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Forward
The purpose of this devotional series is to be a starting point.  I started writing my own thoughts of scripture because quite frankly I got tired of hearing and reading what other people thought the scriptures said and wanted to see for myself.  This isn’t to say that listening to teachers and preachers is a bad thing, but that it is important for us to read it ourselves.
 
That being said, I encourage you to not only rely on what I have written in the following pages, but to use it as a springboard into your own intimate bible study.  My writings are a unique perspective at what the scriptures say and what we can get out of them.  I’ve tried to include a few probing questions related to each passage as a way for internal reflection and to spur further study of what God is really trying to tell us in His Word.
 
These writings are not meant to be an all inclusive exegetical analysis, rather a practical dissection of scripture that can be used today in our everyday lives.  Whether you are Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Atheist, Agnostic, or of any other belief system, I truly believe that the following study can be used to better ourselves and how we react with the world around us.
 
Paul’s letter to the church in Rome is looked upon as an intimate theological breakdown of how the process of Christianity works.  If anything, I encourage you to set aside your customs, traditions, and what you think you know and read the scriptures for what it really says.  If we really want to know the truth, then we cannot let worldly influences distort it.  At the very least, try to put yourself in a position of vulnerability, because it is out of recognizing that everything we believe to be true could be wrong, that we are able to grow the most and recognize ultimate truth.



Dedication
This publication is dedicated to: 
 
Arthur R. Brobst
 
my inspiration to seek God more in my life and to work in learning more about the truths found in the scriptures as the Word of God.




How does it work?
This devotional is designed to be read one section at a time.  It begins with a bible reference.  The verses themselves are not printed because it is important that we read from our own bibles: where we can make notes, highlight what is important to us, and better personalize it.  If you do not own a bible, there are many online websites where you can look up verses and references for free.
 
You can read as much or as little as you would like.  This is only meant to be a starting point to springboard your personal bible study.  It is designed to inspire you to think critically of what the scriptures say and how they apply to you right here and now.  Some folks need guidance in getting started in creating the habit of daily bible study, so each passage is kept short.  I would also like to encourage you not to read too much at once.  The bible is packed tight with information and sometimes we can get in the habit of just reading to read something without soaking in what it really means.
 
There are also questions at the end of each passage to think about and meditate upon throughout the day.  As you think about what you have read in the scriptures, these questions are designed to help you apply what you read to your life.  Feel free to ask more questions!  Don’t limit yourself to just what you read; use it to dig deeper.  Seek out what the scriptures are really saying.  Make sure you understand it all and if not, look for other sources to help make it more clear such as Greek to English interlinear bibles, concordances, and even precise commentaries (all of which can be found for free online or at book stores).
 
I encourage you to get a small journal of some sort or start a document on your computer to take notes of your thoughts.  It is how this all started and it can really help in keeping your thoughts in order, comparing them with the notes of others, or even cataloguing your growth.




Romans 1
The Circle of Christ
Romans 1:1-7
What is Paul saying here?  Sure, you have his greetings and such, but why did he go to such lengths to explain who he is, who his audience is, and why we should care what he has to say?  Many times we see Paul's explanation of declaring himself a servant first and foremost of Jesus.  This time, let us look a little further than that.  Think about verses 5 & 6.
 
Not only do we call on Christ for our salvation, but He also calls on us.  As we look to him to save us from ourselves, he calls us to represent him and fulfill the work He has designed us for on earth. We are all called to be representatives of Christ to the rest of the world, otherwise known as the “Great Commission.”  Paul here explains that His main mission is not only to plant churches, but to bring about obedience of faith.  What is so important to be obedient in faith?  For starters, without growing in our faith we cannot fully realize who we were designed to be.  God has a plan and purpose for us but we cannot know or understand what that is without first having a relationship with Him.  This is why Paul stresses who he is in Christ not just so that the church in Rome will listen to what he has to say, but to explain that it is the first and most important thing to have.
 
How do we be obedient in faith? As we grow in faith, we become more obedient.  Not because we have to, but because we want to.  Our faithfulness breeds obedience, but obedience to what?  The calling of Jesus Christ.  It is a circle that feeds off of itself.  Having faith (trusting and believing in something) and utilizing it will breed more faith.  The more faith we have in Christ the easier it will be for us to be obedient.  As we make ourselves vulnerable to God by trusting Him we will witness firsthand His faithfulness and in turn have more faith in Him.  The closer our relationship with Him is, the more we learn who He is, who we are because of Him, and what He has designed us to do.  Paul’s purpose here is to encourage and exhort others to stay the course, remain obedient, and stand firm in the faith.
 
How can you be more obedient in faith today?  
 
Have you realized God’s purpose for your life or are you still trying to figure that out?
 
What is something that is preventing you from having a more intimate relationship with God?









Living on Each Others' Fruit
Romans 1:8-17
There are a few things about faith we can learn in this passage:
 
Paul knows his calling.  This is why his statement is bold.  He is a teacher and he wants to teach because he knows his lesson is impeccable, through the Grace of God.  This is a boldness one day we should all hope to achieve.  In the opening to this letter Paul mentioned obedience to faith.  It is the growth in our faith that we can learn who we are in Christ and be confidant in who He designed us to be.  Clearly, Paul had achieved this by the time he wrote this letter to the church in Rome.
 
By giving his gift of the knowledge of Christ through teaching, Paul will be open to receive whatever gifts God has for him through the Romans.  Regardless of our talents, gifting, and godly purpose, we must realize that God uses others to impart gifts upon us: enlightenment, encouragement, or even a boost in hope and faith.
 
He points out in the subsequent verses that he doesn't want to just impart his knowledge, but that he is interested in learning from them as well.  The point here is the edification we receive just be being amongst each other.  Regardless of your position in the church, everyone can learn from everyone.  Furthermore, we should look forward to fellowship because of how we can be edified from it. A reoccurring theme in the New Testament is everyone having a separate purpose as the Body of Christ.  We speak of arms and legs and eyes and ears having their own purposes, but they cannot survive on their own.  Your torso can’t get to where it needs to go without your legs.  Your feet cannot wash themselves, they rely on the hands. We must work together to better each other.  Not by anything special or out of the ordinary, but simply by being who God designed us to be.
 
Paul sums it up by recalling a point from the older scriptures "the righteous man shall live by faith." (Habakuk 2:4)    We must trust God to work through His body just as our feet trust our eyes to look out for impending danger as we walk.
 
How is your faith in God lacking?  
 
What opportunities have you had lately to trust someone of the faith but refused out of fear?  
 
Are you a reliable member of the body of Christ?
 









Planting the Seed
Romans 1:18-23
From here until Romans 3:20, Paul explains man's need for God's righteousness. The majority of this passage talks about man knowing God and His will, yet full of pride, man turns his back on God and thus condemns himself.  This goes all the way back to the fall of man as recorded in Genesis 3.
 
Knowing is the key.  In today's society, we think of evangelism as someone standing on a corner waving a Bible, or going door to door asking people if they've come to know the Lord.  These things have their place, but it doesn’t take that to learn about God.  It takes simply being directed towards who He is and those of us believe have a responsibility to tell others.
 
Thanks to television, the word “evangelism” makes many people cringe.  However, those of us who experience God on a regular basis have a duty to tell others about it.  It isn’t for our own edification or tick marks on St. Peter’s gate into heaven.  It is because God deserves to be known (afterall, He is the creator of all things) and those who currently do not know who He is deserve to know Him.
 
We can spend hours of time preparing "arguments" and trying to figure out what to say when and how to convince someone.  The yearning of the heart in someone's chest is convincing enough.  We just have to tell the truth.  Sometimes a nonbeliever or even someone who seems to have “fallen from the faith” has been lead astray.  All we have to do is tell them the truth.  
 
Think of the unreached areas of the world that never heard of God or Christ.  They think the sun is God because it’s deadly.  Or even the outsiders who come in wielding guns who seem to hold the power of life or death in their hands.  All you have to do is tell them the truth.  Plant the seed.  God will take care of the rest.  God makes Himself evident to all of us when we put ourselves in a position of vulnerability where we can hear what He has to say.  Once we hear it we have a decision to make, but as Paul tells us here, once we know we have no excuse.
 
How many seeds have you planted recently?
 
Has a seed been planted in you that you refuse to acknowledge?
 
Are you ready to put yourself in a place where you can experience God?
 









Wasted Knowledge
Romans 1:24-32
This is one of the parts of the bible that not many people enjoy talking about.  It seems quite confrontational and as if God doesn’t care.  The thing is, in this passage we can see directly that while God wants the best from us, sometimes we have to learn our lessons by experience because we simply will not listen.  We as people aren’t always obedient and it takes getting pulled over a few times to learn that maybe we should start to follow the speed limit.
 
Paul speaks about dishonoring your body.  As we read on we think about sexual immorality and suddenly he hits us with *gasp* the topic of homosexuality.  Can you think about anything else that dishonors your body?  Eating, drinking, smoking...these things can contribute to the decline of your health.  What about the body of Christ?  Ever think of THAT body? "Christ doesn't have a body anymore, He's in heaven."  No silly – we are talking about the church as a whole.
 
What is it that we do that makes Christ's body, the church, dishonored?  How do we speak?  How do we act?  Do our words and actions match up?  Do they match up with the word of God?   The point here is if we can realize what it is we do that poisons the body of Christ, why do we still do it?  Paul will discuss later that the flesh is weak.  This is why we must turn it all over to our Higher Power, Jesus Christ.  You can't control my actions on my own, but He can if you give it to Him.  
 
This passage is an example of how much we need God’s help.  We need God’s strength to overcome these desires of the flesh, these ways of living that the world tells us is fun and carefree but in reality keeps us in bondage and from realizing our design.  The sad part in this example is that the people he is referring to knew better.  They had the information but they refused to put it to use.  This is why head knowledge isn’t the only part of knowing God and being a follower of Him.  You can memorize the entire bible but if you don’t apply it, then it is wasted knowledge.
 
How are you wasting the knowledge God has given you?
 
Are you listening to what the world tells you is true or are you seeking the absolute truth?
 
Have you ever thought about what specifically you are designed for?
 





Romans 2
Faithful Deeds
Romans 2:1-16
This is where we can imagine Paul, even though he is writing a letter, is up on a stage screaming and being very adamant about his point. There is no partiality with God.  Are you impartial?  Is there an "us vs. them" mentality lurking inside you?  God will judge us equally and according to our deeds.  So then, we should do good things, right?
 
We are not saved by our deeds, nor are we dictated our deeds by what we are told.  Sure, we can agree to comply or reject these things, but why do we do what we do?  Somehow, in the essence of a human being, we do things because we want to.  We can say we "have" to do something, but we don't have to do anything.  Often times we are convinced by the choices.  Some times we prefer one outcome to the other, so we choose to pick one way over another, depending on our motivations.
 
What makes you prefer one side over another?  Paul here is telling us it comes from whatever is written on our hearts.  We are not saved by our actions, rather our actions reflect our salvation.  We become doers of the word because we believe in it.  We have faith in God's word and therefore our actions reflect that "according to each man's faith."  Paul makes clear in this passage that it isn’t about following a set of rules, being Jew or Gentile, or being “good enough.”  He says each person will be judged according to his deeds, but from where come those deeds?  We can all be “good” for a certain amount of time, but we all have sinned and will sin.  We will not to all good all the time.
 
This is why we need Christ.  It is through Him and His Spirit in us that we are able to “be good.”  It is the transformation of our hearts that guides our actions.  We can never be good enough because we are all subject to God’s perfection.  It isn’t that He has damned us, rather that in order to have a relationship with Him (who is perfect) we too have to be perfect or else we are incompatible.
 
What motivates your choices?
 
