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Psalm 133                            “Salvation: To Seek and to Save”            R.P.C. 
Romans 11: 1-2a, 29-32                                                            August 17, 2014 
                                         Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    A member of a congregation approached his pastor one day with a question 
that had become this parishioner’s obsession. He explained to the pastor he grew 
up in a small-town church. As a teen he felt moved at a church revival to go 
forward during an altar call. And there he said, “I accepted Jesus as my personal 
savior and I knew I was saved.” He remained active in that church until his late 
teen years when other interests drew him away, namely, military service, then 
college, and then a job. As a young man, after he married and the addition of two 
children, he started attending church again - mostly because of his wife’s faith 
and insistence. 
    But now, in mid-life he had become obsessed with the question, “Am I really 
saved?” He began to doubt that he had ever had a true conversion experience. He 
had started to participate in a Bible study, but that left him with more questions. 
He had tried to express his faith struggles with his wife and with several close 
friends, but they all seemed to have different points of view, which confused him 
all the more. He used to pray about his concern, but had stopped because, as he 
put it, “Frankly, I feel like I’m just talking to myself.”  “What if I die tomorrow?” he 
asked the pastor. “I’m not really sure that I would be saved and go to heaven.” 
    The pastor’s heart went out to this man who was experiencing real torment. He 
began to share a few observations about this man’s struggle with the question of 
salvation, but one observation in particular hit the mark. The pastor noticed that 
in the account the man had just related there was one key player who was 
‘conspicuous by absence’ … God. The man had never mentioned God in the midst 
of his struggle. He had characterized his struggle as HIS lonely battle to 
understand, as HIS solitary attempt to decide, as HIS need to feel, and as HIS 
efforts to be certain. 
    So the pastor asked the man to consider the possibility that his turmoil might 
just be God-induced, that God might be using this turbulence to move him to 
some new level of a personal relationship. Perhaps his struggle was validation 
that God was indeed real and that God was indeed working to draw them closer 
together. Maybe this entire episode was provoked by God. 
 
    Such thoughts are a challenge for us because the modern world teaches us to 
narrate our lives with little reference to God.  It’s all about us … OUR decisions, 
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OUR actions, OUR feelings and desires. So the first thing we must do to come to 
terms with our salvation is to recognize that salvation is primarily about God. 
    There are few more challenging words to be said by the church than 
“salvation.”  Salvation implies that there is something from which we need to be 
saved, that we are not doing as well as we presume, that we do not have the 
whole world in our hands, and that the hope for us is not in our devising. 
   Most Christians think of salvation as related almost exclusively to the afterlife. 
Salvation has to do with when we die, and hopefully “get to go to heaven.” Thus 
salvation has to do with our future and with eternity. 
    To be sure, scripture is concerned with our eternal fate. But what has been 
somewhat obscured, is scripture’s stress on salvation as an invitation to share in a 
particular quality of life with God - here and now - so that we might continue to 
share that quality of life forever. Salvation isn’t just a question of who is saved for 
eternity and who is not, who will get to heaven and how; who gets a green “go, 
free pass” card, and who gets the “red” card. Salvation also has to do with how 
we are immediately swept up into participation in the mystery of God who is in 
Jesus Christ – now! 
    If we get a concordance and check the references to “heaven” we will find that 
almost none of them are related to the event of death. Heaven is when or where 
one is fully with God – that is salvation. So in scripture, salvation is what God 
does, beginning now. 
    With Pharaoh’s chariots pursuing them, the children of Israel faltered on the 
banks of the Red Sea. Moses encourages them with, “Do not be afraid, stand firm, 
and see the deliverance that the Lord will accomplish for you today” (Exodus 
14:13). Upon arriving on the opposite shore, safe from the Egyptians, Moses led 
the people of Israel in a hymn. They sang, “The Lord is my strength and my might, 
and he has become my salvation” (Exodus 15:2). 
    The story of Jesus gives further content to the meaning of the word “salvation.” 
Jesus doesn’t speak too often about “salvation;” rather it was more typical of 
Jesus to speak about “the Kingdom of God coming near.” His message was a 
simple, one-sentence imperative: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come 
near” (Matthew 4:17). Thus God’s initiative – that is, the kingdom of God – 
requires a human response – namely, repentance and discipleship. 
    Note that Jesus begins his most famous sermon with, “Blessed are you poor, for 
yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). So to those who cannot purchase the 
kingdom – which none of us can afford – to all of those he gives the kingdom for 
nothing. Matthew is not “spiritualizing” these Beatitudes when he adds “poor in 
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spirit.” Poor is poor, be it in material items, or emotional or spiritual strength. So 
even those who haven’t got much spirit – those who are inept at spiritual 
matters, who can do little to further their case before God – to those who by their 
poverty have no hope for the future – to all the poor, for whatever the reason for 
their poverty, Jesus promises everything, his whole glorious kingdom. 
    No wonder that one of the earliest and most persistent charges against Jesus 
was, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2). Jesus is 
crucified for welcoming sinners to eat at his table – and not only welcoming them, 
but actively seeking them. At the end, with whom did he choose to dine at his last 
meal? Sinners – those whom he knew would betray him. And after his 
resurrection and at a new beginning, with whom did he choose to dine at his first 
meals? Sinners. His door was, and always is wide open to all. 
    In today’s Epistle, Paul asks a troubling question about the status of Israel, 
God’s chosen people, after the death and resurrection of Jesus. The question is 
“Did God reject his chosen people?” Of course, the underlying question is, 
“Where do the people of Israel fit in to God’s plan of salvation?  Are they still 
saved? We might well imagine the poignancy with which Paul, a Jew by birth and 
faith, asked that question. The Risen Christ had appeared to Paul, who became a 
believer. Paul had been called by Christ to be a missionary to the whole world, 
even to the despised and mistrusted Gentiles, who down through the ages had 
persecuted Paul’s people. No doubt some of Paul’s relatives and friends said of 
him, “He is not a Jew anymore,”- all because of Paul’s claim that Jesus was indeed 
the Messiah. 
