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TEXT: Romans 8:38-39 “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor
things present, not things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
PURPOSE: To encourage great confidence in God’s ability to advance God’s kingdom, and to keep
us connected to God’s perfect love, no matter how much our situation or the world’s condition my
dismay us.  
______________________________________________________________________________

The times we’re living in are not times which readily inspire confidence.  You
didn’t need me to remind you of that, given the impact the global pandemic is having
on everything, and the way that protests calling for racial justice are exposing the
injustices which persist in our country.  Think about all that’s going on from the
perspective of the kingdom of God.  There seems to be less, not more of God’s kind
of justice; less, not more, mercy for folks who are downtrodden and vulnerable; less,
not more, harmony between humans and the rest of creation.  I’ve even listened to
people of faith who have lost confidence in God’s care for them, who wonder
whether God is acting on their behalf, whether God is capable of overcoming the
powers that are dragging them down. 

And yet, this morning, we heard Paul make one of the most audacious
assertions in all of scripture: “We know that all things work together for good for
those who love God.”  (Romans 8:28)  Do we know this?  Given what worries us and
drags us down, given the dreadful uncertainties and ongoing catastrophies of our
world, where is there evidence that God is working for good?  Where is there reason
for us to be confident?  

Well, it’s like this.  I am a bread baker.  I have been for over thirty years.  My
sourdough starter is one of those things I’d grab if our house was on fire.  Sourdough
starter is disgusting looking stuff.  Stored in the refrigerator, it looks like something
that has spoiled.  But mix it in with flour, and honey, and oil, and wait a while, and
something amazing happens.  The dough rises and becomes airy and elastic.  It is the
starter, leavening the dough, which turns those ingredients into a tasty loaf of bread. 
Jesus said that God’s kingdom is just like that.  It may appear to be something that
has spoiled, or, for those bread bakers who use powdered yeast, like a bit of dust, but
it has a way of working on whatever it is in and turning it into something very good. 
The beginnings may look like nothing, but we may be confident in the end result.  

The world may inspire more anxiety than confidence.  The world may be a
source of trouble, even of persecution.  But Jesus said, “Take courage; I have
conquered the world!”  (John 16:33)  He spoke those words just a few hours before



Astonishing Confidence
July 26, 2020
page 2

he was arrested, just a day before he was crucified.  On that Friday, his conquering
looked a lot more like defeat.  We know he rose from the dead, and by death
conquered death.  But his rising was not the yeast leavening all the dough.   The
communities which gathered in his Spirit were tiny groups of people, accused of
being unpatriotic and irreligious.  There was conflict within the communities and
attacks from without.  They were yeast in the dough of the world, but the yeast’s
working in the dough was so slow as to appear not to be working at all.  What of that
history inspires confidence?  One answer is us.  The fact that we are here today, still
trying to follow Jesus, still anticipating his realm of justice, mercy and peace,
indicates that the yeast was working.  Okay, without a doubt, the whole world
appears to be far from leavened, but that wasn’t the point when Jesus first shared the
parable of the yeast in the dough.  It wasn’t the point when he rose triumphant over
death,  and it still isn’t the point.  The point has to do with grounding our confidence
in what God is doing, with trusting that God is fully in charge of the outcome, even
when we see no sure sign that God’s will is prevailing.  

Jesus urged this confidence on a grand scale, the scale of God’s advancing
kingdom, as imperceptible as yeast, as inconsequential as a mustard seed, yet certain
to become what God intends it to be.  Paul pushed this confidence down to the scale
of the very personal.  His invitation to confidence grounded in God began with
regard to our prayer.  Even when we don’t know how to pray, or what to pray for, he
said, God’s Spirit is there to help.  There have been times in my prayer life when
Iwas at a complete loss.  I had no words.  I didn’t know what to ask for.   I had no
idea what I was doing.  I wondered why I’m even taking the time to sit and act like
I’m praying.  

“Don’t worry,” Paul says.  “When you lose the ability to pray, God’s  Spirit
will pray for you.”  The recollection of that assurance keeps me sitting, even as my
mind wanders to last night’s TV show or today’s to-do list, trusting that God’s Spirit
is accomplishing what I cannot accomplish, and keeping me disposed to prayer until
my prayerfulness returns.  

But Paul didn’t restrict his invitation to confidence to our inner life.  He
addressed the challenges we face, which sometimes leave us wondering if we have
been cut off from the love of Jesus.  Paul asks whether “hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword” are capable of disconnecting
us from the love of Christ.  It would be pretty easy to update that list 
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to include matters we’re dealing with in our times. Could a pandemic, or firmly
entrenched racism, or worry about our financial security, or mental illness, or social
divisiveness, be able to separate us from Jesus’ love for us?    