Do you think you need to be “good enough”?
 
What is the level of goodness which you must achieve in order to gain audience with God?
 









Circumcision of the Heart
Romans 2:17-29
Focusing on the last verse because it seems to be Paul's thesis for this paragraph, he sums up his point nicely.  It is not about the rules you follow, rather your heart condition.  Think about that for a second.  How many rules do you follow (or not follow) in a given day?  Now remember, up until Romans 3:21, Paul is explaining why we need God and specifically Christ in our lives.  In yesterday's message, Paul told us that we do good things because we want to through faith.  Today he is saying that the things we do are inconsequential if we are following words of the Law, but rather we receive praise from God if we follow His Spirit.  He's on a roll with this whole "deeds" thing.
 
As believers and followers of Christ, we are saved from The Law.  Christ's sacrifice fulfilled The Law so we no longer had to live by it.  Does this mean we shouldn't live by it, or that those things aren't important?  Not quite.  Some people do things of The Law without even realizing it.  Plenty of Atheists give to the poor.  Plenty of "God followers" (Jew, Christian, or otherwise) commit sins on a daily basis.  So what's the point?  We live by the Spirit, not the law.
 
Back in Luke, when asked what laws are most important Christ replied, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  Too often we try to make a list of rules and think if we can just follow that or at least get a “passing grade” on how many and often we follow them, then we are “ok.”  This thought process blinds us from the point that it isn’t about fulfilling a list.  Jesus already fulfilled the list and freed us from the requirement of following the list.  Rather, because of that freedom we have been given the ability to live it out freely.
 
What kind of oppression is it to constantly be demanded to follow such a strict set of rules?  Paul uses the topic of circumcision here but we look at so many religious things in our lives as checkboxes: go to confession, meet for bible study, show up at church, say a prayer before meals…the list goes on.  Why do we impose these things upon ourselves when we have been freed from them?
 
 
Do you focus on following all the rules?
 
Whose rules do you try to follow?
 
How can you break free from the rules and live the life God has given you to live?
 





Romans 3
God's Paycheck
Romans 3:1-8  
Continuing Paul's sermon of why we need God, he exemplifies the difference between Jew and Gentile.  Although Jews (at that time) were blessed to have been imparted God's will, they still could not live up to it.  Their obsession with the letter of the law blinded them to the message of the Law.
 
Reread verse 3. Let’s think of people who rebuke God.  If we don't believe in Him, does that make him powerless?  No.  Why not?  God isn't a belief; He is something worth believing in.
 
Sometimes we get caught up in "us" and "them" and we forget to realize that 1) we are sinners just like everyone else in the world, past, present and future. 2) God loves us all, not just those who believe, but the unbeliever as equally.  How does that make you feel?  We do all this work: go to church, give to the community, pray, read, tithe, etc. and God's love remains equal amongst us all.
 
This is proof that God is steadfast.  God's love and grace is a gift, not a paycheck.  You can't earn God's love.  You can't do enough to get overtime pay on grace.  All you can do is receive it or reject it.  Think about that next time you get a paycheck.  Why are we so eager to receive that paycheck yet so reluctant to receive grace?
 
God is absolute.  Our human ways of thinking convince us that we can twist God’s arm and get Him to conform to our will.  We think because we might be a “chosen people” that we are better than others and therefore deserve a blessing.  We might think that because God loves us we can do whatever we want and it doesn’t matter to Him.  We get this crazy notion that because God doesn’t do things our way that He is wrong and we are right.  How prideful are we?  Verse 4 lays it out for us: God is constantly true and the nature of man is sinful and deceitful.
 
How has God upset you by not conforming to your will?
 
How has your own self-righteousness gotten in the way of understanding and accepting God’s will for you life?
 
Are you firm enough in the scriptures to know if they are getting twisted in your head?
 









Works of a Sinner
Romans 3:9-20 
As Paul sums up his explanation of why we need God, the last verse is a sobering one.  Paul's rant of sin vs. righteousness ends with what seems to be a book being slammed shut.  Fittingly, there is nothing more to say on the matter.  It's the controversial point that we don't think about often enough.  As we go about our days "doing good," we tend to forget there's nothing we can do to make us good. 
 
We fall into the rhythm of thinking that if we follow the Law, we will be pure, or more pure: "closer to God."  Paul says no; nothing we do will make us closer to God.  Some people don’t agree with this.  Our society has made us believe that as long as we are a good person, there will be some sort of reward when we die: in this case, audience with God.
 
Sure, our actions may lead others to God.  Our lifestyles can please or displease God.  Even atheists can live "decent" lives.  It's not about living a good or bad life, it's about recognizing that we are sinners and nothing we do makes us righteous.  It's only through the grace of God we are made clean.  This part of Paul’s letter was to explain our need for God’s grace and mercy.  Why should we care about having a relationship with Him in the first place?
 
Many people ask what the point is of all this.  We need to understand (even if we don’t believe in God), that we cannot survive in the presence of an absolutely perfect and holy God.  If we could, then God would be no different than we are.  This is what we get in a man created God.  However, we are God created men and women.  Would you want any other kind of God?
 
Furthermore, if we could “be good enough,” then where is the line?  What is the litmus test to decide how good enough we are to gain audience with our Creator and spend eternity in His presence?  The reason we don’t know isn’t because it is a huge mystery, it’s because the answer doesn’t exist.  We are asking the wrong questions.  It’s not about how good we are, but how merciful God is.
 
 
So I ask you (and myself), what is it that you do to make you think you are holier than another?
 
Have you been led to believe that it is about how good of a person we are to gain entrance to heaven?  
 
How much grace do you need in your life?









Justified
Romans 3:21-31
Today Paul gives us some relief.  After going on about how we are all condemned sinners and nothing we do can make us good enough in God's eyes (summed up in the famous Romans 3:23 here), we are introduced to how we can become righteous.
 
All it takes is faith.  "That's it?"  Yeah, that's it.  Paul explains how and why God sacrificed His perfect son for us.  By believing these things Paul says, we enter into the Kingdom of God.  Christ redeemed us on the cross and by believing that, by receiving that free gift, we are saved from ourselves: past, present, and future.
 
But faith isn't always that easy, is it?  It isn’t always easy to trust in something you aren’t sure of.  “So be sure of it,” they say.  Easier to say than do, isn’t it?  Here is the interesting aspect of faith in God.  The more trust we put in Him and take Him at His word (ahem…the bible), the more trustworthy we learn He is and therefore gain more faith and trust in Him.  This is why Jesus told us is all it takes is a mustard seed amount of faith.  It isn’t so much that faith is so powerful when we come up with it ourselves, it’s because God’s faithfulness is all powerful and when we trust in His faithfulness, we are able to experience the fullness of God.
 
This isn’t some message of  “name it and claim it to be true and it will happen,” rather it’s about trusting The One who made the earth and the sky, the ant and the elephant, the depths of the seas and the vastness of the galaxies to want a relationship with you.  His faithfulness was witnessed as Jesus hung on the cross.  As the world lost faith in the love of their God, He showed up not only in a big way, but in a way that would take care of us once and for all.
 
God proved His love and deity in one action, by paving the way for us to have a relationship with Him because we cannot do it on our own.  It doesn’t matter how much you go to church, tithe, or give to the poor, your salvation is only secured because of what Christ did for us on the cross.  Certainly, those things matter in regards to increasing in our relationship with God, but it has nothing to do with how it starts.
 
 
Paul's segue is about the Law and faith.  Where is your faith at in relation to the Law today?
 
Why do you think being “good enough” is good enough?
 
Are you willing to put your life in the hands of The One who created you?
 





Romans 4
Righteousness
 
Romans 4:1-8
Paul continues his letter today by explaining righteousness and how it works.  The verses of focus today remind us that while good works have their benefits, you still only receive what you earn.  Righteousness, however, is not earned; it is simply given by God and received by man.  God can forgive anybody and everybody (which he has) and any man can receive that forgiveness, thereby becoming righteous.  It is harder, however, for those of us who think we don’t need it.
 
In verse 7 we find a quote from David in the Old Testament where he says whose sins have been covered.  The original word used in Romans is epikalupto in Greek and kacah in Hebrew from Psalm 23 where Paul referenced King David’s words here.  Can you think of anywhere else that term comes from?  Often we refer to our sins being covered and washed away by the blood of Christ.  I love it when God does this.  He shows his consistency and plan throughout the bible since the beginning of time as we see in God slaying an animal and covering Adam with the skin to cover his nakedness once they had sinned.  I'm sure when David said this in the psalm he didn't quite realize he was pointing towards an event in the future...BUT GOD knew.
 
How often do we focus on earning something?  Money, accreditation, applause, praise, even salvation?  "if I do this, God will love me more or deem me worthy or more worthy than before."  Paul says it doesn't work that way.  Sure, doing good works in the name of the Lord is great.  It enhances the kingdom; it might even lead someone else to be saved, but it does not enhance your salvation.  God loves us all the same, infinitely and abundantly.  So, how can He love us more or less than He already does?
 
 
What motivates you to "do good works"?
 
Do you recognize that you need God in your life?
 
Wouldn’t it be good to know you’re covered?
 









Growing Out of Doubt and Into Faith
Romans 4:9-25
Many of us know the story of God promising a child and the doubtfulness about the situation from Sarah as she laughed at God.  Imagine the times when we don't believe our own prayers or God's promises.
 
Circumcision was the Jewish way of physically indicating that they are of the faith in God.  The problem with these physical proclamations is that eventually we think that being circumcised (or today, baptized) that it makes us holy, perfect, and acceptable to God.  Paul uses the case of Abraham here to explain that even these things are merely works and actions which without faith are meaningless in regards to our relationship with God.  If you get baptized without having full faith and trust in God, then you are merely getting wet and wasting everyone’s time.
 
Let’s look at Abraham's example here.  He examined the situation (he was old and his wife was barren) and instead of doubting, he grew strong in faith.  By looking at it in a positive manner, Abraham was able to grow because he saw that the older he got, the greater God would prove to be.  When it comes to the faithfulness, power, and deity of God, it isn’t up to prove His promises to others.  If God makes a promise, He will follow through. Abraham looked forward to God proving himself and delighted that his God was indeed awesome.
 
Think back to the times you doubted God's promises.  Even with the knowledge of God's promises in His Word, we still doubt.  We rely on ourselves to get through instead of having faith that God will fulfill His promises and struggle through things instead of keeping aware in faith that God is at work in our lives and is getting ready to prove His awesomeness.  Additionally, let us take note that it is not our faith in God that affects His faithfulness, only our attitude about God’s promises.
 
 
What are you doubtful about today?
 
In what area of your life can you trust God more?
 
How can you better learn about God’s promises for your life?
 





Romans 5
Free Gift
Romans 5:1-11
What is peace?  Peace is unity, in this case with God.  His sacrifice puts us back into unity with Him.  Too often we look at God from a very distant perspective. The closest we come to realizing our “relationship” with Him (put in quotes because this viewpoint isn’t much of a relationship at all) is that when we die, we go to heaven: some awesome mysterious place where supposedly we sing all the time.  How lame is that?  We completely miss the point.  It isn’t about God later, it’s about God now.  It’s about living in His Kingdom now.
 
What is grace?  It's a free gift from God.  "...but nothing's free in this world..."  You're right.  Nothing's free in THIS world, but in the Kingdom, grace is free.  Where are you living today?  Are you living in His Kingdom or this world?
 
The most amazing thing about grace, righteousness, and forgiveness is that we don't deserve it.  That's the kind of love God has for us.  Too often we memorize and recite Romans 5:8, but if we start from verse 1, we get a good foundation and running start in order to understand the power behind verse 8.
 
