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Sermon for February 17, 2013 
 

 First Sunday in Lent 
Year C 

Scripture Text:  Romans 10:5-13 
  
 
 
The Impossible Possibility 
 
We could see them coming down the hall and try as we might they saw us too.  Even as we 
hurried to fish out our keys and get inside the apartment they rushed down the hall calling out to 
us that they wanted to have a word with us.  We had seen them around the campus at other times 
and found it odd but had so far avoided any contact, until now.  So we stopped and waited for the 
inevitable.   
 
“Are you saved?” they asked  
 
“I believe so.” I responded hoping to end the conversation before it really got started.   
 
“Well, what have you done to affect your salvation?”  Came the follow up question.   
 
“Why, nothing at all.” I said.  That seemed to stop the questions for a moment as they absorbed 
what had just been said; but finally they asked the next question 
 
“How can you claim salvation, if you have done nothing to gain it?” 
 
“You do know,” I asked, “that you are at a Presbyterian Seminary and that we are all studying to 
become Presbyterian ministers.” 
 
“Yes,” they responded 
 
“And you do know that one of the principles we promote is that we do not earn our salvation we 
respond to it.” 
 
“Yes.” 
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“So you know that what I will say to your question of what have I done to gain my salvation is 
nothing, because God saves and we respond.” 
 
“Yes, we have heard that answer from others here.  But it doesn’t change the fact that you have 
to do something in order to be saved.   You have to live the right way; you have to avoid the 
wrong things; you have to earn God’s grace by being born again and following all of the laws of 
God.  You can’t believe that God is simply going to give something like salvation and then 
expect nothing from you to prove that you are worthy.  If that is the case then anybody could be 
saved and that is impossible!” 
 
“Well then, it is a good thing we are not in charge of what is possible or not.”  I responded. 
 
And with that they left, shaking their heads and muttering something about heading for more 
favorable hunting grounds. 
 
And that friends, in a nut shell, is what the Apostle Paul is writing about in this tenth chapter of 
his letter to the Christian communities of faith in Rome – the impossible possibility that God 
through Jesus the Christ has brought salvation to all. 
 
The history of interpretation of this portion of Paul’s letter to the Romans is full of examples of 
interpreters attempting to have Paul say that our ultimate salvation is in our hands; that we must 
do this or say that or promise this in order for God to know that we are sincere and allow God to 
actually save us, for that is what Paul has written – “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”   
 
But that which seems so simple and obvious in our English translation if far more nuanced and 
thoughtful in the Greek, because the emphasis in the Greek is not on the person or the person’s 
proclamations but on God and God’s actions.   In other words the foundational statement that 
Paul has made and continues to make throughout this entire letter to the Romans is that God is 
trustworthy.  Humanity can trust that God has acted and will act on our behalf to make sure that 
in the end all of us – the entirety of humanity past, present and future – will be with God in 
God’s family no exceptions.  So to proclaim that God called Jesus from death to life as God’s 
response to the human atrocity of Jesus’ crucifixion is to trust God to do the very same for us – 
to call all of humanity from the deadly ways that we attempt to prevent God’s presence in our 
lives into a life filled with God’s life giving presence.  It is to announce to the world that we trust 
that God will act through Jesus the Christ the very same way that God acted when raising Jesus 
from the dead.   
 
It is the ultimate impossible possibility.  It is impossible for any of us on our own to do anything 
close to earning our way into heaven.  It cannot be done, because we, humanity, are incapable of 
accomplishing anything that would fully merit such a reward.  No matter how good we are, no 
matter how closely and perfectly we follow the Ten Commandments we will never measure up 
to the ultimate goodness of God as shown to us in Jesus the Christ.   
 
But that which is impossible for us is not only possible for God it is already accomplished.  God 
has already acted to bring salvation to the world, God has brought the word, God’s very self, 
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near to us all in the hopes that we might simply open our mouths and let the words come flowing 
out so that as we proclaim our trust in God’s love and grace we will realize that we are saved and 
then respond to that realization in how we live. 
 
As we begin our Lenten journeys it is important to do so from the foundation of God’s love for 
us and all.  God knows that none of us really measure up and that all of us have missed the mark 
more than once in our lives and Lent is a good time to reflect upon that reality because we all 
need to seek God’s and others forgiveness.  But we do so not to somehow earn or re earn God’s 
favor but rather in response to the favor that God has already shown to each one of us so that 
with God’s help we might do a little better in how we live, in how we express our care for one 
another and in how we proclaim our faith. 
 
God is near to us and God is calling us to respond.  May we do so now and always realizing that 
when we do respond, when we do proclaim that God acted and continues to act for our benefit 
we take notice of the salvation God has already accomplished. 
 
 
Amen. 
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