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I speak the truth in Christ--I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy 

Spirit-- I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I could wish that I 

myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own 

race, the people of Israel.  Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the 

covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises.  Theirs are the 

patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, 

forever praised! Amen.  

It is not as though God's word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel 

are Israel.  Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the 

contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned."  In other words, it is not 

the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are 

regarded as Abraham's offspring.  For this was how the promise was stated: "At the 

appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son."  (Romans 9:1-9) 

 

A very hard question for Christians to answer about heaven is this:  how could you ever 

be perfectly happy in heaven, knowing that someone that you loved isn't there, in fact 

that they're in hell?  How could eternity ever truly be happy in that case? 

 

From the perspective we have now it seems pretty impossible.  All we can do is trust 

God's promise that yes, we will be totally blessed and lacking nothing, that God will 

"wipe away every tear from our eyes", that we will be able to see and understand all 

these things in a way that right now is impossible for us. 

 

Here on earth, though--surely that's one of the hardest things for any Christian--to see 

people rejecting Jesus and his Word, especially if it's those who are close to you.   Today 

we see in our verses from God's Word that it's not at all wrong in this life for us to feel 

that kind of deep sorrow.  Our friend Paul felt it too.  But there's also joy in seeing how 

God has been so good to us, so good to sinners even though so many of those sinners 

reject the Savior whom God has sent for them. 

 

Today let's look at what Paul says about how we ought to feel about all this--how we 

ought to DEAL WITH THE PAIN OF UNBELIEF. 

 

 

 



I. Understand that this is a "healthy" kind of pain 

Paul says:  I speak the truth in Christ--I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in 

the Holy Spirit-- I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I 

could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my 

brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel.   

 

You heard Jesus today say that salvation was a "narrow door."  He was asked the 

question:  "Are only a few people going to be saved?"  And he didn't give a straight 

answer, did he?  But he did say that there will be many who won't make it through that 

door.  Why not?  Because it was slammed shut on them?  No--Jesus Christ came for all 

of them, but in spite of God's goodness to them many sinners try to find other ways to 

find their hope, their security, their confidence rather than in the one true God and his 

one Savior.  They will choose other paths instead of God's open door. 

 

The same was true of Paul's ethnic group, the Israelites, God's "chosen people."  Look at 

what God had all given them:  Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, 

the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises.  

Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, 

who is God over all, forever praised!   Israel had received so many unique blessings; 

they had the revelation of the true God to them through centuries of prophets and with 

many miracles, they had those great examples of faith--Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob--as 

their ancestors.  In fact, they were related by blood to the Savior himself!    (As an aside-

-notice that Paul also says that this human Jesus is also "God over all"--one of those red 

letter verses about the Godhood of Jesus Christ!) 

 

But in spite of all those advantages Paul knew that by this time--about 30 years after 

Jesus came--it was clear that most Israelites of that very generation were rejecting Jesus 

as the promised Messiah and Savior.  Paul knew this from firsthand experience.  He had 

been on the front lines, preaching the message about Jesus and his resurrection, 

repentance and forgiveness of sins through baptism in his name.  In every new city he 

went to Paul would go to the Jewish synagogue first and preach to them.  And yet 

invariably he would be rejected and thrown out, or suffer even worse abuse.   

 

But how did Paul feel?  You would think Paul would finally give up and say, "Good 

riddance!"  But he tells us that he doesn't feel that way at all.  He says, instead, that he 

has unceasing pain and unending sorrow in his heart.   For all the joys of being Jesus' 

apostle, the fact that Jesus was being rejected--by his own people!--never got easier to 

bear.  In fact, Paul goes so far as to say that he could wish that he himself were cut off 

from Christ if only it would bring salvation to those who were rejecting him! 

 



That's a pretty incredible statement.  I think it probably shows up our own lack of love 

for the lost, more than a little bit.  Could you honestly say that--that you would be 

willing to sacrifice your own eternal salvation in order to bring it to others?   To be 

totally frank I'm not sure I could say that.   