The closest we can relate this is a parent giving their child a gift at Christmas even though they had poor grades all year and constantly misbehave.  In Matthew 7:11, Jesus relates to this If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him!  The gift from God, however, is much more than that.  He sacrificed His own son!  And the son did it willingly.  How much would you be willing to sacrifice your one and only son for the person on earth who least deserved it? Think about that for a moment.
 
Paul continues to make a point that is echoed in the book of James.  Paul says that because of faith and grace, we can exult in our tribulations because we know that through victory in them, God's glory will be exemplified and we will become stronger in faith and thus our relationship with Him.
 
We are given hope through Christ's Spirit, and that hope will never fail.  We may forget that hope during our tribulations, but it is always there if you choose to accept it. How do you choose to look at your tribulations?  Do you see it as "God punishing you" or do you see it as a way to grow.
 
 
Why is it so hard for us to accept free gifts?
 
What is holding you back from trusting God fully?
 
How can you better live in God’s Kingdom today instead of the world?








Free of Religion
Romans 5:12-21
As Paul describes the difference between Adam and Christ, we see the hope which is in Christ Jesus.  Regardless of the amount of transgression one has which results in judgment and condemnation, it is trumped by Christ’s grace and righteousness.  How awesome is that?  Seem to simple?  That’s because we like to get our hands in the mix and complicate things.
 
From a little white lie, to taking a pen from work, to rape and murder, in God's eyes, it's all the same.  What was the first sin?  Eating a piece of fruit.  Really?  Is that what condemned us all to be born in sin? Sure, it was a sin, wasn't it?  They could have killed each other and the result would have been the same (other than the fact that God would have had to recreate them...)
 
The Law simply defines sin.  Paul explains how sin existed way before the Law.  The purpose of the Law (i.e. the Ten Commandments and all the other “thou shalt nots”) was to reveal the wretchedness of man and our need for God in order to be righteous.  The Pharisees thought they had it all figured out and multiplied the Law and created many more rules and regulations to help them conform to it.  All they got though was self-righteousness built out of their religion, not an intimate relationship with God.  They lived under strict rule of law instead of freedom in grace pouring out the love of God to others.
 
Thankfully, Christ fulfilled that Law so we aren't burdened with it.  We are all forgiven, BUT we have to receive it.  You can’t understand the fullness of God’s love until you experience it yourself.  It is only then you can give it to others.  What good is a gift that someone gives you if you don't take it and open it up?  We must accept the gift in order to enjoy it.  Yes, enjoy it.
 
We hear too much today about people being burdened with their religion.  Christ's purpose was to free us from religion, not create it.  Why is it so hard for us to understand that?  We continue to make our rules and judge people by them and condemn ourselves because of them.  FREE YOURSELF!!!  Christ's message, purpose, and gift are all about freedom.  His ministry on earth was a battle against religiosity and rules created to oppress and control others.  Cue William Wallace.
 
 
Why aren't you living free today?
 
What lies have you been told about rules and religion?
 
Why haven’t you opened the gift of grace God has given you?
 





Romans 6
The Cell is Open
Romans 6:1-14 
The previous passage, the ending of Romans 5 seemed to leave us hanging with the thought that because Christ died for our sins we can just do whatever we want and we will be ok.  The problem with that mentality, however, is that sinfulness is a life of oppression and bondage.  It is a way of living outside of our design.  It’s like trying to use a hammer as a screwdriver; we’re going to continue struggling with the difficulty of using something in a way it wasn’t designed to be used.  
 
The concept we have to realize that we have been in is like being in a jail cell.  Sitting in a jail cell we are in bondage, reaping the eternal consequences of our sins.  Christ is the key.  His death aka propitiation for our sins is like He had a conversation with the judge and said He would pay the price for our sins: past, present, and future.  As He got locked away, the gate to your cell was opened.  Why are you still sitting in the cell?
 
Paul is also telling us that we get to walk in the newness of life.  That's the life waiting for us outside that jail cell of regret, sin, and shame.  This is why Paul tells us not to let sin reign our mortal body, but as instruments of righteousness to God.  All we have to do is walk away from that cell.  Is it scary?  Sure it is.  That's why we hold onto our burdens of the past.  We've learned to live with it and it's comfortable; it's what we know.  Out "there" is a world of unknown.  It's ok though, because God has our backs.  Yet, we continue to let sinfulness oppress us and keep us in bondage.
 
The hope that Paul is telling us about there is that we no longer are in bondage.  If you were released from a jail cell, wouldn’t you leap to your feet and run out of there?  Would you look back longing to be locked up again?  The sad truth is that some folks are like this.  They prefer to the “known” of being imprisoned as opposed to the unknown of freedom.  You have been granted freedom, the gate is opened, yet we continue to stay in prison instead of living free.
 
 
What's keeping you in the jail cell?
 
What fears have imprisoned you in your mind?
 
Why aren’t you seeking out God’s design for you life?
 









Slaves of God
Romans 6:15-23  
Slavery is a tough subject in the United States.  It was a tough subject back in the times of the Apostle Paul as well but he uses it to better explain sinfulness.  From human perspective, slavery is always forced.  Slaves are slaves because someone overpowered them.  This is the power of sinfulness in our lives.  We are born into the slavery of sin.  However, we have been given the freedom to become slaves of righteousness.
 
You became obedient from the heart.  A lot of times we give The Holy Spirit much less credit than is due.  If we submit, the Helper will guide us.  Our humanistic ways of thinking turn us into "I have to go to church, I have to get baptized, I have to not cuss, I have to quit smoking...in order to be a good person and get into heaven"  No, we get to do those things in order to free ourselves from the bondage of sinfulness and enjoy the presence of God in our lives.  They are all forms of worship (the act of declaring the worth of things in our lives).  The bible tells us not to give begrudgingly, that if we do, not to give at all.  This actually refers to our allegiance to God, not what necessarily we do with our money or time. Giving Him your time and energy is a privilege, and honor, an opportunity, not a chore.  If it is, then don't do it.  This doesn’t mean to drop out of your church and stop following God.  It means if you truly are a believer, and you truly love God, don't hold things against Him.  It's easy to look at things negatively: the way the world wants us to operate.  But, ladies and gentlemen, if we look at it positively, it will be a whole different experience.  Remember that Paul explained that living by a big list of rules and regulations is a religious and slave-like mentality?  It does us no good but frustrate and oppress us, because we will never be good enough.
 
But now having been freed from sin and enslaved to God, you derive your benefit, resulting in sanctification, and the outcome, eternal life.  When you are a slave to something, you don't really enjoy it, do you?  We don’t enjoy being made to do anything.  We have to remember, in Paul's example of being a slave that the Kingdom of God is upside down from this world.  If you dislike being a slave in the world, you should enjoy being a slave to God, right?  Keep in mind, Paul is using this example because of the weakness of your flesh.  He is trying to explain to us in human terms what it means to be a follower of Christ, free from sinfulness.  Being a slave to God is a choice and in making that choice we realize our freedom.  We need to take hold of this concept of serving God.  We GET to, we don't HAVE to.  It's an HONOR not a CURSE.  If we look at things differently, we will look different.  We will be those known as followers of The Way.  People will ask and you GET to tell them.
 
 
Who or what are you a slave to?
 
What can you not stop doing that you wish you could?
 
How can you better serve God instead of something that doesn’t fulfill you?
 





Romans 7
The Law is Holy
Romans 7:1-12
Paul is answering more questions about the Law, that which everyone had studied for years and years and now is being told not to worry about.  Can you imagine how that feels?  Something you were raised under, studied, and tried to live out to the best of your ability, suddenly you are told it's flipped upside down and you have to switch gears.  It’s hard to change beliefs, isn't it?  Sure, that's why God steps in.
 
As we read more about The Law, we can compare it to the Tree of Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden.  Paul already explained that sin always existed, and we always sinned and were born into sin before The Law was even written.  When Cain killed his brother Abel, it was still considered sinful even though The Law wouldn’t be written for centuries later.  Here, Paul explains that The Law simply defined sin.  It exposed what is right and what is wrong.  It tells us what God sees as righteous acts and what He doesn't.  It doesn’t mean the Law is bad, it reveals the perfection of the Law and the imperfection of man.  The Law was designed to reveal our need of God’s righteousness and that we cannot attain it on our own.
  
So, is it wrong to try to follow some of those rules, or even all of them?  No, God would be pleased if you tried to follow his commandments.  Remember what Christ said though, "love the Lord your God with all your heart and love your neighbor as yourself."  The point is that we aren’t able to fulfill ALL the Law ALL the time.  If we could, we would be God and Jesus’ sacrifice would have been pointless.  It is Jesus’ sacrifice that has made it possible for us to be perfect, holy, and blameless.  The Holy Spirit is our guide to make the right choices, to act holy, and to continuously please God.  So why then don’t we do that?
 
We continually try to do things on our own.  Even though we have been set free and given the power of God to love unconditionally and live righteously (i.e. the way we were designed to live) life isn’t that simple.  We are constantly bombarded with beckoning calls to do this and say that.  We keep losing focus of God and therefore continue to sway into other lanes of traffic.
 
What about God’s righteousness frustrates you?
 
How does The Law expose your continued sinfulness?
 
What can you do to better focus on God’s ways and conform to His will instead of your own?
 
 









Call on Him
Romans 7:13-25
Today we see Paul's struggle as a believer.  While he wants to do good, exemplified by the Law which he previously had dedicated his life to studying and exemplifying, he continues to sin and is exposed by the Law.  As we discussed earlier, the Law defines what is Holy in God's eyes and anything outside of that is a sin.
 
This represents the battle between our fleshly being (our bodies, being born into sin) and our spiritual being (our rebirth through Christ by the Holy Spirit).  Paul describes his struggle and frustration.  He articulates the battle well and explains how he's hopeless...until we read the last verse.  We are saved and made righteous to God by Jesus.
Paul tells the Romans (and us) that while he wants to follow the Law, a by letter explanation of what God sees as righteous, he acknowledges that he is powerless to do so, and he feels guilty about it.  Have you ever felt guilty about something you've done?  How do we get rid of that guilt?  Call on Jesus.
 
In John’s account of Jesus’ ministry on earth, he accounts a soliloquy by Jesus when He explains the necessity and purpose of the Holy Spirit.  He told the disciples He was sending “a Helper” that would empower us to do even greater things than He did while on earth.  Let that sink in for a minute. Jesus resisted temptation, turned water into wine, healed the sick, made the blind see, brought the dead back to life, and even rose from the dead…and we’re going to do even greater things than that with the Holy Spirit?
 
If this is the case, then little things like nicotine addiction, depression, fear of abandonment, and all the other seemingly lesser issues of life than these shouldn’t even be a problem, right?  Yet we generally don’t find ourselves touching lepers, casting out demons, or puzzling the brightest of religious scholars, why not?  It’s because of this struggle we see Paul describing.  In 2 Corinthians, Paul explains God’s imposed “thorn in his side” to keep him humble.  These struggles are an opportunity to rely on God.  Our difficulties and war against our fleshly desires are there so that we can increase in our relationship with God.  Through sanctification, Jesus sets us free from this body of death.
 
Try it next time you are burdened, frustrated, angry, or helpless.  Just recite His name.  It's amazing how much power His name has.  
 
What burdens in your life seem to constantly plague you?
 
When was that last time you turned to Christ as your first option instead of your last when dealing with something difficult?
 
How much do you rely on the Holy Spirit as a guide and helper in your life?




Romans 8
Peace in Men
Romans 8:1-11 
Paul’s message has turned from our need of God in our lives and our failure to bridge the gap because of sinfulness to the hope we have in Christ and the freedom we have in Him from the oppression of sinfulness.
 
