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7th September  2008

From Boat to Bike
Reading:  Romans 13: 8-14

In his sermon last week at Assington Robin mentioned the Olympics, the medals the athletes receive and the awards we sometimes get in life.

 I wonder if I could beg your indulgence and mention the Olympics one more time? It still seems amazing that we won 19 Gold medals when so few were expected. Which winner grabbed your attention the most? Was it Chris Hoy, the amazingly strong cyclist, or Rebecca Adlington, the unknown swimmer who won 2 Golds.  Or Ben Ainslie in the sailing. Or Christine Ohurougu in the 400 metres. Or the part-timer, Tim Brabants, who won the canoeing Gold while training to be a doctor?

The performance that intrigued me was that of track cyclist Rebecca Romero. 4 years ago in Athens she was a rower and got a Silver. She only started cycling because she injured her back and couldn’t row anymore.  Just imagine, someone shows her a bike and she says, “This is strange. Where are the oars? Where’s the water? Does it float? What is this metal thing with wheels, a saddle and handlebars? It’s a completely different bit of kit from a boat. And what do I wear – shorts, a T shirt and trainers like I did in the boat?” “No,” the answer comes back. “You wear a closefitting lycra suit, shoes that bolt into your pedals and a helmet that makes you look as if you’ve just arrived from Mars!”

A total change. Not only does she have completely different equipment; she has to use different muscles, learn different rules, compete indoors, not outdoors and on a circular track, not a straight one. And, with all these changes, within 4 years, she’s the best in the world. 

Isaac Newton’s first law of motion was this: “Everything continues in a state of rest unless it is compelled to change by forces impressed upon it”.  The apostle Paul certainly had a force impressed upon him on the Road to Damascus! That force was the Lord Jesus Christ and he was never the same again. He experienced  a change far greater than Rebecca Romero went through in switching sports. It didn’t just affect what he wore and what muscles he used. It altered everything – beginning with his heart.  From that time on he was determined to tell everyone he could about that change. This morning’s first reading is from his letter to the church in Rome. This small group of believers has just been formed. He’s planning a visit. He knows they’ll have questions about their new faith. So, beforehand he decides to write them a letter explaining what it means to be a Christian, how to act and how to relate to their neighbours. From the experience of his own life he puts down on paper the changes he is looking for in them. And, like the Roman Christians then, we today must expect dramatic changes in our lives when follow Jesus.
Now the Christians in Rome suffered a disadvantage we don’t have to put up with in the 21st Century. If we ask our contemporaries what they think about Jesus we would almost always get a good response. Maybe not if we ask about the Church; but Jesus himself is respected for his life and example. However in the 1st Century he was remembered as a common criminal; one so bad that he was given the worst possible death penalty – lingering, agonising torture on a cross. Any follower of this man was to be looked down upon with contempt; and also with great suspicion in case a group of his disciples might stir up a revolution in his name against the State. 
Another cause of suspicion was that many of the first disciples were Jews. And Jews were notorious in the Roman world for moaning and groaning and causing trouble for the ruling authorities. They caused such friction that, at least once, all Jews were banned from Rome. So, as far as reputation was concerned, the 1st Century Christians started from a very low base .
It’s with this background that Paul tells these church members early in this chapter to submit themselves to the state, whatever they may think of the way it’s run. He urges them to obey the laws of their city; to pay taxes in full; to give respect to those in authority and to honour those who’ve earned honour. This would have been news for the Roman Church. For many of them it would mean a total change in attitude and behaviour.
He then turns to another issue; how we should behave towards our neighbours in the community. He says we shouldn’t owe anyone anything – no bad debts.  That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take out a mortgage - that’s a carefully calculated loan.  A loan only becomes a debt when we fall behind with the repayments and  Paul is only referring to owing bad debts; those which are well overdue; those which can be paid but we haven’t quite got round to.  Bad debts cause friction in a neighbourhood. Nothing sours relationships quicker. As Christians we should be whiter than white in this area or criticism will be thrown at the church. I remember once reading a wise a book on this subject and soon felt the urge to write several large cheques in pretty quick time!

