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Romans’ Greatest Hits: Getting Right with God  Romans 5:1-11 5/25/14 

 In a Peanuts comic strip, Linus comes up to Charlie Brown and says, 

“Charlie Brown, do you want to know what’s the trouble with you?” 

 Charlie replies, “No.” 

 The two stare at each other.  Then Linus says, “The trouble with you, 

Charlie Brown, is that you don’t want to know what the trouble with you is.” 

 Charlie Brown isn’t alone.  Most of us don’t want to know what the 

trouble with ourselves is when it comes to our weaknesses and flaws.  Last 

week we began our series in Romans by looking at what the writer, Paul, 

had to say about our most basic flaw- sin.  We noted that sin is inevitable- 

we can’t not sin.  Sin is pervasive; every part of us has been tainted by it.  

Sin is powerful; we simply lack the ability to stop sinning.  Further, this sin 

separates us from one another and from God.   

 When we come to chapter five of Romans, Paul is going to give us 

some Good News, but at the same time he wants to remind us just how 

bad our predicament is.  Listen to the words he uses to describe our 

situation as I read verses 6-10.  

“For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  

Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person- though perhaps for a 

good person someone might actually dare to die.  But God proves his love 

for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.  Much more 
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surely then, now that we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved 

through him from the wrath of God.  For if while we were enemies, we were 

reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having 

been reconciled, will we be saved by his life.” Did you notice the words 

Paul uses to describe our predicament?  In verse 6 he says we were 

“weak” or- a better translation-“powerless.”  Powerless against sin.  He then 

calls us “ungodly.”  We were created in the image of the God who made us.  

The character of God Himself was to be reflected through our character.  

But sin has made us “ungodly” and distorted the image of God in us.  Now 

we are self-centered, destructive, arrogant, unloving... “ungodly.”  Paul also 

says we are “sinners.”  We fall short of God’s intention for us.  We rebel 

against his ways.  We disobey his laws.  “Sinners.”   

And to top it all off, Paul calls us “enemies” of God in verse 10.  That 

sounds pretty harsh, doesn’t it?  In what sense are we God’s enemies?  

Our thoughts and actions are often in direct opposition to what God desires 

for us and for the rest of his creation.  God intends that we live in peace 

and harmony, working together and assisting one another through our 

lives.  Instead, we lie and deceive one another, eroding trust.  We make 

promises and break them.  We look after our own interests first.  We even 

use violence and war to get what we want.  We frustrate God’s plans for his 

creatures, making us enemies of God.  That’s the bad news. 
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 But then (finally!) comes the good news, in these same verses. “For 

while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  

Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person- though perhaps for a 

good person someone might actually dare to die.  But God proves his love 

for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Rom. 5:6-8) 

 That’s the good news.  When we were helpless, separated from God 

and one another, working against the purposes of God, at that very time, 

God intervened and sent his Son, Jesus, to die for our sins, restoring the 

relationship between God and humanity, and making new relationships 

possible with one another.  Good news, indeed! 

 But how exactly does that work?  How did Jesus’ death accomplish 

the forgiveness of our sins and make us right with God?  That is a very 

difficult question to answer and it will always be surrounded by some sense 

of mystery, but the Bible gives us a couple of images or metaphors to help 

us understand what took place on the cross. 

 The first one is a military image.  The idea is that people have been 

captured by a powerful enemy force that has enslaved them.  They are 

helpless to do anything to secure their own freedom.  But a great warrior is 

sent to liberate them from their captivity.  He defeats the enemy and wins 

their freedom from enslavement.   

 That’s what Jesus did for us.  In Paul’s words, we were enslaved to 
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sin and Jesus came to liberate us from sin when we were unable to 

accomplish it on our own. 

 A second biblical image of what Jesus did for us involves a religious 

ritual featuring an altar & the sacrifice of animals.  Such sacrifices were 

common in most ancient religions, including Judaism.  Priests would offer 

sacrifices to the gods to atone for sins, or to secure favor with the gods.  

But in this case, no mere lamb or goat is sufficient to cover the sins of all 

the people of the world for all time.  And so the priest offers himself as the 

sacrifice and is slain on the altar.   

 Likewise, Jesus took our sins upon himself and offered himself up as 

a sacrifice for our sins- a holy, perfect offering for sin.  When John the 

Baptist first saw Jesus, this is what he said: “Behold the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.” (John 1:29)  That’s the image of a 

sacrifice. 

 The setting of the third biblical image is a court of law.  A person has 

been convicted of an offense and sentenced to death.  There is no doubt 

that the conviction is warranted and the sentence is just.  But before the 

execution can be carried out, someone steps forward and offers to be 

punished in place of the one convicted.  The judge accepts the offer and 

the convicted person is spared, while the innocent man is put to death. 

 Again, we can see the parallels between this biblical image and what 
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Jesus did on our behalf.  We were (and are) guilty of sin.  Unless we are 

stopped, the world can never be the place God intended it to be.  So, we 

are convicted and sentenced to die.  But Jesus, an innocent man, steps up 

and takes the punishment that was due us.  We are spared and given a 

new life. 

 These images all give us a window of insight into how God has saved 

us through Jesus.  But, it’s also important to remember WHY it was done. 

Look at verse 8. But God proves his love for us in that while we still were 

sinners Christ died for us.  You see, it’s all about God’s love for us.  

