The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Pentecost 2A, Proper 6

The Text: Romans 5:1-11

"I hope we get some more rain soon.” “I hope we have pizza for tea tonight!” “I hope our financial situation improves.” “I hope she says “yes” to going to see a movie with me.” “I hope we win the grand final.” “I hope they’re not going to be too mad with me.” “I hope I get better soon.” “I hope my appointment works out OK tomorrow.” “I hope my kids come back to church." 

Hope has been defined as “to cherish a desire with anticipation” or “to want something to happen or be true”. Throughout life we all hope for different things, and how much we hope for them; how much we “want something to happen or be true” corresponds to how much or how little control we have in the situation: hoping for pizza for tea can be achieved reasonably easily, hoping for positive test results from the doctor not so. 

On December 18, 1927, the United States submarine, the S-4, was accidentally rammed by a Coast Guard ship. Despite the crew’s desperate efforts, freezing water surged into the submarine through the gaping hole in its hull and it quickly sank. The water which rushed into the control room shorted out the electrics, plunging the submarine into darkness. As the saltwater flooded the battery compartment it combined with the battery acid to form toxic chlorine gas which quickly filled the submarine. As the oxygen supply became less with each breath, the entire crew was trapped in this prison house of death, and could only hope that help from the world above was on its way. 
Rescue crews who had rushed to the scene of disaster could not retrieve the submarine and treacherous conditions meant that the rescue divers had to delay their attempt to the following morning. By then the 34 men in the main area of the submarine had perished. But when a diver rapped on the torpedo loading hatch he was met with six slow taps in reply, indicating six men were still alive in that isolated space. One of them continued tapping in the dots and dashes of Morse code: “Is … there … any … hope?” “There is hope. Everything possible is being done,” came the reply. But tragically none could be rescued. After three days trapped in the hull, the final six perished.

Like the crew in the S-4, we were once imprisoned in darkness and death. Unable to help ourselves, we too needed rescuing. Paul says in our text today: “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die—but God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (verses 6-8)

“…while we were still weak”—or as another translation puts it: “While we were sinners”) are not words we like to hear. ‘Sin’ is a word humans like to avoid, or downplay as ‘a mistake’. In the world around us the notion of sin and the idea that people are somehow morally corrupt is offensive. The world sees the human race as essentially good. The notion of sin is blasphemous to the idol of self and the expression of unrestrained freedom in whatever we think, or say, or like to do. But that is the very issue Paul pinpoints in chapter one of Romans — there is a deep, core problem with human nature; one in which our thinking became futile and our foolish hearts were darkened. 

Our sinful nature suppresses God’s truth, exchanges His truth for a lie and abandons the knowledge of God. This shows itself in so many different ways and is the reason for the wickedness we see in the world — exchanging the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human being, birds, animals or reptiles. There is idolatry too in sexual degradation, exchanging natural sexual relations for unnatural ones, and failing to give glory to God. Paul says of humanity in our natural state that:
“They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they have no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy. Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them” Romans 1:29-32).

This has been the natural condition of the human will ever since Adam and Eve exchanged God’s truth for a lie and desired self-rule above God’s word: “Did God really say…?” Because of this, Paul says in today’s text that all of humanity is at enmity with God - enemies of God - actively set against God - Hostile to God. Like the crew in the S-4, trapped in darkness and facing unavoidable death, who could only hope in help to come down from above and rescue them. We too are helpless and can only hope for help from above. 

Thank God that divine help has come from above. God did not merely sympathise with us, but actually did something for us. God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. The innocent Son of God, the only One who has kept God’s Law perfectly, traded places with us, serving our sentence of death on the Cross for us. 

It was on the Cross that God poured out His wrath against sin on His own Son, and showed His love for the world by reconciling humanity to Himself through the precious blood of Christ. Like the crew trapped inside the S-4 hull for three days, Christ died and was sealed in the tomb. But God’s rescue mission did not fail and He did not run out of time. On the third day He rose again from the dead, triumphant over sin, death and hell.
It is because of God’s saving work in Christ for the world that Paul can speak of hope even in the face of sufferings and trials. But not hope as the world hopes. Paul shows that Christian hope is different—it is not just wishing something to be true or to happen one day in the future. But it is a confident expectation knowing that the reality of what God promises in Christ is ours already, even though it is unseen. That is why Paul says: hope does not put us to shame. Our hope in Christ will not shame us or disappoint us; the outcome is certain and it is what we participate in already. Paul says: … hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (verse 5). 

The love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit He has given us. What you hope for is certain because you do not just have a desire for something to happen in the future, you have God Himself; the Holy Spirit whom the Father has poured out through Jesus, into your hearts. 

The Holy Spirit transformed and regenerated our hearts in Baptism to be able to believe in Jesus Christ and trust that His saving work for the world is His saving work for us―that is why we will not be put to shame nor be disappointed, because the faith we have is God’s work and He will bring our faith to completion ― the hope of glory.

God says of we who have this faith in Christ: “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through Him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” (5:1-2). We have been justified―that is, God justifies us; He declares us “not guilty” for Christ’s sake, on account of the payment He made for us with His saving work on the Cross. Notice this is past tense: we have been... 

What counts is not how we feel or how well we have lived out our faith, but God’s declaration: “You have been justified by faith.” He declares that we are in a right relationship with Him, through faith in Christ. Not only has He completely wiped out our debt of sin and pardoned us from our just sentence of death, He paid with the precious blood of Christ. He has credited us with Christ’s own righteousness, and looks upon us with favour as if we had lived as perfectly as Jesus. 

That is why God has brought us to a right standing with Him―quite literally. Rather than crouching in fear or bowing down to appease God, He has called us to stand confidently in His presence, so that we are no longer God’s enemies but brothers and sisters He welcomes through Jesus. We have been restored to God with full rights and privileges as sons and daughters. 

As the Father’s own dear children, we have personal access to Him and we can approach Him with all boldness and confidence, as Luther explained in the Small Catechism, “…just as dear children speak to their loving father”. 

So, whatever we hope for in this life for our families, or our work, or our health, or this church, and whatever sufferings and trials we experience, we have access to God. He even uses our sufferings and trials for His good purposes to strengthen our faith. All this so we can persevere in faith - so that we receive grace, forgiveness, favour, blessing and peace from Him until the day He brings us to stand with Him in glory, forever and ever. 

Amen.

