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Trinity, 2007
Text:  Romans 5:1-5
Theme:  The interlocking steps of how God brings good from evil.

Preached:  June 3, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

There’s a question that Christians ask that is always intriguing for a pastor to hear. It’s usually a sign that the person has gotten to a significant point in his or her spiritual development. Believers don’t ask this question until they’ve been studying the Word of God for a while. And you can always tell by the question that the person hasn’t just politely listened in Bible Information Class or come to church and just sat in the pew for a number of months. It’s always a sign that there’s been a lot of thinking going on. The question usually goes something like this:  If God knew ahead of time that Adam and Eve were going to sin, why did He let it happen? Why didn’t He create them in such a way that they couldn’t sin? Or why didn’t He destroy them right then and there and start over? This is one of the deepest questions that come to the believing mind. And it is not a question that can be answered with one simple sentence. 
The Bible gives us a lot of thought-provoking insights into the question. For instance, not long after Adam and Eve, the world became so wicked that God destroyed almost all of life in a world-wide flood in which only Noah and his family survived. But although Noah and his family were sincere believers, the flood was hardly over and the sinfulness of man began to increase again. In the days of Moses, when the Children of Israel made a golden calf and worshiped it, God said to Moses, “Watch out. I’m going to destroy them all and start over with you and your family.” Surprisingly, Moses spoke up and said, “Lord, don’t do it! Remember the covenant you made with these people. Stay faithful to your promises.” The Lord relented and did not destroy them. One of the most amazing qualities of our God is that even though He is perfect in Himself, He is able to take evil things and turn them around and use them for His own purposes. He is capable of the impossible. He is able to take evil and turn it into good. 
Our sermon text for today is one of the most comforting pieces of Scripture in the whole Bible, because it shows in a step-by-step way how God turns the sufferings of His people into an advantage for them. This is one chapter of Scripture that I always turn to when things become difficult in my life. It turns my downcast face from looking down and turns my face heavenward. Look at it right in the middle there:  “We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us.” Do you see the interlocking steps that God through the Apostle Paul presents there? It’s like you get up just one step, and then that step helps you to get to the next one, and that one helps you to get to the next one, and before you know it you’ve come from depression to exhilaration. Notice where it starts:  with suffering.
You can’t make any spiritual advancement without suffering. You know in a way it’s like physical development. You can’t get in shape unless you go through pain. You can’t just take a pill or have a doctor do an operation on you in order to become lean and strong. And no one else can exercise for you. You will not get in shape unless you stress your body. So, even God has no magic bullet for making His people spiritually strong. He does not just zap them with a lightening bolt and turn them into spiritual supermen. He says that unless they are challenged, they will not grow spiritually. “Suffering produces perseverance.” (Can you feel yourself going up the first step?) You cannot have perseverance unless you go through suffering. You know what perseverance is, right? It’s the attitude that says, “I will not stop. No matter how tough it is, I’m going onward and upward.” Take the word apart once. What is the smaller word that you see in the middle of it? “Per-severe-ance.” Do you see it? It’s “severe.” The first part of it, “per,” comes from the Latin language, and it means “through.” “Through the severe.” Each individual time that you show an “onward and upward” attitude you are persevering. Perseverance is a single, one-time action. But the more times you display perseverance the more another quality develops, and that it “character.” Character is not a one-time thing. It’s an on-going, lifelong quality. It is not something that people are born with. They have to develop it, over years of suffering. But once it is in place it is one of the most solid, consistent qualities that human beings can possess. People with character are not fickle. They are not flaky. They’re not jumpy. They don’t react in panic when something bad happens in their life. They are like the Rock of Gibraltar. They’re such a calming influence to the people around them. People like being around them. People with character know that everything is right between them and God because of what Jesus did. And no matter what obstacles come up in their lives, they patiently wait for God to reveal what His purposes are behind letting this one come their way. “And character builds hope.” People with character are “hope-filled” people. They’re not negative. They’re not whiny. They are worth more than diamonds. 
Now, why would we consider this on a Sunday like Trinity Sunday? What does the Triune God have to do with this topic? Have you noticed yet how the Triune God fits into this paragraph of Scripture? Have you been able to pick out the three persons of the Triune God in it? They’re there at the beginning and the end of it. Look at the first sentence:  “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Which two persons of the Triune God do we have there? The Father and the Son, right? We have peace with God through what Jesus has done for us. We used to be at odds with God—at war with Him. But the thing that separated us from God—sin—has been removed by Jesus. “We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
And then look at the end of the paragraph:  “Because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” We have peace through Jesus and love through the Holy Spirit. And it’s all because of what God has done for us. He has given the sacrifice for our sins in the person of His Son. And He has created faith in Jesus in our hearts through the work of the Spirit, whom He has poured into our hearts. The structure of this paragraph is so interesting. God is the bookends that hold the whole thing up—in front and behind. The process of growing takes place in the midst of all that God is doing. The challenging of our souls takes place in a crucible—in a boiling pot—that God has His almighty hands around. He holds it securely and lets the fermentation take place in us under His watchful eye.
He planned the whole thing out. Nothing happens without His foreknowledge and without His control. He designed the whole thing purposely giving man at the beginning a free will so that they could choose to follow Him. They could not be in God’s image without having the freedom to say, “Yes, I, of my own free will, will choose to walk in God’s path.” Giving them free will was a risky thing. But love takes risks. God wanted them to stay with Him—holy and pure. But He knew they would choose the wrong thing. That’s how great His love is! He was willing to work with them even in their rebellious condition. That’s how great His power is. He could take humans who are innately evil, and, drenching them with His love and His demand for perfection, dousing them with His law and His gospel, drowning them with His Word and sacrament, He brought about a change. The change can only come about when He strikes the match of suffering, when He lights us on fire with the pain of suffering. But once He brings about this “chemical reaction,” He changes us from useless, hideous sinners into beautiful, valuable, exquisite saints.
What step are you on? Which stage of development has the Lord brought you to? Are you still squarely on the step of suffering? Or has He worked some perseverance in you already? Are you privileged to already have character? Whatever step you’re on—what a blessing it is that you’ve already come so far! You are that much closer to the hope of the glory of God! And that hope does not disappoint! May you continue your journey up the steps this week, up the interlocking steps through which God brings good out of evil. Notice the direction you are headed in. This path always leads in a positive direction. You’re headed for good, not for evil. There’s more bad in the past than there will be in the future. The future is always brighter than the past for a believer. So just keep moving upward, heavenward. It’s what God is working so hard to accomplish in you. May you rejoice on the steps of God this week and make progress in your heavenward direction.  Amen.