 A few years ago a prison chaplain received a request from the father 

of a young man who was imprisoned.  The young man had been sentenced 

to many years of confinement.  He was angry and embittered.  The boy’s 

father came each week to visit him, but the boy steadfastly refused to even 

see his father.  The chaplain was asked to intervene, to plead with the boy 

to see his father, but the young prisoner refused. 

 Despite his refusal, the boy’s father took off work every week, 

boarded a bus, and traveled across the state in hope of seeing his son.  

Every week.  It became the young chaplain’s difficult task each week to ask 

the son, “Do you want to see your dad?” and then to bear word of yet 

another refusal to the waiting father.  The father would thank the chaplain, 

gather his belongings and then head toward the bus back home.   
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 One day, after telling the father that once again, his son would not 

meet with him, the chaplain said, “No one would do what you are doing.  

Your son is an embittered, defiant young man.  Give it up.  Go back home 

and get on with your life.  No one would put up with this kind of rejection 

week after week.  Nobody would do this.” 

 But, pointing upward, the father said, “God has put up with it for 

centuries.”  He then picked up his belongings and headed home once 

again, leaving the young chaplain stunned by this vision of the persistent 

love of God. 

 Like the love of that father for his unresponsive son, God’s love for us 

is continual, self-giving, and persistent.  God has made a great sacrifice so 

that our relationship with him can be restored, yet no matter how many 

times we reject his offer, he will not turn away from us.  The love of God is 

why Christ died for our sins. 

 So what do we do?  The answer to this question is deceptively 

simple.  Our job is to simply accept God’s gracious gift to us.  To illustrate, 

I’d like to tell a story that I may have used before, but it seems especially 

appropriate on Memorial Day weekend. 

 The movie, “Saving Private Ryan,” opens with Army Rangers 

heroically taking Omaha Beach on D-Day during WWII.  After landing in 

France a group of these Rangers, headed by Tom Hanks, receives orders 
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to go deep into enemy territory, and locate and rescue a certain Private 

Ryan.  Along the way they encounter skirmish after skirmish and many lose 

their lives. 

 When they finally get to the town where Private Ryan is holed up, he 

refuses to go with them!  He says there is a big battle coming and his fellow 

soldiers need his help to survive.  So those Rangers offer to stay and fight 

with him.  And they do. 

 It is gory and it is hard and almost all the Rangers die, including the 

character played by Tom Hanks.  As he sits dying by the road, Private 

Ryan comes over to see if he can help.  Hanks whispers something to him.  

“Earn this,” he says, referring to all of those who gave their lives so Private 

Ryan could be saved. 

 I’m told that’s where the movie breaks with reality, that an Army 

Ranger would never say “earn this.”  You see the Ranger motto has always 

been “Sua Sponte,” “I chose this.”  I volunteered for this.  If Hanks were 

really a Ranger he would have said, “Sua Sponte.”  In other words, “This is 

free.  You don’t owe me a thing.  I give up my life for you willingly.”  

 When you picture Jesus hanging on the cross for you, he is not 

saying, “Earn this,” but rather “Sua Sponte.”  “I offer my life freely for you.  

You can do nothing to earn it.  Just accept it and know that I love you.”   

 “For God so loved the world that he GAVE his only son, so that 
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whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life.”  (John 

3:16) When we talk about getting right with God, we don’t talk about church 

membership, or tithing, or volunteering, or communion, or baptism, or 

confirmation or any of a number of good things.  We talk instead about the 

gift God gave and our response to that gift of forgiveness.  That’s it.  That’s 

grace. 

 But, what is our response?  If I offer you a tangible gift, like this Bible, 

you must simply reach out and take it and it becomes yours.  When God 

offers us his intangible gift of salvation, we reach out in faith and tell the 

Lord, “Thank you.  I accept.”  We acknowledge our predicament regarding 

sin.  We acknowledge that there is nothing we can do about it.  And we 

gratefully accept God’s gift.  You can do that right now in your heart as you 

are seated in your pew this morning.  If you want to talk further about this, 

any of us would be glad to do so.  

 John Newton was born in 1725.  His father was a sea captain.  John 

joined the Royal Navy when he was old enough, but didn’t care for the 

discipline, so he deserted ship, and was discharged.  He then headed for 

regions where he could “sin freely” in his words, ending up on a slave ship 

in West Africa.  He jumped ship when he was mistreated and barely eked 

out a living on an African island for a whole year, escaping in 1747.  He 

continued serving on a slave-trading ship, making his living by transporting 
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poor men, women, and even children who were bought and sold as 

property- a miserable, wretched, evil occupation. 

 One day, after barely surviving a violent storm at sea, John Newton 

became a Christian.  He eventually began to hate slavery and crusaded 

actively against it.  He married and began study for the ministry.  In time he 

began preaching wherever he could, about the incredible grace of God that 

had saved even someone like him.  He attracted large crowds and was 

ordained in the Anglican Church. 

 But he was dissatisfied with the hymns in the Anglican Psalter, so he 

began writing his own.  We’ll close our service with one of those hymns, 

and of course it is- “Amazing Grace.”  John Newton understood that it was 

the grace and love of God that had saved him from his sin, not anything 

that he had done.  He accepted the gift of God’s love and forgiveness and it 

transformed his life.  Will you? 


