A. 11th Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                       Rom5: 6-11PRIVATE 

Background

Paul has been speaking of the difference faith makes in a human life, using Abraham as a prime example. In this section he zeroes in on the difference Christ makes. He is, like all Christian writers, quite fond of pointing out the love God has for humans. All this talk about God’s love is not mere words or pious imagining. There is concrete evidence of it in what Christ did. He died for us and did so while we were still sinners, not after we repented.

In v. 6 Paul succinctly states his point. In v. 7a he amplifies it. In v. 7b he repeats 7a. In v. 8 he amplifies it again. In vv. 9-10 he puts together two notions: justification, a cold, legal one; and reconciliation, a warm, interpersonal one. Both say the same thing: We are ok with God, thanks to Christ, not us. In v. 11 he repeats himself yet again. Paul wants to leave no doubt about this fundamental, foundational truth upon which Christianity is based.

Text

v. 6 while we were still helpless: “Helpless” or “powerless over, “ Gk asthenon, is the first of four descriptions of the people Christ died for- according to these verses. (The other three are: “ungodly,” “sinners,” and “(God’s) enemies.”) Each description gets progressively worse. “Helpless” would include those inculpably so, as well as those who are such through their own fault. In any event, the situation is such that a person cannot save him/herself. Such a person has done such great harm that mere apology, no matter how sincere, is insufficient to result in either being declared “ok” or being reconciled. Some action (Christ’s willing and willed death) is required, not mere words, and the human being is incapable of it. A “savior,” a power greater than self and outside oneself, is needed. Paul includes both Gentiles and Jews as helpless. In the previous chapters he has explained how Gentiles can know God through creation, but, nonetheless, through human fault and (its resulting) stupidity all humans covered up or over God’s glory and became blind to it. His glory became inaccessible not because of God’s decision but because of human willfulness. Jews are even more accountable because they had actual, positive, even written-down, revelation, the Law of Moses. Thus Gentiles have little excuse, if any, and the Jews have none at all.

died at the appointed time: The Gk kairos, here translated as “appointed time,” is to be understood as God’s time or timing. God lives in eternity and as such there is no “time,” Gk chronos. So kairos refers to time-as-God-sees-it. As such it could mean a “short space of (earth) time” seen by God all at once, or a “stretch of (earth) time” like a season, but most frequently the word is used metaphorically for “the right time,” God’s time, opportunity time (for humans) to decide, to make a move, to act. Here Paul is saying that Christ died at just the right time because the timing of it was God’s decision. (This notion is hidden behind our own idioms expressing timing: “just in the nick of time” or “not a moment too soon” or “it’s about time.”)

For the ungodly: The fundamental meaning of the Gk asebes is one who has contempt for established order. Paul has already in 1: 18-23 described the Gentiles, despite the fact that they did not have benefit of revelation, had the “established order” of creation. Worshiping pagan gods and respecting the order of whatever pantheon they belonged to made one “godly,” Gk eusebes, and thereby a good citizen as well, following the ordinances of good order. Thus, even in Judaism of the Diaspora, any deed that violated public law rendered one “ungodly,” Gk asebes, contemptuous of God and not just the gods. The opposite of asebes was “just,” Gk dikaios. The word does not appear in the gospels or James or Hebrews and only four times in Paul, all in Romans (1:18; 4:5; 5:6; and 11:26. However, in the Pastorals and 1Peter the word is linked with “sinner,” Gk hamartolos. 

v. 7 perhaps for a good person: Human experience provides no parallel for what Christ did for his fellow humans. His death is unique in all of human history. “A” good person is “the” good in Greek (definite article, not indefinite, for emphasis and meaning not a specific person but a typical case). It could, and probably does, mean “your typical good person,” but it can also mean “the good cause” (the Greek could be either masculine or neuter). Paul is saying that just perhaps someone may muster the courage and generosity of spirit to give their life for a good cause or in the place of (as a substitute for or a ransom for) a good person, but certainly not for a bad one. Such a case is unheard of, except when it comes to Christ.

v. 8 But God proves his love for us:  The sense of Gk synistemi, translated here as “proves” is more “demonstrates (See also 3:5)”  God “brings out” his love and “brings home” that love to us by doing and not merely saying.

