La Porte Sermon, Romans 1:8-17, I Am Not Ashamed of the Gospel.

Pastor Bob Vale

Sermon Quote: Jesus died for us in a very public way, please don’t be afraid to live your Christian life in more than a private way.  
Biblical Focus: Romans 1:16 “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile.”
Liturgy: I Chronicles 28-20   / Psalm 27:1
Leader: David also said to Solomon his son, "Be strong and courageous, and do the work. 

Congregation: Do not be afraid or discouraged, for the LORD God, my God, is with you. 

Leader: He will not fail you or forsake you. 
Congregation: The LORD is my light and my salvation; Whom shall I fear? The LORD is the strength of my life; Of whom shall I be afraid?
Scripture Lesson: Paul’s Longing to Visit Rome: Romans 1:8-17 8 First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world. 9 God, whom I serve in my spirit in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you 10 in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at last by God’s will the way may be opened for me to come to you. 11 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong— 12 that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 13 I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters,[d] that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles. 14 I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. 15 That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome. 16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. 17 For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last,[e] just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”
Rose Marie Dure will choose the songs for the traditional services and Mary Kay Steele will choose the songs for the Power Train Services. 

Last week we opened up the book of Romans by explaining who the Writer of Romans was: The Apostle Paul. 

Today we are going to build a foundation by explaining who the people of Rome are. 
The Apostle Paul was eager to meet with the New Christians in Rome.  
I. The People of Rome:   

A.  Paul wrote this letter to the church in Rome when he was at the church in Corinth.  (56 -58 B.C.)
B. Paul was writing to the people at the new Christian church that had begun in Rome.   (Paul had never been there before)

C. Here is a list of the churches Paul helped to start churches: In Asia alone the NT mentions Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea, Colossae, and Hieropolis. Paul probably started or helped to start 20 different churches in his travels. 
D.  Rome along with most of the area around the Mediterranean were growing by leaps and bounds in the Christian faith.  
The City of Rome:
Location: The city was originally built on the Tiber River in the west-central region of modern Italy, near the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Rome has remained relatively intact for thousands of years and still exists today as a major center of the modern world.

Population: At the time Paul wrote the Book of Romans, the total population of that city was around 1 million people. This made Rome one of the largest Mediterranean cities of the ancient world, along with Alexandria in Egypt, Antioch in Syria, and Corinth in Greece.

Politics: Rome was the hub of the Roman Empire, which made it the center of politics and government. Fittingly, the Roman Emperors lived in Rome, along with the Senate. All that to say, ancient Rome had a lot of similarities to modern-day Washington D.C.
Culture: Rome was a relatively wealthy city and included several economic classes -- including slaves, free individuals, official Roman citizens, and nobles of different kinds (political and military). First-century Rome was known to be filled with all kinds of decadence and immorality, from the brutal practices of the arena to sexual immorality of all kinds.

Religion: Lots of different gods:  During the first century, Rome was heavily influenced by Greek Mythology and the practice of Emperor worship (also known as the Imperial Cult). Thus, most inhabitants of Rome were polytheistic -- they worshiped several different gods and demigods depending on their own situations and preferences. For this reason, Rome contained many temples, shrines, and places of worship without a centralized ritual or practice. Most forms of worship were tolerated.

Outsiders: Rome was also a home to "outsiders" of many different cultures, including Christians and Jews.

The Church in Rome:
Nobody is certain of who founded the Christian movement in Rome and developed the earliest churches within the city. Many scholars believe the earliest Roman Christians were Jewish inhabitants of Rome who were exposed to Christianity while visiting Jerusalem -- perhaps even during the Day of Pentecost when the church was first established (see Acts 2:1-12).

What we do know is that Christianity had become a major presence in the city of Rome by the late 40s A.D. Like most Christians in the ancient world, the Roman Christians were not collected into a single congregation. Instead, small groups of Christ-followers gathered regularly in house churches to worship, fellowship, and study the Scriptures together.

As an example, Paul mentioned a specific house church that was led by married converts to Christ named Priscilla and Aquilla (see Romans 16:3-5).

