October 25, 2006PRIVATE 


Today we begin a study of Romans, and I will not hypothesize how long it will take.  This book is special for a lot of reasons.  It is the closest thing in the Bible to a systematic theology, that is, it is organized logically, and not as a narrative.  It also lays out clearly and in order all the necessary information for a basic understanding of the Christian faith.  

Why is this?  Well, unlike in his other letters, Paul is not writing Romans to a congregation that he founded.  Indeed, he has never even visited the city – look at 1:11, 13, 15.  Paul has never met or talked to most of his readers.  This is probably the reason that Romans is so straightforward and complete, even if the truths it contains are quite compressed.

In contrast, we get the impression in other letters that Paul is referring to prior letters or even conversations which he has had with his correspondence.  For example, look over at I Corinthians 2:1-5 – here Paul refers to the manner of his preaching in Corinth.  Look at I Corinthians 7:1 – here Paul is responding to a previous letter he had received from the church.  In short, we are coming in at the middle of a conversation, and we thus are often confused.  We have to piece together the theological stance of Paul's critics as he responds to their criticisms in Second Corinthians

Romans is different, though. Because Paul has never visited the city, he must start, as it were, from ground zero.  He cannot assume any prior knowledge on the part of his readers.  We can easily imagine, therefore, Paul presenting the gospel much as he would have if he had come into any town.  
How should he begin?  Well, he would logically have to present his credentials and give his readers a reason for listening to him.  This is what Paul does in the first seven verses.  Instead of blasting through these opening verses, which are actually only one sentence in the Greek, let's take some time to unpack them.


As we would expect, this letter begins with the identity of the sender.  Notice that Paul uses his Roman name, not his Hebrew name Saul – this is fitting for a letter addressed to a mainly Gentile church in a cosmopolitan city.  The next word is striking, especially to an ancient audience.  Paul calls himself a slave of Jesus Christ.  This certainly doesn't seem to advance his credentials.


Think about what a slave does.  Who determines all his actions?  A slave cannot glory in his own condition.  But he can boast that his master is a prominent member of society.  So Paul here glories in his master.  But remember also that slavery is the natural condition of the Christian.  Remember Jesus' remarks on the nature of Christian leadership in Mark 10:42-45.  A Christian thus must be not only a slave of Christ, but slave of all, putting aside his needs and desires for the good of others.

But Paul doesn't stop there.  He goes on to say that he has been called to be an apostle.  The word literally means one who is sent.  Paul also says that he has been set apart for this special purpose.  But sent and set apart by whom?  At this point, Paul is recalling his commissioning recorded in Acts 26:12-18.  He has been sent to preach to the Gentiles, literally the nations, the same word he uses here in Romans 1:5.


This is terribly important.  We must pay attention to what Paul has to say because Jesus sent Paul to say it to us.  And because Paul is a slave of Christ, he will say only what his master has told him to say.  When we hear the voice of Paul, we are hearing the voice of Jesus Christ.


What has Paul been sent to proclaim?  The good news of God.  This means that the good news comes from God Himself or that it belongs to God, or that it is about God.  All these meanings are likely intended.  Imagine God entrusting this precious treasure to Paul, on strict orders that it be conveyed to us.  When we open this book, we are going to hear words from God, words about God, words that God wants us to hear.  


Verse 2 tells us another reason that we must listen to Paul's words.  God has promised this gospel hundreds of years before Paul was ever born to the Old Testament prophets.  We must listen to Paul because his message is in accordance with and is a fulfillment of Holy Scripture.  Paul will spend quite a bit of time quoting the Old Testament in this letter to show how God's Word supports what he has to say.


It is worth pausing a moment here.  There are many people who deny the authority of the Holy Scriptures in the modern world.  "It's just a 2000 year old book.  What could it possibly have to say to me?"  Others cast doubt on the possibility that we can ever really understand anything in the Bible – “It’s too complicated and contradictory.”  In the final analysis, any message is only heeded, not because of the messenger, but because of the author.  Christians claim that the Bible is the book written by God.  God chose what would be in this book.  We must listen to it because its words are the words of God.  Without this understanding, the rest of the letter, and indeed the rest of the Bible won't make sense. 

But even if we believe that the Bible is the Word of God, we aren’t out of the woods.  Many people today cast doubt on the possibility that we can ever really understand anything in the Bible – “It’s too complicated and contradictory.  God is too distant, too different from us for any of us really to understand what He is saying.”  But remember what Paul has told us in verses 1 and 2.  God spoke to the prophets, and those prophecies came true in the gospel that Paul now preaches.  That means that God is able to make Himself known to His people.  God is able to send messages to us that we can understand, and that we can recognize when they are fulfilled.

What is the content of this good news?  Nothing less than Jesus Christ Himself.  Look at verses 3 and 4.  What do these verses tell us about the identity of Jesus?


-He is God's son.  This re-enforces the claim that Jesus made about Himself – that He was divine (see John 10:30-38).  This also recalls God’s own words about Jesus at the time of His baptism (Luke 3:21-22) and at the time He was transfigured (Luke 9:34-35).

-He is the Messiah, or Christ, the Son of David.  Here we see a clear connection with verse 2, as the prophets foretold a Son of David who would rule over God’s people forever.  Thus, one of the simplest explanations of the gospel is simply that Jesus is the fulfillment of those prophecies.

-He is shown clearly to be the Son of God through the resurrection.


-He is said to be our Lord, which may recall OT language for Yahweh.

Now, these claims that Paul makes about Christ, and in fact the claims that Christ made about Himself quite simply do not allow for any other religion, any contrary truth claims to be possible.  For we must recognize that Jesus said that He was the Messiah.  Jesus said that He was God.  Today, we would not say that someone who spoke like this was a good teacher or a loving friend.  We would put them in mental institutions.  Just so, Jesus was either a raving lunatic, or a tremendous liar – or He was Who He said He was, Who Paul said He was.

And that’s why Paul points to the resurrection of Christ in verse 4.  This is the incontrovertible proof that Jesus was indeed the Son of God.  The resurrection of Christ removes the Christian faith from the realm of opinion and places it into the realm of fact.  If the tomb is empty, then Jesus is God, and there are implications to that fact.


The empty tomb has always been a scandal to the world and it remains so today.  For the empty tomb makes a mockery of pluralism.  Everyone is not equally right.  Truth is absolute, not relative.  If Jesus is God, then what he says goes, and whatever disagrees with His word is false.


Now, it might look like Paul is conducting an exercise in hubris here.  “I know I’m right and I know Jesus is God, and Jesus sent me to tell you some things, so stand up and listen.”  Paul could, of course, present himself in this way, but in verse 5, the first thing he mentions is that he has received grace from Jesus Christ.  Paul knows full well what happened in his past life.  Paul knows that he started out, not as a pastor but as a persecutor of the Church.  He knows he doesn’t deserve to be a leader in the Chuch.


