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So today we are beginning to wind down our “Holy Curiosity” sermon series – after 
today we have one more week exploring the fun and sometimes challenging topics that 
you as a congregation have specially requested. And I have to say that this has been a 
really fun adventure, exploring “the hard things” in our lives of faith. Things like God and 
war. The rapture. Sabbath rest. Bizarre stories selected by preteen boys. And last week, 
we started a conversation that we are, in some ways, continuing today. And that was a 
conversation about God’s approach to sin. How does God really feel about sinners? How 
does God feel about those who have chosen to live life outside the parameters that God 
has set for us? 
 
And what we saw is that we have a God who will stop at absolutely nothing to seek out 
and save the lost. To bring back all of us who occasionally wander away and lose our 
way. 
 
But then that begs another question that one of you raised: So what about those who 
have never heard the good news of Christ’s love? Those who never wandered away 
from the sheepfold because they were never part of the fold in the first place? What 
about them? Are they just lost forever? Will they be condemned, because they never 
expressly received God’s love for them, because they never knew anything about it? 
 
So I feel like I have offered this disclaimer a lot in the last few weeks, but I think it bears 
mentioning it again. I am going to give you my thoughts on this question, and I believe 
my thoughts are very much rooted in scripture. But they are just that – my thoughts. 
And there are very faithful people out there who think and believe differently than I do. 
So if you disagree with me on this point, no hard feelings whatsoever. We can wrestle 
together with the hard questions and come to different conclusions while still agreeing 
on the essentials. 
 
So to get at this question, we are turning to the book of Romans. And as we do so, I’d 
like for us to try our best to place ourselves inside the hearts and minds of the first-
century recipients of Paul’s letter. Which may be a little bit of a challenge for us, 
because our world, our customs, and our traditions as twenty-first century Americans 
are very different than they would have been for a first century Jewish audience. So I’d 
like you to take off your postmodern American hat for just a moment here and see if 
you can listen through a slightly different set of ears. 
 
The first thing that we need to understand is the role of the law within the Jewish 
community. And by “law” we do not mean the secular “law of the land” imposed on the 
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community by the ruling government – in this case, Rome. Paul here is referring 
specifically to the Torah – to the law given to the Jewish community by God in the 
wilderness of Sinai back in the book of Exodus. This law included the 10 
Commandments, but not just the 10 Commandments – it basically outlined all of the 
expectations that God had for God’s people. And the law was not simple. It included 
rules about what to eat and what not to eat (because God wanted his people to be 
healthy and to not die from foodborne illness before the days of pasteurization and 
refrigeration and food preservation). Rules about how to do life in community, most 
especially how to handle all kinds of sources of conflict as they arise. Rules about 
hygiene – how to keep clean and, again, how to avoid getting sick from exposure to 
potentially deadly sources of illness. Rules about how to worship God fully, keeping God 
the priority. Rules about economics – how to buy and sell and trade; how to save and 
how to give. How to position themselves so that they would always remember that 
everything they have is a gift from God. Rules about when to work and when to rest; 
rules about how to treat the people who work for you with dignity and respect. 
 
The list of rules goes on and on and on (and on, and on). It was so complicated that by 
the time the curtain opened on the New Testament, there were people whose entire 
job it was to interpret the Torah and see to it that the Jewish community was following 
it. Every single jot and tittle. 
 
Now, we today may look at this and think that it had to have felt pretty oppressive. So 
many “dos” and “do nots”; so many things to have to remember. And some of them, to 
our modern ears, just sound downright silly. Like the fact that somebody cannot wear 
both wool and linen in the same garment. Or the fact that meat and dairy cannot 
accompany each other in the same dish. Sorry, friends – no bacon cheeseburgers. Partly 
because bacon was totally off limits, period – and partly because the combination of the 
cheese and the burger – that was a no-go. No shrimp, or crab, or lobster, or other 
shellfish, either. Sorry, seafood lovers. Only fish with scales for you. No doing work, or 
engaging in any commerce on the Sabbath. So, from sundown on Friday to sundown on 
Saturday, if you ran out of milk or bread, sorry – you can’t just pop over to Kennie’s to 
get some more. 
 
I think most of us would probably pretty quickly launch into a bit of a panic if this was 
our life. It would definitely cramp our style. We don’t like being told what to do and 
what not to do; what to wear and what not to wear; what to eat and what not to eat. 
We really don’t like being told that we must take time to rest, when there is so much 
work that still needs to get done. But for the people at the time, the law came as a 
source of comfort. It was there to keep them safe from things that could hurt them. It 
was there to help them live a balanced life. It was there to keep their eyes fixed on God 
and to remind them – in everything that they did – of who they were. 
 
And more than that – especially in the very beginning, the people looked at the law as a 
gift. Because God had just told them exactly what he expected of them. God had told 
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them “I love you, and because I love you I am going to give you a roadmap for how to be 
in relationship with me.” 
 
But over time, the community got a kind of “chip on their shoulder” about the law. We 
see this in the gospels when the Pharisees and religious leaders present themselves as 
all high and mighty and puffed-up and self-righteous because they never break the law, 
as opposed to those ragamuffin tax collectors and fishermen and commoners who seem 
by comparison to play fast and loose with God’s rules. 
 
