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Quest for Identity

Paul: Who Can Be a Christian?

Faith Today
Connection to the Yearly Theme: The intent of Paul’s epistles is to spread the Good News beyond the Jewish community.  Paul uses many different symbols and experiences to help us realize that all people (regardless of background) are welcome in the family of Christ.

Scripture: Romans 10:9-13

Memory Verse: For in the one Spirit, we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.  1 Corinthians 12:13

Objectives:

· Paul traveled around the Roman Empire sharing the good news of the Gospel.

· Paul often began by meeting in a synagogue to share his message with Jews.

· Many Jews and Gentiles heard his message and became believers in Jesus Christ.

· The young congregations struggled with their sense if identity.  Did you have to be Jewish to be a Christian.

· Paul assured them that all were welcome in the family of God.  Faith in God through Jesus Christ put you in right relationship with God.

Overview:

· Learn about Paul’s travels around the Roman Empire.

· Read selected passages from Paul’s letter to the Romans.

· Reflect on mission projects and the motivation behind doing them.

· Decorate mirrors that will be hung around the church to remind people that our good works are a reflection of our relationship with God.

Supplies:

· Assorted mirrors – ones that can hang on walls throughout the church.  Consider getting them from a resale shop or asking members of the congregation to bring in old mirrors they are no longer using.  

· If you have mirrors hanging in the church consider making and decorating cardboard frames that will be fitted over the existing frames.

· Decorations for mirrors: can be shells, wooden pieces, mosaic tiles, stained glass paint, fimo dough, pinecones, leaves and other natural items, or water based paints, 

· List of mission activities the class and/or congregation has been involved in over the past year.

Note to Teacher:

At the time of Paul, the controversy over who could be a Christian centered on whether you first had to be Jew.  This always led to the debate regarding circumcision as the sign of a Jew.  It is up to the teacher whether and how to deal with this subject.  As you read the lesson, it is obvious that you can have a discussion about Jew and Christian without talking about circumcision.

Lesson:

Paul traveled through out the Mediterranean region spreading the Gospel.  He often started his conversations in a new community by going to the synagogue first. (Be sure the class knows what a synagogue is.) These conversations were mainly with Jews.  Some of the people realized that what Paul was saying was true.  They became believers in Jesus Christ.  Often times however, Paul’s message made people angry because it threatened the way they understood God.  Many Jews in Paul’s day felt that observing the Law was very important, more important than anything else actually.  The Law began with the Ten Commandments and had expanded over the centuries to over 600 different laws that governed not only worship but most of daily life as well.  

The focus had shifted from living a life in right relationship with God to living a life in right relationship to the law.  One of the laws was that all Jewish men be circumcised.  In the Jewish faith, male babies are circumcised a few days after they were born.  This practice started with Abraham and has continued ever since.  In Paul’s time no one else other than Jews observed this practice.  This practice, along with the observance of the Mosaic Law, separated the Jews from the surrounding cultures.  

As the Christian message spread amongst both Jews and Gentiles (uncircumcised) there arose a conflict as to whether one had to be a Jew in order to believe in Jesus as the Messiah.  Paul claimed that people did not have to become Jews first, they only needed to have faith.  This faith was what put them in right relationship with God, nothing else.  

Paul had the people remember the stories of Abraham.  Abraham lived long before Moses and the receiving of the Ten Commandments and the rest of the Law.  Abraham, however, was found worthy in God’s eyes and a covenant was established between God and Abraham.  This example of pre-law faith and relationship with God was used often by Paul.  

Bible study:

As he traveled about, Paul kept in contact with different congregations by writing them letters. Today we are going to read some of the letter that Paul wrote to the church in Rome.  You will find this book in the New Testament after the four Gospels.  Even non-readers can find the Book, Chapter and verse.  

The scriptures that we will read today help us understand what Paul said about what it meant to be a person of faith.  For Paul there were no distinctions between people and their faith; neither race nor role in society was important.

Romans: 

3:21 

All sin and yet God’s grace redeems us all.  

4:1-3 

Abraham is righteous because of faith not works.

4:13 

Promises that came to Abraham were through faith, not law.

8:37

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, 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.

