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Series: When in Rome
Sermon: Condemned or Free?

Romans 8:1-4
Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ Jesus the
law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death. 3 For what the law was powerless
to do because it was weakened by the flesh, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh to be
a sin offering.  And so he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 in order that the righteous requirement of the law might
be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.

Sermon
First day of Cross Country practice, thirty years ago.  I’ve never been in cross country.  I was a football player -
but a broken rib made me rethink my life choices at 17 years of age.  So off to cross country.  We drive out to a
big lake at 7 in the morning to start our runs.  And we go a quarter mile across the dam, and reverse course and a
quarter mile back to the van.  And I am dying.  What have I done.  At least we’re back at the van.  And then the
coach says, we can start practice, warm up is over.  I thought about walking into the lake right then and there,
just end it here and now.  But I suffered thru, a 5 mile run that morning, followed by a 7 mile run that night. 
Two a day practices for two weeks, getting us ready for the season.  A coach is someone who gets you to do
what you don’t want to do, so you can become who you want to become.  I’ll say it again, that was worth the
price of admission:  A coach is someone who gets you to do what you don’t want to do, so you become what
you want to become.  Let me ask you:  What are you becoming?

This September, we are going to focus on the Book of Romans.  More specifically, Romans Chapter 8.  We are
going to cherry pick a few versus out of it to see of it has anything to say to us today.  Now Romans, if you had
to guess, was Paul’s letter to who?  The Romans.  Good job.  But it’s a little different than his other letters. 
When he writes to the Corinthians, he specifically addresses issues and concerns that they have.  When he writes
to the Galatians, it is in response to their specific context and problems they face.  But to the Romans, which is
not a church that he did not start, nor do we know how it came into existence, it is a different form of letter
altogether.  Is it a letter or Epistle?  What’s the difference, I hear you ask?  A letter is addressed to a church or
individual, with a more private conversation.  Paul’s letter to Timothy was not intended to be so widely read and
put into Scripture.  The folk who put the Bible together had the letter, thought it was good stuff, for the
edification of humankind, so they put it in there.  Epistles are more broad, more of an open letter for all to read. 
This is good for everyone to read.  Paul’s letter to the Romans is somewhere in between.  By the way, where are
we in the Bible at this point?  In the New Testament, we have the Gospels, the life story of Jesus, Matthew Mark
Luke and John.  Right after that we have the follow up story, the ACTS of the Apostles, the book we just call
acts.  But then we get the letters and Epistles.  And they are not in chronological order.  They are mixed in - the
order they are in is in their length.  Romans comes after Acts, because it’s the longest letter.  Then Corninthians,
the next longest and so on.

I like to think of Romans as Paul’s chance to lay bare his beliefs and his Christian understandings.  His Credo,
the foundation of his faith.  This is where I stand at the moment.  Do you remember who Paul was before he
found Christ?  Before the Road to Damascus story?  He was a rigorous follower of the law.  A student of the
Torah under a famous teacher.  One who persecuted the Christians and tried to exterminate the people of the
Way - Jesus followers.  He believed that Salvation, however he understood it, could be found by following the
rules.  The law.  The tradition.  No grace.  No mercy.  Just rules.



And he found out that not even he could follow the rules 100% of the time.  In the previous chapter, we read
Paul lamenting that he wants to do good, but it’s hard.  Sin and temptation are always present.  He does the
things he doesn’t want to do, and he doesn’t do the things that he wants to do.  Hey, that’s the human condition. 
We are flawed.  We are messy.  We are complicated.  And while we should do the best we can, maybe we can
offer up a little grace and mercy to those around us.  How did John Wesley put it?  “We should be rigorous in
judging ourselves and gracious in judging others.”

So when Paul says there is no condemnation in Christ, does that me we are just off scott free to do whatever it is
we want to do?  I’ll go do whatever and Christ still welcomes me with open arms?  Think about the word
condemnation for a moment.  Condemnation.  Of course, it’s a part of the word condemn.  It could mean
judgement, or a punishment, but we really use it in life and death situations, right.  Condemned really means the
wish to put to death, right?  I don’t tell my kiddos, “YOU ARE CONDEMNED TO GO TO YOUR ROOM”. 
Sound dark.  To dark.  But a prisoner on the way to the gallows, now that’s condemned.

There is no condemnation in Christ.  You are not condemned to eternal death because you messed up that one
time.  Paul would have said that in his earlier life.  But faith in Christ makes us free.  The wages of sin is death,
Paul would say, but the gift of God is eternal if in Christ Jesus.  Jesus is in the life business.  Not the death
business.

Let me put it another way.  Now, this is a while ago.  I remember a wife who received a list of chores from her
husband that she was supposed to do in her daily and weekly routine.  Thank God we’ve come a long way.  But
this was their marriage.  And he would check to see if everything on the list was accomplished by weeks end. 
And after years and years and years of this, she began to resent these rules and obligations.  One day, he died. 
She missed him, but also felt a little guilty about being relieved that she was no longer under this task master. 
She found love later on in life, to a warm kind hearted man.  Several years into this new marriage, she found an
old chore sheet from her previous life - and it turns out, she was doing exactly the same thing for her new
husband that she did for her previous - although she was now doing these things out of love and devotion, not
out of guilt and obligation.  You see the difference.

Christ beacons us to life.  In the Christian walk, in the WAY, we still have rules and expectations and norms
that we follow.  But they are more out of helping us to become what we can become and staying out of harms
way.  We follow Jesus because he shows us a better way.  Love is better than hate.  Treating our bodies like a
temple is better than treating like a trash heap.  Forgiveness is better than punishment and self-righteousness.

How to tell if you’re growing in Christ?  Are you following him out of love, or out of spite?  A coach is
someone who gets you to do what you don’t want to do, so you can become what you want to become.  But
maybe, Christ teaches us to learn how to love those things we didn’t want to do because we grow to be like him. 
I’ve learned to love to give.  I’ve learned to love to give someone the benefit of the doubt.  I’ve learned to be
more flexible and kind.

Just like I learned how to enjoy running back in the day.  At the end of the season, I got to run at the State Meet
just a couple months after I thought about dying on a dam that first day of practice.

There is no condemnation in Christ.  And if you are in Christ, give your fellow pilgrims in life a little slack. 
Give your family a little slack.  Give yourself a little slack.  We’re not perfect.  Don’t beat yourself up when you
slip up.  Just keep trying.  And the Family of God said, AMEN.


