Sermon: While We Were Still Sinners

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be
acceptable to you. O Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

People describe baseball as a ‘thinking man’s game’, and | can see
why. There is a cerebral element to the game, given how it is played, how
the pace of it accords its participants to think, to plan, and to strategize.
Just look at the communication between a pitcher and a catcher, how they
conspire to fool a batter into swinging for a wild pitch, or worse, not
swinging on a perfect throw. Or look at the how the third-base coach relay
the manager’s signs from the dugout into visual gestures to instruct the
batter on whether to take a pitch, to execute a hit-and-run, or to lay down a
bunt.

Speaking of laying down a bunt, isn’t that the perfect metaphor to the
gospel’s understanding of sacrifice, of how a sacrificial offering might save?
A runner is stranded on base, with no means of getting home on his own. A
batter is sent, by another, and instructed to lay down a bunt. He obeys
dutifully. His aim, his hope is to bring the runner home.

He does not want to be thrown out. He does not seek death, he has
no suicidal fantasies in mind. As matter of fact, the batter, after laying down
the bunt, does his best to run towards the first base, trying to avoid being
tagged out. He knows the chance of his survival is slim at best, but the
faster he runs, the harder he tries, the better the odd of bringing the
stranded runner home.

So he dashes down the baseline full tilt, knowing full well his own
safety may be unlikely, but in obedience to the manager, he is willing to risk
his loss, to make the sacrifice. In a real sense, he laid down his bunt for
another. Isn’t that just the perfect metaphor to describe what Jesus did for
us? As the Apostle Paul puts it, in our reading today of Romans 5:8, “But
God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for
us.”

While we were still sinners, while we are weak, stranded, with no way
to get home on our own, Christ laid down his life for us, for the ungodly, in



obedience to the Father in heaven. His goal was not to die. As the matter of
fact he pleaded with the Father to take away this cup, the cup of suffering,
during that agonizing prayer at the Garden of Gethsemane.

| believe the thinking of Thomas Aquinas is helpful here, particularly
the subjunctive state of will, or velleity in Latin. Velleity describes a situation
where the person may wish or desire something, but lacks the genuine
motivation to act on it because it conflicts with their actual, settled
intentions.

In the case of Christ, being made a sacrifice, though in one sense
voluntary, was in fact contrary to his settled will. He does not want to die;
he would avoid it if he could, but he can’t. Given the intention Christ
actually has, given the means at his disposal, given the authority of the
Father who sent him, and given their desire to save all sinners. Given all
that and the circumstances Jesus finds himself in, he can do no other. So
he offers himself, lays down a sacrificial bunt to bring home the stranded
sinners. He does so willingly, though not without negative velleity towards
the inevitable loss, the impending descent into that dark and dreary hell.

Rarely will anyone die for a righteous person. Certain professions
may actually require someone to literally ‘take a bullet’ to protect another.
The heroic nature of those jobs should not be minimized, yet it is not in
their stated intention to actually die. But God proves his love for the
humanity in that while we still were sinners, Christ dies for us.

By faith, and through the death of the Son, we were reconciled to
God (Romans 5:10). By faith, and through our Lord Jesus Christ, we have
peace with God, and we stand in the state of grace, with the hope in
sharing the glory of God (Romans 5:1-2).

However one should not overlook the fact that it is through his
resurrection that we have life, or more precisely, it is through “the Spirit of
him who raised Jesus from the dead” (Romans 8:10) that gives us life even
now.

If we push the baseball metaphor a bit further, the resurrection of
Jesus is like the batter laying down a bunt, and running full tilt towards the



first base, knowing full well he cannot outrun a throw. But something
unexpected happens, the throw to the first is too high, the first baseman
leaps to no avail and scrambles to recover.

The batter now runner is rounding the second base, going for the
third. The throw to the third goes wide; this truly is a comedy of errors rarely
seen. The third-base coach waves franticly to advance the runner, and the
runner sprints towards home and dive to touch the plate. It’s an inside-the-
park home run from laying down a bunt.

The batter turn runner is welcomed by the whole team. They hug him
and raise him up. The manager walks to the celebrating group, embraces
the hero of the day, and says, “Well done, son, | knew you had it in you.
Never doubted for a second.” And the crowd goes wild, chanting Amen,
Amen, Amen.

Ok not the best analogy, but wouldn’t you want to be a part of that
celebration. And yes you can, through faith in Jesus Christ.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