 

But Paul's words certainly do say to us:  if you're feeling real pain and heartache over 

people rejecting Jesus; if it hurts you to see that, know that this is a "healthy" kind of 

pain, a godly kind of sorrow.  It SHOULD matter to us, in fact, nothing should matter 

more to us in all the world than the spiritual life of others.  To hear someone rejecting 

God's Word and its truth should hurt us a lot more than an insult or a slap in the face.  

To see someone have the chance to hear about Jesus' love for them and then not do 

anything about it should be more painful than anything else that could happen in our 

own lives. 

 

 

II. Find relief in the greatness of God's mercy to you 

But is there any way to find relief from that pain?   Try as we might--and nobody except 

Jesus ever tried harder than Paul did--we can't force someone to believe.  All we can do 

is speak the truth and leave the results to God.  But how can we go on in the face of this 

"unceasing anguish" that Paul experienced? 

 

Finally the only relief is to be found in the message of God's own love for you.  It means 

appreciating that the fact that you yourself haven't rejected Jesus is nothing less than a 

miracle.  Paul compared it to the birth of Isaac to Abraham and Sarah.  There was 

nothing "natural" about that birth.  In the same way there's nothing natural about your 

faith in Jesus Christ.  It's a miracle that you didn't miss that "narrow door".  But just as he 

gave Abraham a son, God gave you a miraculous salvation in Jesus Christ.  Jesus really 

did suffer the pain that accounts for your personal guilt.  He called you personally to 

faith.  He forgave all your past sins.  He continues to overlook your lack of daily 

perfection for Jesus' sake.  He loves you so much and calls you his child.  In those truths 

we find great joy even in the midst of seeing others reject Jesus.   

 

And we find joy in seeing that God still does keep his promises to build his church.  We 

find reassurance in the fact that others gather with us to worship here who trust in Jesus 

and his Word just as we do.  We find joy in seeing that God's truths are not always 

rejected, but that sometimes even in the most unexpected times and places people are 

brought to faith.  And sometimes he lets us be a part of those events and that Gospel 

sharing--a special measure of joy.  All these things help us go on in spite of the pain 

that is also there on this side of heaven. 

 



 

 

 

Conclusion 

I very recently had a conversation with someone who used to go to this church about 

Israel.  She said, "I was taught in the Lutheran church that the church was the new Israel.  

But I don't agree with that.  Israel is Israel."  After watching too many televangelists go 

on about modern Israel, she was all riled up about Middle Eastern politics and the 

church's need to support the modern nation of Israel. 

 

But Paul is really blunt here, isn't he?  He says, "Not all who are descended from Israel 

are Israel."  As I told this woman, "the real people of God are those who believe in the 

Savior God sent."    It was tragic in Paul's day that most of physical Israel didn't fit that 

description.  Just as tragically, the vast majority of modern Israel doesn't either.  God's 

chosen people are those who have faith in Jesus, regardless of ethnic background. 

 

And maybe that's the last lesson we should learn from Paul's words:  a healthy warning.  

The Old Testament people of God, with all their unique blessings and revelations from 

God, threw away the benefits God was giving them in their rejection of Jesus.  God will 

not spare them for the sake of their bloodline alone.  But the same is true of us!  Just 

because our parents were Lutheran Christians, or just because we once were confirmed; 

just because we once heard all these promises of God will do us no good whatsoever 

unless they remain in our hearts, unless we continue to trust in Jesus as God's promised 

Savior and the only Lord of our lives.   

 

May God use his words to give us just what we need--an appreciation for what we have, 

a godly sorrow for those who reject Jesus and a zeal to do whatever we can to help 

them.  There's no greater grief than seeing Jesus rejected.  There's no greater joy than 

seeing his love to you.  May God grant you that joy here and now, as we know that he 

will forever in heaven!  Amen. 

 

 