This is where we see the difference between believers and nonbelievers.  By believing in Christ, we are no longer in the flesh, but in the Spirit.  We are no longer expected to uphold the Law, nor are we burdened by the failure to uphold the Law.  Christ's free gift (His perfect sacrifice) has fulfilled that obligation to us for perfection.
 
Theologically, this is a very deep passage.  If you dig into this and study and understand The Law that Christ has fulfilled for us, it is a bit easier to understand how important Romans 8 really is.  Sin is a simple word for all of the imperfections that set us apart from God.  This is more than just a moral code or how to be a good person.  This is about God being perfection and us being stained with imperfection.  It’s like a dirty rusty car that doesn’t seem to be good for anything and God comes along and removes the rust, dirt, and grime and shines us up all nice again so we are acceptable and can function the way we were designed.  Paul reminds us that when we are found in Him, we are no longer physical beings but spiritual beings having a physical experience.
 
The other important message in this passage is the introduction of the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.  You mean one law replaced another?  Yeah. This New Law is much different.  Instead of worrying about following the letter of the Law, we can now focus on following the call of The Spirit.  The mind set on the Spirit is life and peace.  Peace means unity.  The law of God, as Paul says it here, is the law of love.  Instead of The Law pointing out our flaws, the law of love tells us it is ok that we are imperfect.  It tells us we no longer have to be burdened and oppressed by sinfulness but are set free by the power of God which now lives in us.
 
 
Are you at peace today?
 
How are you following The Law instead of the law of love?
 
Where are you lacking peace (unity) with God in your life?
 









Heirs of the King
Romans 8:12-17
Here we see that we are heirs, we believers and children of God.  We are heirs through the rebirth that takes place (aka "born again") by accepting Christ as our savior.  But, of what are we heirs?
 
The Kingdom!  We are heirs of the Kingdom of God; Jesus is our King.  Sounds crazy, right?  Look around you…do you see a moat?  The Kingdom of God is in us, around us, and upon us.  Can you feel it?  In the beginning half of this chapter we read about no longer being subject to the flesh: that we are now spiritual beings, revived and alive to live free from the burden of sinfulness and in accordance with our purpose and design.  It is in this very freedom that we get to experience our lives in the Kingdom of God.  Does Paul say it is a suggestion or a good idea?  No, he says we are under obligation.  Generally we look at the word “obligation” as a negative thing, as if we are being made to do something against our will.  The original Greek text Paul used here is the word opheiletes a word better translated to mean debtors.  
 
The point here isn’t so much that we are forced to live according to the Spirit, rather why wouldn’t we?  Imagine your life being saved from a terrible accident.  You would think that, at the very least, you have some sort of compulsion to live to better preserve your life in respect to the person who saved you.  You have this feeling as if you owe that person part of your life because they saved it.  This is the obligation of which Paul is talking.
 
We no longer are subject to the rules and consequences of the flesh - death and eternity in hell. Rather, we are filled with the Spirit, our Guide through this life, and afterwards we are promised eternity in the Kingdom.  We have been granted freedom.  We have been reborn and adopted as sons and daughters into the Kingdom of God, the King being our father.  Why then would we continue to live in the burdensome oppression of sin?
 
 
Do you live with the spirit of fear, or the spirit of adoption?
 
Do you truly believe you are a prince or princess of the King of Kings?
 
How can you better realize the true depth of Christ’s sacrifice for you and the Heavenly Father’s adoption of you?








Sovereign Belief
Romans 8:18-30 
We learn that not only are humans born into sin, but the whole world is born into sin.  Every. Living. Thing.  Even though we still have power and dominion over the rest of nature, it is still sinful and reaps the consequences of the existence of sin.  They too will be freed of the burden of sin and slavery to us once we are reunited with our King.  If we read back to the story of the Garden of Eden before the fall, we can see how life was designed to be: free of strife, pain, sickness, and even death.  Everything worked together perfectly and since the fall, we’ve all been striving to regain that serenity.
 
Paul talks about The Spirit interceding for us in our prayers.  It's quite interesting once you learn what the bible says about prayer.  It makes a difference in the motivation behind our prayer.  Our fleshly desires cause us to pray for winning the lottery, acing a test, getting promoted, etc.  Our Spirit desires God's will and glory, period.  We must pray according to His will, that's how The Spirit helps us, by knowing His will for us.
 
Now onto the controversy:
 
Our "destiny" is foreknown, by God.  He knows what you are going to do before you do it.  It's the epic battle of God's Sovereignty and Free Will. God has the power to do anything He wants.  One of those things is giving us free will.  Sure, he knows what we are going to do, but He takes pleasure in knowing that we choose to do it, especially when we choose to do what honors Him.  Yet, since we are broken and affected by sinfulness, it is extremely difficult for us to do God’s will all the time.  This is the purpose of the Holy Spirit in us, to not only guide us, but to give us strength when we cannot do it on our own.  Sure, He can make us do whatever He wants us to do, but isn't it that much more meaningful if we do it on our own?  It’s like a gift.  If you want something, you can take it from someone, steal it from a store, or even buy it with your hard earned money.  But, isn't it much more meaningful if someone were to freely give it to you?  Not only does it mean more to God, it enriches our lives as well.  The bible tells us to only give willingly, not begrudgingly.  I think the first step of giving in that example would be giving our faith to Christ.
 
 
If you believe, why do you?  If you don't believe, why don't you?
 
How often do you rely on the Holy Spirit?
 
How can you better choose to honor God today?
 









He will be right there waiting for you...
Romans 8:31-39
Hallelujah!  Try to remember this verse when things seem bad.   Christ didn't only save us from the world, but also ourselves. Ourselves? Yeah.  Remember, the sinful being, born into sin, condemned to eternity in hell...that's who He redeemed us from.  Paul says that nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God.  How then does that relate to when we talk about "being closer to God"?  If we can’t be separated from God, then how can we be further away in order to need closeness?
 
The problem is that we try to humanize God.  God is always right here with us, ever see/read the footprints in the sand story?  Just because we don't feel Him there, doesn’t mean he isn't.  It means we closed off our hearts, turned our backs, however you want to word it, but God is constant, He's consistent, He's always there.  It’s like we are 3 years old again and think someone isn’t there just because we close our eyes.  Sometimes we get caught up with "life" and forget about Him, but He never forgets; then we're humbled back into His arms.
 
There is freedom in this message.  Freedom that we don’t have to fear falling out of grace, only being covered in it.  Too often we quote, even sing, this verse and stop at 31.  Yet the rest of what Paul is saying here is so powerful!  With God by our side (which He always is) we can overwhelmingly conquer through Him…tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, and even sword!  So what then are we afraid of?  Fear is the opposite of faith.  If we have fear of something, it is because we lack faith in that area of our lives.  Repeat this out loud: nothing nor anyone can separate me from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
 
This is one of those passages we need to keep tucked away for a rainy day.  This is what we need to use to guard our hearts with when our spiritual enemy slides in to kill and destroy our hope.
 
 
What makes you think God is so far away?
 
What fears prevent you from having more faith?
 
What is one time in life you can look back upon where you thought you were alone only to find out you weren’t?





Romans 9
Sorrow for the Nonbeliever
Romans 9:1-5 
Paul's letter is now taking a turn to discuss the difference between Christianity and Judaism and he opens with explaining how the community he had grown to love is missing a step and living a life of death.  These are the people and religion he fought for, that he sought out Christians and persecuted in the beginning of his career.  Now he is saddened by their rejection of Christ.  
 
Unbelievers do not know what is available to them.  They reject something they have no knowledge of, only to try to use it against Christians.  Ever have someone throw a bible verse back in your face as evidence that "you aren't what you claim to be"?  What exactly do you claim to be?  Do you claim to be perfect or better?  It isn’t something worth getting angry over; it is an opportunity to grow in faith.
 
Paul’s frustration comes from the fact that Jews are practically born into the Kingdom.  They are taught from a very young age about the existence of God, His precepts, His will, and how He calls us to live.  Israel has the knowledge, but they still lack the faith.  This was Jesus’ problem with the Pharisees; they always touted their knowledge of the Judaic law and demonstrated how perfect they thought they were but continued to miss the point behind the Law.
 
We are all broken.  The difference is we no longer have to live with the burden of our brokenness.  Praise God for His grace and mercy.  Nonbelievers don't see that though, why is it?  Is it how we act?  Is it what we see?  They see us pour into churches Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings.  We leave and get into an accident, drop something that breaks, pinch our hand in the drawer at work and we curse and get upset.  We snap back at someone we feel is attacking us, we cut someone off on the road with a Jesus sticker on our car.  We fight back when someone hurls the Bible at us.  How do we react?
 
Do we sit there and defend ourselves?  Do we defend our self-righteousness?  Or do we explain the difference?  Do we show our supposed attacker that we aren't different, we are just like them.  Flawed, full of sin, without hope....until we accept Christ's sacrifice and forgiveness?  It's not about being right or about being holy, it's about recognizing we are nothing without Him.  Keep it in mind next time someone slings a verse at you.  Think about the truth behind their accusation and be honest.  Tell them why you are a Christian and how they can be one too.  Tell them what it means to be a Christian.  Don't try to prove yourself by slinging scripture back.  Remember, to them it means nothing; it’s ammunition that only hurts your pride of religion.  To them its a set of rules by which we are slaves.  Explain how we are set free, not enslaved.
 
 
What is your first reaction when someone attacks the faith: defensiveness or compassion?
 
How can you better respond to challenges of your beliefs?
 
What is a better way to utilize the knowledge of God that you possess?








He Did it on Purpose
Romans 9:6-17
In verse 8 we see that God's chosen people aren't just the Jews, as has been the story until Christ was crucified.  We think of the chosen people as just the Jews, but we see here that the chosen people of God are all of us who are saved through faith, not those who grew up in Jewish heritage by the letter of Judaic Law.  This is an interesting thing to keep in mind.
 
This passage reaffirms God's sovereignty.  It says that NOTHING we do matters except for what God wills.  Think about that on a different level than just turning right or left. Think about it on a level of your salvation.  Think about it on the level of someone else’s defiance against God (verse 17).  You are saved because God wanted you to be reconciled to Him; He willed it for His plan.  You didn't accept His grace and salvation just because you thought it was the right thing to do (or whatever you THOUGHT was your motivation at the time), but because God said so and it happened.  The beauty in all this, however, is that He has given us all the opportunity to be reconciled.  In 2 Peter 3:9 we read that God desires us all to be reconciled to Him.
 
It's a scary thought in this control-oriented society of free will and power.  Everything happens on purpose.  If we truly believe God to be omniscient (who would want to serve a different kind of God?), then we need to accept that everything that happens is part of His plan.  He is in control of ev-er-y-thing.  We don’t like giving up control, even worse, being told we aren’t in control.  
 
Too often we are inundated with ideas that God screwed up or that He didn’t think far enough ahead to see that Eve was going to sin.  Maybe a human would have this problem, but God doesn’t.  Accepting and understanding the sovereignty of God means realizing that the fall of man, the disobedience of Israel, the innocent slaughter of Jesus, and the persecution of the body of believers since then were not only foreknown by God, but that He allowed and continues to allow it to happen because it is part of the progression of His grand plan!  We might not agree with it all, but it doesn’t negate that it’s the truth.
 
What's your purpose?
 
Are you reconciled to God (2 Peter 3:8-13)?
 
What have you been led to believe that is contrary to this passage?
 









The Potter has a Purpose for the Pot
Romans 9:18-29
Paul continues his explanation of God's sovereignty.  He is the one true God who has power over ALL.  Not some, not most, ALL things.  He has the power to grant us free will; He has the power to make us fall to our knees.  Why does He allow some things to happen?  The answer is in today's text.  It's all for HIS glory.  Not ours, but His.  Sometimes we don't understand it, but that's ok.  It's not our place to understand, it's our place to serve and glorify Him. 
 
