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Lent 5, 2010
Preached:  March 21, 2010
Romans 11:11-21
Do not take God’s grace for granted! He can cut you off too!
It’s one of the greatest conundrums in history. That Jesus’ own people rejected Him as the Messiah! They had received all of the promises through the prophets that God would send a Savior. They had been eagerly waiting for Him for hundreds of years. And that they didn’t recognize Him when God sent His own Son to be that Messiah—it boggles the mind!

Now, we could easily get this message from today’s Scripture lessons. Jesus Himself in the Gospel clearly points out how His people, the Jewish people, often rejected and abused the prophets of God, and He clearly has a very strongly worded warning to the people of His day about what would happen to them because they were rejecting Him. But if that’s all we got from the Word of God today, it would be only half the message, and it would be distorted, because we would fail to see how it applies to us. In the first place, people have often distorted this message because they have made it sound like all Jewish people have, ever since the time of Jesus, rejected Him. That is not true. There were many Jews in Jesus’ day, including every one of the apostles, who were Jewish and believed in Jesus. And there have been many Jews throughout the ages who have believed in Jesus. But even more importantly, the real message of today’s Readings is addressed to each one of us. Be careful that you don’t fall away from Jesus. The danger is very real for each one of us, whether we are Jewish or Gentile. It’s a very stern warning today:  Don’t take God’s grace for granted! He can cut you off too!
Now, the Scripture Lesson that we especially want to think about is the Second Lesson from Paul’s letter to the Romans (p. 7 in your worship folder). Paul wrote this letter to a predominantly Gentile congregation in the city of Rome, and in this central section he laments that so many of his own Jewish people rejected Jesus. But he quickly follows it up with the stern warning, “Watch out, you believing Gentiles, that you don’t gloat! You were saved completely by God’s grace. If you think you are better than others, you’re not giving God the glory, and you could easily lose your salvation if you keep thinking this way.”
Paul uses a beautiful illustration in the third paragraph to show what God did in bringing the Gentiles (all nations) into His salvation. What he’s describing there is called grafting. Do you know what grafting is? A couple of years ago Floyd Ross showed my daughter and me how to do this. We love the Tequila Sunrise rose that we have out here in the church rose garden. We wanted to plant one in our yard, but we couldn’t find one anywhere. We even checked on the internet with all the rose producers. So we said to Floyd, who is a horticulturist, “Would you show us how to graft roses.” With a simple knife, he cut off several branches from the Tequila Sunrise here at church, brought them to our home, cut several slits in one of the canes of one of our roses at home, put the Tequila Sunrise branches into these slits, put a rubber band in place to hold them while they grew together, and the next summer we had the most beautiful Tequila Sunrises, which are brilliant red-orange, right among the white roses that our bush naturally produces. 
That’s what God did with us Gentiles. He took us, who come from all the other nations of the earth, and He grafted us into the Jewish “rose bush,” a plant that was very old, that had been around for thousands of years, that had a very rich religious heritage. Grafted branches draw all their nutrients through the plant that they are grafted into. They get a lot of benefit from the stock plant. Usually the farmer chooses to take plants that have strong roots to put his graftings on. So we have the strong roots of the faith of Abraham, of the law of God, of the wonderful promises of the Messiah that came through the prophets. God has grafted us into this religion. And we get all of the benefits that come through the writings of the prophets. But most importantly we have the blessings that come from the One who fulfilled all the prophets’ promises. We get the forgiveness of sins that comes from Jesus, the One who lived a perfect life on our behalf and who died on the cross for all of our sins.
But God warns us sternly today. Be careful. If some of the native branches dried up and became dead and had to be cut off of the rose, the same thing can easily happen to the grafted branches. About a year ago Newsweek magazine came out with a cover story called “The Decline and Fall of Christian America.” It was chilling to read. Virtually every brand of Christianity in America has stopped growing, and in many churches the numbers of worshipers is declining rapidly. Even churches that for decades had been growing, like the Mormons, have stopped growing. The only one growing is the Catholic Church, and that’s only because large numbers of Latinos are streaming into America. The article pointed to other warning signs. In previous critical times in our country’s history—in times of war or depression—people have returned to church. As recently as 2001, when terrorists flew those planes into the World Trade Center towers in New York on 9/11, there was a surge in church attendance, at least for a time. But the Newsweek article pointed out how the current economic crisis has not affected American church attendance a bit. These are spiritually dangerous times we are living in.

Martin Luther used to say that the gospel is like a passing rain shower. It drops its moisture on one place and then moves on to someplace else to drop the rest of its rain. Luther predicted this would happen in his own country of Germany. And his words have come true. The churches of Germany have only a handful of people in them on Sunday now. These are spiritually dangerous times that we live in. The priorities and trends that we set today are going to have an effect on generations to come. Analyze your priorities and habits. Ask yourself, “Am I letting the things I like to do get in the way of the things I really need?” What habits are you setting down for your children? The habits you establish today are going to affect your children and grandchildren and great grandchildren. The way you speak up—or fail to speak up—will have an influence on the generations to come. The things that you say in every day conversations rub off on people. Do you weave Jesus into your conversations? Do you speak up when people make foolish comments like, “I believe in God, but I don’t have to go to church?” I mean, think about it. Can one really believe in God and not worship Him? That’s just faith becoming an empty shell.

The Scripture Lessons certainly don’t end on a comforting note today, do they? We’re here in the heart of Lent, the final Sunday of Lent before Holy Week. God is speaking to us, and He is telling us to repent, to confess our sins and to change our ways. God’s grace is not something to be taken for granted. We can be cut off too.

I sometimes like to compare God’s grace to water.  Water is the most abundant substance on the face of the earth. And it’s so necessary for life! There are about 326 million cubic miles of water on the earth. It seems to be almost a limitless supply because of the wonderful way God has set it up. It evaporates up into the clouds and then comes back down in precipitation. You can take it for granted, but it doesn’t always keep falling on your part of the world—as California has been learning the last few years. Even the most abundant blessings of God—His mercy and grace and patience and seemingly endless forgiveness—they are not to be taken for granted. A time will come when they are at an end. That is the message of the 5th Sunday in Lent. Be careful that you don’t keep saying “No” to God’s grace. Don’t take God’s grace for granted. Now is the time to repent! Now is the time to confess your sins! Now is the time to turn away from them and to stop all the harm and damage they do. Don’t take God’s grace for granted. He can cut us off too!  Amen.