But at the same time, Paul can’t deny his calling, for he has received his assignment to be an apostle directly from Christ.  It is because of Whom he serves, not because of who he is, that Paul insists that we listen to him.  The same thing should be true for any preacher.  You shouldn’t come to Bible study to hear what I have to say, but to hear what Jesus has to say.  
But if Jesus says something, and if Jesus is God, then what He says is of tremendous importance to us.  It should change not only the way we think, but the way we live.  And so, in verse 5, Paul turns the implications of Christ's divinity on us, the readers.  Paul is an apostle, Paul preaches the good news in order to bring about the obedience of faith.  This can either mean the obedience which is faith or the obedience of good works which come out of faith.  
Again, either one is possible.  For the fact remains.  If Christ is risen, then Jesus is Lord, and we are all called to swear our allegience to Him, and to trust in Him alone for salvation.  But that also means that we are called to obey the royal commands of the King of Kings.  
But why should we obey Christ – just out of fear?  Not at all – instead, Paul finishes this verse with an appeal to Christ's name's sake.  All that Paul does is aimed at furthering the glory of God the Father through the Son in the power of the Holy Spirit.  He preaches for the glory of his master.  And we should respond to the gospel with faith and good works for the same reason – like Paul, we have also been saved from our sins by God’s grace.  We owe God everything we are and everything we have.  Of course we should trust Him and love Him – does He deserve anything less?

And none of us are excused from this all-encompassing obedience of faith, this all-encompassing gratitude.  Notice that Paul says that he preaches to all the Gentiles, or all the nations.  The whole world is under the authority of Christ.  Indeed, His authority is the basis for the sending out of all the apostles (see Matthew 28:18-20).


More specifically, Paul addresses his letter to all those who have been called by Christ in verse 6.  Those who have called on the name of the King have first been called by Him to obedience and to faith.  The next verse gives such people a title:  saints, or those who have been set apart.  This does not mean so much set apart from the world, although in an increasingly godless culture like ours, that is certainly appropriate.  No, being set apart mainly means we are devoted to God and to His service, just as the implements used in the temple were set apart for a special purpose.  We have all been blessed and set apart for God's sacred purposes.  The saints are a special people, given the joyful task of obedience – faith and good works.


And what is the defining characteristic of God's people?  They are beloved of God.  This sounds so simple, but is yet so profound.  Love is a relational word, and indeed, Paul's entire letter is occupied with the idea of our relationship with God.  The word God is used 153 times in this letter:  once every 46 words.  This is a letter about God, and about our relationship to Him.


Paul concludes his introduction by wishing grace and peace to his readers.  Notice that both of these are said to come from both the Father and the Son.  He calls God "our" Father.  This underlines the intimacy of the relationship.  But he also calls Jesus "Lord," again stressing His authority over us.
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Last week, we found that Paul was introducing himself.  He told us that he was an apostle, sent from God, with a message from God for us Gentiles.  He said that this message concerned Jesus Christ, and was directed to us who are called of Jesus Christ.  Thus, Paul has told us about himself, and about why we should listen to his message from God.


Today, we will begin to look at to whom the letter was addressed.  After all, every letter is both from someone and to someone.  To whom did Paul write this letter?  Rome was, of course, the capital of the world.  When this letter was written, probably in A.D. 55, Nero was the emperor, and was about seventeen years old.  This is important, for around A.D. 49, the previous emperor Claudius had expelled all the Jews from Rome, because they were involved in riots.  
Look back at Acts 18:2.  After seeing how Paul was treated in the synagogues where he preached Christ (see for example Acts 17:5-8), it is not unlikely that the rioting in Rome was also between Jews and Christians.  Of course, Jews and Christians would have been indistinguishable to the pagan Romans, so all were expelled.  But once Nero became emperor, Claudius' decrees were a dead letter, so the Christians could return.  It is also possible that Gentiles, who had been converted to Christianity before the expulsion of the Christian Jews, had never left, and thus continued the church to which Paul writes.


At the very least, it is safe to say that, at the time Paul writes, he is addressing a mixed population, of both Jewish and Gentile Christians. The rest of chapters 1-3 addresses both of these groups, and their presence is consistent with the historical record.


Verses 8-17 can be broken down in three parts.  Vv. 8-12 speak of relationships within the Christian community.  Vv. 13-15 give Paul's relationship to the non-Christians in Rome, and the consequent need for evangelism.  Finally, vv. 16 and 17 give a brief outline of Paul's gospel, which he intends to preach to both groups.


What does this letter tell us about Paul's relationship to the Christians in Rome, Christians whom he has never met?  Verse 8 tells us that he is thankful for their faith.  Why would one be thankful for another's faith?  It’s encouraging, isn’t it?  When we all stand up and say together the Nicene Creed or the Apostles’ Creed, we are reminded that we are not alone in our belief.  And, of course, the harder the times we are going through, the more encouraging it is to have someone to share that faith with us.

This verse also tells us that the fact that there is a church in the capital city is known throughout the empire.  Perhaps this is all the more a reason for giving thanks, when the relatively recent Claudian edict is taken into consideration.  The fact that there is a church in Rome proves that persecutions don’t last forever.  It would also be a great encouragement to Christians all over the Roman Empire that the gospel was being preached in the center of world power.

Verses 9 and 10 tell us the basis of Paul's relationship to these people that he has never met.  Paul is praying for these Christians.  He even calls God to witness the fact that he is in fact praying for them without ceasing.  


I think that what we do in the first half of our time together is really the most important thing that we do in this room.  When we gather and lift one another up in prayer, we are following Paul's example, and even Jesus' and we are expressing our unity and our confidence in God.  
But do we pray always and without ceasing?  How could one realistically do this?  We can take our prayer lists home and pray for folks throughout the week.  We can stay in an attitude of prayer for our friends.  Notice that at the beginning of this verse, Paul says that he serves God in his spirit – perhaps this is one way to pray without ceasing.

Notice also that in verse 10, Paul recognizes that God is the one in charge of his itinerary, not Paul.  We see an example of this sort of divine direction in Acts 16:6-7 – ever since the Damascus road experience, Paul knew very well what it meant not to be in control of his own life.  In Romans 1:10 "now, at last," indicates Paul's impatience.  But he is content to live by God's will, and not his own.  Think of Jesus' prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, for example.

Come to think of it, prayer binds verses 9 and 10 together, doesn’t it?  Paul is continually praying for the people in Rome.  And Paul is praying that God will allow him to go to Rome and see the very people for whom he is praying.  Prayer is thus a good way of expressing our desires to God as well as our subjection to God.  It’s a way of aligning our wills to His.  


