules right, then we would be alright.

But then we found that most of us lack the needed motivation to live by the rules. So, we devised

various ways of getting people not only to know what was right but to do what was right. We used
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both the carrot and the stick models. We told ourselves that if we live righteously, then good things

would come our way. We would be rewarded. “God helps those who help themselves,” right?

For those who still found it hard to go by the rules, there were threats. “If you don’t straighten

out your life and live right, then there will be hell to pay. One day you will deeply regret that you didn’t

do right. Listen to me! God is a great accountant, constantly keeping score, and when your failures to

live righteously outweigh your moral successes, well, the gavel comes down. You are declared guilty.

Three strikes you’re out. No close relationship with God for you.”

To do something about our God problem we created grand religious institutions: churches and

schools with inspiring monuments. I’m sure there were many motivations for the gifts and the

sacrifice that built this beautiful church building that surrounds me as I speak to you this morning. But

I expect that one of the motivations for this beautiful, soaring building was for this building to serve as

a sort of stepping-stone up toward God. This beautiful building was to be a place where people could

come and feel closer to God. Many people have commented to me over the years how wonderful it

feels just to be in this sanctuary. Beyond the physical building, through the acts of service to the

community, and within through the music, our prayers and praise, sermons, and all the other acts of

worship, we could almost feel ourselves lifting ourselves up out of the muck and mire, out of the

failures and disappointments that plague human life.

“I just feel closer to God when I am in this church than at any other time during the week.”

Haven’t you heard that or ever said that to yourself?

At church, we’re still prone to say, “Want to do something about the God problem, that great

gap between yourself and God? Then follow these spiritual disciplines. Begin your day with scripture.

End your day with prayer. Be frequent in your attendance at worship services. Do a good deed daily.”

(Wait, maybe that was Boy Scouts, not the church.)
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Trouble is, no matter how hard we tried, there was still this trouble between us and God. In our

more honest moments, we had to admit that there was still this unbridgeable gap, this great distance,

this trouble between us and God. Sometimes, the more successful we were at following the rules, the

more we became aware of how often we fall short of total obedience to the right rules. Sometimes,

the more deeply we delved into scripture, the more impressed we were by how the thoughts and

ways of God were radically different than our thoughts and ways. We got no peace.

Haven’t you ever felt the irony, back in the pre-Covid days, when you would get dressed, come

to church on Sunday morning, try to focus your attention upon God, on drawing yourself nearer to

God, and yet there maybe is something read from the scriptures, or something is sung in a hymn, or

said in the sermon, and you feel that maybe, you are not really near to God at all? In fact, have you

sometimes felt exposed as a fraud, a failure at righteousness, more distant from God than ever? I

know I have.

“I have really tried to spend more time in prayer,” she confessed. “But to be honest, when I

pray I become more convinced that I don’t know how to pray. I feel as if I am just talking to myself.”

“It’s kind of ironic,” said the student in a Bible study. “I’ve come to this Bible study tonight in

order to better understand scripture, to gain a lot more knowledge about God. And yet, during this

hour long Bible study, I feel more confused by God than ever. It’s ironic that I will know less about

God when I leave here tonight than when I came!”

Even if you’ve never felt like either of these people, I wonder if you have ever tried to do

something about the trouble between us and God. I’m sure you have.

But now comes Paul with his radically good news. Listen to Paul just one more time:

We have been made righteous (v. 1). We who so often think the wrong thoughts, and do the

wrong things, and take the wrong paths—we have been made right. (Notice that Paul uses the
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passive tense.) How were we made right? Through [Jesus’s] faithfulness, we have peace with God

through Jesus Christ (v. 1). The trouble between us and God has been ended. The struggle and

contention between us and God has now ended in a great peace treaty, not by us, but by God.

(Remember that the name Israel means “to struggle against God.” That’s us. Now, there is peace in

the greatest unilateral peace treaty of all time.) We were passive recipients in the gift of a bridge built

between us and God by God.

We have access by faith into this grace in which we stand through Christ (v. 2). We have tried

so many different ways to gain access to God. Maybe we hoped that our church membership was all

the admission card that we required. Or perhaps we presumed that being raised in the proverbial

“good Christian home” meant that God was accessible to us just on the basis of our inheritance. No,

only the Redeemer Jesus has total, complete access to the Creator. And Paul says that the same

intimate relationship that Jesus had with his Creator has been given to us.

There was a man who was abandoned by his parents when he was a baby. He lived his first

ten years in a church home for orphans. He said that when couples would come to the orphanage

looking for a child, the staff would always dress the children up and present them to the couples for

inspection. He heartbreakingly remembered how he used to try to be on his very best behavior. He

would smile and look as cute as he possibly could, in the hope that he might be adopted.

“Your 12th birthday is coming up,” warned one of the staff. “Not many of our children get

adopted when they reach their teenage years. Do all that you can to look good for prospective

parents.”

Can you imagine being eleven twelve and hearing that?

He said that he had despaired of ever being well-dressed enough, neat enough, cute enough

for anybody to adopt him. One day he was playing with the other children on the school ground of the
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orphanage. A big car pulled up. A couple jumped out of the car. He watched as they talked with one

of the school officials. He was called from the playground. A woman knelt down to him, and said,“You

are just the little boy we always wanted. Would you come and live with us? We are eager to show

you our love.”

“That was really the first day of my life,” the man said, through tears.

I think something very much like that is what Paul says happened in Jesus Christ.

We, who in our brokenness and rebellion had absolutely no standing with God, now stand

through him (v. 2). We, who tried so hard to earn our way into God’s love, have already been loved.

God did for us what we could not do for ourselves. Any trouble between us and God has been

solved. This is the peace that passes all understanding because it is something we cannot work for,

deserve, or earn. We can only passively receive this peace, this standing, this grace.

So, Paul sings, the love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who

has been given to us (v. 5). “Poured out,” “given:” God’s love can only come as gift. Grace. Amazing

Grace.

I can’t leave this good news without noting one more thing: Paul’s wonderfully outrageous

summation of his good news for us today: While we were still weak, at the right moment, Christ died

for ungodly people…God shows love for us, because while we were still sinners Christ died for us

(vv. 6, 8).

Could Paul say it any more directly? For whom did Christ die? Who were the main subjects of

God’s great recovery operation in Jesus Christ? “Ungodly people.” “Those who felt separated from

God.”

Paul says that maybe you might die for a really, really good person. But Christ shows his love

for us in that he died for only us broken people!
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How could we have gotten so confused about God? Why did we think of our creator as our

enemy? What led us to believe that we were on trial, having to strive, and perform, and work, and

achieve, and accomplish?

I don’t know. Maybe it’s something in our fallen human nature: our insecurity. Or maybe it’s a

sign of our honesty to know that there’s a great distance between us as creatures and our creator.

But I do know this: Christ died for sinners, only those who feel separated from God.

I’m sure that I don’t have to spell out why that’s very good news for you and for me.

Any trouble between us and God has been resolved by God. Any gulf between who we are

and who God is, has been bridged by God.

Hear the good news: the struggle is over. We now have peace. Thanks be to God,. Amen.
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