     So it is likely that among these early Jewish and Gentile Christians, the question 
had arisen: Has God rejected the people that God once made promises to? God 
had promised in his covenant with Abraham, to preserve Israel and to make Israel 
a blessing to all the nations. Has that covenant now been ended with the Advent 
of Christ? Has the promise of salvation passed them by? 
    Paul, faithful Jew that he is, answers with a thundering: “me genoito!” By no 
means! (Actually, loosely and more politely translated from the Greek, he wrote, 
“Heck no!” – only stronger, if you get my drift.) No… “for the gifts and the calling 
of God are irrevocable.” God doesn’t go back on God’s promises. The salvation 
that God promised to Israel shall be accomplished because God is always faithful.      
Salvation is not something that we do; it is not a reward that we earn. Our eternal 
relationship with God is not based upon OUR decisions, OUR actions, or OUR 
deeds, but rather upon God’s decision for us in Jesus Christ, God’s actions toward 
us in Jesus Christ, and God’s saving act in Jesus Christ. 
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    Paul’s argument on the faithfulness of Jesus Christ as our Savior is based on 
Paul’s conviction of the eternal fidelity of God to Israel. If God rejects Israel and 
goes back on God’s promises to Israel, that would be a devastating challenge to 
Paul’s arguments for salvation in Christ. Therefore Paul reasserts that salvation is 
in the hands of God, and in Christ, we see vividly, the loving, always faithful 
intentions of God. 
    Way back when I was in seminary, I can still remember going out on a visit to a 
nursing home as a requirement of a course on Pastoral Care. I came into that 
facility, fully expecting to be a pastoral minister – a kind of “man with the plan,” 
with a ready and appropriate answer for every pastoral occasion because of what 
I had been studying in seminary. I turned the corner to greet my first patient, 
when - before I could even introduce myself - a man in a wheelchair glared up at 
me with piercing eyes and asked, “Are you saved?” His presence, and the 
directness of his question, so startled me, that I stood there speechless for a few 
moments. 
    “Are you saved?” he repeated with one of those preacher-like quivering voices. 
I was suddenly aware that I had never been so confronted (or was it assaulted?) 
with that question before. Mind you, I was raised in lilly-white, polite suburban 
Presbyterian churches that seldom, if ever spoke in those terms.  And as a black 
man, he was likely raised in a church where the question, “Are you saved?” was 
raised with a great deal of regularity - hence this was his way of opening the door 
to begin his witness, by questioning the future destination of my soul. To this day, 
I don’t remember how I answered him. I think was so deflated I just mumbled, 
“God bless you,” and moved on. 
    Of course, what he was addressing was my final destination after this life. And 
now, 40 years later I would likely answer him, “I TRUST that it’s only because of 
the love and grace of Jesus Christ that I will receive the gift of salvation, and the 
gift of eternal life.”  In all honesty, I do not conclusively KNOW…. because none of 
us can conclusively know. But we can believe we are saved because of God’s 
promises in Jesus Christ. Yet salvation – yours, mine, and everyone’s is purely in 
the hands of God. 
    As we shared earlier in this service, the Nicene Creed states explicitly that all 
Christ did and said, including his death and rising was done “pro nobis” – “for us 
and our salvation.” Thus, ‘he came down from heaven for us and our salvation’ is 
how the Nicene Creed characterizes Christ, the Incarnation. To be near to us, 
Christ had to come down to us; so there is distance between us and God. Even 
though we were created by God, in the image of God, God must overcome 
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something and go somewhere in order to come to us sinners in order to 
replenish, restore, and resurrect God’s intended image in us. In salvation, God 
comes and becomes Immanuel – God with us – and fully embraces what the 
human can be. “God with us” is another way of thinking about our salvation, 
because God through Christ and the Holy Spirit is with us… and with us now. 
     As the scriptures reveal to us, salvation isn’t simply related to our death, our 
resurrection and our place for the rest of eternity. Salvation begins in the here 
and now because we have a Living Christ, who impacts our lives right now!  His 
kingdom – this kingdom of God – is a present reality, making our salvation an 
ever-present reality.  
    Furthermore salvation has so much more to do than with us and our individual 
selves. Salvation has to do with the whole of creation, of which we are simply a 
part. If you don’t believe me, take a careful look again at the book of Revelation 
and notice how salvation is described not in terms of individuals, but in terms of 
God’s good, well-intentioned whole created order being restored – Now that … 
that is salvation! 
    God’s word tells us that which we could never know on our own, namely that 
God has elected to be our God not only at the beginning, but at the end. The Old 
Testament could be read as a long story of God’s faithfulness to Israel, despite 
Israel’s frequent unfaithfulness to God. So too, the New Testament can be read as 
God’s expanded, graciousness to the whole world, despite the whole world’s 
infidelity toward God. God has promised in grace to always be there for us. And 
from all that we know of God, we can be sure that in life, in death, in life beyond 
death, God keeps promises. 
    In Jesus Christ, God has determined to be our God and to reach out to hurting, 
enslaved humanity in order to save humankind for God’s kingdom. Our salvation 
is in God’s hands. We can do little to guarantee our own ultimate destiny. But the 
Good news is that in Jesus Christ, God has shown God’s intentions for humanity 
and for the rest of God’s whole created order. Those intentions are to seek, to 
redeem, to restore, to resurrect … and to save.  Amen. 
 
 
 