Verses 11 and 12 tell us what Paul is looking forward to in this visit to the church.  What sort of spiritual gift is he talking about in verse 11?  Probably not things like speaking in tongues or healing, for these are always spoken of as gifts of the Spirit.  He is probably referring to the gift that he gives to us, his learning and his explanation of the Scriptures.  Paul is the single greatest theologian of the Christian faith, not counting Christ, of course, who is the logos of theos.


But verse 12 reminds us that blessings are a two-way street.  Paul is not just a dispenser of grace.  I would urge you to remember this.  Satan is never happier than when he is destroying the leaders of the church.  We all need to pray for all the pastors of our Presbytery whenever we can, especially in times when things are so unsettled.  

And I can tell you as a pastor that there is nothing so encouraging than to see faith take root in the hearts of the people of God.  It makes me trust God more when I see you trust God more.  We are all thus called to build one another up, and that is exactly what Paul is talking about here.


Verse 13 shifts gears a bit.  Notice that Paul points out that he also wants to come to Rome to have a harvest, or literally, get some fruit.  What does he mean?  Remember that Jesus referred to the world as white for the harvest (John 4:35-38).  What did he mean?  Does Paul mean to say that there are people in the church of Rome which are not saved?  Or does "among you" refer to the city of Rome, in which there were thousands of people needing to be evangelized?

I’m wondering if Paul isn’t also talking about the sort of fruit he has just mentioned in the previous verse as well – the fruit of faith taking deeper root in the lives of his listeners.  There are many blessings that come from preaching – the nurture of the saints as well as the calling of those who have never yet trusted in Christ.  But knowing Paul’s penchant for wanting to go into new areas with the gospel, it would make sense that he leans toward evangelism rather than nurture.

Verses 14-16 give us Paul's three reasons for engaging in evangelism, which we would do well to consider.  Verse 14 says literally that "I am a debtor" and then lists four types of people.  Greeks and Barbarians, taken together, comprise the whole world.  So do "wise and foolish," no matter how you slice it.  But what is the nature of Paul's obligation?


We saw last week that God had set Paul apart to be a proclaimer of the good news.  Thus, God entrusted the good news to Paul, who was in turn to give it to others.  Can such a trust be thought of as a debt?  Jesus used language similar to this in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:13-16).  And remember his Great Commission to his disciples in Matt. 28:19.  


So, just as Paul recognizes the need of the church to minister to one another, he also realizes the need for the fulfillment of the Great Commission.  This, of course, suggests its own application.  Is Paul the only person who has been entrusted with the gospel?  Do we have a similar debt to those around us?

Verse 15 speaks to Paul's attitude.  He is eager to preach the gospel.  Now, can this eagerness be conjured up within oneself?  If I were to be a typical preacher and say, "now, y'all go spread the good news, and be eager to do so," how helpful is that?  You simply either are eager, or you are not.


Verse 16 goes on to speak to another common problem with evangelism.  Paul says that he is not ashamed of the gospel.  Why would he have to say that?  Is there a temptation to be ashamed of the gospel?  Try to think about the gospel from the eyes of a non-believer.  "Here comes one of those goody-goody Christians, and the first thing he does is to brag about how weak he is, and how much he needs someone else to save him.  What a wimp!  To make matters worse, he is always talking about how he is a servant of God.  A servant!"  Remember, the first sin in the garden was wanting to be like God, making our own rules.  

Or non-Christians might say, “Here comes one of those self-righteous Christians who thinks he knows it all and wants to tell everyone how to live.  The nerve of thinking that there is only one way of salvation!  Who does he think he is?”

Are we ashamed to tell people about Jesus?  Are we afraid of being laughed at or misunderstood?  That is natural.  After all, we know that the world is not terribly anxious to hear this message.  But Paul goes on to tell us why he is eager and why he is not ashamed.  This reason can remove our own anxieties and give us eagerness to share the good news as well.  


Verse 16 says that the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.  Think about this.  Can we really be ashamed of something that has power?  The world is right to see Christians as not having strength in ourselves.  But we have the power of God within us.  Look at how Paul describes his own ministry in I Cor 2:1-5.


But the gospel is also for salvation.  That reminds us of the central fact of faith – a fact for which the world despises us – that there is only one way of salvation.  But it should also give us a sense of urgency – there is a world full of sinners who are on their way to Hell unless they turn and place their faith in Jesus.  Skip ahead to chapter 10:13-15.  Is there a plan B for those who do not come to Christ?  Remember Jesus' own words:  "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but through Me" (John 14:6).  In short, we must tell the good news because our Master tells us to, because it is powerful to save, and because without it, there is no salvation.  


All this, of course, begs the question, "saved from what?"  But that will have to wait a week.  Meanwhile, try to think of some ways that you can do two things.  How can you be an encouragement to your brothers and sisters in the faith this week?  And, how can you tell the good news as you mingle with lost people this week?
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Last week we saw that Paul has a great emphasis on evangelism in verses 13-15.  We saw that the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone, and this is one of Paul's biggest motives for evangelism.  This naturally raises the question, "If the gospel is the power of God for salvation, what is it that men need to be saved from?"  The popular culture speaks often of being saved from sin.  But what is sin?  Today, Paul deals with these questions.


It is important to see that Paul's words in verses 15 through 20 reveal careful logical progression.  V. 16 begins with "for" and tells us why Paul is anxious to preach: because the gospel has power to save everyone.  V. 17. begins with "for" and explains how the gospel has the power to save:  in it God's righteousness is revealed from faith to faith.  V. 18 begins with "for" and explains why salvation is necessary:  for God's wrath is being revealed against all godlessness and lawlessness of men who suppress the truth.  V. 19 begins with "because" and verses 19-20 explain how people have suppressed the truth.  Finally, verses 21-32 explain how God's wrath is being revealed:  in verses 24, 26, and 28, God gave people over to their own inclinations, resulting in great human misery.


We can perhaps better understand the logic by working it backwards:  this shows us the order in which things actually occurred.  First, God reveals Himself in His creation (v. 19-20) – this happened in Genesis chapters 1 and 2.  Second, He reveals His wrath against those who suppress this truth (v. 18) – this happened after Adam ate the forbidden fruit in Genesis 3. Third, because of man’s sin, God reveals His righteousness in the Gospel (v. 17) – this happens whenever the good news is proclaimed.  Fourth, He reveals His power by saving sinners who believe (v. 16) – this happens whenever someone hears and responds to the gospel by faith.  And we might add Fifth, We who have been saved then reveal God's plan through evangelism (v. 15).


Now, let's take a closer look at all this argument.  Let's start where we left off last week.  Verse 16 is a summation of the good news – that God demonstrates His power to save, and that He does this for everyone who believes, who stops trusting himself and instead places his trust in Jesus Christ.  Verse 17, then explains more fully how this salvation is accomplished by faith.

