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9:1 I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying—my conscience 
testifies with me in the Holy Spirit 2 that I have great sorrow and 
continuous pain in my heart. 3 For I almost wish that I myself could be 
cursed and separated from Christ in place of my brothers, my relatives 
according to the flesh, 4 those who are Israelites. Theirs are the adoption 
as sons, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and 
the promises. 5 Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them, according to the 
flesh, came the Christ, who is God over all, eternally blessed. Amen. 

6 This does not mean that God’s word has failed, because not all who are 
descended from Israel are really Israel, 7 and not all who are descended 
from Abraham are really his children. On the contrary, “Your line of 
descent will be traced through Isaac.” 8 This means that it is not the 
children of the flesh who are God’s children, but it is the children of the 
promise who are counted as his descendants. 9 For this is what the 
promise said: “I will arrive at this set time, and Sarah will have a son.” 

Dear Friends in Christ,  

What does it mean to follow Jesus Christ?  That’s the question we 
considered and used as the general theme for our sermons during the first 
8 weeks of the summer. Last Sunday we shifted to another question that 
we’ll be talking about today and the next two weeks.  The new question is 
this:  Why is the Christian life hard? At first we might disagree with the 
implication of such a question.  Is the Christian life hard?  All depends 
upon how you look at it. 

When we understand the Christian life to first and foremost mean 
forgiveness of sins through the work of Jesus Christ, which translates into 
eternal life in heaven; and when we understand the Christian life to be the 
ongoing cultivation of a relationship between a loving Heavenly Father 
and us, his dearly loved children; and when we understand the Christian 
life as living out each and every day encased within the promises of God to 
always be at our side and, despite how we might perceive things, always 
direct the affairs of our lives with our best interests in mind… 



We may rightly conclude that the Christian life is not hard at all.  Who 
would possibly suggest that a life defined by wonderful blessings such as 
spiritual safety and eternal security and inner peace is hard to take?  Not 
anyone who is thinking clearly. 

And yet in another sense, the Christian life is hard.  

Not because of all the blessings faith in Christ brings to us, but because of 
some of the things our faith in Christ brings upon us.  

The Apostle Paul certainly understood this.  In his life as a missionary he 
experienced all kinds of physical hardships that came upon him 
exclusively because of his allegiance to Jesus Christ.  And undoubtedly if 
we could talk to him personally, he’d say these things made his life hard. 

But this morning Paul identifies something else Christians have to deal that 
makes the Christian life hard.  Something that is not external, but 
internal.  In the deeply personal portion of Scripture we have before us this 
morning, 

PAUL EXPRESSES A SAD REALITY 

1. That was a hard part of his life as a Christian 
2. And is also a hard part of our lives as Christians 

Maybe you already know what it is just from hearing this Scripture lesson 
read.  We’re going to develop what it is in just a minute, but before we do, 
we really need to set the background for these words. 

Beginning with Romans chapter 9 and continuing through chapter 11 Paul 
addresses an issue which posed a conundrum for early Christian believers 
– and still does for many present day Christians.  It has to do with God’s 
relationship with the Jewish nation.  

Actually, the questions being asked back then are still being asked 
today.  Such as: If the Jews are indeed God’s historic “Chosen People,” then 



why is it that so many of them stand outside and are even adamantly 
opposed to Christianity?  If Jesus Christ is the Messiah prophesied about 
throughout the Old Testament, then why did and do so many Jews reject 
him?  Is the Jewish nation still the “Chosen People,” and if they are, does 
God have a special way of saving them outside of faith in Jesus Christ (as 
suggested by some branches of modern day Christianity); a sort of 
salvation-by-pedigree arrangement?   

In chapters 9 to 11 Paul makes two essential points.  The first is that the 
true Israel of God has nothing to do with bloodline, but has everything to 
do with faith in Christ.  That is what saves the individual eternally, not the 
race into which they were born.  There is no alternate way of salvation for 
the Jews or anyone else who rejects the message of Jesus Christ.  Because 
Jesus himself defined the terms in John 14:6 when he proclaimed: “I am the 
Way and the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father, except 
through me.” 

The second point Paul makes is that even though the majority of Jews 
rejected God, God has not turned his back on them.  There always was and 
will always be a “remnant” – that is, Jewish believers who, as we see on 
Pentecost, understand the Gospel message and believe in Jesus Christ. 

So that’s the big picture.  The words we have before us are the very 
beginning of this larger discussion.  Listen to the first five verses again, and 
then we’ll unpack them: 

9:1 I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying—my conscience 
testifies with me in the Holy Spirit 2 that I have great sorrow and 
continuous pain in my heart. 3 For I almost wish that I myself could be 
cursed and separated from Christ in place of my brothers, my relatives 
according to the flesh, 4 those who are Israelites. Theirs are the adoption 
as sons, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and 
the promises. 5 Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them, according to the 
flesh, came the Christ, who is God over all, eternally blessed. Amen. 



As mentioned earlier, this is a deeply personal section of Scripture. 
Interesting to note that in three different ways and with three different 
phrases – “I am speaking the truth in Christ” … “I am not lying” … “my 
conscience testifies with me in the Holy Spirit” – Paul wants to make 
very clear that he does not want to be misunderstood in what he is about to 
say. 

