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When I was growing up I often found my Dad and my oldest brother Jim sitting in front of our black and white TV watching their two favorite comedians – Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy.  It was largely slapstick humor, along the lines of The Three Stooges, but while I never became the fan my Dad and brother did, even I had to laugh at the corny antics of these two comedic goofs.  In 1930 Laurel and Hardy starred in a short film by the title of “Another Fine Mess.”  The title captured Oliver Hardy’s signature line from almost every movie the two ever appeared in.  Sooner or later Stanley would do something foolish which got the two of them in some kind of trouble, and Ollie would angrily stare into Stanley’s eyes and say, “Well, here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into!”  And if you’ve ever seen a Laurel and Hardy film, you know what happened next.  Stanley, all dressed up in his top hat and suit coat, a fully grown man, would start to cry like a little girl, in a high-pitched, squeaky voice, until Ollie couldn’t take it anymore and would tell Stanley not to feel bad because everything would be OK.  (Video clip from www.laurel-and-hardy.com)
This summer we are going to study what many Bible students consider to be the most important book in the New Testament – the Book of Romans.  The main theme of this book is the good news of how we can get right with God.  But before the author of the book, the Apostle Paul, gets to that point, he spends the first few chapters of this letter addressing the mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.  Paul’s point in the first three chapters of Romans we’re going to explore this morning is to explain how it all went so very wrong for us.  It’s like Paul is Oliver Hardy and we’re Stanley Laurel, and Paul looks at us and says, “Well, here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into!”  And when we start to cry like a little girl, Paul stops us and says, in a passage we will get to next Sunday, “Let me tell you how Jesus made it possible for everything to be OK.”
For the last two years our country has found itself in another fine mess economically.  We saw the stock market fall from 14,500 points to 6,440 points, an absolutely staggering loss in investment dollars that affected all of our retirement accounts and investment portfolios.  Then there has been the contraction of the job market.  There’s been the stunning decline in home values, and the foreclosure of a significant number of homes in all of our neighborhoods.  Stores we’ve shopped at for years are suddenly gone.  
And in the middle of this painful mess we have all become reacquainted with a troubling word – bailout.  Bank after bank, banks we put our money into for safekeeping, have needed the Federal Government to come in and bail them out.  Bank of America received $15 billion; Wells Fargo received $25 billion; Citigroup received $25 billion.  Then there are the automobile companies.  General Motors got over $13 billion in bailout funds and Chrysler got $7 billion.  And the general reaction from many Americans has been this: “Are you kidding me?  These companies are in trouble because of their own mismanagement; they got themselves into this mess.  So why are we – the American taxpayers – footing the bill to bail them out?”  No matter what you call yourself politically – conservative, liberal, Republican, Democrat or Independent – the whole thing has been unnerving, confusing and a little bit scary.
And yet our economic mess, while serious, pales in comparison to the spiritual mess mankind finds itself in, as the Book of Romans makes so very clear.  If anyone is in need of a bailout, it’s not GM or B of A or Fannie Mae – it’s you and me.  We have created another fine mess, and we are very much in need of a bailout.  And the good news is that Jesus offers us not only a bailout; he offers us so much more.
One of my favorite parts of the movie-going experience is the previews.  I am usually quite certain after seeing a preview whether I want to see a movie or not.  Let me give you a little bit of a preview of where the Book of Romans is going to take us this summer, of what I mean when I say that Jesus offers us “more than a bailout.”  Romans 5, which we will get to in a few weeks, opens with these words: “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)  We will be spending a fair bit of time exploring what that very significant word “justified” means in this series, but one way to think of it is as a bailout.  By our sin we made a mess of our lives, and Jesus – by his death on the cross – bailed us out; he “justified” us, he made things right between us and God.  But notice what else Jesus offers us.  In addition to being justified, we gain access by faith “into this grace in which we now stand.”  We aren’t just saved from our sin by grace; we stand in grace, we live in a state of grace.  In other words, grace is more than a bailout.  
Think of it this way.  Imagine that you are behind on your bills, that you are so far in debt that you are unlikely to ever get out.  You’re losing your home, you’re losing your car, and worst of all, DirecTV is about to cancel your service.  And then, lo and behold, a benefactor comes along and pays off all your bills.  He brings your rent payments up to date, he brings your car payments up to date, and he brings all your utilities up to date.  You have been bailed out.
But here’s the thing.  You still have a problem, because the bills are going to keep coming.  Rent will be due on the 1st, the car payment on the 10th, the water bill on the 12th, the PG&E bill on the 15th, and on and on it goes.  And, oh, I forgot to mention this – you have no income.  The bailout was terrific; you desperately needed a bailout.  But you need more than a bailout.  You need a job.  