And as we get into the book of Romans, we see this “chip on the shoulder” goes even 
deeper. Because it seems like this idea that “God loves us and therefore God gave us the 
law” has really taken root in the hearts and souls of the Jewish community. And not in 
the healthiest ways. As human beings tend to do, the people had begun to twist this 
simple idea, and to weaponize it against people outside the Jewish community. They 
twisted it from “God loves us and here’s what God expects of us” to “God loves us and 
only us.” “We are saved because we have the law. And those who don’t have the law 
are not saved.” “God will condemn those without the law, because those who do not 
have the law will not know how to please God.” 
 
There were a lot of folks who were basically walking through life with this sense of smug 
superiority. “We and we alone have an inside line with God. And everybody else is less 
than. Even God doesn’t like them. So why should we?” 
 
So Paul writes this chapter of Romans to push back against that belief. 
First of all, Paul writes, don’t you go thinking that you are better than anybody else, just 
because you know what the law says. You may know, intellectually, what is contained in 
the words of the law, but you sure-as-heck don’t practice it. So until you practice what 
you preach, shut your mouths. Because you are acting like hypocrites. 
 
Second: If you are actually following the law, it should make you into kinder, gentler, 
more loving, more generous, more patient people. The law should change you. It should 
have a positive effect on how you act as a human being. If this is not happening, then it 
stands to reason that you are not taking seriously the reason for the law in the first 
place. And you will be judged based on the life that you live. You won’t get a free pass 
just because you happen to be Jewish. 
 
And third: God does not just love you. You have an advantage because God has told you 
exactly what he wants from you. But those who do not have this same advantage – 
those who don’t have it spelled out for them in black and white – the Gentiles – they, 
too, were created in the image of God. And for them, the law might not be written out 
on stone tablets to read and study and memorize, but it is nevertheless still written on 
their hearts. And so, when they do by nature those things that the law requires – and 
they thereby become kinder, gentler, more loving, more generous, more patient people 
as a result – God will see and reward that. 
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So that leads us to our question that has been raised for today: “Are those who never 
heard the Word of God condemned?” 
 
So, I hesitate to try to answer this question with any degree of authority, because I am 
not God. But if what Paul says here is true, then here is what I believe: Not necessarily. 
 
I believe that every human being is created in the image of God. I believe that every 
person was created differently, to shine a little piece of God’s character into the world 
around us. Some people shine God’s wisdom; and others, God’s justice; and others, 
God’s creativity, and others, God’s joy. Some people model selfless love and other 
people are created to bring order into places of chaos and other people model God’s 
beauty and strength. And I believe that whether we believe in God or not; whether we 
have even heard of God or not, there is a part of our very being that, by virtue of our 
very existence, points to our creator. 
 
I also believe that the reality of sin and the existence of evil is very much a real thing. 
And there is not a single one of us who has not been painfully impacted by the existence 
of evil, not just around us but also within us. This week we sit in the aftermath of yet 
another school shooting, where nineteen elementary school-age kids and two adults 
were senselessly murdered and another 17 were injured – by a young man who was 
barely more than a kid himself. If that kind of violence isn’t pure evil, I do not know what 
is. And that took place in a community in which 80% of their residents profess to be 
Christian.  
 
Now, while you and I are not gunning down elementary schools, and we are absolutely 
heartbroken over the events that took place this last week, I would be willing to hazard 
a guess that every one of us can probably identify places within our own lives where we 
have allowed sin and brokenness of all different kinds to creep in and take up residence. 
And there have likely been times when we have claimed to be a Christian, yet our words 
and our actions have spoken otherwise. Sometimes it feels like I have a reel in my head 
that just plays, over and over and over again certain times when I was most decidedly 
not acting like the person who God has created me to be. Conversations that I wish I 
could go back and do over again. People I wish I could go back and be kinder to. 
Situations that I wish I could go back and handle differently. Sin is very much real in my 
life, and I suspect probably yours as well. 
 
While at the same time, there are a lot of people out there who are not Christian. 
People in parts of the world who may have never even heard of Christ, who 
nevertheless point to God in the ways that they live their lives, usually without even 
realizing it. Because to do so is woven into the very fabric of creation itself. 
 
And the way I read Paul’s words is that 
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1) We will all be accountable for our actions. What we do, matters. So we as 
Christians should take extra care to remove the plank from our own eye before 
trying to remove the speck from that of our neighbors. And 

2) We serve a God of grace. A God who loves and cares for all of those who God 
created. God doesn’t just love us as Christ followers, but God loves and cares for 
everyone. And I believe that God’s grace is big enough to cover those who by 
nature spend their lives pointing to God, even when they don’t realize that that’s 
what they are doing. 

 
So my friends, may we go this week, knowing that we are created in the image of God, 
uniquely-fashioned to display some little bit of God’s character for all the world to see. 
May we go, knowing that even in those times that we fail to be who God created us to 
be – when we fall away or get lost on the journey, we have a God who will stop at 
nothing to come and seek after us and find us again. May we go, knowing that what we 
choose to do in this life does, in fact, matter. And God will use what we do to 
accomplish God’s purposes in the world around us. And may we go, knowing that at the 
end of the day, God is a God of grace, whose love and redemptive power is bigger than 
we can even begin to comprehend. 


