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I spent countless hours growing up playing basketball; for many years basketball was the true love of my life.  Even today there is something magical about standing on a basketball court and holding a ball in my hands.  One of my favorite things is to stand inside a high school gym and to bounce a leather ball on a wood floor and listen to the echoes off the wall as I dribble.  I imagine for most people the smell of a high school gym is somewhat unpleasant, but if I could bottle it up and wear it as cologne I would.
 And because I so loved to play basketball, there was nothing quite so frustrating as to be locked out of the gym.  This happened to me a few times one summer back in Minnesota where I grew up.  I would drive over to our high school gym with great anticipation, anxious to spend my day playing ball.  I would park the car, grab the ball and walk over to the front doors.  I would grab the door and pull … and it would be locked.  The front of our gym had a wall of doors, probably about 14 or 15 across, and I would try everyone and everyone would be locked.  And to make matters worse, I could hear balls bouncing inside, but no one could hear me pounding on the doors or yelling for them to open up.  Everything that was fun, everything I wanted, was inside those doors, but I had no way to get access into the gym.  So I would just sit there on the steps for what seemed like hours waiting for someone to come along to let me in.
One of the key words of the passage in Romans 5 that is our text for this morning is the word “access.”  Have you ever been denied access to something you really wanted?  Maybe it was something as mundane as a restroom you couldn’t get access to.  Maybe it was a doctor you couldn’t get in to see, or a job interview you couldn’t get.  Or have you ever forgotten a password, like to your online bank account, so that you can’t get access to your own money?  Everything you need to pay your bills is in that account, but suddenly you can’t get in – access denied.
The good news of Romans 5 is that we have gained access to what we need most in life – grace.  Listen to what Paul has to say in the first two verses of this chapter:  “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.” (Romans 5:1-2)  Jesus has given us access to grace, the grace in which we now stand.  Jesus opened to doors for us; Jesus got us in to where we wanted to go; Jesus gave us his password and gave us access to everything we want and everything we need.
But just what does that mean?  Just what does the Bible mean by “this grace in which we now stand?”  It is our central thesis in this series that “grace” is far more than a bailout.  It certainly includes that.  We who are sinners are able to experience forgiveness of our sin because of Jesus; Jesus has bailed us out.  But grace is far more than a bailout.  Here’s one way Bible students use to remember what the word “grace” means, with an acrostic.  “Grace” means “God’s riches at Christ’s expense.”  Listen to this from Paul’s letter to the Philippians: “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:19)  Here’s an image that might help.  Did any of you ever read comic books about a duck named Uncle Scrooge, or did you ever see an Uncle Scrooge cartoon?  Uncle Scrooge, as we all know, is related to Donald Duck and to Donald’s three boys, Huey, Louis and Dewey.  And while Uncle Scrooge loves his family, what he really loves is his money.  In every episode we will see Uncle Scrooge go into a large vault filled with coins, and he will sit on top of his money and grab it in his hands and throw it up into the air and celebrate his riches.  So imagine this – imagine that someone gave you access to a bank vault filled with millions and millions of dollars and said to you, “Go ahead, feel free to go in and take all the money you need.”  We all know that money isn’t everything and that money can’t buy us love, but wouldn’t you agree it would be pretty fun to be able to have an Uncle Scrooge moment, that it would be cause for celebration to be given access to a vault full of money that was all yours?  
So let’s think about this – what do we need to be fulfilled in life?  What would it take for you to be able to say, “I have everything I need?”  Whatever that might be, let’s call that “grace.”  Let’s define “grace” as everything you need.  The Bible says this: “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”  That’s the promise the Bible makes to us, that our God will meet all our needs.  And the word the Bible uses to describe how God meets our needs is “grace.”  “Grace” stands for “God’s riches at Christ’s expense.”  Grace is everything we need, and we are given access to that grace through Jesus, through his blood.  Grace is free for us, but it came at great expense to Jesus; it cost him his life.  So that’s one way for us to understand grace – God’s riches at Christ’s expense.  Grace is everything we need to experience meaning and fulfillment and joy.  And it’s all ours.  We have been given access to grace, this grace in which we now stand, by Jesus.  He opened the door; he gave us his password.
This morning I want to look at three needs God meets for us through his grace.  When we gain access to grace, God meets our need for peace, he meets our need for purpose, and he meets our need for power.  
Through His Grace God Meets My Need For Peace
First, in his grace, God meets our need for peace.  In Romans 5:1 Paul writes, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Just to fill out this thought, let’s read down a few verses to get the full flavor of what Paul wants us to understand.  Starting in verse 6 Paul says this:
You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die.  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him!  For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!  Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God, through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.  (Romans 5:6-11)
Paul uses three words in that passage that describes you and me, three words that frankly are rather unflattering.  The first word is “ungodly.”  You and I are ungodly.  That means that our character is flawed, that there are cracks in our integrity.  The second word is “sinners.”  You and I are sinners.  Did you ever have a teacher or a coach angrily call you a “screw up?”  It turns out they were right – we have all messed up morally.  And then there’s this third word, which is really a very scary word – “enemies.”  You and I were “God’s enemies.”
In every action movie we watch there’s always a villain, a guy who is particularly scary.  When we watch the movie we think, “I would not want to be that guy’s enemy.”  In the most recent Star Trek movie the enemy was named Nero; I would not want to have someone like Nero as an enemy, because someone like that could really make my life very miserable.  Nero is a very bad man.

