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The word “bailout” has received a lot of use in America this last year.  One high-profile company after another, it seems, has been bailed out of financial disaster by the American taxpayer.  Banks, mortgage companies, insurance companies and automakers have each taken their turn asking for and receiving bailout money from the government.  The argument against the bailouts is that it seems unfair and unwise to bail out companies who dug their own financial holes through their own inept business decisions and through, in some cases, sheer wastefulness.  The argument for the bailouts is that if these particular companies fail, their failure will bring us all down.  But even those who argue that the bailouts make logical sense will agree that it is an unhappy necessity.  Nobody celebrates these bailouts.
But in Romans 3 the Apostle Paul has news about a different kind of bailout, a bailout that everyone can love.  This is a bailout everyone can love because it is a bailout everyone needs.  So let’s think about this – have you ever had to be bailed out?  Have you ever dug a hole you couldn’t get out of?  I did a wedding at a home in Willow Glen recently, and on my drive home I passed a gas station that took me back about 27 years to a time when I needed a bailout.  At that time Brenda and I had very little money, and in fact were really stretching to pay all our bills.  Our credit card was at its limit, so when I went to put gas in my car I knew I needed to pay with cash.  Now let me pass along a bit of advice – if you are going to pay for something with cash, you should first check to see if you have cash.  I did a quick check – popped open the wallet and saw that, yes, there was cash in my wallet.  What I didn’t do was to count the cash.  So I filled up my tank and then walked over to the attendant to pay the bill.  And when I did it quickly became apparent that I was going to be short.  This had never happened to me before.  I felt stupid and small and embarrassed, and I had no idea what to say.  And then this attendant, who had never met me or seen me before, did the kindest thing.  He looked at me, smiled and said, “Don’t worry – I’ll cover it for you.”  I cannot tell you how grateful and how relieved I was.  That attendant didn’t have to bail me out.  He got no benefit from it.  My stupidity cost him money out of his own pocket.  And every time I drive by that gas station in Willow Glen I thank God for the attendant who bailed me out.
The bad news of chapters 1-3 of the Book of Romans is that we are in need of a bailout.  But today we get to the good news, which is this – Jesus has bailed us out.  This is a bailout everyone can love because it’s a bailout everyone needs.  Take a look with me at six verses that Martin Luther called the most important verses of the Bible, Romans 3:21-26.  Here’s what Paul says:
But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.  He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished – he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.  (Romans 3:21-26)
Now I appreciate that this is a mouthful of a paragraph.  Paul uses some words that aren’t familiar to most of us, words we don’t usually use in a normal day or week, words like “justified,” “redemption” and “atonement.”  And yet these are words we want to understand because it is with these words that Paul explains to us how grace works.  When that gas station attendant bailed me out and paid my debt with his own money out of the goodness of his heart and with no benefit to him – that was grace at work.  And when Jesus bailed us out and paid our debt with his own blood out of the goodness of his heart – that was grace at work.  Let me take just a few minutes before we celebrate communion together to explain how grace works to bail us out and to set us free from the moral debt we owe because of our sin.
Grace Justifies Me
First, Paul tells us that grace works by justifying me.  Paul writes, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace …”  (Romans 3:23-24)  

Now you may not be familiar with the theological meaning of the word “justify” or “justification,” but it’s actually a word we use somewhat regularly.  For example, let’s suppose you are typing a letter on your computer, and you don’t like how the letter looks on the page.  You don’t like that the right side of your letter looks ragged because each line of the letter ends at a different spot.  So what do you do?  You go up to the top of the screen and you click an icon with what name?  You click the icon that is called “right justify.”  And when you do that, all the letters on the right side of the page line up perfectly.  What was all ragged is now made straight.

And that’s not a bad way to remember what Paul means in Romans 3 when he says that we are justified freely by God’s grace.  Because of our sin our lives have a ragged edge to them.  We are flawed and frayed and tattered.  But because of what Jesus has done for us, it is possible for our lives to be “right justified.”  It is possible for those things in our lives that have made us ragged to be made right.

