Wade Street Church 10.07.05 am (Baptism Service)
“THE GOOD BOOK —4: WORDS TO LIVE BY ”
Romans 11:33 — 12:2

Do you remember English at school? For some of us the memoghshei more hazy than for others.
One of the things | remember being taught in English was how te avtetter — you had to set it all out
in a certain way, with the address, the greeting, the maingpfaw words of closure and an appropriate
signing off (“Yours faithfully, sincerely, truly, etc.”) §ou use a computer you may find that stupid
animated paperclip popping up every time you type “Dear ...” and offesihglp you set out your letter.
You can recognise the letter form, though, and you know that it'y ltkebe something that is personal
to you, with something personal from the writer. So you read it kigptiat it's a letter, written for a

particular reason in a specific context.

Well, we’'ve been looking at the kinds of writing in the Bible othex past few weeks and observing that
you don’t read all of them in the same way. Poetry’s diffefemrh history. Law is different from

prophecy. And today we're just going to have a quick look at thedettéhe Bible and see what we can
take from them that will help us living our lives today. Theyall in the New Testament part of the
Bible and most of them are written by Paul — although John, Petir,ahd an unnamed writer who

addressed the Hebrews are also involved.

They also follow a fairly clear pattern, similar to ourde$t but common to other contemporaries. | had
the added benefit (or burden) of reading letters in Latin whiled a&taschool and university — from
people like Pliny and Cicero — and | can tell you that Paul'sréettee very much like theirs. The writer
puts his name at the top of the letter (which would help today — thdrkn@w whether to read any more
of it!), then a few words of greeting. Paul usually continuel 8gime words of thanks and praise, before
getting on to the main point of what he has to say. At the enddheiome personal remarks and final
words of closure. Sometimes the letters are to individuals, asidimothy or Philemon, sometimes to

groups of people, such as the Corinthians or the Ephesians.

The thing about letters, though, is that they usually deal witicpkmt situations, they're written with a
specific occasion in mind. So Paul may be writing because he’s hiapingjt one of these groups, or
because he’s heard some bad reports about them and he wants to setrthigigt. They’re also written
at a particular time, in a particular culture, so we need tabeful just how we interpret the things that
are said. In the letters of the New Testament, and Patiksd in particular, the main part of what Paul
has to say is to do with what he believes — and what he contendallthaers of Jesus should believe.
But he then goes on to apply that, to show what kind of difference tieftdieuld make in a Christian’s

life. And in most of his letters it’s pretty obvious where hgiheto make that kind of connection.



The few lines we’ve just read from his letter to the Clargtiin Rome are from just that point. Paul
wrote the letter because he was hoping to visit the Roman churtie evay to Spain, but as he didn't
know any of them, he thought he ought to let them know exactly what lexdxli And he spends the
first eleven chapters of the letter (of course, there werehapter and verse divisions in the original)
setting out his belief about God and humanity and Jesus — and what theticosnae between them.
He rounds that off with a short poetic burst of praise, using quotdtimmsthe Old Testament in what

was probably an early Christian song. It's all about how gredti&

The next paragraph (the beginning of our chapter twelve) startsavgteat bigTherefore”. OK, he’s
saying, this is what we believe as Christians, but if wensabelieve that, then it's got to have some kind
of effect on the way we live. What we say we believe banadke a difference. In the first couple of
sentences of chapter 12, he talks alsomission to God(*living sacrifices”) andtransformation by

God (“be transformed’). You've got to let it change you.

Baptism is, if you like, a “therefore moment”. In baptism, peeson being baptised is saying (and those
of us who have been baptised can say once again) that they holdtaiawedy of belief and that they
now commit themselves to living in the light of that beliefs tiot an easy thing to do what Marie is
doing this morning — up here in front of scores of people, speaking ofiteafa then undergoing this

strange ritual before friends and strangers alike. You'veogog tserious about it.

And you've got to be serious, too, about the implications of it. Sunwets happening in baptism which
means that you will never be the same again. Whatever hagpgns in the future, wherever you end
up, however you progress in your faith, you cannot get away fronatihéhat you have been baptised.
And that difference should be obvious to others. What Marie is sayithg act of baptism is “| believe

in Jesus Christ and all that he stands for - and now it's goimgke a difference to me.”

The difference, as we’ve already hinted at, is twofold itake Paul’'s words here. Firstly, there is to be
a difference in oubehaviour. Paul writes of offeringbodies as living sacrifices” A sacrifice is
something that is wholly devoted to God. It is his and his alona. irBthis case, unlike the animal
sacrifices to which Paul would have been accustomed as a goodt'seaviliving” sacrifice. The
devotion to God has to be lived out each and every day. And dié@dsout in our bodies, that should
be seen by others, noted by them as a sign of our commitment taChemts You cannot claim to be a
follower of Jesus Christ if it makes no difference at alhi way you live your life. There should be a
distinctiveness about what you do and say — and about what yoot do and say — that marks you off

as someone who wants to follow God'’s instruction for life — the U<auide to life that is our Bible.



But the change is to be seen not only in behaviour, but alstittde. Paul tells his readers to ensure
that they start to think differently too. Don't follow the fashiamsl fads of the culture in which you live
— a culture which is very probably founded on quite different values tlnose of the Kingdom of God.
But follow the way of life that God recommends. The messaghsmich we are constantly bombarded
day by day — through the media, through advertising, through the atteyngtsernment to persuade us
of certain things, through the pressure of our peers — are mékaagan very easily lead us down a road
of individualism, of rationalism, of what some have called “floval atheism” (you can cope without
worrying about God). Even many of the people who congregate withirhatches on Sunday are like
that — “I do my bit for God by worshipping him for an hour or so each wekrest of the time | can

safely ignore him.” Don'’t be fooled, no-one can safely ignore God.

Rob Lacey’s paraphrase of the Bible — calléw Street Bibl€l think it's been republished dhe Word
On The Stregt- translates these few lines in this way:

“So | say — and | can't say it strong enough — with all this ‘God writingpaffmess’ in mind:

give it up for God — your life; give it up. Like sacrifices, divg ones. Put your body on the
butcher’s block, your neck in the noose and let God’s hand hold the contiuiks.is Wwhat

‘being spiritual’ means; this is worship — making God smile. Don’tngetilded by what the
adverts say you should have/should do/should be. Keep on becoming more and more
outstanding — literally, standing out, as your thinking’s freshened up, regular.”

That’s what Marie is saying through all this today. She’llgrsa couple of questions, the first of which
is to confirm what she believes and the second is about servindiv@wglfor him, allowing her belief to
shape her behaviour. And neither makes sense without the other: ybsagapobu believe something
without it affecting your life. And you can'’t try and live diféatly without believing that there’s a
reason for that way of living. It's a huge “therefore momemfarie is prepared to take it. Many of you
have taken it already — renew that commitment to living as Gadsathis morning. Some of you haven't
— well, give it some serious thought this morning, and if you wasiplore it further, come and have a

word with me afterwards.