And as human beings who have with our sin dug ourselves into a significant hole, we, too, need more than a bailout.  We need more than to just get back to ground zero.  We need power to live differently.  We need hope for the future.  We need healing of our hurts.  We need meaningful relationships; we need to belong to a caring community.  We need the grace of God and all that grace entails.  And that is what Jesus offers us – grace, grace that is far more than just a bailout.
So that’s a preview of where the Book of Romans is going to take us.  But, as in any story worth telling, we need to start at the beginning.  So let’s dive in to the first three chapters of Paul’s letter to the church at Rome and discover what Paul has to teach us about how we got ourselves into another fine mess.
No Exclusions
Bible scholars tell us that Paul wrote this letter while in was in Cenchrea, which was a port city for the city of Corinth in Greece.  He probably wrote it about the year 57 A.D., which was about 25 years after the resurrection of Jesus and just a few years before Paul would be executed in the city of Rome for his faith.  Paul begins his letter with these words: “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God … To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints.” (Romans 1:1, 7)  Those two phrases, by the way – “loved by God” and “called to be saints” – are often used in the Old Testament to refer to the people of Israel.  In using them to refer to all the believers in Rome, Paul wants to make this point – no exclusions.
Here’s what I mean.  If you are at all familiar with the Old Testament, you know that those 39 books tell us the story of God’s dealings with Israel.  The people of Israel were God’s chosen people, a people God called to be set apart from all other people groups.  In Exodus 19 God said this to his people, immediately after using Moses to deliver them from 430 years of slavery to the Egyptians: “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.  Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:5-6) The people of Israel were special, so, under the Old Testament, to have a right relationship with God a person had to in essence become an Israelite.  He had to be circumcised; he had to follow the Jewish laws; he had to offer sacrifices.  Everyone else was excluded from God’s favor.

But not anymore, Paul says.  Now there are no exclusions.  The gospel, Paul says, is available to everyone because of what Jesus has done.  It doesn’t matter whether you’re Jewish, Gentile, Korean, Hispanic, Irish or Scandinavian – you are loved by God and called to be saints.  You are, in God’s own words, his “treasured possession.”
We all know what it means to be excluded, to not be able to get in to a group or a place we’d like to get into.  Did you ever try out for a sports team and not make it?  Even Michael Jordan has had that experience, having been cut from his high school basketball team the first time he tried out.  Did you ever apply to a college and get a rejection letter?  I don’t know anyone who has gotten into every college they applied to – colleges are by nature exclusive.  For a large part of our history blacks were excluded from all sorts of things that whites considered to be their rights – like water fountains, restaurants, hotels, schools and buses.  
But under the gospel, Paul tells us, there are no exclusions.  Here’s how Paul says it in what many consider to be the theme verses of Romans: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes; first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” (Romans 1:16-17)  Notice that the gospel is offered to everyone; salvation is available to everyone – there are no exclusions.  Everyone who believes in the message of the gospel, everyone who puts their faith in Jesus, everyone who becomes a follower of Jesus will be saved, no matter what their age, no matter what language they speak, no matter their IQ, no matter what job they have, no matter what country their ancestors are from.  You don’t have to be able to hit a curve ball, you don’t have to be able to dunk a basketball, you don’t have to have a net worth of $500,000, you don’t have to score over 2000 on your SATs, you don’t have to speak three languages, and you don’t need a driver’s license and two other forms of identification.  The gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes – no exclusions.
No Excuses
But in using words like “gospel” and “salvation” and “righteousness” Paul sort of begs the question, doesn’t he?  If “gospel” means “good news,” that sort of implies that there’s bad news.  “Salvation” suggests we need to be saved from something, but from what?  And “righteousness” suggests that something first went wrong.

And so, for much of the next three chapters, Paul explains that the reason we need the gospel and the reason we need to be saved is because we have, like Stan Laurel, gotten ourselves into “another fine mess.”   And his theme for the rest of chapter 1 and all of chapter 2 is this – there are no excuses. 
Look at the next three verses of Romans 1:  “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain.  For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” (Romans 1:18-20)  

Have you ever made an excuse?  We all have, haven’t we?  Here are some excuses for missing school that have been offered: 

· “I was late for class because I was fighting with a kid who said you weren’t the best teacher in the world.”

