As of Wednesday, 


we are in the season of Lent.  

We may not have put Ash on our foreheads this year, 


but that does not prevent us from living into the season of Lent.  

In the life of the church, 


Lent has evolved.  

It started out as a period of pre-baptismal preparation, 


kind of a new members class 


or Catechism Class if you are really old school, 



to get people ready to be baptized on Easter Sunday.  

Later it became a period of public penance.  


But as we will explore shortly, 



there is no debt to be paid any longer.  

As that aspect was acknowledged, 


Lent became a season of preparation 



to be ready to be present 




as Jesus walked to Golgotha, 




carrying the cross.  

So the 40 days Jesus spent in the desert 


outlined the time of heightened spiritual disciplines, 



including fasting, 


that the church entered into for the season of Lent.

So in that vein, 


we will be spending the season of Lent in Romans 8 




as we focus in on what Jesus' actions on the cross mean for us.  

Understanding more fully what Jesus has accomplished 


will hopefully lead us to a place of greater rejoicing on Easter morning 


and greater Thankfulness on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday.

As we jump into the climax of the letter to the Romans, 


Paul is in the midst of explaining the righteousness of God.  



Chapters 1-3 have presented the need for Righteousness 




to both the Jew and the Greek.  




To the long-time church member with a 50 year pin 




and the person who is stepping inside the church for the first time.  

Then, knowing that everyone needs God's righteousness, 

he moves into explaining how God has provided that righteousness in Jesus Christ.  

We reach the peak of that discussion in Chapter 8 



after explaining how we are sanctified in chapter 7.  

He has just clarified that “under the law” 


we had to do something for God.  

Since we are now “under Grace” 


God has done something for us.  

We cannot find holiness by doing anything for God, 


we can not earn our righteousness.  

We are set right by God's grace.

With this in mind, 


we move into that freeing line of Romans 8:1, 



“Therefore, 




there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  

This is building off of our justification, 


our being right with God.  

It is reminding us of another aspect of the life we are now to lead 


because we are right with God.  

But what exactly is condemnation?  

What no longer exists because of Jesus Christ 


and his work on the cross?

We are aware of what it means when a building is condemned.  


It is no longer habitable.  


It is no longer worth living in. 


It is set to be destroyed.

Staying there is actually more dangerous than it is beneficial to your life.  


It may give you shelter from the rain, 



but the mold in it 




creates an environment that gives you pneumonia anyway.  


It may keep some animals out so they don't eat you, 



but the risk of fire 



or falling through the floor 




make the house way more dangerous than any threat of animals. 


The building always leads to death. 

Such buildings are closed to people coming in and living in them.  


Condemned buildings can be renovated 



and be made to live in again, 


but major changes need to happen.  



New wiring needs to be put in, 



new walls, 



things stripped to the studs, 



foundations replaced.  


The areas of change are endless.

The same is true for us, there are endless things that we could try and work on 


to make our selves more habitable to the Holy God.  



There is our thought life, 



our actions, 



our words, 



our habits.  

But the reality is, 


that no matter what we did before Jesus, 



sin remained, 



sin tainted our actions, 




words, 




and habits 



making the new improved actions still fall short of God's standard, 




no matter how nice you were.  

We find that true for our homes as well, don't we.  


No matter how much upkeep we do, 



there is still another project that needs attention, 



that needs upkeep, 



a new coat of paint.  


The hardware store has never really had to worry about not serving a purpose, 



especially in this wet, windy, coastal town.

When a person is condemned, 


we don't just put a sign on them, 



but they are usually locked away 



or have a debt that they need to pay 




that affects their life until it is paid.  

The tricky piece is, 


it is really hard to get a clean slate.  

To get a clean slate from a speeding ticket takes 7 years of no more tickets,


but your friends still tell the story.  

For misdemeanors and felonies, 


we usually get a clean slate at age 18, 



but that experience will continue to pop up over the years.  

We will continue to find ourselves trying to pay the debt of our past mistakes, 


trying to drop that label that we have carried for so long.

But that is the good news Paul shares with us.  


In Christ, 



that debt has been completely paid.  



There is nothing left for us to do to drop the label.  

It has been dropped!  


You are no longer Unholy 



but Holy.  


Unrighteous, 



but righteous.  

As much as we may still think we deserve those old titles of sinner, 


failure, 


imperfect, 


blemished, 


unworthy of God, 



we are wrong.  

We have new titles of Saint, 


Child of God, 


Holy, 


Perfect, 


Pure, 


Worthy of God.  

Not because of anything we have done, 


but because of what Jesus did 



to unleash the law of the Spirit of life 




to set us free from the law of sin and death.

The law of God, 


if followed perfectly and to the letter, 



would have set us free from sin and death. 

But the weakness that came with living in this sin filled world 


meant that we could not meet that standard.  


We could never get ourselves up to the building code and keep it there.  

The Old Testament is filled with stories of Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David trying, 


but falling short.  

But God sent his own Son 


in the likeness of sinful man 



to be a sin offering.  

Jesus paid the debt that condemned us 


and we find ourselves free.

This means that we should not live and act 


like we still have a debt to pay.  


That there is still something we need to do 



before we can be free from our mistakes, 



from falling short.  

Instead, 


ideally we live by the law of the Spirit of life, 



who set us free.  

We are free when we live by the Spirit.  

We are free when we live with our minds set on what the Spirit desires.  


The Spirits end goal for us is life and peace.  



These are high and worthy goals.  

So why do we so often choose to set our minds on what nature desires, 


what this world desires?  

Paul tells us that what the world desires leads to death.  


It is hostile to God.  


It does not submit to God's law, 



nor can it do so, 




because it is in rebellion 



and there fore can not please God.  

No matter the changes it undergoes, 


the years it serves in prison, 


the various ways it repays the debts, 



it still will not meet the righteous requirements of the the law.  

Only one thing can, 


and one thing already has, 

God's own Son coming amongst us 


was the pivotal piece in God's plan to bring us back into right living with him.

It has been done.  


We are working toward the anniversary of that great work on the cross.  

So why are we still letting the law of this world hold us back?  

Why are we acting as if we still have some great debt to pay 


before we can freely respond to God's life?  

Why do we refuse to believe God has done the work necessary 


and we are free to live into God's peace and joy?

I would encourage you this week 


to look for the places that God has called you into his peace and joy, 



but you have called upon old debts to disqualify you from responding?  

The debts of, 


“I am not good enough, 


I am not worthy enough


someone else could do it better, 


I am not old enough, 


I am not young enough, 


I am not rich enough, 


I have too many responsibilities.”  

We all have this day 


and whatever days lie ahead 



to live into that peace and life of God.  

We have our current possessions 


and whatever else we need, 



because if it is God's will, 



he will provide, 




to do what God would call us to do.  

We have our current talents 


and talents still to be fostered 



to serve the wider world.  


Gary Brummett, 



at age 71, 




has started playing the Cello.  



It is giving him time to build relationships with other adults 



and school children who are learning to play as well.  

We live in a town with immense resources,


endless talents, 


and what ever time God gives us.  

Le t us live lives not constrained by a debt that God has already paid.  

Let us live into the life of the Spirit.