But we must first examine a concept in v. 17 before we can deal with the verse itself.  What is the "righteousness of God?"  This word can be understood in two complementary ways.  First, it has a legal meaning.  Righteousness means being in accordance with the requirements of the law.  But how can this apply to God, Who is above all law?  Simply put, God cannot act in a manner contrary to His own nature.  God’s nature thus determines that which is righteous, and God’s nature consistently displays that righteousness.  That’s why God cannot lie or go back on His promises.  And this is where the second meaning of righteousness comes into play.  God has made a covenant promise to His people, and He righteously maintains that covenant regardless of the weakness of His people in keeping up their part of the covenant relationship.


So how is the righteousness of God revealed in the Gospel?  Simply, God shows Himself to be the Divine lawgiver by requiring the payment of the penalty of Sin.  Yet, God shows Himself faithful to His covenant promise by providing the payment of the penalty which we could not pay by sacrificing Christ.  Thus God is true to His law and true to His promises.  This righteousness is revealed to those who have faith in Christ as their Savior.


But all this talk of payment for sin, and law, and punishment flies in the face of what we know about God, doesn't it?  After all, isn't God supposed to be loving?  I thought that "God is love."  Has anybody ever wondered about the relationship between God's righteousness and God's love?


Every parent has had to punish a child at some time.  Why do you do this?  There are a whole host of reasons.  You must uphold proper standards of behavior because your children need to learn those standards.  To withhold punishment is thus harmful for your child.  Righteousness and love are not necessarily mutually exclusive.  
In fact, if we understand love in such a relational way, we can understand that, for God, they have to go together.  Remember that God’s righteousness, His law, flows out of His being, His character.  The only way we can thus truly be in relationship with God is for us to be in agreement, in accordance with Who He is – we have to play by His rules, because He can’t change.

That sounds rather arbitrary until we remember Who God is – He did make us, after all, so He has every right to set the rules of our lives.  But remember also that God Himself pays the penalty for our sin.  All He asks is that we have faith in our Savior.  We can understand "from faith to faith" as meaning “from God's faithfulness to man's faith in God,” that is, “from God’s trustworthiness to man’s trust.”  This can also mean "faith from first to last."


But verse 18 says that God has wrath.  That can't be right.  How can God be loving and wrathful at the same time?  The problem we have with this word is the conflicting emotions which invariably accompany human wrath.  Parents, do you ever punish your children, even if the reason for the punishment is justified, out of frustration or anger?  God never does this.  God never loses His temper.  It would perhaps be best to understand God's wrath as "righteous indignation."  He is indignant at the way His creatures relate to Him.  And so He punishes them, as we will see, in a perfectly appropriate, and we might even say loving, manner.


So we have seen that God is faithful to His promises.  But we have also seen that God must be true to Himself, and this means punishing sin.  So what is sin?  Sin is simply anything that breaks God's law.  Sin is anything that is out of accord with God's will.  Sin is anything that is contrary to God's being.  Thus we can see that God must punish sin if He is to remain true to Himself.  For sin is that which runs counter to God.  Sin is thus more relational than it is actional.  It is an affront to God.


Paul spends the rest of the chapter explaining that God's wrath against man is justified and is appropriately administered.  In doing so, Paul pulls back the curtain on man's worst side.  If we are honest, Paul is holding up a mirror to the least flattering side of our own selves.  But this debate is critical in the modern world which maintains that truth is relative.  Paul has already stated that God is the measure of truth by using the term righteousness, which has no meaning in the modern world.


Paul also goes on to address one of the most popular condemnations of Christianity.  Have any of y'all heard this:  "Jesus can't be the only way to heaven as Christians say.  That wouldn't be fair.  What about all those people who lived and died all through history and even today who have never heard about Him?  How can they be punished for not having faith in someone they have never heard about?"


This is a good question only if we abandon our previous notion of God's righteousness.  First, God is definitionally just, but it is God who decides what is just.  Second, God doesn't send people to hell for the particular sin of denouncing Christ, although many have been guilty of this.  No, in verses 19 and 20 Paul begins to make a much wider indictment of humanity as a whole.  Paul's conclusion is that no one is without guilt.  No one has a valid excuse for their rebellion against God.


Vv. 19 and 20 tell us where everyone can obtain knowledge about God.  Where is that?  Compare Psalm 19:1ff. Note that God has made Himself known.  What things are specifically evident about God in His creation?  His power and divinity.  This only makes sense.  After all, could you make the heavens and the earth?  Whoever did, must be both supernatural and powerful.  


So, why doesn’t everyone worship God?  Verse 18 says that people suppress the truth in unrighteousness.  They intentionally turn away from the truth of God that is all around them.  Now, verse 21 tells us what the logical result of perceiving God's divinity and power should have been.  What should people have done?  Honor or glorify God, and given Him thanks.  But they did not.  They preferred to suppress the truth.  While professing to be wise, they became foolish, so foolish that they worshipped images in the form of things that they knew didn't create the heavens and the earth.  Look at Isaiah 44:15-20.  This is why Paul says in verse 21 that they became futile in their speculations and their hearts were darkened.


Now, before we laugh too loudly at the idol-maker, do we make idols of our own?  Glance over at 2:1 for a moment.  Remember that the root of sin is being out of accord with God's will.  Every time we break God's law, we are in effect setting ourselves up as God and worshipping ourselves.  We are all guilty of idolatry.


The last verses of this chapter are three sets of crimes and punishments.  Notice that verse 21 accuses people that, although they had some knowledge of God, they did not honoring or thank Him.  Instead, they exchanged the real God for images, choosing to worship idols of their own making (v. 23). Therefore, God's wrath is revealed by His giving them over to impurity in v. 24.  This illustrates the relationship of sexual immorality to idolatry in the ancient world.  People believed, for example, that engaging in temple prostitution would spur the various fertility gods to make the earth fertile.  Again, we might laugh at such foolish thinking, at those who bow down to images of gods that really just look like people.  But verse 24 makes it plain that such nonsense eventually leads to sexual debauchery – those who value images made like men will inevitably end up making an idol out of themselves and other flesh-and-blood human beings.

The next indictment is found in verse 25.  This time, the people exchange the truth of God for, literally, the lie.  What is this lie?  Worshipping and serving the creature rather than the creator.  I wonder what the difference is between this sin and the previous indictment.  Could it be a sense of shamelessness?  The people in vv. 21-23 think that they are worshipping God in some way, whereas the people in v. 25 realize that they are actually worshipping a creature, but do it anyway?  If that is the case, then the wholesale abandonment of decency would naturally follow, as people embrace the mantra, "if it feels good, do it."  In any event, worshipping the creature leads to homosexual acts.  Notice that at the end of v. 27, these people receive in their own persons the due penalty of their error, but Paul does not specify what that penalty is.  