But guess what?  The Bible says we were God’s enemies.  And since God is very good, what does that make us?  That makes us very bad.  We are the villains in the story; we are the enemy of what is right and good.  
And yet did you notice what Paul said?   He said that while we were ungodly, while we were sinners, while we were God’s enemies, Jesus died to save us.  And that’s when we come to another word of great significance in this passage, the word “reconciled.”  By his death, Jesus reconciled us with God.  By his death, Jesus reconciled two parties who had been enemies.
Before we can be at peace, we need to experience reconciliation.  General Douglas McArthur used to say that peace isn’t just a truce.  In McArthur’s words, “A truce just says you don’t shoot for awhile.  Peace comes when the truth is known, the issue is settled, and the parties embrace each other.”  Have you ever experienced reconciliation with someone?  We’ve all had a falling out with someone we loved, haven’t we?  Often it’s with a family member, and when it happens it is incredibly painful.  We would give anything to make things better, to be able to make peace.  I’ve mentioned once before the story of the famous poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning, who wrote these famous words:  “How do I love thee?  Let me count the ways.  I love thee to the breadth and depth and height a soul can reach …” At the age of 39 Elizabeth married her husband Robert Browning over the objections of her father, her mother having already passed away.  In fact, when Elizabeth went through with the marriage, her father disowned her.  So Elizabeth went to work to try to reconcile with her father.  Every week Elizabeth sat down and wrote out a letter to her dad, telling him how much she loved him, how much she missed him, how desperately she wanted to reconcile with him.  Elizabeth wrote those letters every week for ten years.  At the end of those ten years Elizabeth received a large box in the mail containing all the letters she had ever written to her father.  And not one of those letters had ever been opened.  Despite her best efforts, Elizabeth never spoke to her father again.
And many of you know just how painful that is.  You know how it feels to be in a sort of war with someone you have loved.  You’ve felt the knots in your stomach, you’ve had those sleepless nights and been awakened by disturbing dreams.  What you ache for is to be at peace, but there seems to be nothing you can do.

And that, the Bible says, is how God feels about his relationship with us.  God wants desperately to be at peace with us, to be reconciled with us, and so even when we were ungodly, even when we were sinners, even when we were his enemies, God sent Jesus to die for us.  General McArthur says that true peace is when the truth is known, the issue is settled, and the parties embrace.  And that’s the kind of peace we can have with God the Father, a peace where the truth is known, the issue settled and the parties embrace.