10: 9-13
Because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart 

that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.  For one believes with the heart and so is justified and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.  The scripture says, “ No one who believes in him will be put to shame.”  For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek: the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who cal on Him.  For, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.”

13: 8,10
Owe no one anything, except to love one another, for the one who loves another 

has fulfilled the law.  Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.

15:7

Welcome one another therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory 

of God.

Discussion:  

What does Paul say about “earning” God’s love and grace?  


Can you do things that will gain you more favor?


Does God love you first?


Are the things you do a reaction to God’s love or to an attempt to earn it?

Over the centuries the church has struggled with the idea that faith, not good works (the things you do), opens you to God’s never-ending love.  The church does many wonderful things and many people think that by doing good and kind things they are earning points towards Heaven or God’s love.  Paul reminds us that good and kind actions are wonderful, but they need to come as a response to our understanding and accepting of God’s love, not as a way into God’s Kingdom.

Project: Our actions in the world need to be a reflection of our relationship with God through Jesus.  We engage in mission projects throughout the year.  These are good projects and often help us understand different aspects of the stories that we are studying.  

· With what mission projects have we been involved this year? 

· Why do we do mission projects? 

· What makes our mission projects different from projects you do at school or in the community?

Our mission projects not only help those in need but, more importantly, are motivated by our joy in receiving God’s love.  We receive God’s love with no strings attached. We only have to accept it.  And then we reflect God’s love in our actions.  We become

a mirror of God to humankind on earth.

In our schools and communities we do things for others to make their lives easier and also to help ourselves feel good about our ability to contribute to the well being of the world.  These are not bad reasons to engage in mission types of activities.   They are simply not done as a reflection of God’s presence in our lives; they are done out of civic duty.

We have to challenge ourselves to go one level deeper.  

The second line in the Lord’s Prayer says, “ Thy kingdom come, thy will be done.” This is lived out when we do mission projects.  Because of our faith we become God’s hands and feet, heart and mouth here on earth.

God’s love for us is what we share.  God loves us just as we are and has given us gifts and talents that we share with one another.  

We do not have to do the good things so that God will think better of us – God already thought so much of us that Jesus, God’s own son, came and lived amongst us.  Jesus’ life, death and resurrection show us that God fully understands what it is to be human and that God’s love is larger than life or death.  

The simplest form of the Law:

All the laws in the world can be boiled down to one thing – Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and might and love your neighbor as yourself.  If all your actions are based on our understanding of God’s love for us, it will be easier to do.

Mirror project:

Throughout this rotation, mirrors will be decorated and displayed around the church. They will serve as reminders that our actions must reflect God’s love for us.   As the congregation passes these mirrors, they will be reminded that their own actions reflect God’s love for us all.

Depending on the number of children in your program decide how many mirrors you will be decorating.  You can do one large mirror per group, or several smaller mirrors. Consider having the older children decorate existing mirrors (in restrooms) with paint.  This would have to be well supervised, but is a definite possibility.  

Decorate the frame of the mirror with shells, mosaic tiles, paper or wood scraps, paint or fabric.  Look around the craft supply cabinets in your church and use the materials you have on hand.  

If there are already framed mirrors in your church, consider making and decorating a cardboard frame that will be fitted over the existing frame.  

To do this you will need to: (See the illustration at the end of the lesson.)

· Cut out a piece of cardboard to the dimensions of the existing frame.  

· Punch holes in the top, bottom and sides.  

· Lace one string through the top two holes, another string through the bottom two holes and then two additional strings laced through the side holes.  

· The excess string should be on the back of the frame.  

· Decorate the cardboard frame.  

· When the frame is dry lay it face down on a work surface.  

· Place the existing framed mirror face down on the cardboard frame.  Secure the top and bottom strings to one another.  Secure the side strings to one another.  This should hold the cardboard frame over the existing frame without causing any damage.  

· Display the mirror.

Closing Prayer: 

Gracious God, you give us so many wonderful things.  We often think that we have to earn your love and forgiveness.  Help us to not only hear but understand the words of Paul as we seek to do your will and be your people in this world.  It is a great assurance that nothing in the world can separate us from your love. Amen

Cardboard Mirror frame illustration:
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Front of cardboard frame with holes and laces. 
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Back of cardboard frame with laces secured over existing mirror. 
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