I wonder if there isn’t some sort of a spiral of sin at work here.  People start out in verse 21, knowing God but not doing what they should do:  glorifying God and giving Him thanks.  Having turned their attention away from God, they begin worshipping creatures rather than the Creator.  This naturally leads to the worship of the part of the Creation that is most like God – man, who is made in God’s image.  This naturally leads to all sorts of sexual sins, as man’s pleasure becomes the focus of our lives.  But this, in turn, leads to homosexual acts, because as the focus is more and more on ourselves, even sexual passion tends to be focused on those like us rather than those who are unlike us.  In short, whenever someone withdraws his attention from God, whenever someone stops thanking and glorifying God, the worst sort of sin and immorality is bound to occur.  The worst sorts of socially unacceptable sins are just the logical outworking of man taking his hand out of God’s hand.  It all starts with a change of mind.


It is the change of mind that is at the root of all sin that is discussed in the last indictment, found in verse 28.  This is literally, "They did not think fit to keep God in mind."  As a result, God gave them over to a depraved mind, the result of which is an incredible list of sinful thoughts and actions.  Notice that not all of these are as socially unacceptable as sins as the homosexuality just mentioned.  Which of us would swear that we have never been greedy?  Which of us have never gossiped?  Have none of us been arrogant or boastful?  Have any of us been disobedient to our parents - this is almost a virtue today, isn't it?  Finally, in v. 32, Paul points out that these sinners are so shameless that they approve of other people doing things that they know to be wrong.  They know the ordinance of God.


Look, we are always ready to condemn those spectacularly godless, socially unacceptable sorts of sinners that are becoming more and more common in America.  But Paul saves his last word of condemnation, not for people like them, but for people like us, people who have mind problems.  And the bottom line is that all those who look to themselves rather than to God are deserving of death – whether the pagan who bows down to a block of wood, or the homosexual voluptuary, or the covetous gossip.  All these people are, instead of walking in relationship with God are instead  shaking their fists in God's face in defiance:  "I know it's wrong, but I'm going to do it anyway!"  

So, yes, sin is a terrible, systemic disease, a deadly poisoning of the soul, a determination to seek the self rather than to seek God.  We are all afflicted with it, and none of us has any excuse for it.  How much greater, then, does the grace of God appear, who, instead of pouring out the wrath that His people deserve, instead gives grace to all who trust in Him!  

November 15, 1996


Last week we saw that Paul has harsh words for those who commit idolatry.  At first glance, we excuse ourselves from his condemnation, because we do not worship physical representations of gods.  But, we also saw that Paul's list of the results of idolatry include some things which are quite socially acceptable and commonplace, especially in verses 29-31.  We thus begin to squirm a bit.


This will become even more acute today, as Paul turns his guns squarely on those who "pass judgment."  Perhaps the best way to contrast the group addressed in 2:1-16 and that addressed in 1:21-32 is their attitude toward sin.  1:32 says that the idolaters know that they are guilty, but do these things anyway, and even approve of those who do them.  We can see them as open rebels against God's law.  2:1 and 2 point out that these who pass judgment also know that the things they are doing are wrong, and do them anyway, but disapprove of people who do them.  Perhaps we can best call the group discussed in chapter 2 "hypocrites," those who say one thing and do another.  From God's perspective, these people pay lip service to him, but are rebels in secret.  Is either one of these groups better than the other?


Let me confess right up front that I am one of these critical types.   It is very easy for me to condemn sin in others.  Often times, this means that I am blind to my own shortcomings.  There are some special problems for people to whom this sin comes naturally, which Paul explains in no uncertain terms.


Let's begin with verse 1.  Surely, Paul doesn't mean that these who judge are really involved in all that sordid behavior discussed in chapter one?  Perhaps not in all the details, but their guilt is equally real.  To establish this, let's look at Christ's view of sinners.  In Matthew 5:21-22, what does Jesus equate with murder?  Anger.  What is the same as adultery (5:28)?  Lust.  Jesus sums up his view of the law in these words:  "Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect" (5:48).  


Notice also Paul's careful use of pronouns.  He begins by discussing "them" in chapter one.  And, he has all the critical types nodding in agreement.  In chapter 2, however, he addresses the second person, you.  He has caught us passing judgment on others, and then points out that we are guilty as well.  Finally, in verse 2 he includes himself in the statement, saying that "we know."  This is as if to say, "now, you know just as well as I do ..."  We critical types have nowhere to run.  We know that God's judgment according to the truth falls upon all sinners.


Paul goes on to point out what the nature of that judgment will be.  Back in 1:27, he points out that some types of sinners receive the due penalty of their sin in their own persons.  It is easy to see the results of some sins in this life.  The drug user, the alcoholic, the promiscuous, all these reap in this life the consequences of what they sow, in bodily suffering.  But what about us pious hypocrites?  We are often very virtuous, according to society's standards.  We are the careful types who buy insurance policies and save for our children's education.  But in verse 3, Paul points out that those who do the very things we condemn in others will in fact fall under God's judgment ourselves.


Paul mentions the goodheartedness of God, and His forbearance, and His patience in verse 4.  All of these things speak of a delay of punishment.  Truly, some people do not reap the consequences of their sin in this life.  But why does God withhold His hand?  In order to lead people to repentence.  God gives us countless opportunities to repent.  And the critical types have less excuse, because they are not suppressing the truth, like the idolaters in chapter one.  Instead, they embrace the truth, at least as far as other people are concerned.  But at the same time they deny its authority over their own lives.  In short, they know better, but still practice sin.


Paul speaks of their condition as being hard and unrepentant in verse 5.  For people who fall into this category, judgment will certainly come, if not in this life, certainly at the last day.  For here we see the idea of a Day of Judgment displayed in verses 5-16.


Such an idea has clearly fallen out of fashion in the modern world.  But the Bible speaks of this day in both testaments.  Jesus Himself speaks of it, in Matthew 25:31-46.  Of course, the book of Revelation has much to say about it as well.  It is clear that on the Judgment day, all the people of the earth will be divided.  


Verse 6 is a quote from Psalm 62, and it states that man will be judged according to his deeds.  Let’s look back at the Psalm to examine the context of this quote.

At first glance it seems a bit strange for Paul to pick this particular Psalm in order to make a point about the judgment of the hypocrites.  Verse 1 is a beautiful expression of faith in God.  We see the same ideas in verses 5-7, along with an exhortation for everyone to trust in God in verse 8.  What does any of this have to do with hypocrisy?

Perhaps Paul is referring back to verses 3 and 4 where we see deception as one of the principal ways that God’s enemies attack God’s people.  Or perhaps Paul is using this whole Psalm to draw in his hypocritical readers and convict them:  “You trust God and you love to sing this psalm, but are you really doing His will?  If God renders to everyone according to his work, where does that leave you?”  Either way, the liar finds himself out in the cold.

But does this verse make sense to us Presbyterians?  Hasn't Paul just said back in Romans 1:17 that the righteous will live by faith?  How, then, can God judge people according to their works?