I had that kind of moment with my own Dad when I was 16.  It was a time of emotional upheaval in my life, and because of me it was a time of contention in our home.  And then there was that moment, when I told my parents that I was moving out and I headed for my room to pack my stuff, that my Dad – a big, burly, unemotional ex-Marine – with tears running down his face grabbed me and hugged me so I couldn’t get away and told me how much he loved me.  It was a moment of reconciliation.  And that’s what is available to us through grace, the opportunity to reconcile with God and to be at peace with God.  Through his grace, God meets our need for peace.
Through His Grace, God Meets My Need For Purpose
Here’s a second need God meets through his grace – the need for purpose in our pain.  Look with me at Romans 5:3-5, where Paul writes this: “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  
Here’s something we need to be very honest about when we talk about the Christian faith.  The truth is that becoming a Christian does not put an end to pain.  The Bible offers no promises of a pain-free, trouble-free life once we become followers of Jesus.  Just so we’re clear about this, let me offer you some of the Bible’s disclaimers on this matter.  In Acts 14:22 the Bible says, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”  In 2 Timothy 3:12 Paul tells us, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”  In Philippians 1:29 Paul writes, “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him.”  In 1 Peter 4:12 Peter says, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”  And Jesus himself said it like this: “In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)  
But while God does not promise us freedom from pain, what he does offer us in his grace is pain that is purposeful.  This is a point Paul comes back to over and over in his New Testament letters.  We will see this over and over again in this letter to the Romans.  In a few weeks we will camp a bit on this great verse, Romans 8:28, which says this: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  God has given us access to his grace, and in his grace God is able to use our suffering and our pain for a positive purpose.  In Romans 5 Paul tells us one of those good purposes – our suffering produces perseverance; our suffering produces character.  God uses our suffering and our pain to make us better.
Think for a minute about the kind of person you really want to be, about the life you’ve always wanted.  I imagine that none of us have ever said, “You know, what I really want is to be a jerk.  I want to become more selfish, more conceited, and more self-absorbed.  I want to be ungrateful and lazy and rude.  I want to learn how to alienate all my friends and family.  I want to hurt people.  I want to steal from little children and push little old ladies out of the way.”  No one wants to become that kind of person.  In our heart of hearts all of us want to become more loving, more generous, kind, gentle, patient and humble.  And guess what – God can help us become just that kind of person, and one of the ways he does that is through our suffering.  God in his grace is able to use our pain for a purpose; he is able to use our suffering to transform us from something ugly into something beautiful.

Let me give you an example of how God in his grace uses our pain for a higher purpose.  Most of you have seen this picture before of a nine year old girl named Kim Phuc running naked on a highway in South Vietnam after her village had been bombed with napalm.  This picture won the photographer the Pulitzer Prize in 1972.  Kim was obviously in great pain in this picture.  Immediately after snapping the picture, the photographer went to Kim’s aid and took her to get medical care, carrying her for 10 miles in his arms.  Kim spent the next 14 months in the hospital; she went through 17 surgeries.  