· “Please excuse Jimmy from school.  His hair hurts.”

· “Please excuse Gloria from gym today.  She is administrating.”

· “Please excuse Ray from school.  He has very loose vowels.”

Ever needed an excuse for being late to work?  Here’s one: “My left turn signal was out so I had to make all right turns to get to work.”  Or how about this one: “I drove to the place I’d rather work at by mistake.”  Or, “I’m not late; I decided to change my hours to make them more convenient.”  Ever been pulled over for speeding?  Traffic police suggest that the most common excuse is that the driver had to go to the bathroom and was trying to get home.  They also say that excuse doesn’t usually work.  But one officer made an exception.  He pulled over a guy driving 82 in a 45 mph zone who said he’d just eaten at McDonald’s and had a bad case of “the runs.”  The office let him go, because he had eaten at the same McDonald’s the day before and had the same problem.
We’ve all make excuses.  But, as one philosopher put it, “excuses are the nails used to build a house of failure.”  The French have a proverb: “Excusing a fault doubles it.”  And when it comes to ignorance of God and when it comes to sin, Paul tells us, we have no excuses.

The percentage of atheists in the world is relatively small, but many atheists have become increasingly strident over the last ten years.  If you’ve been to the bookstore you’ve seen a slew of books by some well known atheists:  “The God Delusion” by Richard Dawkins; “Atheist Manifesto: The Case Against Christianity, Judaism and Islam” by Michael Onfray; “God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything” by Christopher Hitchens; and “The End Of Faith: Religion, Terror and The Future of Reason” by Sam Harris.  And here’s Paul’s response to them – “What may be known about God is plain to them because God has made it plain to them.”  In essence Paul says this: “Folks, this isn’t hard.  God isn’t hiding.  Just look around at the world and you will be able to deduce that this very complex, remarkable world didn’t get here by accident.  Something didn’t come out of nothing.”  Here again are Paul’s words: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”  The evidence is all around us, Paul says.  I know this sounds harsh, but Paul doesn’t mince words – you have no excuse, he says, for not understanding that God is the Creator.
So if we have no excuse for knowing that there is a Creator, then what happened?  Paul explains: “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God or gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened … They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator … Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done.” (Romans 1:21, 25, 28)  The answer, Paul says, is that people choose not to believe in God.  It’s not that there isn’t enough evidence.  It’s that they don’t want to believe.  More to the point, they don’t want to obey.  Really, it’s not “they;” it’s “us.”  We don’t want to play by God’s rules.  So, Paul says, we “suppress the truth” about God; we “exchange the truth” about God for a lie; we choose not to “retain the knowledge of God.”  
And that’s how we got into “another fine mess.”  Paul goes on in Romans 1 to describe what that “mess” looks like – “men abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another;” we became “filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity;” we became filled with envy, murder, deceit and slander; we became gossips, God-haters, arrogant, senseless, heartless and ruthless.  
There’s an old “Seinfeld” episode in which George gets fired from his job for having a physical relationship with a co-worker in the office during work hours.  When his boss tells him that he’s being fired, George’s response is, “Should I not have done that?  Was that wrong?  Because if I had known it was wrong, I wouldn’t have done it.”  The reason that scene is funny is because everyone watching the show knows that what George did was wrong, and it’s very clear from the context that George knew it was wrong too.  His ignorance wasn’t an excuse because he wasn’t really ignorant.  And Paul says that the same thing applies to us.  None of us can say, “I didn’t know it was wrong.”  Here’s how Romans 1 concludes: “Although they know God’s righteous decrees that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do those very things but also approve of those who practice them.” (Romans 1:32)  This, by the way, is called the doctrine of “natural law,” the idea that God has built into every person the knowledge of right and wrong.  Yes, there are differences from culture to culture, just as different households have different curfews for their kids.  But God has placed into each one of us a clear sense that certain things are right and certain things are wrong.  We’d like to blame the way we were raised for our moral shortcomings.  We’d like to blame our government, or society, or our circumstances.  But the truth, the Bible tells us, is that there is no excuse for our sin.  This fine mess we are in is our own responsibility.
No Exceptions
And one more thing, according to Paul.  There are no exclusions – the good news of the gospel is offered to all of us.  There are no excuses – we have no one to blame but ourselves for the mess we’re in.  God has made his existence perfectly plain, and he has built into us the knowledge of what is right and what is wrong.  And third, there are no exceptions.  Every person – from the best to the worst of us – has messed up.  Every one of us needs a savior.
