ROMANS 10:6-21

6 But the righteousness based on faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’ ” (that is, to bring Christ down) 7 “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’ ” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 8 But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); 9 because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved. 11 For the Scripture says, “Everyone who believes in him will not be put to shame.” 12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him. 13 For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

14 How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? 15 And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” 16 But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, 

“Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?” 
17 So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. 

18 But I ask, have they not heard? Indeed they have, for 

“Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world.” 

19 But I ask, did Israel not understand? First Moses says, 

“I will make you jealous of those who are not a nation; 
with a foolish nation I will make you angry.” 

20 Then Isaiah is so bold as to say, 

“I have been found by those who did not seek me; 
I have shown myself to those who did not ask for me.” 

21 But of Israel he says, 
“All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary people.”  (ESV)  

Not long ago, my boss and friend from my television days bought a large old house down the shore, and decided to restore it to its original, Victorian glory. To make sure all the details were taken care of just right, they hired a consultant to oversee all the bits and pieces, to advise them on things like color, moldings, and a thousand other little things.

But early on in the project, things started to go wrong. The consultant kept doing things my friend hadn’t intended, and ignoring things that were specifically requested. 

The story is long and complicated, but what was going on was a clash between the actual stated intentions of the owners of the property and the ideas of the consultant, who, as became increasingly clear, was really trying to make the house look the way he would have wanted it.

When you get in a situation like that (and in the end, this situation was worked out to everyone's satisfaction) the only thing to do is to go back to the original plans, and the owner’s written, stated intentions. 

In a way, that’s what Paul is doing in this passage. The problem he faces is that Israel has behaved kind of like the consultant, trying to design God’s people and God's plan the way they would want it, instead of the way God wanted. 

So Paul has a double task. Not only does he have to explain what God's original plan has been, but now he also has to explain that even Israel’s failure to believe was foreseen in Israel’s own scriptures. NT Wright says that Paul is almost like a prosecutor who calls in some witnesses to witness against the accused – but they are the friends and family of the accused, who might have been expected to speak up in their defense.

And that's a good analogy, because Paul is drawing on the words of the prophets, and from Deuteronomy, and he's shows his kinsmen from their own bible that God had always told Israel what he was up to – that his original design for His house always included the Gentiles flooding in, and had many Israelites deliberately left out.  It was in His understanding, his blueprint all along.

· The Old Plan Was Always One Way (vv. 6-8)

· The Old Plan Now Fully Revealed (9-13)

·  How is the Plan Received? (14-21)

In verses 6-8, there are two arrows – one is pointing up, and one is pointing down. (repeat)

Last year, my kids 4th grade history class had a focus on the Greek gods, and all of the myths that surround them. And they're all pretty much the same because this was their philosophy: You have characters like Odysseus – he's that legendary Greek king of Ithaca who's in both the Iliad and the Odyssey, and is known for the whole Trojan Horse trick. And in these stories, the characters are always on some grand voyage, trying to get back home. Because that was the whole focus of Greek philosophy – a voyage upward, where the soul could ultimately reunite with its immortal home. 

But Paul says, it's not about that! If you have a religion of any kind – and hey, this can be a philosophy, Roman Catholicism, moralism, Mormonism, Buddhism, and as we've been studying in Sunday school, even some forms of Evangelicalism – if it's got this upward arrow, the only Jesus you need is a teacher. The only Jesus that you'll have – and you won't even really need him – is a model or a guide. All he would be necessary for is to lead the way and maybe blaze the trail. So your religion – like the myths of old is "What would Jesus do" to get to heaven in the same way that the Greeks asked, "What would the great Odysseus do to get to the gods?"

As Paul says over in Colossians, these religions where the arrow points up, this way of thinking, has the "appearance of wisdom," but it's of no value.
  And it's right here in vv. 6 and 7: There is no need to travel to heaven to bring Christ to earth, because God has already sent him into the world. And no one should, for that matter, think they need to go on a voyage – today we'd call it a journey – where they have to bring Christ up from the realm of the dead, because God raised Christ from the dead!

Remember when Christ was really executed? The disciples you'll recall fled like sheep without a shepherd.  They were in despair because they knew it was totally beyond their power to bring Jesus back from the dead. And all Paul is saying here is that it is just as impossible for us to save ourselves – to pull ourselves out of the abyss – through the works of the law, as it would be for us to think we could bring Jesus back from the dead, or down from heaven in the first place! What God requires is not superhuman works, but faith in the gospel Paul preaches, in the Jesus that we have been given.