We must understand that there is a distinction between the basis of salvation and the basis of judgment.  Simply put, justification is by faith.  We are put into a right relationship with God by faith alone in Christ alone.  However, judgment will be according to works.  This is true because of two truths, only one of which Paul addresses here, because his purpose is to build his indictment against humanity.  Nevertheless, we will cheat a bit and flesh out this doctrine.


Paul points out that different people will be judged in different ways, according to the law that is available to them.  Look at verses 12-15.  Jews will be judged according to the law of Moses, which tells them what is God's will.  Gentiles will also be judged according to the light which is available to them.  This does not mean that they make up their own rules.  It does mean that even according to their rules, no one is perfect.  We might also point out that because man is made in the image of God, enough of that image remains for man to know instinctively some of what is right and wrong, even though many suppress it (see 1:19-21).  We see again that all are without excuse.


What does all of this have to do with judgment according to works?  Simply put, everyone's works will condemn them, when all the secret things that they have done have been made public (v. 16).  When the charges are presented against any man, all the world will be able to see that he is in fact guilty of breaking whichever law was available to him.


But what does this have to do with salvation by faith?  Simply put, if you are made one with Christ, then you will not be able to continue in your pre-Christian lifestyle.  Sin is now foreign to your basic nature.  Paul will develop this point more in chapter six, but for now know this:  being put right with God and doing good works will always go together.  Good works do not cause one to be right with God.  But being born again will necessarily result in good works.  For this reason, Jesus said that you could tell the state of a person's soul by what they do:  "you will know them by their fruits" (Matthew 7:20).


This is in essence what Paul points out in verses 7-11, as he contrasts the good with the evil.  But he goes into more detail as to what their respective rewards will be.  He points out in verse 11 that there is no partiality with God.  God is a just judge.  Therefore, all will be punished fairly, whether they be Jew or Gentile.


So, what do we learn here?  Those of us who tend to be critical of others get a hard lesson.  God will judge us, all of us, and He will judge us according to what we have done.  No one has an excuse, for all have enough knowledge of God and enough of His law in one way or another to condemn them.  


The last verse of this section provides the nail in the coffin of the unbeliever.  According to verse 16, Who will be the judge at the Last Day?  Just imagine.  The very One who the sinner has denied will be on the judge's bench.  Christ paints the scene in Matthew 25:31-46, which we read earlier.  


Who then has any hope?  Remember He holds the scepter with a nail-pierced hand.  For the one in Christ, the Judge is also the One who paid the penalty of his sin already.  Thus, the Christian will approach the bench, knowing that he is guilty of sin, but Christ will say, "You have trusted in Me and My righteousness to save you.  You have not trusted in vain." 


But we are getting a bit ahead of ourselves.  Paul discusses this in chapter 3.
November 22, 2006

Well, here we are again, with another part of Paul's indictment.  But before we accuse Paul of redundancy, let's look at the differences between the three groups he addresses.


Chapter one sinners, our garden-variety idolaters.  They know the law, at least in part, but suppress it.  We might call them subconscious sinners.  Or maybe they are shameless sinners, approving of what is bad.

Chapter two sinners we examined last week.  What is their relationship to the law?  They also know it, and more than the chapter one sinners (see 2:2).  But even though they know the law and they teach the law, they break it anyway.  We call them hypocrites.


Today we come to the Jews, as we see in 2:17.  What is their relationship to the law?  They also know it.  Let's read vv. 17-20.  How are these people different from the hypocrites of last week?  They also approve what is right (v. 18).  They also correct others, albeit on a more sound basis, the Law of God (v. 20).  They seem quite sure of themselves and their righteousness, don’t they?  We might call them legalists.

And Paul points out that they too are guilty of the same things for which they condemn others.  Let's read 21-24.  
Now, we might expect some pious Jews to upbraid Paul at this point.  Surely, they are not all thieves and adulterers!  Surely they don’t rob temples!  Perhaps not technically.  But there are two things that legalists forget, as they seek to justify themselves by their actions.  First, their actions in themselves are never completely righteous.  Second, actions alone can’t make anyone righteous.

What’s wrong with feeling good about yourself for doing good things?  The basic problem is that no set of do’s and don’t’s is ever complete.  In fact, in seeking to keep detailed sets of rules, the more important things are often neglected.  Look at Matthew 23:23-24.  If we feel good about ourselves because we tithe or attend church or avoid liquor, there are always lots of good things that we have left undone.

Another problem with justifying yourself according to what you do or don’t do is that, because your focus is on feeling good about yourself, there is an inevitable tendency to make the rules work for you.  Look at Matthew 15:1-6.  Here Jesus explains that the legalists have in effect nullified God’s law all the while they were claiming to keep it.
But then there’s the second problem with legalism – it ignores matters of the heart.  Jesus makes this quite clear in Matthew 15:10-11, 17-20.  Sin is at root a heart disease, so trying to solve the sin problem by changing actions is the ultimate exercise in futility.

But does that really make all these legalists thieves and adulterers, and robbers of temples?  Let’s look back again at Matthew 5:27-28.  Jesus reminds us that adultery, and thus all the other commandments, are just as much about thoughts and feelings as they are about actions.  That’s why He said what He said in 5:20 – our righteous must exceed the outward legal obedience of the scribes and the Pharisees.  Our hearts and minds must also be pure.


But Paul’s condemnation of the legalists is even more stern than that of the hypocrites.  In fact, Paul's announcements of judgment have increased in their severity as his indictment has proceeded.  Chapter one sinners receive their penalty, at least in part, in this life.  Death is also mentioned for them.  Hypocrites may have to wait until judgment Day, but then, the judgment of God Himself is mentioned (2:5).  But the Jews are more guilty yet.  Look at verse 23-24.  When they break the Law, they bring dishonor to God's name.  Why is that?  Because they are the people called by His name, the ones who claim to be the people of God.  

The same thing is true of those of us who call ourselves Christians, for in taking on the name of Christ we are doing much more than claiming to be followers of Christ.  Buddha’s followers are called Buddhists.  Mohammed’s followers are said to follow the way of Islam.  But Christians aren’t called Christists, believers in Christ.  We are said to be Christians, “Christ ones” or “little Christs.”  We don’t just claim to follow Christ.  We claim to be part of Him.  And so when we break His law either by omission or commission, we drag His name into the dirt.


I suppose it’s thus only natural that at this point in Paul’s argument, the Jews begin to make excuses for themselves, primarily on the basis of the covenant God made with them.  The sign of the covenant is circumcision, and that is why Paul turns to that Jewish distinctive next.


What is this covenant?  Let's look at the inauguration of the covenant.  Genesis 12:1-3.  Notice that God promises blessings on Abraham, and on his descendants.  Look also at Genesis 17:1-14.  Here we see that obedience is included as Abraham's response to God's covenant.  And that obedience is the sign of circumcision.

