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Young Christians—Adelphos (Gk: “brother”) and Adelphe (Gk: “sister”)—have come from Rome to Corinth to question Paul about the letter he sent their church. I recruited a young couple who were graduate students to be Adelphos and Adelphe.
Five years ago I had the privilege and pleasure to visit Israel. During our travel we visited Yad Vashem, the holocaust martyrs and heroes remembrance. At the end of the tour while waiting for the group, I found the research floor and an information desk, and for some reason was prompted to ask the young man there, “Say, would you by any chance happen to have a copy of Schindler’s list?” “Why yes, we do.” “I don’t suppose you would make me a copy of it, would you?” “Sure,” he said, and returned a few minutes later, handing me a nineteen-page photocopy of a photocopy of the list of the 1101 Jews—297 women, 804 men—employed at Oskar Schindler’s enamelware factory in Cracow, Poland, during World War II.

So here it is, in my hand: Schindler’s list. If you read the book by Thomas Keneally or saw the film by Steven Spielberg, you know that having your name on this list meant salvation. Oskar Schindler was a Nazi. And a hard-drinking philanderer. And an opportunistic businessman who made millions off the war. But by war’s end he had spent every last tainted penny to secure the safety of the 1101 Jewish men and women who worked for him. He literally bought their lives from the Nazis through well-placed bribes and payoffs. Today the survivors and descendants of the Schindlerjuden—(Schindler’s Jews) as they came to be known—number over six thousand [projected on the screen: visit: http://www1.yadvashem.org/righteous/index_schindler.html] 
The man of constant sorrow

Romans 9-11 is about the salvation of the Jews. For years now Paul has been traveling all over the Mediterranean world, issuing the challenge of Christ as God’s specially-appointed “apostle to the Gentiles.” But even though the Gentiles are his divinely-ordained assignment, his territory, whenever he first hits a town, he always goes ....to the synagogue! And predictably, painfully, he almost always gets tossed out! Most of his fellow Jews just can’t see it, just can’t bring themselves to accept Jesus as their long-awaited Messiah. And this just breaks Paul’s heart!

Listen to Paul’s anguish over the Jews. He could be singing the signature song of the film, “O Brother, Where Art Thou? “—“I am a man of constant sorrow.”

“I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel.” (Rom 9:2-4)

“My brothers! My race!” With this burden heavy on his heart, Paul breaks with the overall flow of his letter and spends three chapters—Romans 9-11—wrestling with the place of the Jewish nation in God’s salvation history.

Some have called this section of Romans a parenthesis, a detour from the main road, the dullest and least relevant portion of the book. (It’s the part of Romans preachers often choose to skip to get on to “the good stuff’ in chapter 12.) But there are those who argue that Romans 9-11 is absolutely vital to Paul’s working out of his gospel. Harvard’s New Testament scholar emeritus, Krister Stendahl calls this section “the real center of gravity of Romans.” So maybe we had best not skip it.

The conversation

Romans is one of the richest, deepest, densest portions of Scripture. But it was not written as a seminary textbook. It’s a letter—carefully-reasoned and formally-composed, inspired by God—but still, a letter--a very personal letter, written by a sinner, to sinners. A letter intended to be of practical use to a local church.

So with that in mind, we try to enter into its conversation by imagining a dialogue about our text in Romans each of next five weeks. Picture two young Roman Christians—brother and sister—who have tracked Paul down in Corinth (where we think the book of Romans may have been written) to probe the meaning of his epistle to their church. We’ll call them Adelphos and Adelphe, which in Greek means “brother” and “sister.”

Adelphe:  Paul, there’s one section of your letter to us—a pretty lengthy section, as I recall—that I personally didn’t find all that spine-tingling: it’s where you go on and on (and on) about Israel, and some of their dusty old history, and their resistance to the gospel today, and all that. Excuse me, but... why should I care? I’m no Israelite. And quite honestly, why should you care? I know your ancestry is Jewish, but aren’t you God’s apostle to us Gentiles now?

Paul:
Well first, Adelphe, you should care because many of your Christian brothers and sisters come from the same Israelite family I come from. And you should care because that “dusty old history” is an indispensable part of God’s saving work in everyone’s history. You have to understand how deeply personal all this is to me. The Christian fellowship is of course my closest family circle. But I will always be a Jew; these are my people. I don’t expect you to understand how much I want all Israel to be saved, but believe me when I tell you, I would surrender my very soul... I would go to hell.. .for my fellow Jews, if it meant that they might all find Christ!

Adelphe:
But Paul, face the facts: it’s not going to happen. Israel as a nation never has... and never will... all claim the promises of God. Even though God gave them the patriarchs, and the covenants, and the Law and the temple worship, and in time, the Messiah... and still many—most—do not believe!

Paul:
I know, Adelphe. It is a great and unrelenting heartache for me. To see how resistant so many of my people are to the purposes of God.

Adelphe:
Well then, if so many of the Jews have rejected God’s Son, has God now rejected the Jews? And if God has...should we? (I mean, these are, after all, the people who killed our Lord Jesus.)