You see friends, every other religion says that the way up to heaven is to climb your way there.  Christianity tells the truth that this is impossible. We are sinners who can't find our way up to holiness.
No, Christianity says that the way up is actually the way down. The arrow points down. Friends, catch this, "There is no salvation by following Jesus." Let me repeat that, because it can sound a little… weird. But there is no salvation in following Jesus. Now notice, we didn't say, "There is no following Jesus." Of course we do that. But there is no salvation in it. Because salvation really comes by Jesus following us right down into the grave – the arrow points down – he comes to us when we're dead in sin, and then raises us with himself.

This is why preaching, to some people, makes no sense. Because it's not arrow-up, what-I-do, stuff. And they're right! Because preaching – having a pastor talk at you, having water poured on you, having bread and wine given to you at this supper, this is arrow-down activity. The only reason you and I can approach the throne of grace with freedom and confidence and call him "Abba, Father" is because "The word is near you, it's in your mouth and in your heart.” That is, the word of faith that we proclaim, not the word of works.  

No, all you have to do is receive it! "Confess with your mouth and believe in your heart that Jesus is Lord, and you will be saved."  You come now to the throne with boldness because he first came down to us, and offered His broken body and shed His poured-out blood.  It's near you because it's easy to understand – Christ's life and death, given for you.

And this is great news, because if you have been overcome with sin – and I don't mean last night or earlier this morning – I mean even in the last 10 minutes – then you STILL come to the Lord with confidence because you come to him in this broken body and in this shed blood, given for you.

So, to recap, the old plan was always one-way. Jesus IS The Way, and we are saved completely by grace when He comes to us.

But second, the old plan has now been more fully revealed:

· The Old Plan Now Fully Revealed (9-13)

You know, there is this place in John 6 – Lianna read it as our NT reading two weeks ago – where Jesus says, "No one can come to me unless the Father draws him... unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you…"  
And at this point, Jesus is speaking to Jews.  Followers of the law.  People who are thinking to themselves, "This guy is certifiable! First of all, he doesn't think we have life in us. Second, he thinks we will have life only if we become cannibals and eat him for lunch. He's insane!"  Even his disciple Peter says, "This is a hard saying!"

But Jesus responds, "You think this is hard?  What will happen if I go back to where I was?  You can go back to ascending your ladder to get up to God, but you need me.  I AM the Way." And the passage goes on to say that "After this, many of his disciples turned away and no longer followed him." Even Peter, who would stick it out, sounded resigned: "Where else are we going to go…he's the only one who has the words of life."

Here is the heart that Jesus is responding to – he is speaking to the heart that says, "I will go on spiritual journeys, I will get some books and do some seminars, I will pack my bags and be willing to be sent to far off places in search of the latest spiritual blessing… if I can avoid the actual God who is here in His word, and avoid having to come to Him on His terms.  I am happy, in other words, to establish my own system of righteousness.

Now I know you've heard this. And you can sit there and muse that this notion that you are saved "by doing" must have been an epidemic in the 1st century, but the reality is that it is now a pandemic in the 21st.  This isn't in other words, something that people did 2,000 years ago, this is something people do, by nature. 

You know, it's interesting to scan the non-fiction bestseller lists these days because you have these books on how to be successful – how to books – about Stephen Jobs, or Malcolm Gladwell's book called Outliers, about how people who are relatively non-descript in their backgrounds became successful and why.  And these books are sitting on the shelves right next to all of the Bernie Madoff books – there are three of them coming out before Christmas – on how you lose success and fall down the ladder. Don't you see, that over the centuries, the object, the plan, the goal is exactly the same. Do this, and you will live well.  Do these things, and don't mess up like the other guy, and you can have all there is that one could have.  Salvation, of a sort, lies at the end obedience to a certain set of principles (and Gladwell would add, a little luck, and being in the right place at the right time).

But it's really not unlike the conversation that Jesus had with the Rich Young Ruler, who essentially asks Jesus to give him the outline of his self-help book: "What must I do to inherit eternal life? What must I do in order to live life well?" And Jesus gave him the blueprints such as had always been revealed up until that time – and frankly, it's the same blueprint – the same religion – that is in our secular culture today.  Jesus said, "It's clear, and even simple: Go and do the commandments and you will have eternal life." 

Now do you see how the old plan, the plan outlined at Sinai, is really very similar to man-made religion today where we come up with our own laws? They really work exactly the same way.  Because you can read a biography about Steve Jobs and then be him in much the same way LeBron James can do trademark 360 spin-move and then toss you the ball, and say, you do it.  
That is the worst kind of law, isn't?  Every kid on a court wants to BE LeBron James until they try it. And Jesus presses in on the rich young ruler the same way he did with Paul.  You've done the law, huh? Well what about the command to never covet? How about that one? 