But now look at Paul’s argument in verses 25-27.  Paul points out that the sign of the covenant is useless without the obedience to God's will that is meant to accompany it.  Just taking on the outward sign of membership in the covenant community – circumcision in the Old Testament and baptism in the New Testament – is useless unless obedience flows out of that change.

And Paul insists that this obedience can’t be forced.  It has to flow out of the heart, as Jesus says is the case with all human behavior.  That’s why Paul goes on to point out in verses 28-29 that outward, physical signs are not nearly as important as the inward, invisible condition of the heart.  The true circumcision is of the heart, not the flesh.  It is the cleansing of the Holy Spirit which circumcision is to signify.  And finally, its intention is to gain the praise of God, not of men.  


Moreover, Paul's Jewish readers knew this all too well, or should have.  Throughout the Old Testament, God speaks of circumcision as being of the heart.  Let's look at Deuteronomy 30:6.  Here God is given the credit here for softening men's hearts.  And as a result of this heart surgery, God’s people are to respond with love for Him

And so at the end of the first two chapters of Romans, Paul has effectively destroyed everything else in which we might be tempted to put our faith.  Can the things of this world save us?  That’s what the idolaters of chapter 1 tried.  Can putting on a good front save us?  That’s what the hypocrites in chapter 2:1-15 tried.  Can even being a pious and sincere follower of God’s law save us?  That’s what the Jews tried in 2:17-29.  The bottom line is that none of these things get at the root of sin, the problem of the heart.  We can’t perform open heart surgery on ourselves.  Only God can do that.  That’s why we have to do what Paul said in 1:16-17 – we have to trust God to do for us what we need.

November 29, 2006

When last we met, we found Paul pointing out to his Jewish readers that all their faith in their keeping of the law was of no use.  Starting in 2:17, Paul has pointed out that, even though the Jews may have kept the letter of the law, there is no way they have kept it in spirit.  As we saw most clearly from the teaching of Jesus, everyone is guilty of breaking the law, because the law is first and foremost a matter of the heart, not of the actions.  Those who condemn others for stealing are just as bad if they commit the sin of covetousness.  Those who condemn others for committing adultery are just as bad if they lust in their hearts.

But Paul has gone a step further, also saying that the Jews have no reason to place their faith in their circumcision, in their membership in the covenant community.  No, what really matters, as we have already seen, is the heart (2:29).

At this point, Paul is well aware, truly pious Jews will object.  They will believe that Paul has ignored or misunderstood the essentials of his faith.  And so in chapter 3:1-8 we have Paul anticipating and answering the pious Jew’s objections.  In these verses, Paul will show two things.  First, he will make clear the difference between Jews and other hypocrites.  Second, he will explain the internal inconsistencies within the Jewish view of their own salvation.


First, in 3:1 the Jew asks what is the benefit of the covenant.  After all, if everyone, Jew and Gentile alike, fall under God's judgment, what is the benefit of God's special relationship to Abraham and his descendents?  It’s a fair question, and one we modern day Christians might want to ask as well.  

Look, Paul is preaching a gospel of salvation by grace through faith, right?  The root and ground of our faith is in God’s faithfulness.  Okay, but at the same time, Paul is saying that the pious Jews are wrong to place their faith in God’s promises made to their ancestors, promises that are acknowledged by the sign of the covenant.  What’s different about their faith and ours?  What was wrong with their faith?


Paul begins to answer this question by looking first at the biggest advantage pious Jews had – an advantage they share with everyone who has grown up in the Christian Church.  In 3:2, Paul says that the Jews, and the Christians after them, have been blessed with the oracles of God.  God spoke to the Jews directly through his prophets.  God did not do this with any other nation.  It is a good thing to have the Bible, and to know the word of God.

But, as Paul has shown, the very Law which God gave the Jews is that which condemns them.  Look back at 2:24.  Not only have they broken God's law, but God Himself has been blasphemed because of it.  Look again at 2:25 – what good does it do to claim membership in the covenant community if you don’t act like it, following the Law of God?

In short, the Jews want to claim that they are saved because of a special covenant relationship with God.  But if, by their actions, they repudiate their status, they aren’t any better than those who aren’t circumcised, who don’t claim to be part of God’s covenant people.  It doesn’t do any good to claim God’s covenant promises if you aren’t living by those promises.

But what about grace?  What about God’s promises to save His covenant people?  Let's read verse 3, in the NIV.  This brings out the sense of the sentence better than the NASB, because the question contrasts man's faithlessness with God's faithfulness:  “What if some did not have faith?  Will their lack of faith nullify God’s faithfulness?”  

Charles Hodge restates and expands the question of the pious Jew in this way:  
What if we are unfaithful, does that invalidate the faithfulness of God?  Has he not promised to be a God to Abraham and to his seed?  Has he not entered into a solemn covenant to grant his people all the benefits of the Messiah's kingdom?  This covenant is not suspended on our moral character.  If we adhere to the covenant by being circumcised and observing the law, the fidelity of God is pledged for our salvation.  We may therefore be as wicked as you would make us out to be; that does not prove that we shall be treated as heathen (p. 70).


Here we see the primary difference between pious Jews and nominal Christians on the one hand and regular hypocrites on the other.  While the Jew or the nominal Christian admits that he is guilty of sin, he nevertheless believes that he is shielded from the penalty of his sin by the blessings of the covenant. And we want to believe that’s true right?  That’s what salvation by grace means, right?  


It is important to point out at first that this idea is not wholly wrong.  After all, Paul agrees that God is faithful.  What does faithful mean?  Someone who can be trusted, who always tells the truth.  He says that God is true, even though every single man disagree with Him.  To illustrate this point, he goes to the example of David, quoting from Psalm 51:4 (read).  

But let’s place that quote in context (read Psalm 51: 1-4). What is David's assessment of his own spiritual situation?  Does he expect, because he is a Jew, a member of God’s covenant community, to be shielded from the consequences of his sin?  No, he accepts the justice of God's judgment.  He expresses his guilt in no uncertain terms in verse 4.  

Later on in the Psalm, David even gives us a hint of the method of cleansing he recognizes (read verse 7, and contrast it with verse 16 and 17).  David realizes that blood is necessary for forgiveness, but he also realizes that the blood of sacrificial animals is not the point.  Verse 17 is strikingly close to Paul's earlier emphasis on the inner man rather than outward signs – it is a broken and contrite heart that God desires (see also verse 10).

In other words, Psalm 51 indicates what Paul has been saying all along.  Here is David, a member of God’s covenant community, one to whom God personally made covenant promises.  Yet, David was confessing his sin, his need for personal cleansing.  David was confessing his need, not for the outward physical cleansing of circumcision, but of the inward cleansing of the heart.