Paul:
No, no, God has not rejected the Jewish people. God’s desire—like mine—is that all Israel might be saved. But let me caution you to be very careful there, Adelphe. I’m very concerned about a dangerous anti-Jewish, anti-Semitic spirit that can be fueled by Christians using language like “the people that killed our Lord.” Some of the Jewish leaders killed our Lord. And some Roman politicians killed our Lord. And—don’t ever forget—our sins killed our Lord. So please, watch your language, okay?

Adelphe:
Okay, message received. But, I still have some questions about what God is doing with the Jews now that we’re in the Age of the New Covenant. Has God now rejected the Jews? And, if he no longer loves the Jews, then—pardon my being so blunt—why should we non-Jews believe you when you say, “Nothing in all creation shall separate us from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus”?

Paul:
Okay, let me see if I can speak to those questions. (But, be warned, this is some of that stuff you found so “non-spine-tingling.”) Do you remember how at the outset of my letter I said that the gospel is “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes . . .  first for the Jew, then for the Gentiles”? From the very beginning, since sin first entered this world, God’s purpose has been to make his salvation available to all peoples of the earth. But by his divine sovereignty, he chose one nation, Israel, to bless—with his patriarchs and his law and his covenant—so that in the fullness of time he might bless all nations. That’s what I meant when I said that salvation came “first” to the Jews.

Adelphos:
Hold on. Why did God do it that way? That doesn’t make sense to me! Why just one nation to bless? Why not all nations at once? And why Israel? Why not the Philistines. . .or the Egyptians. . . or the Persians? See, that’s what bugs me about God: he chooses whom he chooses to choose. . . and we’re just supposed to accept that? I’m not so sure that the sovereignty of God is all that fair!

Paul:
Well, my young brother, if you don’t mind my saying so, who are you to second-guess the Master of the universe? Since when does the creature criticize the Creator? Does a pot say to the potter, “Hey! I wanted to be a stylish vessel or a classy urn; how come I ended up a crummy soup bowl?”

Adelphos:
I’m....not.....a pot!

Paul:

No, you’re not. You’re a lump of clay, fashioned entirely by the hand of God, in the image of God, quickened by the breath of God. And you’re absolutely right: God chooses whom God chooses to choose. . . because God is God. Almighty, all-knowing, sovereign God. “Sovereignty,” I realize, is not always an easy explanation to hear...maybe because we so often associate sovereignty” with “tyranny.” (I don’t have to tell a man who lives in Rome how that works.) We don’t trust rulers with absolute power because, as they say, absolute power corrupts absolutely.



But this Ruler is God we’re talking about, our gracious, incorruptible Abba Father. His sovereignty is tempered by his mercy. If he’s unfair, then you can pretty much assume that his unfairness will work in our favor, not against us. And if his ways don’t always make sense to you well then, maybe it’s possible that the Almighty has purposes or designs that you—as wise and insightful as you are—cannot fully see.



Now then . . . where was I? Okay. Of all nations of the earth, God chose to choose... Israel. Unimpressive, stumbling, bumbling Israel. Heroic, noble, zealous Israel. Obstinate, disobedient, fickle Israel. My people, Israel. To tell our story is to tell of the full breadth of God’s nature—his grace and his wrath, his sternness and his kindness, his inclusivity and his exclusivity. But when Messiah came—Jesus Christ our Lord—he who was given as our cornerstone became for many of the Jews a stumbling block (just as Isaiah said would happen). They just couldn’t, or wouldn’t, accept Jesus as the righteousness of God; they turned away. Now, it’s Gentiles like you and your sister who are walking in the door of the household of God that so many Jews are walking out of. My most earnest hope is that, as more and more of you Gentiles come into the family of God, my Jewish kinfolk will see God at work among you, see what they’re missing, and want to get in on it.



Has God rejected the Jewish people? No way. That kingdom doorway is still open. God’s salvation is still available to all Israel. Don’t ever count the Jews out! God is not through with the Jews. As Brother Peter likes to say, God does not will for anyone to be lost, but salvation for everyone (2 Pet 3:9).

Adelphos:
Paul, I have to tell you... I just don’t understand this loyalty and devotion you have to your fellow Jews. How do you do it? How can you continue to take the gospel into their synagogues? What kind of masochist are you, to keep reaching out to these people...when you yourself are the target of so many of these anti-Christian Jewish Zealots? I mean, come on, Paul—they expelled you from Pisidia... they tried to stone you in Iconium they did stone you and leave you for dead in Lystra... they forced you to flee Thessalonica.... Do you see a pattern here?

Paul: 
Adelphos, I’m not about to allow some militant minority to turn me against my own people or quiet my proclamation of the good news! I’ll say it again: the gospel we preach is the power of God unto salvation! There is so much confusion and loneliness and lostness out there, Adelphos. How will that ever change, unless men and women of faith begin to act like men and women of faith? And where will faith come from. . .how will people know what to believe in... unless the Word of Christ is faithfully preached?



