“God’s Irrevocables”





   August 17, 2008

Romans 11
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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, Amen.

It’s incredibly hard to believe that only 17 days ago I was having surgery where a small portion of my body was removed! God has certainly blessed me with the gift of healing, and much of that was an outcome of your prayers. Thank you, my dear Christian friend, thank you.

Now….well along in the healing process, I want you to know something very personal. I MISS that little part of my body (my prostate, if you need to know)! I really do….boo…hoo….hoo. Do you think I can get it back? 

We were watching the Olympics when one of our gymnasts fell flat on the floor mat. Do you think she wanted a “do-over?” Do you think she got it?

In the middle of Hurricane Katrina, FEMA chief Michael Brown, who should have been busily dealing with the huge crisis in New Orleans, sent this email to his staff: If you look at my lovely FEMA attire, you’ll really vomit. I am a fashion god. Bet he wished he could do that one over, right?  Have you ever said something YOU wish you could take back? And even more commonly now, have you ever pushed the send button on an email you wrote in the heat of some emotion and almost INSTANTLY wished you could take back? I sure have, and I’ve learned that one the hard way.
We LOVE “do-overs.” The steak isn’t right, call the waiter to grill it again. NFL football now has video judges so coaches can protest calls. Unhealthy debts can be erased through bankruptcy. Even huge things in life, like marriages, get “done over” by divorce more often than they succeed. Computer games reinforce the ‘do-over’ mentality because when we “die” on screen we simply get another ‘life.’ 

There are lots of “do-overs” in life, but true “irrevocables?” Things that never change? Death and taxes, right? A bullet cannot go back into the gun. An email can’t go back into the computer. What goes six feet under stays there. And in today’s epistle text from Romans 11, St. Paul says that God is a God of certain “irrevocables,” specifically two of them, to be named later.  
Paul begins with a question that may loom even larger in today’s politically correct world than it did when he originally wrote it, “Did God reject Israel?” Other questions follow quickly after: Who ARE God’s people today? What IS the role of Israel in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ? 
Will there be some “special salvation” for the Jews beyond Christ? Does their relationship to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob “grandfather them” into heaven? It heaven in their future simply because their birthright was in Abraham?
The connections get very personal, even for Pastor Cofer on the day of his installation: Does he work to reach only Gentiles or is there a need to reach out to our Jewish brothers and sisters? Before we go on, we have to acknowledge that there is a huge dimension to this text that Paul didn’t have to deal with but we do, living as we do in the post-Holocaust 21st century world that looks back at the treatment some have given the Jews and justified it as God’s judgment on them for not accepting Christ! Whatever Paul’s concerns for raising the question, and they are Spirit-inspired, WE cannot permit even the possibility that our responses to it might serve as any kind of justification for anti-Semitism or anti-Judaism. It’s a MUCH bigger issue. It concerns 100% of all of humanity.
It’s an issue I addressed a few weeks ago when we looked at the theology of presdestination: being saved is a result of what GOD alone does and being lost is entirely our own fault. It’s something that applies to every one of us. 

In this text, Paul is combining two very important issues: the title of “God’s People” covers everyone who has received the gift of Jesus Christ, and God continually calls and extends His mercy to more and more people. Our lectionary skips the next verses, but Paul goes on to remind us about Elijah, who thought he was the only believer left and God’s answer was, “I have reserved for myself 7000 who not bowed the knee to Baal!”         
“So too,” Paul goes on, “there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it is no longer by works. If it were, then grace wouldn’t be grace!” (v 6) Paul answers his own question about God’s rejection of Israel by almost screaming (in Greek, anyway), “By no means!” Verse 2 goes on, “God did not reject His people, whom He foreknew.”
Our text jumps to verses 13-15, where Paul, who was a JEW, sounds almost like a Marine Corps Drill Instructor: “I’m talking to you, Gentiles! Can you HEAR ME! I am an apostle to the Gentiles!” But that said, his tone changes to one of love, care and concern: “I make much of my ministry in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of them.” (v 14). 
Spend any time reading Old Testament history (and there will be a Sunday class on this in the fall), and you understand the story. There is a major theme that becomes clear with Israel. God had called Israel, set them apart and blessed them a covenantal relationship for one purpose: to bring to the world Christ, who would be Savior of all. Over the years, their worship of God became thin and meaningless, like a thin veneer of “god-stuff” over not much else, and for some, the next step was non-belief, through which, Paul goes on to say, they were (v 
19) “branches, broken off the tree,” people lost through unbelief. 
This resulted in something that IS “revocable,” that is, God’s earthly blessing and protection. Where in the past HE had protected His people Israel, their lack and ultimately loss of faith resulted in God withdrawing His blessings, sometimes for a while, as in the drought of Elijah, and sometimes, as in the case of the ten northern tribes who had completely rejected God, forever. Remember how Jesus wept over Jerusalem at the time of His crucifixion and how only 40 years later, because of their rejection of Christ, the city was destroyed? 

Paul even goes so far as to say that GOD hardened the hearts of some Jews so that there would be room in heaven for more Gentiles! Do you think Paul wrote this section to ease and strengthen relationships between the Gentile Christians of Rome and the Jewish community? Furthermore, Paul suggests that it will be “jealousy” of the Gentiles that brings Jews to their senses and back to God. 
Paul’s point is this: whether one is a Jew or a Gentile, sin breaks us off the family tree of God, from the root of eternal life itself and from the nourishment that comes from our heavenly Father. If some Jews were “broken off” even temporarily to make room for some Gentiles, then some Gentiles could be broken as well. It’s Paul’s way of warning us that our actions AWAY from God and our UNBELIEF in Jesus stand to prune off the tree.
It doesn’t matter whether one is a Jew or a Gentile, both know “disobedience” and both are therefore reliant on God’s forgiveness, mercy and grace. Both can place an emphasis on a false foundation, Jew because of birth and, well, here’s a good example of Gentile: “MY grandparents built this church! They paid for this pew! We bought 17 new hymnals and my mother taught Sunday School for 19 years. I took confirmation ‘auf Deutsch’ and memorized EVERY verse in the catechism. OF COURSE I am going to heaven!” 
No matter where we are in our spiritual life, we are never far from the temptation to think that our status among God’s people, his “Israel” is the result of something that is good in us. It’s a false foundation and a hopeless future. 
To save us from such hope and such a fate, Luther reminds us what Scripture teaches us, that it is God and God alone, through His Holy Spirit who “calls, gathers, enlightens, sanctifies us, and keeps us in the one, true faith.” (meaning of the 3rd article) It’s about God and His grace: it was in the past, is now and it always will be. 
This is truly one of the “irrevocables of God,” that He loves all people. His plan was, and always will be, that as many people will spend eternity with Him as is possible. And for that to happen, His CALL to us is another “irrevocable.” We as Church are called to be people of MISSION!  We are called to bring Christ and His perfect life, His death, and His resurrection to the entire world, and to that, the people of God say, “AMEN!” 