While we were still sinners: God does not wait until he can approve of us or our behavior before he acts in our behalf. He loves us into changing. This third description, “sinners,” leaves no doubt about human culpability and responsibility.

v. 9 since we are now justified: Whether Jew or Gentile, with or without benefit of divine revelation (the Law), humans have alienated themselves from God by showing contempt for his ways, ways discovered either through natural or supernatural data. They have broken the law- supernatural or natural or both- and stand before the judgment seat of God. They would surely be guilty and sentenced to eternal death if it were not for Christ standing there with the ransom price, substituting his own life for ours. This is the first half of Paul’s notion of “justification,” what Christ/God did for us who are so undeserving of it. The other half is our response to such great and gratuitous love, a change of life and lifestyle conforming to God’s will.

by his blood: The Greek preposition en means here “by means of” or “at the cost of.”

We will be saved through him from the wrath:  “Wrath” can be easily misunderstood as God’s flaring temper or anger. In fact, it is a shorthand word for the inevitable consequences of sin, of violating the laws- natural and supernatural- that God has placed before humans. Since these are God’s laws, it is appropriate to attribute him as the source of those negative consequences, but thoughtful reflection would reveal that humans really bring the “wrath” or consequences upon themselves. In a real sense, then, the sense of this line is that Christ has saved humans from themselves.

v. 10 while we were enemies, we were reconciled: Justification is a concept proper to a law court and judgment. It is cold. Reconciliation is much warmer, richer and fuller. We are not just declared “justified” and walk away; we enter into a relationship of reciprocity with God. In this verse Paul repeats what he said about sinners by using an even stronger word, “enemies of God.” If that were not enough to express this great mystery, he stretches the paradox still further by saying we were reconciled, made friends, with God even while we were still not his friends. God made the first move. Of course, we would have to respond appropriately, but Paul is focused on the inexplicable magnanimity of God in the face of human enmity against God. Justification and reconciliation are different metaphors describing the same fact.

v. 11 we can also boast of God: Since none of this is human doing, all the credit goes to God, who gives humans hope for the future

Reflection

The difference between acceptance and approval cannot be more clearly stated than it is in this text. Love, real love, is not approval. Oh, it is easier to love, i.e., to act in the best interests of, when we happen to approve of the behavior, thoughts, and attitudes of the person involved. Approval is not inimical to love, but neither is it necessary. God demonstrates that in spades by Christ’s death. There is no way God can approve of sinners or of the behavior of his enemies, which is what we were and are without Christ. Yet, he loves us because he accepts us in that very condition of hostility.

What human would have or could have ever thought this up? There is no way we would ever have thought that love means acceptance even without approval. God does not have to like us, i.e. have a positive emotional experience when relating to us, in order to love us. Of course, the ramifications of that mystery are awesome for us. One thing it means is that we do not have to like people, approve of them, have a positive emotional experience, before we can love and accept them!

What God did for us in Christ, while we were still at serious odds with him, was up to that time unheard of, un-thought of, unthinkable really. If not outrageous, it was outlandish, way off the radar screen. That is mysterious enough and it is cause to boast about God. What a great and unique God he truly is. But, there’s more. We now have the power, we who were formerly powerless, to imitate the love of God in our relations with humans. We can and should act in the best interests of people whom we do not like, who do not like us, who are actually our declared and proven (by what they do against us) enemies. Yes, we can love them. We are empowered to love them. If Christ could accomplish so much by his act of love, how much more can he now accomplish through so many of us who are his followers? How many more people can come to know firsthand (and not just in their pious thoughts) of the love of God by our loving them as God has loved us? If God loves me anyway, despite my helplessness, my ungodliness, my sinfulness, my enmity, then who am I not to return the favor? I do that by letting Christ join me and together loving others as Christ loves them, even when they are a pain in the neck (or side or hand or whatever). Now, that is a mystery!

To some, to many, perhaps to most, that may seem an outrageous proposal, but it has already been done by God in Christ and can be repeated in our own little lives. If God did not require me to become acceptable before he accepted me, then I don’t need to require that of anyone else. Actually, thinking about it, this really gets us off the hook. It is so easy to think we would be offending God if we loved one of his declared enemies. We can fool ourselves into thinking we are being loyal to God by hating those who hate him. Not so! We do hate the evil, but not the person. We hate the sin, but not the sinner. That is at the heart of the difference between acceptance and approval. It turns out to be the key to everything the NT teaches about agape love.