Here, Paul references some Old Testament text to explain that God claims everyone to be his.  Not just the believers, not just the Jews, but ALL.  Remember, He created everything, so why wouldn't we be His?
 
This passage is a key understanding about how we look at our lives.  Occasionally we hear people begrudging God for allowing something to happen, for not allowing something to happen, etc.  But here it tells us it is all for a reason and God's purpose.  So, if we have faith in God's will and purpose, what do we have to complain about?  
 
Another aspect we can learn from this passage is that we all have a unique purpose.  There is a reason why you woke up today.  Don’t you care to know what it is?  Sin has tainted our worldview and the enemy makes us think we need to chase all sorts of things to make us feel better or even renew our separation from God.  However, we quickly find that none of these things satisfy.  King Solomon did all He could to discover what in this world will reunite him with God.  The truth is that we were designed to work in a specific way for specific reasons but we continue to work outside of our design.  It’s as if an ashtray is being used as a dinner plate.  Sure, it might suffice, but it is inefficient.  
 
If we ignore and try to work against the sovereignty of God, we will never realize true joy because who resists His will?  How foolish are we that we try to continually make the pieces fit where they don’t belong and then we shake our fists and curse God for allowing it to happen.  We are so hard headed in learning that we are simply misusing ourselves and working against God and His design and purpose for us.
 
 
Is there something you hold against God that’s really your fault?  
 
Is it not His right to make it that way?
 
How can you better discover and work within your God given purpose today?
 









Why?
Romans 9:30-33
This is a strong conclusion to Paul's explanation of Jew vs. Gentile.  The fact of the matter is that Jews and Gentiles, at this point, aren't that much different.  Paul uses Israel's past to make a point.  It's not about works, motivated by “The Law” and trying to be a good person that results in our righteousness, but our God given faith and acceptance of forgiveness through Christ our Lord.
 
"You make it sound so simple."  Yeah, it is, yet it is so difficult.  It's like the game of chess.  The concept is easy to understand, and even how the pieces work together, while taking some getting used to, is easy enough for a child to comprehend.  Yet, it takes a lifetime to master.  However, let us never forget that Jesus said it only take a mustard seed size amount of faith.  We just have to understand that we must put ourselves in a place of vulnerability so we can trust God and He will prove Himself faithful.
 
Continuing with yesterday's message, do you notice that God is the one who placed that stumbling stone there?  Makes one wonder, "what's the point, then?"  Ahh yes, the point of life.  It's to glorify Him.  How do you look at the stumbling block?  Do you look at it as an excuse?  A reason to turn away?  Or rather, do you look at it as an opportunity for God to show His glory?  It is an obstacle that by asking for and accepting His help, you can overcome and become stronger in and through Him? 
 
The point is faith.  Do you believe God can do it? If we put our trust in Him, everything will begin to align.  From how you act, to how you believe, to how others look at you, to how God takes care of you.  As humans, we try to nitpick and one at a time turn to one thing or another.  "If I tithe, my finances will be in order.  If I stop cursing, people will treat me with more respect.  If I go to church more, more people will be friends with me."  THOSE ARE ALL WORKS!  It's not by WORKS; it's by FAITH that our lives are changed.  Don't focus on what focus on why.  
 
Why does God put stumbling blocks in front of us?
 
 
Why do you do what you do?
 
How do you continue trying to be good enough under your own power?
 





Romans 10
Your Righteousness or God's?
Romans 10:1-4
How many of you look at Christianity as a religion instead of a way of life?  Is it something to believe in or something to do?  Paul continues to explain in chapter 10 the reason why Israel has failed at righteousness in the eyes of God.
 
It's understandable, from a human perspective how easy it is to follow the same path as Israel did.  “Christians” do it too. We fall into a pattern of habit, and forget the point behind it all.  We try to make our relationship with God into an equation that takes as little time and effort commitment as possible then wonder why we aren’t reaping the benefits like the original disciples did.  Israel followed the Law and began to worship the Law.  Christ fulfilled the Law because we couldn't do it ourselves.  He was perfect, and sacrificed himself perfectly for us so we were no longer required to follow God's perfect Law to erase the broken bond between us, but we still try to.
 
We fall victim to religion on a daily basis.  We constantly think, "if I do what I'm supposed to do, then I'm justified enough to earn a seat in heaven."  No you're not; that's the message of the Gospel.  It is only through accepting Christ's sacrifice as forgiveness and realizing that you can’t be good enough that you may enter the gates of heaven.  The Father won't accept you unless you come through the Son.  Jesus said, “blessed is he who is poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
 
"But I go to church when I'm supposed to.  But I work hard for my family.  But I'm nice to people."  So what?  No good works are good enough for God.  If we focus on what we do, don't we then, make ourselves our own god?  Think about it: if you focus on how good you are, you aren't focusing on how good God is, rather you are focusing on how good you are.  According to God, we are all wretched.  None of us are worthy.  How do we become worthy, then?  By understanding that we need His sacrifice.  
 
"How can a loving God cast us away and condemn us all to hell?"  That's a very valid question.  We miss the fact that God loved us so much that he slaughtered His only son for our forgiveness.  Yet, we don't focus on what He has done for us, we focus on what we can do for us.  That's not Christianity, that's selfishness.  God doesn’t cast us into hell, we choose to go by denying the truth He has been trying to show us all along.
 
How much do you rely on your own righteousness?
 
What about God’s forgiveness do you continue to reject?
 
Is your relationship with God dependent upon your own goodness or the grace and mercy of God?









You Heart Condition
Romans 10:5-11
Paul continues his explanation of righteousness by faith, not works.  But hold on, "if we confess that we believe, is that not an action?"  Sure, but think of this, if you cannot confess, does that mean you cannot be saved?  Think of all the people in this world who cannot speak.  Remember, it's not about WHAT you do; it's about WHY you do it.
 
God is not subject to loopholes or technicalities.  If God is omnipotent and sovereign, there isn't anything that can slip by him.  You see, it's similar to baptism; you aren't saved or cleansed of your sinfulness by getting dunked in water while someone prays over you.  Anyone could do that.  It's about your heart condition that drives you to do it.  It's about trusting in God (faith) and what you believe (His Word).  If you truly believe Christ is your Savior, then you will have no problem proclaiming it.  If you truly are in a state of repentance, you will get baptized.  It's just how the Spirit works!
 
Notice how Paul uses the old scriptures, the basis of Jewish law and where most others get their religious basis for self-righteousness based on works to prove God's righteousness is about faith and belief, not works.  So, the very books that everyone subscribes to for their righteousness tells them, and they ignore it.  We get so caught up in our own righteousness that we ignore God's righteousness and that the only true righteousness we have is what God has given us.
 
Merely doing these things really is just a waste of time.  It tends to be a sore subject, especially for those who refuse to take God at His word.  The truth is in order to experience Him in our lives in an intimate relationship, we need to let go of our fears and take hold of Him.  In Matthew 7, Jesus ends His Sermon on the Mount by making clear that just professing with your mouth isn’t enough.  This might seem contradictory to what we are reading here but in fact Paul’s words to the Romans are in complement to what Jesus said.  Jesus tells us to not just say we believe something, but to act upon it.  This is what professing, repenting, and baptizing is all about.  Merely believing isn’t enough and neither is merely acting; they must coexist in order for us to fully experience the presence of God and live in His Kingdom.
 
What do you believe?
 
What is preventing you from acting upon what you believe?
 
Do your words and actions contradict each other?
 









Faith from Hearing
Romans 10:12-21
In the previous passage, Paul touched upon putting to use your faith and making sure what you profess is the truth.  The heart behind that is laid out here.  Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.”  God reveals Himself to all of us through the preaching and spreading of His word.  We all hear it and with today’s technology it is available to just about anyone.  The difference is if they care to hear about it or not.
 
Sometimes the truth hurts.  We don’t want to admit we need help.  All support groups claim this as their first step: breaking through denial.  It’s a difficult step to take, but is very necessary to experience freedom.  Our addiction and downfall is sin and there is a way to break free from it.  Have you heard about it yet?
 
Paul is talking about evangelism.  He's quoting the scriptures to invoke the thoughts of the Jews, who have rejected Christ's love.  Why don't they believe?  Have they not heard the gospel?  Of course they have, and they understood what it said because the Good News about it is the end of the desperation they have experienced for millennia trying to fight off sin.  They made the choice to reject it, choosing instead to stick to their religion instead of their God.  But this isn't just about the Jews, is it?
 
How many Gentiles (non Jews) do you know that have rejected the gospel?  As believers of Christ, it is our duty to spread this good news.  Don’t you tell your friends about great movies or restaurants you experience?  These things only last a couple hours at best, why then wouldn’t we tell others about something so much better that lasts much longer?  How can someone make a choice if they don't know what their options are?  It isn't on us to make people believe, just to help them understand.  We are to plant the seed.  No more, no less.
 
Yet it always seems more complicated than that, doesn’t it?  There are always excuses why not to listen and take to heart the words of God.  Our pride is the culprit.  Just like the addict who refuses to join their friend to a recovery group, we can’t bring ourselves to accept that we have a sin problem.  Even though we have heard the story a hundred different ways, we refuse to even entertain the idea that we have a problem and there is a solution.
 
Who do you think needs to know their choices?
 
Do you hunger and thirst for righteousness?
 
Have you heard yet ignored the Gospel of Christ?
 





Romans 11
Divine Appointment
Romans 11:1-10
"If God is so loving, then why does he condemn us all to death (Hell) for our sins, knowing there is nothing we can do to save ourselves?"
 
Have you heard that question before?  Paul explains the answer right here, by using Israel as an answer.  He makes a few points we need to remember:
 
1)  We are saved by divine appointment.  God's grace flows upon us according to how he wants it to flow.
2)  There is NOTHING we can do to save ourselves, but God sent His Son to save us for our sins.  That is how loving a God He is.
3)   God wants you to be saved, but it will happen how and when He wants it to happen.
 
One commentary reads: 
 
"Law elects those who obey its requirements.  Grace elects those who are willing to receive everything through faith, not as a matter of right, but as undeserved and unmerited favor at the hand of God."
 
Israel's rejection is not because God doesn't like Israel anymore nor has he forsaken them.  Rather, they refuse to give up their religion and letter of the Law for grace.  They still want to earn their way into heaven instead of accept God's gift.  Israel isn't the only people that way, everyone is.  All non-believers and even some believers today still feel they need to earn their way to God.  It's only human, but it doesn't save us any more or any less.  We’ve been conditioned to “make it on our own” and this has become our stumbling block; we think we can be righteous enough that we do not need God much less think we should pay Him any mind.
 
We have been tricked into thinking we are alone, just as Elijah thought he was alone.  His fear over took his faith in God’s continued provision.  In the physical realm, it seemed like the battle was over and all was lost, but God being sovereign and having a plan for eternity knew what was happening.  Our fears are opportunities to trust God and experience his grace to the fullest.  But as the Apostle Paul says here, how are we going to experience grace if we keep operating under the assumption that our righteousness is of works?
 
 
Where do you stand in your belief of God’s grace?
 
What part of your life do you continue to try to do on your own instead of through the grace of God?
 
How have you been doubting God?
 









Why Does God Let Us Fall?
Romans 11:11-15
Why?  Why does god have this grand scheme of divine appointment?  Why can't we just all be saved and be done with it?  Why must some of us suffer?  For the glory of God.
 
Israel's rejection has a purpose: for Gentiles to be saved.  That's us, folks!  Let's think of it on a more personal level.  Do you know someone who isn't saved?  Isn't it frustrating when you try to explain things to them and they don't "get it"?  Absolutely.  Guess what though, God has a purpose for that person's rejection.  Verse 15 talks about resurrection from the dead.  It's a metaphor for spiritual deadness.  How much more glorifying to God will it be when he pulls them out of that rejection and into His grace?
 
