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In a well-known Shakespearean speech “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players,” the melancholy Lord Jaques speaks of a soldier as one “seeking the bubble reputation even in the cannon’s mouth.”  In this speech “reputation” is described as worthless, unimportant—like a bubble.  How different in Othello!  Othello, who is also a soldier but who acted foolishly and tragically, says, “I have lost my reputation!  I have lost the immortal part, sir, of myself, and what remains is bestial.”


How are we to think of reputation?  Is it a fragile bubble, or is it immortal?  Is it worth having, or is it better for us not even to be concerned with such matters?  The answer is that it depends on what we have a reputation for.


In the first chapter of Romans, the Apostle Paul speaks about a reputation that the Christians at Rome had acquired, and the important point is that he thanks God for it.  Their reputation was for faith, and what Paul tells us is that their faith was being spoken about all over the world.  This does not mean that every individual in every remote hamlet of the globe had heard of the faith of the Roman Christians, of course, but it does mean that their faith was becoming widely known—no doubt because other Christians were talking about it.  “Do you know that there is a group of believers in Rome?” they were asking.  “Have you heard how strong their faith is, and how faithfully they are trying to serve Jesus Christ in that wicked city?”  Since Paul begins his comment by thanking God for this reputation, it is apparent that however worthless some reputations may be, this reputation at least was worth having.


Why is a reputation for faith worth having?  I think our scripture for today suggests four reasons.


The first reason that the reputation of the Christians at Rome was worth having is that the faith on which it was based was genuine.  It was a true faith.  It was not some subjective religious feeling.  It was not some wishful thinking.  It was not some form of positive thinking or mental attitudes.  No, their faith was in Jesus Christ and in the gospel.  As far as salvation is concerned, all other “faiths” are worthless.  They will save no one.


Furthermore, their true faith is a faith that God himself brought into being and not something that welled up unaided in the heart of a mere human beings.  This is why Paul begins by thanking God for these Christians and not by praising them for their commitment.  If faith were a human achievement, then Paul should have praised the Roman Christians.  He should have said, “First, I thank you for believing in Jesus Christ” or “I praise you for your faith.”  But Paul does not do this.  Faith is worked in us by God as a result of our new birth.  Therefore, Paul praises God, not humankind, for the Roman Christians.


This is the point to ask whether your faith is like the Romans faith—a true faith.  Not faith in some nebulous subjective experience or something that you are able to work up by yourself, but a faith worked in you by God, as a result of which you have believed on his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, our Saviour.  If your faith is like that, then yours is a reputation worth having, because it will bring praise to God, who is the author of that faith.


The second reason why the reputation for that the Christians at Rome had was worth having is that it was a contagious faith.  I mean by this that it was a faith not merely heard of and talked about throughout the known world, but that it was also a faith picked up and communicated to others.  Because of this faith, the Roman church grew and the gospel of the Roman congregation spread.


I think this is suggested by verse 17, even though I know the phrase I am referring to can be interpreted two ways.  Literally, the phrase reads “from faith to faith.”  This can be understood to mean, as the Pew Bible translates it, “By faith from first to last.”  But it can also mean—from the faith of one who has believed in Christ to another who comes to believe as a result of the first Christian’s testimony.”  


There is no doubt that this is the way the gospel spread in the first Christian centuries, from faith to faith.  One person passed it on to another.  One congregation transferred it to another.  Undoubtedly the faith passed from the strategically located and growing church in the capital city of Rome to the entire Roman empire.  From faith to faith.


And the church had no modern media at its disposal to “get the message out”!  There were no Christian magazines, no inspirational books, no television preachers—not even any creative roadside signs.  How do you supposes these early believers succeeded, as we know they did without the tools of modern communication?  It passed by word of mouth, from faith to faith, from one person to the next, as they gossiped the gospel.  


If we think in New Testament terms, we will be concerned with both the quality of our faith and with its contagious nature.  We will be concerned that people talk about Christianity and inquire after Christ as the result of our lives and those of our fellow believers.


There is a third reason why the reputation for faith that the church at Rome had was worth having:  it was an encouragement to other believers elsewhere, including even the Apostle Paul.  In verse 12 Paul speaks of this as an anticipated outcome of his proposed trip to Rome:  “that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith.”  That expectation was still future.  But Paul could look forward to it and speak so confidently of its happening because reports of the Roman Christians’ faith had undoubtedly already been a source of encouragement to him.


This is an encouragement to me.  Is it not an encouragement to you?


Doesn’t your heart respond thankfully when you hear of thriving churches in formally communist countries like Romania?  Doesn’t your spirit rise when you hear of the courageous stand taken against apartheid by many believers in South Africa?  Don’t your get excited when you hear of the support churches have offered to one another in the wake of September 11—ie Schomberg.


The last reason why the reputation of the Christians at Rome was worth having is that faith, and not some other attainment or virtue, is THE essential item in life.  Faith in Jesus Christ is what matters.  Knowledge is good; Christianity considers knowledge quite important.  Good works are necessary; without them we have no valid reason for believing that an individual is saved.  But faith alone—faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour—is essential.  For without faith it is impossible to please God.  Without faith no one can be justified.


I wonder if we have the spirit of the apostle Paul at this point. Is this the way we actually evaluate other Christian works and testimony.


Here is what I think we do.  I think we evaluate other works first on the basis of size.  Or we evaluate Christian work on the basis of programs.  The more the better!  Or the more original, the better.  I think we are also impressed by big budgets and big buildings.


Faith really is the essential thing, not numbers or programs, not budgets or buildings.  Faith is the thing!  And it was faith that put the Roman church on the map.


I will tell you the kind of reputation I pray we might have at St. John’s Presbyterian Church, Bradford.  I pray that St. John’s might be known as a church where people believe what God has told us in the Bible and then actually try to live by what they find there.  I want St. John’s to be a church known for its strong faith in Jesus Christ, where people speak often, lovingly, and fearlessly of him.  I want our church to be known for faith where God has placed us, in the town of Bradford West Gwillimbury, demonstrating that Jesus is the answer to our town’s problems and the problems of those who live here with us.  I want St. John’s to be rock hard in faith, in adversity as well prosperity, when praised as well as when persecuted.  A faith that is true, a faith that is contagious, a faith that is encouraging… faith that is THE essential thing in our lives.


Is that too much to ask?  I think not.  I think that is a reasonable goal and a reputation worth having.  And indeed, I thank my God, through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world.