God accepts us, no matter what. However, that does not mean God approves of our behavior. God can disapprove of our behavior and still love us, even when our behavior is hateful and despicable. Knowing that, we are able to overcome our feelings of animosity towards others, no matter how justified, and love them too. That is powerful! Knowing that that is the way God love us, loves me, frees us, frees me, to love those I don’t like, those who neither love nor like God, or me, or people I love or like. God’s love is the key to the salvation of the whole world, a power outside the human person, yet capable of residing inside the human person, if that person asks for it and lets it be. “Letting be” describes God’s love to a tee. “Letting go,” forgiving, describes our response to that love.

Key Notions

1. God does not require we be saints before he loves us.

2. God empowers us to change if we but sincerely ask him.

3. God does not force us to love him or anyone else, but his love enables us to do so.

4. We are powerless to do anything without God.

5. We are not only declared to be righteous before God, declared “not guilty,” but we are reconciled with him, friends.

Food For Thought

Timing: We know that God is faithful. He is consistent. So, God always loved this way, even before Christ. Christ is the revelation of God’s love, but not a totally new revelation. God always loved this way. Christ demonstrates that love so powerfully that we can speak of a new covenant, but not a new love or a new phase of God’s love. Then why did God wait so long to demonstrate his love by becoming one of us? Of course, we can never know the full answer to that question. In fact, from the viewpoint of eternity God did not really wait long at all. What’s a million earth years to God? However, the key to this answer can be found in the very important NT word kairos, “timing,” “opportune time.” God became human at just the right time in human history, a time when he would be most effective. In fact, the first recorded words of Jesus in Mt and Mk declare that the “timing” is right or the “time” has come for the kingdom to be-come. It is precisely that awareness, i.e. becoming aware that the timing is right, that prompts all Christian action. When we see time from the viewpoint of eternity, we come to know when to act and when not to. We come to see that delaying action is not always procrastinating or avoiding responsibility, though it often is, especially when we neglect to submit our experience of earth-time to the standard of heaven-time. Timing is extremely important. Taking God’s kairos into consideration before we act will prevent us from barging into a situation and imposing or trying to impose our own will upon others. Too many times we interfere in the lives of others when we should stand back and let be, like God does. We use God’s commandments as justification to control or try to control others. A sense of kairos, God’s timing, gives us the wisdom to know when a particular course of action is appropriate. (Indeed, “appropriate” is a good English adjective for what kairos, proper time/timing, means.)

Powerlessness: From the eternal point of view, a view we receive from mediating on Scripture, the main problem with human beings is that they seek to control. Human beings want to control their world. A fatal mistake! From the beginning of human time, represented by the story of Adam and Eve, humans have tried (and miserably failed) to control their environment, the circumstances of their lives and other people. It is now clear to anyone who looks at human history, and especially looks at it from the vantage point of Scripture, that the more we seek to control the more out-of-control things get. It is not until we humans reach rock bottom and things can’t get worse that we have any chance of coming to our senses and admitting that we are powerless. This admission has become the first step in Alcoholics Anonymous, the step without which there is no chance of recovery from that fatal disease. In Scripture (as here in this text) it is the first step in reform, in being reconciled with God. Surely, God’s grace is there to help us make and take this step, but still it is the one, really the only one, we must make on our own. How ironic! We must give up trying to control if our out-of-control lives are to become sane, serene, and secure. All that grasping for security and predictability was doomed to fail. It is in letting go of it that we let God be God in our lives and receive as pure gift what we were trying to earn and learn on our own power. Until and unless we admit and accept our status as creatures in God’s creation and, therefore, absolutely dependent upon him, we will never know peace or happiness. Indeed, until we accept that all our power comes from God, we will never realize the potential within us. We might strive, but we will fail. Accepting God on his terms also means accepting ourselves on God’s terms. Then, we can disapprove of our own behavior, even our limitations, and still accept ourselves, which is to say, love ourselves.
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