There's a reason for everything.  We need to realize that things happen for a reason: because God let it happen.  If we believe He has it all under control and we want to serve Him through worship and praise, then why do we curse God when bad things happen?  Shouldn't we thank God that it's in His hands and not our own or someone else's?  
 
There's no vindication through blaming others for things that happen to you.  Rejecting God because there is pain in the world only makes the pain worse.  It's like getting cut and instead of putting salve and a band aid on it (God's healing), you pick at it and throw dirt in it.  So now, not only do we reject healing, but we also make it worse!  This is what we do when we get angry with God for troubles in our lives.  It's all for a purpose; we have a choice to use it to glorify Him or curse him.  Instead of getting angry at God for something that you think is unfair or unjust, why not ask Him why it happened?
 
We must not forget what Paul notes in verse 12.  Those who He uses directly for His glory, how much more will their fulfillment be! Yet we don’t see it this way, we see it the way the world dictates we should see it: with anger and negativity so it consumes us and distracts us from seeing what is really happening.
 
 
What will you choose to do next time?
 
Who do you blame for bad things in your life and why?  
 
How can you better prevent yourself from getting distracted from God’s glory when bad things happen?








Check Your Pride
Romans 11:16-24
Today's message is an explanation by Paul describing that the salvation of the Gentile is a result of Israel's rejection.  He's explaining the fact that as Christians, we need to remember that Israel was and still is God's chosen people.
 
Think of the pride we sometimes have as Christians.  We look down at non-believers and scoff the Jews for being "dumb" and not realizing their Messiah has already arrived.  Remember yesterday's message?  God has it all under control and it happened for a reason.  Paul's use of "fear" here does not mean to be afraid, rather to be wary of your pride as a Christian and respect God’s sovereignty and authority over all things and people.  Don't let the pride of your own salvation reflect an attitude of irreverence and "holier than thou" demeanor.  For we ALL have fallen short of the Glory of God.  Not just Jews, not unbelieving Gentiles, but you as well.
 
How many times have we shook our heads at those we feel are foolish for not believing or for believing but not behaving faithfully to God?  The bible confirms that is not how Jesus intends for us to act.  Instead of turning away, we should turn towards that person and try to meet them where they're at.  They are "foolish" because they are ignorant and don't know any better.  At least they have an excuse, believers don't.  We know better and know what God would like us to do for Him in that situation.  Even if this hypothetical person is a believer but doesn’t act like it, what should be our response?
 
Paul mentions not only that Gentiles are grafted into the tree but that the natural branches that have been broken off as a cause of unbelief can be grafted back in.  So then, if we fall away from the faith, there is opportunity to return.  Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son reveals this clearly.  Let us then instead of scoffing at those who are seemingly of lesser faithfulness than us try to show them what they are missing out on by giving them the unconditional love we have been given and experience daily.
 
 
What's your excuse for not being faithful?
 
How are you taking your salvation for granted?
 
Have you been grafted into the tree of life or are you a broken limb?
 









It's All Part of the Plan
Romans 11:25-32
Paul is concluding his explanation of Israel's rejection and the purpose God has for "us" and "them".  His conclusion points out that Israel, despite their rejection and disobedience, will be saved and reclaimed as God's nation.
 
This is an interesting thought about "the end of times".  We start to forget the awesomeness behind it all and get too caught up in who is right and who is wrong.  Will it matter, really? When Christ returns, all hell breaks loose (quite literally), and we finally see what it all means; are we going to look at each other and stick our tongues out saying who was right and wrong?  There won't be any time or care for that.
 
The thing we need to focus on is God's love.  Look at how much God loves His nation, Israel.  It's an example of how endless it is.  We’ve known and still know Christians who have "fallen away" and are at a point where they feel it is pointless to turn back to God because of how far away their current paths have taken them.  Is that you today?  Are you the prodigal son (or daughter)?  There is nothing that you can do to make God not love you.  He always has and always will.  That’s how awesome he is.  
 
According to today's passage, there's a reason for it.  He allows us to "fall away".  It wasn't on our own accord.  It wasn't because God couldn't force us to stay.  It is through these times that we grow stronger.  Some people liken our relationship with God like a roller coaster.  Just like any other relationship we have our good times and our bad times.  The growth comes when we decide to go back or stay faithful despite how we feel.  They say that a strong relationship will have disagreements.  There are times when one is hurt by the other.  There are times when one doesn’t understand the other.  This doesn’t mean that you are incompatible; it means you are giving it your all and you are making yourself vulnerable.
 
Sometimes God does things we don’t like or understand.  We have an opportunity in these times to run away or stand and fight for the relationship anyway because it is important to you.  You may be offended by God just by reading today’s passage but it doesn’t mean the relationship is doomed to fail.   The truth is that being an almighty and sovereign God, He has plans bigger than any one of us can imagine…but do you believe it and have faith in it?
 
 
Where are you in your relationship with God?   
 
How do you handle difficulties in your relationships (spiritual or otherwise)?
 
What is one thing in your life you can change about how you handle the “lows” in your relationships?









He Is
Romans 11:33-36
This is awesome.  As Paul closes his explanation of Jew vs. Gentile and the purpose behind it all, he proclaims this doxology, as it is referred  (a statement of praise).
 
This is so simple.  Sometimes we get caught up in what to say, how to say it, how much to say...and once again we lose focus and start to think that we need to "do it right" in order for it to be acceptable to God.
 
Nay.  The last sentence tells it all: from Him (He is the Creator), through Him (He is the way through which all things are possible), and To Him (He is the end-all).  For sure he deserves the glory.  Will you give Him the glory today?
 
Just reflect on this passage and what it means to you...even words cannot completely explain His Awesomeness.  Meditate on the possible depth of His mercy, love and grace.  Imagine, He breathed you and everything around you into existence.
 





Romans 12
Living Saved
Romans 12:1-2
The “therefore” at the beginning of this passage indicates that what the author is about to say is dependent upon what was written before.  If you have forgotten, go back and read yesterday’s bible passage and then read this one again.
 
This is where Paul turns the tone of his message and talks about how to live saved.  There is a difference between being saved, and living saved.  It's something we need to hear and we need to hear it often.  "But I'm saved, and the bible says I don't have to do anything more than that."  No, you don't have to do anything more, but you get to and quite frankly, why wouldn't you want to?  It's like getting married and after your wedding day, you never see, communicate with, or interact with your spouse again.  Remember, life as a Christian is a relationship with Christ, not something on a "to do" list. 
 
We tend to look at the bible at a glance and look at all these rules and regulations.  We sigh relief when we see there's nothing we can do, "for we all fall short of the glory of God." By accepting Christ's forgiveness, we don't have to worry about eternal damnation, “now I don't have to worry about my sins and I can go on doing whatever I want, right?”  Not quite.
 
The phrase "to present" is worded specifically that way because we are not required to live the way Paul is encouraging us to.  He is telling us that it is voluntary.  "Living saved" isn't a commandment; it's a choice.  Remember: not because we have to, but because we get to!  
 
As we work on our relationship with God and make it stronger, our minds are renewed. Our actions conform to actions more glorifying to God.  As we live these things out, we serve and glorify Him.  People begin to notice there is a Way about you.  The things of this world no longer concern you as much and because of that, you are able to focus more on God.  Instead of worrying about your finances, your kids, your house, your job, you “worry” more about how you are serving God right now this second and he takes care of everything else.  You start to experience the freedom that He died for that you couldn’t attain on your own.
 
Look around.  Notice how easy it is to pick out what our society calls a "practicing Christian"?  You aren’t a Christian because you go to a church on Sundays.  It's how you live.  How you act, speak, and smile is the way you tell others the quality of your relationship with God.  
 
If you choose not to live saved, to own your salvation and show the benefits of it, why did you even join the club?  By not living saved, anyone is asking for a life of turmoil and burdens.
 
 
 
Are you living saved?
 
How are you not living up to your own potential as a Christian?
 
What about your life must you sacrifice to God?
 









What's My Purpose?
Romans 12:3-8
As Christians, we tend to complicate our purpose.  We spend large amounts of time in prayer and meditation looking for answers and get frustrated when we don't get them.  The answer is here.
 
What is it you like to do?  It's the desire God gave you.  The design he applied to your spirit.  If you like to do something and you're at least somewhat good at it, that is your purpose!  You aren't supposed to suffer.  You aren't condemned to a life of unfulfilling work and misery at your job.  Your likes and desires aren't supposed to be put on a back burner as a part time hobby or secret pleasure.  It's meant to be accomplished to it's fullest, BY YOU!
 
In addition to our "physical" purpose, Paul tells us here that we have "spiritual" purposes as well. God has allotted to each a measure of faith.  Imagine everyone in your congregation had the level of faith your pastor does. It wouldn't be a church then, would it?  It would be a pastoral conference.  Imagine if everyone in church were expert guitar players; Sunday mornings would just be a jam session.  We are each designed specifically for where and when we are in life.  Some are designed to lead; some are designed to follow. The point of it is that we are all called to live our faith accordingly.  Some will be standing in the pulpit once or more during the week, others will simply be at work being an exemplary employee.
 
We all have a specific purpose designed by God.  It's not a secret nor is it a mystery.  It's on your heart.  But, beware of your prideful self.  As we realize what it is we are designed for, be careful to continue to recognize God for that design, and not take credit for yourself.  Paul's beginning words to this passage warns us not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think.  Certainly pride is a humanistic urge to become our own god, we must capture these thoughts and rid ourselves of them. The last 11 chapters laid out the consequences of pride through the rejection of Israel.  Let us not forget.
 
 
What is your purpose?  
 
What did God design you for?  
 
Are you working towards fulfilling your purpose?
 









Brotherly Love
Romans 12:9-21
This is it: the message of the gospel.  It's all about love.  Don't get confused; some may look at this as a list of rules.  These 12 verses are just examples to get us started.  
 
Paul is explaining the essence of unconditional love.  When Jesus said, “Love God with all your heart, mind, and soul and love your neighbor as yourself,” this is what He was talking about.  It's quite a feat to love someone who has slighted you, isn't it?  Do not forget "With God, all things are possible." As we align ourselves with God's will, things like this become more natural.  The only way to align ourselves with God’s will is to work on our relationship with Him.
 
The point in today's passage is that if it's without love, it's without God.  God is love.  He is the source of love.  Without him, there is no love in us or for us.  Paul here is telling us what that looks like.  He's explaining that now that God is with us, in us, and for us, this is how we align ourselves with Him.  His will is for us to behave this way, but He also knows we cannot do it on our own.  If we take that step and make the effort, He will give us the strength to carry it out.  This is why it isn't easy, our sinful nature rebels against this kind of behavior.  Yet, this behavior glorifies Christ and strengthens us as Christians.  It is the heavenly purpose He has given us all.
 
Our lack of this unconditional love for others is an indication of our relationship with Christ.  Throughout the scriptures we find parables and analogies with bad and good trees bearing bad and good fruit.  As we look at this explanation of the kind of love God gives us so we can give others, we can compare our own lives to see how close we are to God.  The closer we are to God, the more we will portray these qualities.
 
 
Where does your life lack this kind of love?
 
How can you better your relationship with God so that you can better exemplify these characteristics?
 
Has anyone ever shown you this kind of love?




Romans 13
God Appointed Leaders
Romans 13:1-8
We always hear about God telling us to respect and support our government and pray for our leaders.  Notice how Paul explains the purpose of government and God's design for government and civic order.  Of course, sin corrupts individuals in government just like everyone else in the world.  So what does this mean then?  How do we respect people who lie cheat and steal?
 