In 2008 National Public Radio broadcast Kim’s speech entitled “The Long Road To Forgiveness.”  Here’s part of what she said:
The anger inside me was like a hatred as high as a mountain. I hated my life. I hated all people who were normal because I was not normal. I really wanted to die many times. I spent my daytime in the library to read a lot of religious books to find a purpose for my life. One of the books that I read was the Holy Bible. In Christmas 1982, I accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior. It was an amazing turning point in my life. God helped me to learn to forgive — the most difficult of all lessons. It didn't happen in a day and it wasn't easy. But I finally got it. Forgiveness made me free from hatred. I still have many scars on my body and severe pain most days but my heart is cleansed. Napalm is very powerful but faith, forgiveness and love are much more powerful. We would not have war at all if everyone could learn how to live with true love, hope and forgiveness. If that little girl in the picture can do it, ask yourself: Can you?
In his grace, God helped Kim to find purpose in her pain.  Oh, she still lives with pain; her body still carries scars.  But because of God’s grace, she is a better person, a stronger person, a more loving person, and a person who is making the world a better place.  In his grace, God meets our need to find purpose in our pain.
Through His Grace, God Meets My Need For Power
And here’s a third need God meets in his grace – our need for power.  Notice verse 10 again: “For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!”  Jesus’ death on the Cross saved us from the penalty of sin.  And Jesus’ life – his life in us – saves us right now from the power of sin.  
Back in verse 5 Paul explains the concept like this: “Because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  The Bible tells us that when we commit ourselves to following Jesus, God performs a miracle in us by pouring his Spirit into our hearts in the person of the Holy Spirit.  Through the Holy Spirit, Jesus is able to live his life through us.  And notice that Paul specifically says that God has poured his love into our hearts.  Does anyone here remember the first number one song of “Huey Lewis and the News?”  It was featured in the 1985 film “Back To The Future.”  It was called “The Power of Love.”  Here are the deep, stirring lyrics to that song: “The power of love is a curious thing.  Makes one man weep, another man sing.  Change a hawk to a little white dove.  More than a feeling, that’s the power of love.”  OK, so it’s a bad song, but Huey Lewis got this right – love is more than a feeling; it is a power.  Do you remember what I just read you from Kim’s speech “The Long Road To Forgiveness?”  “Napalm is very powerful, but faith, forgiveness and love are much more powerful.”
You’ve probably discovered that there are some people who are hard to love.  More truthfully, there are times when every one of us is hard to love.  But as followers of Jesus, we who have been given access to God’s grace, we have had the love of God poured into our hearts.  We have been given the power to love.

A few weeks ago I had to take one of our laptops into the Geek Squad.  I thought the computer just had a little problem, something they could show me how to fix while I stood there.  But after a cursory look at things, the Geek Squad agent told me it looked like our software had been corrupted.  I left the computer there for a few days so it could be more thoroughly analyzed, and I then got the word that while the hardware was still fine the software was not.  So I asked what needed to be done to remedy this problem.  I needed, they told me, to do a system restore.  I needed to wipe the computer clean and reload uncorrupted software back onto the computer.  It sounded pretty extreme to me.  But I was told that a system restore was my only option.  

The Book of Romans teaches us that as human beings, our software is corrupted.  We are flawed, we are broken, we are damaged, we are defective – we are sinners.  And there’s only one way to remedy our problem.  First, we need to be wiped clean.  By his blood, by his death on the Cross for our sin, Jesus has done just that.  He has forgiven us.  He has justified us.  He has reconciled us.  
But grace is more than a bailout; it’s more than just being wiped clean. In his grace, God not only wipes us clean; he also restores us.  He loads us with clean software.  He pours into us his Holy Spirit.  Jesus not only saves us by his death; he saves us by living his life through us.  He not only forgives our sin – he gives us the power to stop sinning and to become the kind of people we want to be. 
 In 1911 a woman named Julia Johnston penned a hymn that is still sung today called “Grace That Is Greater Than Our Sin.”  It goes like this: “Marvelous grace of our loving Lord! Grace that exceeds our sin and our guilt!  Yonder on Calvary’s mount outpoured, there where the blood of the Lamb was spilled.  Grace, grace, God’s grace.  Grace that will pardon and cleanse within.  Grace, grace, God’s grace.  Grace that is greater than all our sin.”  And then there’s the last verse of this hymn, a verse that ends with a question for all of us:  “Marvelous, infinite, matchless grace!  Freely bestowed on all who believe!  You that are longing to see His face, will you this moment His grace receive?” 
Every one of us here is in need of God’s grace.  We need his grace to save us from sin’s penalty, and we need his grace to save us from sin’s power.  So as the band comes to lead us in singing this song, would you stand with me as we ask God to give us the grace we need to live the lives we want to live.
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