And Paul goes on to use an extraordinary illustration. If we were asked whether there was a debt which none of us could ever repay which one would we think of?  We’d probably mention the debt we owe Jesus for dying for us on the Cross. But Paul says there’s another unpayable debt; that of loving our neighbour as ourselves. We can never pay this off as we can never do enough for others in the community.  As Mother Theresa put it: “Unless life is led for others, it’s not worthwhile”.
Once a leading Islamic council met and decided to create a book of laws that would cover every possible crime; every illegal eventuality. At last they finished. They had created 57,000 laws. Within a year they discovered that even this number didn’t cover everything. Most laws have a loophole. There’s only one which doesn’t - the law of love.  Paul says here the last 5 of the 10 commandments – those forbidding adultery, murder, theft, lying and coveting are perfectly summed up by “Love your neighbour as yourself”.  There are no loopholes in that. Paul concludes, “Love is the fulfilment of the law”. 
He knows well the antisocial practices of the people of Rome and he tells the believers there to beware and be  different. And he names 6 types of unacceptable behaviour – those that are the very opposite of loving your neighbour. Here they are: revelry – partying till the early hours and keeping the neighbours awake with your noise; drunkenness – what a frightening sight a man, or a woman is, when completely out of control; debauchery – literally this means the forbidden bed, when sexual limitations and marriage vows are breached; licentiousness – the behaviour of someone who completely ignores any laws of decency; and lastly quarrelling and jealousy which can destroy goodwill in any neighbourhood.

So what’s Paul’s answer to all this? He tells them, “Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ”. David Suchet, who’s made the character of Hercule Poirot his own on television, has described how he prepares himself to play the part. He changes his accent and the pitch of his voice, he alters his walk, he pads out his clothes but he only really feels like Poirot when he puts on that little moustache. Then he’s ready.

But putting on different clothes to play the part of Jesus isn’t what Paul is talking about. Are we about to walk to the shop in Bures to get our paper in the morning wearing a false beard, a tablecloth and sandals?! No, the change is to come from the inside. Putting on the Lord Jesus Christ means spending time studying his life, his actions, his character, his love, his compassion, his wisdom .  If we do this people will soon notice the  difference. We need to study this mainly on our own but it’s also very useful to do so it as part of a home group, as many of us are. And if you want to know more about this or the Christian life in general Andy is starting an Alpha Course later this month. It’s very full already but there may be a couple of spare spaces. 
As I was preparing the talk for this morning I read, and maybe you did too, an example of the very opposite of “putting on the Lord Jesus Christ”. This week  a vicar in Wales has been jailed for possessing more than 55,000 pornographic pictures of children. It’s a shockingly sad story. Instead of clothing himself with Jesus what was he doing?
You see, as we study the life of Jesus, as we let him fill us with his Spirit, as our characters are changed, Paul says we develop a defence – what he calls here the armour of light. It doesn’t make us immune to being wounded but, if we lay ourselves directly open to immorality, we are certainly going to be gobbled up by the enemy. 

So this chapter is mainly about 3 things – resisting the pull of the world, loving our neighbour and being an obedient subject of the state.

One man, more than any other, down the centuries has been associated with chapter 13 of Romans. He was a man from North Africa. He was called to be the professor of rhetoric  in Milan university. His name was Aurelius Augustinius (known to you and me as Augustine). He was a wild young man who got into the wrong set. His faithful mother prayed for him for years. One day he went to visit his friend Olypius. He had become so fed up with his life that he started to cry. “How can I clean up my life?” He sobbed. “How can I get rid of these dreadful habits?” Just then he noticed a scroll on the pavement which had been dropped by a passer-by. On it were these words: “Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies or drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ and do not think how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature” -     words from Romans 13. Augustine commented later, “No further would I read, nor had I any need to. Instantly, at the end of this sentence, a clear light flooded my heart and all the darkness vanished away”.
There are 3 other things we know about Augustine. Firstly, a few weeks later a beautiful but immoral ex-girlfriend called to him from across the street. “Hello Augustine.”  He turned away. “Augustine, it’s only me.” He replied, “It may only be you, but this is not me!” And he ran. Secondly, he’s known for summing up our duty to our neighbour in these simple words, “Love, and do what you like”. Thirdly, he spent the rest of his life writing a book on the Christian’s duty to the State. It was called “The City of God”, a classic book of instruction to Christians regarding their political obligations. These 3 things that we know about Augustine sum up the whole of Romans 13. 

Now, I’m a great fan of Rebecca Romero and the many disciplined changes she made in her life to win a Gold medal. But if we look at Augustine and we look at the Apostle Paul we see changes in their lives from deep within that they couldn’t force upon themselves. Only the Spirit of Jesus working in their hearts could make them into the men they became. And the wonderful thing is that if we allow him to work in us, if we study his character, if we clothe ourselves with him, he will lead us from darkness to light and will change us also beyond all recognition.
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