There are a couple points in this passage that should be highlighted:
 
1) We should follow the law.  Think about how it looks upon the Kingdom and Christians as a whole.  Certainly, we all make mistakes,  but imagine upstanding citizens of the church getting arrested and thrown in jail.  How does that reflect upon the Christian way of life?  It is interesting that Paul wrote this letter while IN jail.  Remember, our actions are supposed to glorify God first.
 
2) In verse 8, Paul mentions the law.  Notice it's not capitalized as in The Law (referring to Mosaic law).  Rather, the law of love put forth by Christ.  This verse is talking about not owing anyone as in compensation for something you've done. Paul here is telling us we should be careful of our actions so as to not need to apologize or pay restitution.  Keeping this in mind helps us to beware of the consequences of our actions prior to doing them.
 
3) Respect your leaders.  It has been said, "you don't really have the right to complain about your leaders until you have prayed for them."  God has put these people in these positions for His purpose.  While you may not agree with the actions or decisions these people make, they are fulfilling God's will.  Ever read Revelation?  The end of times is sparked by wars, revolt, and government unrest.
 
4) Ultimately, we are to respect authority.  As we learn how to better respect God's authority in our lives, we will begin to better respect the authority figures over us.  Things in those positions are never as easy as it seems as a subordinate.  If you are in any type of leadership position (this includes parents), then your respect for authority will teach those looking up to you the importance of obedience.  In order to be a good leader, you must be a good follower.
 
 
What leaders in your life do you need to pray for instead of complain about?
 
What kind of example are you setting for those who look up to you?
 
When do you think it is ok to disrespect authority and how does this reflect your relationship with God?
 









The Uniform of Christ
Romans 13:9-14
"Whatever we do reflects the Cross.  This is why sometimes we have to be a Christian even if we don't want to be."  If you have ever or known someone who had a job where a uniform was worn and authority was commanded, you will know that taking off the uniform did not remove responsibility.  Doctors are called doctors when they no longer are working.  Police officers out of uniform are always referred to as “off duty police officers”.  Military folk are still subject to the laws and regulations of their service when they are out of uniform.  As a Christian, we are always on duty.  We aren’t just followers of Christ on Sunday mornings or Wednesday evenings.  Just like those in the military, we are on duty and on call 24/7.
 
We need to "put on" Jesus Christ, as if a uniform.  It will remind us of our duty, of the love we are to project always.  As we've discussed earlier in Romans, God is Love and the love that we have is from Him.  So then, if we coat ourselves in Christ, what do we do?  We love everyone unconditionally.  When we leave our uniform at home, or church, we can and will easily forget and give into these lusts Paul describes.  Regardless if we are wearing the uniform, people will still know who we are or what we claim to believe.
 
If we flip to Ephesians 6, we can read the passage that describes God’s armor.  This is that which Paul is calling us to put on here.  Truth, Peace, Righteousness, Salvation, Faith, and the Word of God.  If we utilize these as our daily clothes, our uniform will make it evident that we are of God.  Not only will we be able to love others unconditionally, but by clothing ourselves in Christ, we will be beacons of light and hope to the world.
 
Because of who Christ is and who we are in Him, we must not be tolerant for making provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.  Generally we look at this to mean that we should point our fingers at those who are acting sinfully and be judge and jury over those around us just because we are in God’s family.  Paul is talking about ourselves.  We must be vigilant to guard our hearts against our fleshly desire of sinfulness and hold fast to Christ’s virtues.
 
Who's uniform are you wearing today?
 
How can you better represent Christ in your daily life?
 
What is the one piece of God’s Armor that you fail to utilize the most?
 





Romans 14
One Judge
Romans 14:1-13
Paul spoke about this earlier in Romans, when he mentions "each man according to his own faith".  As Christians, it is very easy for us to take the moral righteousness road and feel the need to tell people when they are "doing it wrong".  Who are we?  That's God's job to tell us we're doing it wrong.  
 
Certainly, there are things in life that we do or not do out of respect for God.  The reason for Paul explaining this concept is the converted Jews were so habitual about their religious practices, that they shunned gentile Christians for not doing these things and the Gentile Christians shunned the Jews for doing things.
 
As Paul has laid out for us in this book, no deed will grant us salvation or a better place in front of God.  It is our duty as Christians to be wary of falling into that trap and also helping each other not fall into that method of thinking.  BUT, it does not mean to ostracize each other and scoff at them for being "wrong".
 
Paul tells us here that God is the only one who is to judge us for what we do.  That one day we will need to give account for all we have done.  In relation to the weak and strong in faith, it is the duty of the strong to strengthen the weak.  The scriptures, more specifically this same author, gives room and instruction for exhortation and reproof to teach and help others learn the truth of God and how He calls us to live as His followers.  Certainly, the stronger in faith should try to guide the weaker, but not in a manner of judging or ostracizing them. Rather, as kind words of wisdom so they can live the freer life Christ guaranteed for us that we are trying to wholly realize.  In like fashion, the weaker should look up to and respect those in stronger faith and search out the way to live this freedom.  The scriptures, more specifically this same author, gives room and instruction for exhortation and reproof to teach and help others learn the truth of God and how He calls us to live as His followers.  
 
As a final note, we should keep in mind these things we do "for God".  Our world history shows us time and again when people have killed for God.  Christ taught us "Love the Lord your God with all your heart...and love your neighbor as you love yourself."  Killing someone isn't any form of love.  Violence, stealing, cheating, etc. are not things Christ calls us to do in order to glorify Him.  So, if you are motivated to do something to worship Him, make sure you check your motives first and make sure it lines up with scripture.  
 
Have you ever smacked a baby for not using a toilet?  Do you think it is right to punish a 10 year old for not grasping college level calculus?  We are all living in different maturity levels of faith – which God has apportioned according to His will and plan – so don’t forget that when you look down at someone for their level of understanding that someone else could be doing the same to you. We are all weaker and stronger than someone else we know in faith.
 
 
How can you strengthen and encourage someone else?
 
 
Who can you look to for help in strengthening yourself?
 
Why has God given you your specific measure of faith?
 









Should Christians Drink?
Romans 14:14-23
First of all, we must take heed not to consider this message a distinct explanation.  This doesn’t apply to just food, rather it is being used as an explanation since all Jews and Gentiles can relate.  The Jews were instructed by God in Leviticus to only eat certain foods, however since Christ has now fulfilled The Law, we are no longer required to follow those rules.  
 
This is the explanation to a debate common among Christians.  "Is drinking alcohol bad?"  
 
As soon as you read that quote, you already contemplated your stance on the matter.  Do you know any Christian recovering alcoholics? Their stance is clear: they don't consume alcohol because it causes them to act in a way displeasing to the Lord.  It becomes their god.  Do you know people who enjoy a beer or two with dinner on occasion or a glass of wine with their wife?  Their stance is just as clear: they don’t overindulge and their drinking doesn’t lead to sinful behavior.  Who is wrong in their actions?  Paul here tells us neither is wrong, but as long as they seek to honor God first in all they do, they are “right”.
 
Paul is telling us that as we follow that which God puts on our hearts to follow, we should not ridicule another because we are different, since we are ALL unique, according to His design.  If someone prefers not to partake of something, be it food, drink, or anything else in order to honor God, who are we to question that?  Likewise, we are not to judge those who do not follow the "rules" on our hearts and do partake of these things just because they do not do what we do.  This is why the first and foremost goal is to seek God’s desire for our lives and He will reveal it to us.  We aren’t to seek God’s desire for others and try to change them because they don’t behave the way you do.
 
Keep in mind, if these things do cause a brother to stumble, it is our duty to help them.  Let us not use this opportunity to point fingers or judge, for that does not help them at all.  Ever tell an alcoholic they need to stop drinking?  Did it help them stop?  This is why we must develop strong and trusting relationships with our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ:  1) to give us the courage and boldness to step up and speak to these members of our family and strengthen them and 2) so that they will respect our words.  It is through prayer and petition that these things are accomplished for "through God all things are possible."
 
In respect to the choices others and we make, Paul notes here in the same breath that we are not to create stumbling blocks for one another.  A good illustration of this is inviting recovering alcoholic friends to a party and then breaking out the booze once they get there.  Even folks who choose not to drink at all: presenting that temptation is dishonoring to them and to God.  Instead of having an attitude of "that's they're decision, but I'm still going to do it" is not a very brotherly attitude to have, is it?  In fact, we are to support one another where they are weak, just like families always (or should always) help its members.  Going out to dinner with someone who chooses not to drink alcohol, we should be able to decide not to order any out of respect.  This can be applied to anything: cursing, movies, certain foods, etc.  Even people who are trying to control their calorie intake.  How fair is it to invite them to go to a buffet with you?  If you feel you cannot withhold yourself from these things, maybe that's something you need to look at about yourself.  
 
 
Is your need or want of that thing more important than God's kingdom?  Why?
 
How has your selfishness in the past caused a friend or family member to stumble?
 
How has someone else’s actions enticed you to stumble?
 





Romans 15
Christ's Example
Romans 15:1-13
Paul introduces this next thought with his thesis, while related to his previous message of the strong helping the weak; he goes on to tell us how we do that and why we should.  Consider the first verse as him telling us that if we are strong, not to use it for our own personal gain, but rather to share that strength with those who need it.
 
So then, how do we do it?  He tells us next to follow Christ's example.  Keep in mind, this is something we get to do as worship to God, not something we are commanded to do as a chore.  Even so, we realize that we are not God and the only way to follow Christ's example is to have faith in His grace, to accept it, and pass it on to others.  Notice that Christ's ministry started by His baptism and recognition of His full commitment to the Father.
 
There is a unique similarity to which we must pay attention.  Acknowledging Christ is stronger than us, He has offered His strength to us and we gain that strength as we accept it.  Now, look at what Paul has told us about the strong helping the weak and the weak respecting the strong.  It's a double example of us following Christ's lead on a very practical and personal level.  We experience the same thing we are to do unto others.  The source is Christ and as we follow His example, that power flows through us onto others who then are able to do the same.
 
Why should we do it?  Well, why shouldn't we?  This might not seem like a complete answer.  The full answer is unity.  Paul recalls the scriptures to explain that Christ's mission is to save all: not just Jew and not just Gentile.  It is the purpose of Christ for all to be saved and in order to do this, we must remain united and help each other along the way, regardless of our differences (exemplified here by Jew vs. Gentile).  Through that we can abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  An interesting side note, the word “peace” also means unity.  Our peace with god and others is a result of the unity we strive for, achieve, and maintain.  The peace and hope of God abounds when we work side by side with others to strengthen those who are weak and to gain strength in our own weaknesses.
 
 
Who's example are you following?
 
What motivates you to follow Christ’s example?
 
What in your life is a weakness which you must seek out God’s strength to overcome?
 









Boast in God
Romans 15:14-17
As Paul begins to wrap up his letter, he shifts his focus to clarify the purpose of his letter.  The majority of the bible is to teach us how to live saved, not to save us.  Think of any other book that we refer to as our "bible" whether it is our bible for working out, dieting, fixing a car, etc.  It's not a book that accomplishes it; it’s a book that teaches how to accomplish it.  The bible is written to teach us how to live saved.  This is what Paul is breaking down.  Even though it becomes a personal account from Paul, we can apply these things to ourselves.  The bible is a collection of accounts from many people over many years.  It is to point us in the direction of God and encourage us to seek out His righteousness and purpose for our lives.
 
The reason Paul has written this letter is because it is the purpose assigned to him by God.  He first makes sure to keep himself on the level of those to whom he is speaking.  He wants to make sure they don't raise him up, but rather explain that he is one of them and the glory belongs to God and Him alone.  While Paul is clearly a spiritual leader and living example of how to follow Christ, he makes sure that his audience understands that it is a result of God’s love, grace, and power, not his own doing.
 