In addition, there were as many as 50,000 Jews living in Rome during Paul's day. Many of these also became Christians and joined the church. Like Jewish converts from other cities, they likely met together in the synagogues throughout Rome alongside other Jews, in addition to gathering separately in houses.

Both of these were among the groups of Christians Paul addressed in the opening of his Epistle to the Romans:

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God .... To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be his holy people: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 1:1,7
Persecution: I mentioned above that the people of Rome were tolerant of most religious expressions. However, that tolerance was largely limited to religions that were polytheistic -- meaning, the Roman authorities didn't care who you worshiped as long as you included the emperor and didn't create problems with other religious systems.

That was a problem for both Christians and Jews during the middle of the first century. That's because both Christians and Jews were fiercely monotheistic; they proclaimed the unpopular doctrine that there is only one God -- and by extension, they refused to worship the emperor or acknowledge him as any kind of deity.

For these reasons, Christians and Jews began to experience intense persecution. For example, the Roman Emperor Claudius banished all Jews from the city of Rome in 49 A.D. This decree lasted until Claudius's death 5 years later.

Christians began to experience greater persecution under the rule of Emperor Nero -- a brutal and perverted man who harbored an intense dislike for Christians. Indeed, it's known that near the end of his rule Nero enjoyed capturing Christians and setting them on fire to provide light for his gardens at night and fed them to the lions in the colosseum for sport. The apostle Paul wrote the Book of Romans during the early reign of Nero, when Christian persecution was just beginning. Amazingly, the persecution only became worse near the end of the first century under Emperor Domitian. 
Story:  In the fourth century there was a Christian monk named, [Telemachus] living in a little remote village near Rome. He spent most of his time in prayer.  One day the Christian monk thought he heard the voice of God telling him to go to Rome. … He decided to travel to Rome and after a week of travel, he arrived.

Upon arriving in Rome there was a grand in the city … He followed a crowd into the great Coliseum, and then, there in the midst of this great crowd, he saw the gladiators come forth, stand before the Emperor, and say, ‘We who are about to die salute you.’ And he realized they were going to fight to the death for the entertainment of the crowds. 

The Monk cried out, ‘In the Name of Christ, stop!’ And his voice was lost in the tumult there in the great Colosseum. …” As the games began, the Christian Monk made his way down through the crowd and climbed over the wall and dropped to the floor of the arena. 

Suddenly the crowds saw this scrawny little figure making his way out to the gladiators and saying, over and over again, ‘In the Name of Christ, stop!’ And they thought it was part of the entertainment, and at first they were amused. But then, when the gladiators realized it wasn’t, they grew belligerent and angry. …”

As the monk was pleading with the gladiators, ‘In the Name of Christ, stop!’ one of them plunged his sword into his body. And as he fell to the sand of the arena in death, his last words were, ‘In the Name of Christ, stop!’ 

Suddenly, a strange thing happened. The gladiators stood looking at this tiny form lying in the sand. A silence fell over the Colosseum. And then, someplace up in the upper tiers, an individual made his way to an exit and left, and the others began to follow. And in the dead silence, everyone left the Colosseum. 

That was the last battle to the death between gladiators in the Roman Colosseum. Never again did anyone kill or did men kill each other for the entertainment of the crowd. …”   “One tiny voice that could hardly be heard above the crowds. ‘In the Name of Christ, stop!’  
Conflict: In addition to persecution from outside sources, there is also ample evidence that specific groups of Christians within Rome experienced conflict. Specifically, there were clashes between Christians of Jewish origin and Christians who were Gentiles.

As mentioned above, the earliest Christian converts in Rome were likely of Jewish origin. The early Roman churches were dominated and led by Jewish disciples of Jesus. When Claudius expelled all Jews from the city of Rome, however, only the Gentile Christians remained. Therefore, the church grew and expanded as a largely Gentile community from 49 - 54 A.D.

Desperate to get to Rome:  Paul was so desperate to see the Christians in Rome that he used his rights as a Roman citizen to appeal to Caesar after being arrested by Roman officials in Jerusalem (see Acts 25:8-12). Paul was sent to Rome and spent several years in a house prison -- years he used to train church leaders and Christians within the city.