I had a wonderful teacher who said that the job of the preacher is to ‘get out of
the way of the text.’  In other words, preaching is supposed to present the truth
revealed to us in scripture without mucking it up, without turning it into something it
isn’t.  Well, I absolutely do not want to get between you and this passage.  It offers
what I believe to be the most astonishing confidence in the Bible.  Listen to it again: 
“No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For
I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present,
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
(Romans 8:37-39)

Here is the yeast in the dough of our souls.  Here is the power of God’s realm
overtaking all that dismays us, all that provokes anxiety and resignation.  Rulers? 
They can do ridiculous things.  They cannot separate us from God’s love for us. 
Insidious powers?  They are no match for the power of Christ’s love, demonstrated in
his dying and rising to new life.  Serious illness?   A loved one’s untimely death? 
The collapse of everything we thought was the sure foundation of our lives?  Our
faith does not protect us from these traumas, but our faith does preserve us through
these traumas.  

For a while in the early eighties, I was a part-time hospice chaplain.  I came to
be associated with a woman in her thirties who was diagnosed with a brain tumor. 
As she became more ill, she moved in with her mother. I knew her and her sister
before she took ill; both worked at a nearby hospital; both were drop-dead beautiful. 
Brenda worked very hard to maintain her attractiveness in spite of losing her hair and
getting the chipmunk face that came with the drugs she was taking.  The day came
which we were pretty sure would be her last.  That evening, the hospice nurse and I
were present as Brenda’s father, divorced from her mom, showed up with steaks and
corn on the cob and I don’t remember what else.  There were a bunch of people
keeping vigil in that house, and he brought enough to feed us all.  I knew things had
not been at all good between Brenda’s parents, but shortly after Dad showed up, I
sensed a spirit assuring us that all would be well, at least for that evening.  While
Brenda lay on a hospital bed in the front room, the rest of us filled our plates and dug



Astonishing Confidence
July 26, 2020
page 4

in to a grand feast.  The mood was the exact opposite of a death vigil.  The mood was
an astounding affirmation of life.  The mood was the mood of the yeast having fully
leavened the dough.  The mood was the mood of people who were more than
conquerors, people who were not going to allow death to get in the way of life. 
Slowly, all the vigil keepers except Brenda’s sister and mother left.  I wandered into
the sick room now and then, read some scripture, and prayed.  I distinctly remember
reading this passage from Paul.  And I know I took it as my text for her funeral. 

Brenda was laid out in a casket.  Knowing how vain she was about her
appearance, I was a bit surprised that she had permitted this.  For some reason, I
received the privilege of accompanying Brenda’s immediate family to the private
viewing.  If you’ve ever been at one of these, you know how emotional they can be. 
We all came into the room in an appropriately solemn mood.  But Brenda’s sister
took one look at her sister’s face, made up by the mortician, and announced, “This
will absolutely not do!  Cold cream, please!”  The funeral director, mortified, ran for
the cold cream.  Brenda’s sister chased all of us out of the room, fished her supply of
beauty products out of her purse, and got to work.  I doubt if I could have recognized
the difference in cosmetic art, but what I did recognize was the victory asserted over
death, the power of love to transcend all that over which we think has power over us. 
I have always associated Paul’s message of astonishing confidence with Brenda. 
Hers was a passing which revealed the victory of life overcoming death, of love
overcoming fear, of gleeful surprise overcoming morbid inevitability. 
 

So here we are, people who have received the confidence of yeast hid in dough
living in a world filled with uncertainty.  Here we are, people who hold the hope of
an abundance of tasty loaves living in a world where too many have no bread at all. 
Here we are, people who are more than conquerors through Christ’s love living in a
world that wants to conquer us.  Living in this world, we face troubles.  We
experience loss.  There’s plenty to worry us.  We are witness to gross injustice, to
mercy denied, to arrogance having its way.  There’s powers that sap our enthusiasm
and shrivel our compassion.  The confidence we have through Jesus conquering the
world does not mean we don’t experience what is the normal lot of being human. 
But we know that the mustard seed has been planted, and has sprouted.  We know the
yeast is hid in the dough, and we know what yeast will do.  So we bring whatever we
can bring which asserts the power of love, and we celebrate in the confidence that the
yeast will have its way and the kingdom of our Lord will transform all the kingdoms
of this world.  