Paul is leading by example.  He is not ashamed for how he spoke because it is what God has called him to do, empowered by the Holy Spirit.  So then, what of our purposes given by God?  Should we be hesitant of what God has called us to do?  Not at all!  We must boast in God's work for and through us and we should do it boldly and proudly, while giving God the glory.
 
Society tells us to be politically correct and be careful not to step on anyone’s toes.  As the body of Christ, however, we are called to boldly proclaim the message God has given us to believers and non-believers alike.  We should not be ashamed of being an heir of the king or living in the Kingdom.  Nor should we idly sit by watching our brothers and sisters in Christ do the same.  This is the motivation Paul had when he wrote this letter.
 
In whom do you boast?
 
Do you act timid or ashamed of you faith?
 
How can you better participate in your godly family?









Word and Deed
Romans 15:18-21
The first concept Paul affirms here is Christ working through him, not him working by using the name of Christ.  It's an important distinction that we continue to realize: it is all God's work, none is our own.  This is the level we need to reach as Christians.  It isn't about us going out and doing things for God and He tags along because we drop His name like a celebrity.  It's about us laying down our lives, surrendering to God's will, and Him working through us.  Once we reach that level, we need to constantly and consistently recognize Him as the worker and ourselves as simply the tool.
 
Notice how Paul ends verse 18: word and deed.  We aren't obedient simply by what we say, nor just by what we do.  Rather, it's a combination that exemplifies complete obedience to God's word.  Without the syncretism of these two elements, we are just viewed as hypocrites.
 
Paul's describes having fully preached the gospel.  How many times do we decide to cough up one or two memorized bible verses in order to defend our own righteousness without explaining or maybe even fully understanding ourselves the complete implications of God’s sovereignty and love?  Also linked to word and deed referenced in the previous verse, we see that Paul is explaining that he did his best to thoroughly preach the Gospel, driven and empowered by the Spirit.
 
Paul revisits a concept he already mentioned in his letter: planting the seed.  He talks about preaching to those who have never heard the Gospel.  Remember previously, we talked about how we try so hard to convince people thinking it is up to us to bring them to salvation.  We develop arguments, almost taking on the sake of their salvation into our own hands and we lose sight of God's sovereignty and attempt to save someone ourselves when it isn't our place.  Our job is simply to plant the seed, by speech and action.
 
This was Paul's mission, to plant the seed wherever he could.  As the other letters will show in the new testament from Paul, he has become known as an authority of the Gospel and we will see his mission transform, since he has covered as much ground as possible.
 
What has God saved you for?
 
How do your words and deeds contradict each other?
 
Do you live empowered by the Spirit?
 









Caring and Sharing
Romans 15:22-29
Paul continues explaining that his main mission was to spread the gospel and it has been up until the point of him writing this letter that he has accomplished that mission.  He has always had the desire to visit his brothers in Rome, but never made it because of other circumstances and important missions that had to be accomplished.  It is interesting that Paul had a desire to visit Rome (and we learn that he never made it to Rome until it was time for him to die) and at the same time he had other things he had to accomplish.  Let's try to shift that template to our own lives.  As we think about God's purpose for us, we tend to think it is just one thing at a time, that God will put one desire on our heart and we will carry it out and then receive another mission.  It doesn't quite work that way.  He sets us in a direction and puts many things in front of us that he wants us to do.  Multifunction tools are more useful than just a single function tool, no?  We are Swiss Army Knives capable of many things under the power and compulsion of the Holy Spirit.  More simply, we must live under the guidance of God moment by moment.
 
Paul again discusses faith and deeds.  He mentions the Christians in two cities that have donated to the poor in Jerusalem.  For if the Gentiles have shared in their spiritual things, they are indebted to minister to them also in material things.  This is important because as we learn about God's spiritual mission for us, it is easy to just sit back and pray about everything.  Paul exemplifies here that we must act as well and that as these people were able to, they did.  It's easy as a Christian to use prayer as an excuse for inaction.  We pray for the homeless man on the corner instead of stopping and giving him a dollar or warm meal.  We pray for people struggling in life and go on our merry ways instead of actually lending a helping hand as we can.  This isn’t to say prayer isn’t important or helpful, but it doesn’t end there.  Our well wishes for God to act might actually be God’s desire for us to act on His behalf.
 
We must be sure to encapsulate Paul’s anticipation of visiting with his brothers in Christ whom he has never met. Paul is excited to meet them; how often do you get excited about meeting new believers?  Sometimes we judge other Christians the same way the world judges us all, with a scrupulous eye waiting to see a failure so we can call them on it.  We wonder if they are going to be “like us” or even worse (and subconsciously) if we are “better believers” than they are.  Introductions start by discussing our denomination and which Christian writer we prefer instead of discovering how well they are doing in their spiritual battles and how we can encourage and strengthen them.
 
 
When was the last time you took the step to befriend a fellow brother or sister?
 
Do you look forward to meeting more members of your spiritual family?
 
How can we better encourage instead of discourage those around us?









God's Will
Romans 15:30-33 
As Paul ends his letter (yes, there's one more chapter, but this is specific to his "speech to the Romans), he exemplifies more Christian values.  
 
Prayer:  Not just praying, but praying with each other and for each other.  The word "strive" should not be taken lightly.  The original text suggests through this word to exert as if in an athletic competition.  You can relate this to the passage that talks about Jesus praying so hard his sweat was as thick as blood (Luke 22:44).  This is where we do battle.  This is where we fight for our lives. 
  
The Will of God: We see in verse 32 Paul uses the phrase by the will of God.  How often do we focus on God's will instead of our own?  Paul is reflecting Christ's call to the Father while praying in Gethsemane.  Christ asked for the cup (his mission to die on the cross) to be taken away, but only if it was God's will.  Paul is expressing the same thing here.  He prays for his deliverance from the difficulty he faces in Jerusalem but only if it is in alignment with God's will and purpose for him.  
 
Peace: Paul desires that the God of peace be with his audience.  Previously, we learned that peace means unity and that in our unity with God and each other, we will be at peace.  This is where we need to put focus in our prayer lives.  We can pray for everything under the sun, but if we pray for God's will and His peace (stated in verse 33), we will be at peace with God's will! We must pray not only for God's will to be carried out but for our understanding and peace with it.  We all have had at least one time in our lives when we questioned God's purpose for something that we weren't too happy about.
 
Goals: Paul sees what is in front of him and he recognizes what he would like to do.  Paul previously spoke of setting goals and carrying them out for God's glory.  He also understand the foreseeable obstacles in front of him and despite his companions’ urging to avoid coming to Jerusalem, he is following the will of God instead of what the world around him is telling him to do (Acts 21:14). 
 
How aligned are you with God's will?
 
Do you accept God’s will even though you might not fully understand it?
 
How can you be at better peace and understanding with God?
 





Romans 16
The Brotherhood
Romans 16:1-16
Paul writes out here what has been described as "personal greetings".  A few points have been made about this passage.
 
It was customary in that time, especially for Christians, to send forth recommendations and accolades about colleagues who are also Christians.  Why don’t we continue this activity in current day churches?  When one person or family moved to another town, they would be sent ahead with recommendations of churches as well as messages from their current pastor to their prospective pastor.  This helps prevent "falling away".  Churches are like doctors in the sense that once we find a place we enjoy, full of friends, with a message we respect and appreciate, it is hard to leave.  But sometimes we don’t have a choice.  Even more difficult is finding another church that measures up.  This would be a great way to transition when it is necessary.  However, it is our responsibility to seek these things from our church and pastors.  
 
Let us appreciate how Paul explains each person, at least with a couple words.  It would be as if he is there personally introducing these people to the Roman church.  Isn't that how we introduce people?  We don't just say, "Hey, this is Billy," and leave it at that.  Notice how he introduces them based on their strengths and explains a brief qualification that they are true in the faith.  Certainly we wouldn't expect Paul to talk about these people according to the things they have done wrong or their weaknesses, but this is a way of validating and appreciating these fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.  It gives them a quality that the Romans can use to view their worth in the Kingdom.  After all, Paul just got done explaining how we all have value to God and specific purpose in this world.
 
The last verse is how we should all greet each other.  It isn’t to say we all have to walk around kissing each other.  Rather, the "holy kiss" is a way of thinking that involves brotherly love a heartfelt warm embrace that signifies utter respect and closeness with each other, as if in a family. All the churches of Christ greet you.  Should we not always greet fellow Christians with open arms?  Absolutely, however, we do not.  It’s a refreshing reminder of what our brotherhood looks like.  It's what sets us apart.
 
Do you treat fellow Christians as if they are a part of the same family?
 
How can you better seek out a brotherly relationship with those in your congregation?
 
If your pastor sent a letter to a church you were moving to, what would he write?









Warnings, Praises, and Promises
Romans 16:17-27
As Paul concludes his letter to the Romans, he warns them and us of the dangers in the world: things to be aware of.
 
We should be aware of those who become a hindrance to the Word and cause dissensions because they divide the church.  We must remain united.  As men try to infuse their own beliefs and thoughts into God's Word, others jump aboard and start to believe something other than the truth of God.  In Paul’s day, there were people known as Judaizers who tried to take Jesus’ testimony and infuse it with Jewish principles that contradicted the truth.  They worked hard at reconstructing the religion that Jesus nullified.  We must be mindful of these things.  This is also an exhortation to us as individuals, not just the church itself.  We must be mindful of the company we keep.  Certainly, as part of our mission is to witness, we aren't to completely shut non-believers out of our lives, but rather we must draw the line and not simply follow along with their way of living, lest we fall away from living the way God calls us.  We must be loving to people but not accepting of their sinfulness.
 
Paul warns us of false teachers who knowingly do so for their benefit, not to benefit the Kingdom.  It is quite unfortunate but in a world and society that revolves around money, people will do anything to gain a dollar.  It is also unfortunate that such false prophets that have been realized have caused believers to run from the church, essentially vowing to never trust the church again.  We must be wary of this and show our brothers and sisters that while these dangers and thieves exist, so do the true in heart and honest believers of Christ.
 
Paul mentions that the church in Rome stands out.  Does your church stand out?  This doesn’t refer to just the building, but the people inside.  Are you viewed as a group of people that have "a Way about them" or simply a horde of robots that fill the building when they are supposed to?  
 
As we learn that Paul has someone writing for him, he ends with a very positive note and one we must keep in mind.  The "secret" was the prophecies in scripture that are now realized since Christ has come and ascended.  This is something we lose sight of when reading the book of Jesus’ revelation to John.  We try to decipher it, apply it to today and then when what we predict doesn’t happen, we are suddenly confused and disheartened.  It isn't supposed to make sense.  It is to be an element of the "aha" phase when Christ returns.  Sure, it’s intriguing to read it, study it, and try to decipher it, but we are not meant to fully grasp it until it happens.  That’s the "magic" of prophecy.  It doesn't make sense until it happens.  Hindsight is 20/20.
 
Paul's sign off is perfect:
 To the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, be the glory forever. Amen.
 
Are you following a false teacher or prophet?
 
How would you handle someone who has become a hindrance to the truth in your congregation?
 
How will you apply the truths Paul has revealed in this letter to your spiritual journey?
 




A Note from the Author
 
I hope you enjoyed reading through the first official Thoughts of a Simple Man devotional book.  My desire is for those who read these devotionals to walk away having a better understand of God's Word and evidence that they have been able to in some way apply it better to their lives.  Me sure to stop by my website: http://thethoughtsofasimpleman.com and sign up for my daily devotional to be delivered right to your inbox!
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