Romans 1:11-15  11 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong— 12 that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 13 I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles.
14 I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. 15 That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome. 
Paul’s Fate: We know from church history that Paul was eventually released from house prison. However, he was arrested again for preaching the gospel under renewed persecution from Nero. Church tradition holds that Paul was beheaded as a martyr in Rome -- a fitting place for his final act of service to the church and expression of worship to God.
Now we get to the real heart of this chapter: Romans 1:16 “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile.”
1. Paul knew what it meant to be persecuted for his faith and put into prison for preaching.   
2. Paul’s general practice was to enter a city and preach at the local synagogue. 
The Christians in Rome certainly knew of the persecution atrocities of the first century from both Jews and Romans. 
First Century Christians were persecuted in the following ways:

They were Crucified, Beheaded, Burned alive, Imprisoned or their favorite was to throw them to the lions in the Roman Colosseum. 
Paul knew the Roman Christians were being persecuted and killed for their faith. They have seen friends in their church fellowship killed for their faith.   He was giving them strength and encouragement to say: “I know what it means to be beaten, imprisoned and persecuted for my faith.” 
As American Christian’s this type of persecution is so very foreign to us because of our wonderful freedoms we enjoy.   However, even in our freedoms, persecution of this sort can sometimes be found. 

The Rachel Joy Scott Story: In the spring of 1999, I was a youth pastor working with teenagers at a Methodist church in South Georgia and also going to seminary full time.                                                                 On April 20, 1999 in a small Colorado town called, Columbine, two high school senior students, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, shot and killed 12 students and one teacher and then took their own lives. It changed the face of innocence in our high schools across America.  
It was a heart breaking tragedy that shocked the entire nation. As a nation our hearts were broken.   What caught my attention as a youth pastor was the story of young Rachel Joy Scott, one of the murdered victims in the shooting. She was the first student to get shot by the shooters Eric and Dylan. What I learned about Rachel and her last moments, impacts me greatly even to this day. 

On the day of the shooting, Eric and Dylan entered the columbine high school campus and shot Rachel first. They shot her in the leg twice and shot her again in the back. Upon noticing that she was still alive, Eric asked her “Do you still believe in your God?” Her response was unflinching and unwavering, “You Know I Do”, and then Eric shot her in the head and she died.
It forced me to ask myself, “Would I have said Yes?”
There is so much more to Rachel’s story than the manner of her death. Prior to that fateful day that would end her life as a Christian martyr, she asked God to use her life to affect millions. Rachel was both an artist and author of poems and meaningful writings about her faith and life. 
When Rachel was only 13 years old she wrote this inside a picture she drew of the outline of her hand: “These hands belong to Rachel Joy Scott and will someday touch millions of people’s hearts.”
On the day Rachel died she had her personal diary in the backpack she was wearing.  Here is a line from her diary. “Dear God, “I want you to use me to reach the unreached.”  “God is going to use me to reach the young people, I don’t know how, I don’t know when.” “I have this theory that if one person can go out of their way to show compassion, then it will start a chain reaction of the same. People will never know how far a little kindness can go.”
In Rachel’s diary writings is our theme verse for today from the book of Romans 1:16 “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes.
Rachel’s parents said she was a very ordinary loving young teenager with an amazing faith in Jesus Christ. Millions of people have come to know Jesus in her death. It stirred and impacted millions of young and the old and solidified their devotion and passion for Jesus. Her father had said that Rachel aspired to be a missionary and an actress too. Though it seemed to be conflicting and very contrasting desires, her dream is fulfilled. According to wikipedia, her funeral was televised throughout the nation and was the most watched event on CNN up to that point, surpassing even the funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales. 
Millions of people have seen her face on various media and have read the book “Rachel’s Tears”.
In January of 2017 a movie is being released of her story titled, “I Am Not Ashamed, the Rachel Joy Scott Columbine Story.”
Let’s Pray; Dear Lord: I ask you to give me a big enough view of your glory, that all my problems seem pale in comparison. May we come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace in our time of need. May we never be ashamed of our faith, but always be strong and courageous. Amen.
Words of Wisdom: Courage is not the strength to go on.  It’s going on when you don’t have the strength. 
Benediction: (May you) grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. May God bless you until we meet again. Amen.