Then he goes on to state that he has “great sorrow and continuous pain in 
[his] heart.”  In other words, the subject matter he is talking about makes 
him very sad.  It causes him extreme emotional pain.  If you are familiar 
with Paul’s letters, he’s a pretty transparent guy.  But rarely does he speak 
with this intensity. 

So deep is his concern that if he could change the situation by offering up 
his own life, he would: 3 For I almost wish that I myself could be cursed 
and separated from Christ in place of my brothers, my relatives 
according to the flesh, 4 those who are Israelites.   

There it is.  The cause of his pain and distress is this:  Most of the people of 
the nation in which he was born and raised did not believe in Jesus Christ 
as the Messiah promised throughout the Old Testament.  And that made 
him sad. 

Let’s think of Paul’s personal background here.  We know that before his 
conversion Paul was a model Jewish believer.  He was part of that 
religiously elite group known as Pharisees, and from what he writes 
elsewhere in his letters, he was a rising star.  But then Jesus himself 
confronted him on the road to Damascus, and he who had once been 
opposed to the Christian faith became the greatest Christian missionary the 
world has ever known. 

Scripture gives us no insight as to his family dynamics, but it’s not 
unreasonable for us to assume he had relatives of some sort.  What did his 
friends and relatives think of this change in his life?  How did they respond 
to him when he told them about Jesus as the fulfillment of all the Old 



Testament prophecies they had learned together?  Paul had learned the 
truth, and truth had set him free, and he desperately wanted to share it 
with those he grew up with and respected and loved.  But they chose to 
keep themselves in voluntary spiritual slavery.  Imagine Paul’s 
heartbreak.  Because he knew what this meant for them. 

His pain is only compounded by the advantages his people had.  The final 
verses of this section give the distinct impression that Paul is genuinely 
perplexed how this could be:  Theirs are the adoption as sons, the glory, 
the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. 
5 Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, came 
the Christ, who is God over all, eternally blessed. Amen. 

This is what made the Christian life hard for Paul.  The knowledge that 
despite his attempts and desires to have them see the light, and despite all 
the advantages they had grown up as God’s Old Testament people, many 
of his own people, whom he dearly loved, would not be in heaven.  And 
that hurt.  

Can you relate? 

If there are those who are close to you – friends, coworkers, acquaintances, 
extended family members, maybe even immediate family members – who 
do not believe in Jesus Christ; you can relate. 

If the relationship with Jesus Christ which brings you so much peace and 
joy and comfort and confidence and contentment is not shared and 
sometimes purposefully forfeited by some of the people you care about 
deeply; you can relate. 

If you have ever found yourself troubled or puzzled or confused over 
someone who grew up in a Christian home or went to a Christian school or 
professed undying faith to Jesus Christ at their confirmation, but then 
quietly drifted away first from the practice of their faith, then from their 
faith completely; you can relate. 



What made the Christian life hard for Paul and what makes the Christian 
life hard for us is knowing that some of the people we know and love may 
not be spending eternity with us.  

So how do we respond to this?  There is an emotion that goes beyond 
sadness.  It’s actually an action.  It is resolve.  And that, too, is something 
Paul put into practice.  As Jesus says in our Gospel lesson, the door to 
heaven is narrow and not everyone will enter.  But in the end only God 
knows who they are based on their relationship with him.  We are not in 
the results or judgment business; we are in the process business.  And our 
job is to not give up on anyone. 

With that in mind, let us resolve to do four things. 

First, let us resolve to pray.  Whether it is our loved ones who seem to 
show no interest in their spiritual live or those who are weak or straying in 
their faith, we pray the same thing:  that God the Holy Spirit will intervene 
in some way; that God will put people in their lives or orchestrate events in 
their life that bring them into a relationship with him through Jesus Christ. 

Second, let us resolve to witness.  Not the in-your-face kind of witnessing 
practiced by some that often puts people on the defensive or drives them 
farther away from the truth just by the way we’re presenting it, but the 
silent, thoughtful witness of a life that is lived for Christ and makes 
concessions for no one, and that looks for the right time for the spiritual 
conversation.  

Third, let us resolve to embrace opportunities when they come.  I think I’ve 
told the story about the Christian who, before getting on the bus, prayed 
that God make it clear if he wanted him to share his faith with 
someone.  At the next stop a person sat down right next to him, and 
said:  “I’ve been wondering, do you know anything about Jesus 
Christ?”  The Christian asked to excuse himself for a minute and then 
offered up a second prayer:  “Lord, if you really want me to witness to this 
person, please turn him into an armadillo.”  You get the point. 



Finally, let us resolve to remember.  Remember the thief on the cross?  He 
came to faith just hours before his death.  Sometimes a relationship with 
Jesus comes later than sooner.  God determines the timing.  We just stand 
ready to be used by him. 

So, is the Christian life hard?  Not hard at all when it comes to the benefits 
of knowing Christ.  But sometimes hard when we recognize, like Paul, that 
not everyone we love may be there. 

Yet we know that in the words of Paul to Timothy, God wants all people to 
be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.  So we live our lives not 
under the cloud of sad realities, but in the joy of being used by God as 
individuals and a church in proclaiming that truth through our words and 
deeds and actions.  Amen. 

 