In Romans 2 Paul turns his attention to the religious people, to God’s chosen people, the people of Israel.  Paul can sort of sense that as they’ve been reading and hearing chapter 1 they’ve been thinking, “That a boy, Paul – give it to those sinners!  Let them have it.”  So in chapter 2 Paul says, “Wait a minute.  Do you think you’re better because you have the written Law of Moses to tell you right and wrong?  Do you think you’re better because you’ve been circumcised and the Gentiles haven’t?  No way – you are just as guilty.”
And then in Romans 3 Paul fine-tunes his point – there are no exceptions.  Here’s what he says, as he quotes from the Old Testament: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away … there is no one who does good, not even one.” (Romans 3:10-12)  Now the Bible doesn’t say that everything every person does is bad.  Even the worst of us do good things.  But none of us are faultless; none of us are without blame.  As Paul says it in Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”   When it comes to sin, there are no exceptions.  We are all guilty.
So why do we need to know this?  Why do we need Paul to beat us over the head with the fact that we’re sinners?  Have you ever watched Dr. Phil?  Let me suggest that what Paul is doing isn’t any different from one of Dr. Phil’s best known and most helpful sayings – here it is: “You can’t change what you don’t acknowledge.”  The alcoholic is not going to get better until he acknowledges that alcohol is a problem.  The person who is comfortable telling lies is not going to change his behavior until he acknowledges that lying is a problem.  The person who is obese by medical standards is not going to live any differently until he acknowledges that his weight is a problem.  So let’s call him Dr. Paul.  Dr. Paul is telling us, “You can’t change what you don’t acknowledge.”  Dr. Paul wants us to acknowledge that we have a problem, a serious problem, because only when we acknowledge the problem of sin will be open to making a change.
Next Sunday and in the weeks that follow we are going to hear Dr. Paul explain to us how the good news of the Gospel can help us with the serious problem of sin, how by God’s grace we can get out of the “fine mess” we’ve gotten ourselves into.  But let me offer us this challenge this morning.  Let me challenge us to take a hard look at where we are in our walk with God and ask ourselves, “Is there anything in my life that I’m still making excuses for?  Where in my life have I become content with the fact that I’m falling short of the glory of God?”  For some of us it’s impurity – we’ve gotten comfortable making excuses for impure thoughts.  You know the excuses – “I’m not hurting anyone” or “I deserve to indulge myself a little” or “Everybody does it.”  And the Bible says, “No excuses, no exceptions.”  
Here’s where God is has been speaking to me lately – it’s in the area of giving.  I learned as a little boy that the right thing to do is to give God 10% of my income, and I have always practiced that.  Brenda and I have tithed all our married lives, even when we were pulling weeds to help pay the rent.  But in recent months I have been challenged over and over again with this thought – being generous is more than tithing.  As one person put it, in what other area of our spiritual lives do we have a stopping point?  We never say, “There – I’ve done enough loving things for the month, so I can stop.”  We don’t say, “I did ten kind things for my wife already this week, so I’m good.”  So why do I stop being generous when I’ve reached 10%?  Oh, I’ve got lots of excuses – two kids in college, a wedding to pay for, then there were the termites, my car needed a new battery.  Never mind that 2 billion people in the world live on less than $1/day – I’ve given enough.  I’ve met my quota.  I don’t have a problem with greed.
And then I heard two different Christian leaders on separate occasions say something like this: “I used to think being generous meant giving 10%.  Then I realized that just as I needed to keep growing in love and humility and gentleness, I needed to keep growing in the grace of giving.  So one year I decided to give 11%, and then a year or so later 12%.”  And when I heard that I finally acknowledged that I had a problem, that I had an area of my life in which I still needed to grow.  I was finally ready to change.
I don’t know what it might be in your life, but I have a hunch that God is giving you a gentle nudge about something that needs some attention in your life, something that needs to change, some area that you need to grow in.  Or it may be that nothing leaps to mind right now, and that it won’t be until Tuesday or Wednesday that God will use something or someone to help you realize, “Oh yeah, I guess that part of my life does need some help.”  Now don’t worry, I’m not going to ask anyone to confess their secret sins or to wear a funny hat or a scarlet letter, though it would probably make me feel better about my issues if you would do that.  But what I am asking is that you will pray with me now and tell God something like this: “Father, I’m done making excuses.  I am sorry for not taking my own sin seriously.  Help me to have the courage to acknowledge what needs to be changed in my life, and give me the grace and the power to start making those changes.”  Let’s pray. 
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