It's Jesus saying, "You want me? You want to be like me? You want the eternal life that I have?" And he swishes the command right down in the soul of this young man, "Sell everything and follow me." And it's game over.

Look, Moses knew something, and Jesus knew something about the law.  And that is that it is perfect. And they both said "Do this, and you will live," knowing that no one could even try, and still live.  

And all that Paul is doing is spreading out the original plans, unrolling the scroll further, to show that for every person since Adam, righteousness, holiness, godliness, faithfulness and obedience have never been something we can create or do, except by the saving grace of God in his gospel.  No autobiography, no guidebook, no gym session with a great athlete, not even commandments written on stone are going to transform you into what you are not.  Those are all arrow-up attempts.

Look, some of you hear the gospel just like Paul's friends did back when this was written.  You're not sure where you stand with God.  You think, when you hear Paul say, "if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved," the audacity of those people to assume that they know that God loves them, and that they belong to him?!"

Does that sound familiar?  But look, when you do that, you're presuming something about Christianity that's false. You say, "I pray, I try to live according to standards, I do my best, I think I'm pretty good… You think you have "life" in yourself, but "how can they be so sure?"

And that is just what Paul's friends were thinking: "We have the commandments, the standards, we pray, we're pretty good…" And how did Paul answer them? He said, "You're unsure because you're trying to be your own savior, your own resurrection."

I hope you see how important, how practical this is.  Because when you are to determine for yourself your own success in life, it makes you radically unstable.  One of the interesting things that's come out now that the Steve Jobs book has come out – and I can't think of a man who has believed more in self-determination than he has and been successful – is what a terror he was to people around him.  His perfectionism, and anger at how impossible it always seems to be, is what he expected of everyone around him, such that he berated people. That instability spreads. Those of you students. You're Princeton students, for Pete's sake. Every one of you is the best and the brightest. At least you were in high school. But now you're here. And everyone is the best, and there is always someone brighter. If you've been living life up to your own standard as the best, and enjoying your ride as the brightest, well now you can become radically unstable when the standard of what is good and what is best has been raised.

And it can happen to anyone!  Queen Victoria – you may remember her from photographs and the queen who never cracked a smile (I'm serious – Google her and click on "images" and you'll know what I mean).  One day she attended worship in St. Paul's Cathedral and listened to a sermon that aroused her interest. After the message, as she walked to the back to leave, she asked her chaplain the question, "Can one be absolutely sure in this life of their eternal salvation?" And sadly, his answer was, "No. There is no way that anyone can be absolutely sure." 

This conversation was overheard and published in the Court News. And it came to the notice of a humble, small-town preacher and evangelist named John Townsend. After reading the Queen's question and the answer given, he prayed for wisdom and he prayed for her, and felt compelled to send the Queen something. And he thought it over and thought it over – you know, how does one address the Queen?  Finally, he wrote something. And it's amazing how short and to the point it is: 

To Her Gracious Majesty, our beloved Queen Victoria, from one of your most humble subjects: With trembling hand, but heart-filled love, and because I know that we can be absolutely sure now for our eternal life in the home that Jesus went to prepare, may I ask Your Most Gracious Majesty to read the following passages of Scripture: John 3:16 and Romans 10:9-10. These passages prove that there is full assurance of salvation by faith in our Lord Jesus Christ for those who believe and accept his finished work. I sign myself, your servant for Jesus' sake, John Townsend. 

Imagine that! Asking the Queen, with all her power, all her authority, the Sovereign who rules over the law and standards of the British Empire, to simply read, "If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 
For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved."

Townsend and the few friends he told about this letter prayed for the Queen and a few weeks letter he received this letter:

Your letter of recent date I have received…
 I have carefully and prayerfully read the portions of Scripture referred to. I now believe in the finished work of Christ for me, and trust by God's grace, to meet you one day in that place of which He said, "I go to prepare a place for you." Signed, Victoria.

You see, that is the way of salvation for Kings, Queens, Presidents, the poor, the weak, Jew and Gentile, for every race, and every culture.  

· Last Point. How is this plan received? 

A close friend of mine loves to read the Economist. Loves it. And when you read this magazine, you become aware of these shifts in the economy that experts track.  One economist, speaking to a group of job counselors, appealed to them not to recommend that anyone go into computer programming anymore.  Why? He was seeing a problem where person after person was coming to him and saying that they had been told this was the field to go into, but clearly there are no jobs. How did this happen?  And so he studied it, and he could see what went wrong. People looked at the numbers, and completely misinterpreted them. You misanalysed the process. Yes, there is a need for people who can write computer code. And yes, the salaries can be quite good. "But," he said, "ask yourself, what's a better job?  A computer programmer or a plumber? And the answer is – DON'T look at the amount of jobs for plumbers vs computer programmers, and DON'T compare salaries.  No, the plumber's job is better because he has long term pricing power.  If I want a plumber, I need that plumber in my neighborhood. It can’t be outsourced. And what plumber's charge on the other side of the world doesn't matter – you can charge what you want – whereas software code can be written anywhere, and then you're competing against all those people.  He said, then check first how much control you have over your pricing (the pricing of your talents), then second what it pays locally, and then third, are there any jobs available locally, but that's the process. That's how you analyze the data.