See these feet? Not a pretty sight, are they? But these knotty, gnarly things have covered the length and breadth of this Empire, carrying the gospel wherever I can get a hearing. And Isaiah says, these are pretty good-looking feet... they bring good news, and peace, and the joy of God’s salvation (Isa. 52:7-10). So that’s my mission—to preach the Word, to Jew and Gentile alike. 



As straightforwardly and unambiguously as I can. Sure, some will just shrug and walk away from it.  Some will stumble over it and reject the message outright. And some will even try to silence the messenger any way they can. 



But some...some will be like that topsoil the Master described, receptive and teachable. So God’s word, like a fertile seed, finds its way to the innermost place of a person’s being, and before you know it, faith bursts forth! “Jesus is Lord!” confess the lips. “He is risen!” affirms the heart. “And you are saved!” says the God of glory.



O my children! What a God we have! How deep and rich and perceptive his wisdom! Don’t you love discussing his mysteries like we have today? What an exhilarating challenge, to seek out a better understanding of the purposes of God! But. . . will we ever fully understand his will and his ways? Of course we won’t! We’re in way over our heads, we are way out of our league. . . when we try to get our minds around the mind of the Almighty, when we imagine we’re smart enough to tell God what to do, when we think we could ever put him in our debt. That’s why we need to love him with all our minds. . , and ask. .  . and seek. . . and knock. . . and when all else is said and done, we say: He and he alone is Creator. He is Sustainer. He is Sovereign. He is Everything. To God be the glory! Amen!

Are you saved?

Have you ever had to be saved? Rescued? Gotten out of a fix you got yourself into and couldn’t get yourself out of? It’s such an embarrassing thing.

I recall a snowy winter’s day in New Jersey when I came out of a convenience store and saw a woman spinning her car wheels on the ice in the parking lot. She was gunning her engine, but she wasn’t going anywhere. I got behind her car and began to push. Nothing. Another guy joined me to push. Then another, and another. Soon there were five of us pushing, and she was just spinning her wheels, going nowhere. Then somebody thought to ask, “Lady, is your emergency brake on?” As she took off, she didn’t even look back to say thanks. I think she was embarrassed.

Salvation. It’s our greatest need, our highest hope. And yet for many people—Christians included—it’s a word that makes us cringe. I heard a minister tell of the time he was sitting in a movie theater when a guy walked up and asked, “Is this seat saved?” Seizing the day, the minister responded, “No... but I am!” He said the guy went and sat somewhere else. (I don’t blame him.)

“Are you saved?” It’s a stark question, I know, a very personal question. It’s the question from which we can never quite get away. Because we are moral creatures, by nature, you and I. We know deep down that we are responsible for our words and our deeds and our choices. We know; like Paul knew that we are sinners, and that something or somebody is going to have to deal with the sin problem in our lives. And we can no more save ourselves, someone said, than we can pick ourselves up by our own hair.

Saving faith

Paul never stopped worrying about the fate of his fellow Jews. Every time he got thrown out of another synagogue, I suspect he experienced that old familiar pain all over again. I don’t know what to make of his statement in 11:26 that “all Israel will be saved.” Did he mean all Jews? A remnant of the Jews? The New Israel? I don’t know. But there is something here that seems crystal-clear to me. Listen.

But what does [Scripture] say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. (Rom 10:8-9)

“What must I do to be saved?” That’s the question the Philippian jailer asked in Acts 16:30. “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” And that’s the answer Paul gave in Acts 16:31. I might put in a good word here about baptism as that act of faith that connects us profoundly to the cross-event. But here—and throughout Romans—Paul focuses on FAITH as our foremost, indispensable response to God.

“The gospel. . .is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe” (Rom 1:16).

“[God is] the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:26).

“God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (Rom 4:24).

“If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10:9).

What God wants most of all, Paul says, is our trust. Trust enough to say, “Jesus is Lord,” and mean it enough to make his Son the Master, the Boss, the C.E.O. of all our affairs. We may not understand just what kind of pot the Potter seems to be making of us, but we can surely trust his steadfast love. We shouldn’t expect to fathom all his mysterious ways, but we can surely trust his righteous will.

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor? Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him? For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen. (Rom 11:33-36)

As the film “Schindler’s List” comes to a close, Oskar Schindler’s Jewish workers gather at midnight to say goodbye to the man who saved them from the ovens. Germany has surrendered to the Allies and Schindler, a Nazi, must flee. They present him with a parting gift, a ring, made from the gold of a grateful survivor’s tooth. It is inscribed with a verse from the Talmud: “He who saves a single life saves the entire world.”

Oskar Schindler’s list saved 1101 men and women in Cracow. But that great saving transaction pales in comparison to what happened at Calvary. . .where the singular, loving gift of a single perfect life really did make possible the salvation of the entire world. Trust that love. Live in response to that love. And you will be saved.

Excuse my asking, I know it’s a very personal question, but . . . are you saved?
AMEN. 
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