Or have you ever heard someone say, “The end doesn’t justify the means”?  In the story of Robin Hood, Robin and his merry band steal from the rich to give to the poor.  Giving to the poor is a good end, but that good end, many would argue, doesn’t justify stealing from the rich, it doesn’t make that wrong act right.  So when we say “the end doesn’t justify the means,” we are using the word “justify” to mean “to make something wrong right.”  And again that’s a good way to remember what Paul means in Romans 3 when he says that we are justified freely by God’s grace.  We have done wrong; we have sinned.  But by dying on the Cross for our sin, Jesus has made our wrongs right.  He has justified our wrongs; he has made them right.
Think of it this way – let’s say you are a teenager and you ran a red light and you crashed into another car.  There would be all sorts of consequences to that, wouldn’t there?  You would be in trouble with the law.  You would be in trouble with the person whose car you ran into.  And you would be in serious trouble with your father.  There would be a ticket to pay, there would be insurance bills to pay, there would be car repair bills to pay and maybe even medical bills to pay.  So what would it take to make things right?  First there’s the matter of the ticket – someone would have to pay that ticket.  Oh, and that ticket impacts your driving record and it impacts your insurance rates.  Then there are the repair costs and the medical costs – someone has to pay those.  And then there’s the relational damage that has been done between you and your dad.  When the Bible says that we are “justified freely by his grace,” what it means is that God, in the person of Jesus, has paid for all the damage we caused, he has cleared our record, and he has restored the relationship that had been broken between us and our Heavenly Father.  He bailed us out.  He has made right what was wrong.  He has taken the ragged edges and made them right.  That’s how grace works.
One last thought on what that word “justify” means.  The Bible uses it as a technical legal term.  Let’s focus on the ticket you got for running the red light and causing an accident.  To be justified is a legal act that clears your record.  Legally it is as if you had never received the ticket, as if you had never caused the accident.  To be justified means that the law looks at me “just as if I’d” never broken the law.  And when God justifies me by his grace, he views me “just as if I’d” never sinned.  Because of what Jesus did on the Cross, my permanent record is clean.  That’s how grace works.  
Grace Redeems Me
The second word Paul uses to describe this bailout everyone can love because it’s a bailout every one needs is “redemption.”  Here’s the verse: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” (Romans 3:23-24)  So what does that word mean, the word “redemption?”
Let me give you an illustration.  I’ve been watching a show for the last few weeks on the History Channel called “Expedition Africa.”  The premise is this – four adventurers are retracing the steps taken back in 1871 when Henry Morton Stanley went on a 970 mile journey through the rugged terrain of Tanzania in search of Dr. David Livingstone.  Livingstone was a medical doctor, a missionary, an explorer, and an anti-slavery activist.  One of the purposes of his explorations was to bring awareness to the horrors of slavery.  At the age of 51 Livingstone agreed to take one last journey as a favor to a newspaper editor and friend to see if he could locate the source of the Nile River, about which there was a great dispute at that time.  But while his journey should have taken him a few months or a year at most, five years went by without anyone hearing word of his whereabouts or his condition.
Henry Morton Stanley was a 30 year old reporter for the New York Herald.  His editor gave Stanley the assignment of tracking down Livingstone and writing a story about his journey.  Stanley agreed to the job, but was so afraid of the dangers of trekking through the unknown of Africa that he seriously considered suicide.  During his journey Stanley contracted malaria and smallpox; he lost 40 pounds in one week from dysentery; and he survived a crocodile attack and snake bites.  

Finally, after traveling nearly 1000 miles, Stanley walked into a clearing and saw the only other white man he had seen on his entire trip.  The man was clearly near death, and he was on his knees deep in prayer.  When Stanley walked up to him he uttered the now famous words – do you remember what he said?  “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?”

There’s much more to what is really a fascinating story, but I want to go back to the place where Stanley began his journey, the same place where these four adventurers began their journey on the TV show “Expedition Africa.”  The name of the port city on the coast of Tanzania where they began the expedition is called Bagamoyo.  Bagamoyo means “lay down your heart” or “crushed heart,” and here’s how it got that name.  Arab slave traders traveled into the interior of Tanzania where they would capture and enslave as many men and women as they could.  They would take these individuals to Bagamoyo and hold them there for a time.  Then at night they would put them in chains into boats and sail them out to the slave markets on the island of Zanzibar, a distance of about 20 miles.  Bagamoyo got its name from the fact that it was the last place those slaves would ever see their homeland, the last time they would see the land of their freedom.  Bagamoyo – “lay down your heart,” or “crushed heart.”