Paul knows that his listeners – in particular his kinsmen, the Jews – are asking, "Has something gone wrong with God, or with our expectations? We should be on the inside, but you say, Paul, that we're on the outside. What went wrong?

And he answers this way: "How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent?" 

He works backwards, you see, and presents a chain to show them that they have missed a critical step. We HAVE the Gospel, he says, but why have you not yet heard it?  The plan, what Paul calls in chapter 1:1 "the Gospel of God," has been set. And then God sends messengers who preach the Gospel, and it has been preached since the time of Abraham. And when people preach the Gospel, then other people hear it. And when people hear it, then they come to believe in it. And when we believe in the Gospel, we come to an awareness of our need of God's righteousness in Jesus Christ. And when they believed, they then called out to God in the name of the Lord by faith in Jesus Christ.  Now don't miss his point. His overall point is, there IS NO weak link in the chain. The fact that Paul's kinsmen don't believe has nothing to do with the chain of delivery.  No, the reason is that having heard the gospel, the people have not called on the name of Jesus Christ.

But I want to challenge us – all of us.  Because  if this is the chain, if this IS how the gospel is communicated so that people can hear it and trust in it, then it is absolutely critical that they people hear it. If we don't make sure that people are sent, if we don't make sure that it's being preached, if we don't make sure that people are hearing it, then we have no reason to believe that there is any way that someone can be saved.

We need to be careful here. Our Confession of Faith says that infants, children that die in infancy, can be regenerated and saved by Christ, through the Spirit, who can work, the Confessions says, when, and where, and how he pleases.  And it is the same for those who are incapable of being outwardly called – not geographically, but congenitally. God, in other words, while this is normally how he works, is not bound to this way of working. That is a great comfort if you've suffered through a miscarriage, or lost a child at a very young age.

But listen: outside of these categories, neither Paul nor the Bible holds out any hope – reason to believe – that somebody who never hears the Gospel will be able to call on the Lord by faith, and be saved. 

Now God can do whatever he pleases. Anything at all.  But what we're saying is that he won't give us any reason to believe that those who have never heard the gospel will be saved.  
And that is why his heart breaks.  Apart from the gospel we have no reason that anybody anywhere will be saved without this message. Which is why we send people out – we send out missionaries, and we send out pastors like we have this year. But you know, you are sent to as well, to the people YOU know, your friends, your family, your neighbors.

On a very snowy day – it was January 6th, 1850 – a young boy, 15 years old, who had been very anxious about his spiritual condition – he was struggling with shame, and feeling far from the God that some people spoke of.  And so he decided, because of the weather, to walk to the closest church he could find, and in this case it was what they used to call in England a Primitive Methodist church. And on this snowy morning there were only 15 people there, and one of the people missing was the preacher.  And it was the person who got up to preach, the boy recalled in later years, who barely had a thing to say. He probably spoke on whatever he had read that morning, but his text was, Isaiah 45:22, “Look unto me, and be saved, all the ends of the earth, for I am God, and there is no other." And if that's ever happened to, you, you just turn the text around, over and over – with little maybe, to say – but you've got the text so you work it. Look now. Look to Christ. Don't look so much to yourself. Don't look to other things to be your salvation. And pretty soon, he kind of ran out of gas.

So he turned to the young newcomer who had joined them and said, "Young man, you in the back, you look miserable.  Look to Christ, and you will be saved."

And as inadequate as that sermon was, where this young stand-in preacher just kept speaking in order to keep speaking, who really had very little understanding about what Isaiah was really talking about, it was that laughable sermon that the Spirit used to move in the heart of the 15 year-old Charles Spurgeon, under whose preaching many, many thousands were saved.  

Now do we believe this? It's unfortunate that so many people think that old saying, "Preach the gospel all the time; if necessary, use words" is so good. Because it's not. God uses words primarily.

Living and speaking the gospel – if that is what this church does, and we live it out in FAITH, the church is transformed.  You need to be in a church where you really believe that people become Christians here, and the way he does this is through his word. Do you believe that?

Let's pray.

�Colossians 2:23.
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