 It’s hard for us to imagine what that must have been like, to be sold off into slavery, to say goodbye to freedom, to be carted away in chains.  But the slave trade didn’t end in the 1800s.  Did you know that there are still millions of people who are slaves today?  The most recent statistics from 2008 tell us that there are over 25 million people in the world today who live in slavery, many of whom are young children, 25 million people with “crushed hearts.”

And then imagine the relief of being rescued from slavery, of having someone who didn’t even know you buy you back from the slave owner in order to give you your freedom.  That’s what it means to be redeemed – to be rescued, to be delivered, to have someone who cares pay the price for your freedom, a price you couldn’t pay.  Gary Haugen is the founder of the International Justice Mission.  In his book “Just Courage” he tells about a trip his team made to South Asia to rescue a group of 30 slaves who were being forced against their wills to work seven days a week behind concrete walls in a rice mill.  Oh, and the age of those slaves? As young as four years old. 
But when the Bible talks about redeeming someone’s life, it means more than to set a person free physically.  It means more than to be bailed out; it means total liberation.  It means to give that person back their life and their future.  Let me share an example from the book “The Hole In Our Gospel” by Richard Stearns, the President of World Vision.  Stearns was visiting a World Vision camp in northern Uganda, where an evil man by the name of Joseph Kony is the leader of what he calls the Lord’s Resistance Army.  Over the years Kony has kidnapped over 38,000 children, killing many of them and forcing the rest to become killers themselves as child soldiers.  As part of their indoctrination, Kony forces these kidnapped children to kill their brothers and sisters with a machete, since bullets are too precious to waste.  You can imagine what happens to the young girls when they are captured; I will spare you the details.
For over a decade World Vision has run what they call a Children of War Center.  They first rescue as many child soldiers as they can from the Lord’s Resistance Army, but redeeming them from slavery is just the beginning.  Listen to how Stearns describes these kids: “These are children with unimaginable spiritual, psychological, and emotional wounds, kids who are typically feared as monsters and rejected by the very communities they once came from because of what they have been forced to do … The LRA warned their child soldiers that they would be murdered by their own people if they ever tried to go home.  They were even told that if they were taken to the Children of War Center run by World Vision, they would be poisoned – or worse.”
Stearns then describes how he watched as two young boys – Joseph and Michael – were brought to the Center.  They were hollowed out shells of people.  He later heard their stories, how they had been captured, beaten, and forced to kill and maim their own family members and others from their own village.  Now they were free physically, but they lived with tortured souls, wracked with guilt and with fear.  And then the rest of the kids in the camp surrounded the two newcomers.  There were 40 other former child soldiers at that camp; they had themselves been rescued and introduced to the grace and the love of God.  And Stearns says that a spontaneous worship service broke out right there.  At first the kids from the camp began to sing praise and worship songs.  Then they hugged Joseph and Michael, who hardly knew how to respond.  And then the kids in the camp broke out in an impromptu song with these words: “Welcome home, welcome home.  Michael and Joseph – you are home now.”  

Two days later Stearns gave a devotional message at that camp.  His topic was the parable of the prodigal son, and how the father welcomed home the son who had been lost.  And in the crowd that day, wearing the biggest smiles of all, were Michael and Joseph.  They had been rescued.  They had been forgiven.  They had been set free.  They had been redeemed.  They were loved.  That’s how grace works.

And that’s how grace can work in my life and in yours.  Grace can “right justify” our lives – it can straighten out our ragged edges.  Grace can make right all that we’ve made wrong.  Grace can expunge our permanent record and clear our messy slate.  Grace can set us free from the hurt we’ve caused and the hurt we’ve endured.  Grace can redeem our painful memories and our poisoned past.  By God’s grace we have been justified.  By God’s grace we have been redeemed.  By God’s grace we are free at last.
Grace means that no matter how dark your past might be, your future could not be brighter.  The One who knows you best loves you most.  So as we come to a time of communion, let me invite you as you take these elements to experience them as tangible expressions of God’s grace.  Let’s bring God our hurts and our fears and our regrets, and let’s ask him to give us his grace that sets us free.  
Music DVD: “A New Hallelujah” by Michael W. Smith
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