Just so, Psalm 51 points up the center of the Jew's dilemma.  He knows that God has promised to be his God, and to protect him and keep him from death.  But he also knows that God is righteous and must punish sin.  How can God keep His covenant promise, and still be righteous? David realized that he must be cleansed by God Himself, and by blood that does not come from sacrificial animals.  


And so the pious Jew whom Paul addresses is caught in the same dilemma, but does not yet realize the need for the blood of Christ to cleanse him.  Therefore, he must find another way to fit God's covenant promise and God's righteous punishment for sin together.  And so, in verse 5, he reasons, "Paul, you just said that David's sin proved that God is righteous.  In fact, David's sin demonstrated God's righteousness.  So, how can God punish us, His covenant people, for doing what simply serves to increase His own glory?  If God punishes us, doesn't that make Him unrighteous?"

We can’t deny it’s a clever argument.  And it would be very easy for Paul to devastate this argument by pointing to the cross.  But Paul isn’t quite ready for that yet.  First, he must show this Jew that his own attempts to figure out the relationship between God's promise and justice are wrong.  So, he leads the Jew to the two logical conclusions of his reasoning.  Verse 6 points out that if the Jew were right, if God were to overlook sin because sin points out how righteous God is, then God would be unable to judge the world.  That is, God would be unable to bring his condemnation even on those outside His covenant people.  If the Jews would get themselves off of the hook of sin this way, then the whole world has slipped off along with them.


Is this conclusion acceptable to the Jew?  No, for he longs for the day when God will arise and punish those pagan people who have oppressed His covenant people.  This language pervades the entire Old Testament.  Look, for example at Psalm 53:1, 4-5.  God’s people long for the day when the wicked are brought to judgment.  But if God’s people wiggle off the hook of God’s judgment, none of the wicked can be judged, either.  For if God isn’t faithful to punish His own people, we have no reason to think God will keep His promises to punish the pagans.

Perhaps in desperation, the Jew repeats the same objection in Romans 3:7 (read).  But now, Paul shows the other conclusion of this line of reasoning.  If sin serves to glorify God, why not sin all we want to?  In other words, why not throw out all the Law which the Jews hold so highly (see 2:17-20)?  Paul's response to this is simple:  people who think that way deserved to be condemned.


Building on the Jew's reverence for law, Paul drives his point home ruthlessly, stringing together a series of quotes from the Old Testament to finish convicting his Jewish respondant.  Most of these are from the Psalms, which were sung weekly in the synagogues.  In other words, these were words with which Paul's readers would have been very familiar.  Unless the Jew is willing to deny the validity of the Scripture, he is guilty as charged.  (read vv. 9-20).


What is the overall effect of the law on the human race?  Can the law save?  Can anyone hope to be saved by fulfilling the commands of the law?


But what of the covenant?  God has promised to bless His covenant people.  But God has also promised to punish sin.  How can He do both?  The Jews were, albeit unconsciously, rejecting the second part of this problem, assuming that God would ignore their sins because they were somehow special.  Paul places them squarely in the middle of the dilemma again, and shows that even by their own standards they are guilty of lawbreaking and thus worthy of death.


I wonder if we don't also find ourselves falling into the same dilemma.  Do we ever simply assume that God will forgive whatever we do because of who we are?  Do we ever fall into thinking of ourselves as special just because we are members of the church?


What is the solution?  We know it to be the cross, but we will examine that more closely next week.  In short, God forgives us, not because of who we are, but because of who Christ is and what he has done.  

December 13, 2007

We have missed a week since last time we were together, so let’s do a quick review of Romans so far, to pick up the thread of Paul’s argument.  In chapter one, Paul tells us who he is, where his authority comes from, and the content of his gospel.  He makes a missionary claim in vv. 14-15, and points out the power of the gospel.  Notice that he says that this gospel is for the Jews and the Greeks.  This foreshadows Paul's indictment of humanity which follows.


vv. 18 and following explain why salvation is necessary.  The end of chapter one addresses idolaters, worshipping the creation rather than the creator.  We saw that their idolatry led them into unnatural sexual relations, and a whole host of more socially acceptable sins in vv. 29-32.  Notice that Paul concludes with the fact that they actually approve of sins and sinners.


Chapter two begins with a different kind of sinner, who disapproves of sin, but does it anyway.  Notice that Paul mentions the sure punishment which will fall on these people, not perhaps in this lifetime, but at the last day.  Notice also that Paul resumes his statement of no partiality in verse 11--all will be judged according to their deeds.


Verse 17 sees Paul turn his guns on the Jews.  He points out that they have been entrusted with the greatest gift of all:  the Word of God.  They have the law and break it, and so are just as bad as the hypocrites mentioned in the first part of chapter two.  But they have faith nevertheless in the promises of God, which are expressed in the circumcision, the sign of His covenant.  In short, they may realize that they are sinful, but still claim that they will not be punished.


Last week we analyzed Paul's rejoinder to the Jewish protestations of their faith in the covenant.  Remember, the problem is how to reconcile God's promises with man's sinfulness.  The Jew says that if he is punished for his sin, then God would not be faithful to His covenant promise.  Therefore, the Jew asserts that God will not punish his sin.  Paul shows that this practically results in either universalism (as no one will then be punished) or antinomianism (as the Law is effectively swept under the rug).


That brings us to verses 19 and 20 (read).  To whom does the Law speak?  Especially to the Jews.  And what has the Law just said?  (read verses 9-18).  So, what are the purposes of the Law which Paul discusses here?  That every mouth may be closed, thus all objections will be answered, even those of pious Jews, even those objections based on God’s promises.  


But the law also condemns those outside God’s covenant community – it speaks so that all the world may be accountable to God.  How does the law do this?  By bringing knowledge of sin.  This is what the law does for everyone, Jew and Gentile alike.  God explains the righteous requirements He has for man in excruciating detail in the Torah.  

Jesus, of course, widens the requirements of the Law even more, as we have seen.  Look back at Matthew 22:34-40.  Has anyone, Jew or Gentile, kept God's law of love?  No.  And so at the end of verse 20 we all stand condemned, Jew and Gentile alike.  We are all guilty.  There is no hope from the Law itself, no matter how much we cherish it.


Now, let’s read verses 21-26.  Think how startling verse 21 must have been for Paul's Jewish readers.  How could the righteousness of God be manifested apart from Law?  After all, the Law was given by God Himself.  It is a true reflection of His character.  How can this be?  We must realize that Paul means more by "righteousness of God" than merely "God's righteous requirements."  Looking at verse 22 helps clear this up (read).  Here we see that the righteousness of God is for all who believe.  So this concept includes a relational element.  Righteousness in this sense "is a combination of God's righteous character, his saving initiative and his gift of a righteous standing before him."


But how could God’s righteousness apart from the Law be witnessed by the Law?  Look back at John 5:39.  Jesus points out that the Scriptures bear witness to Him.  It is not too much to say that the entire Old Testament is about Christ, whether implicitly or explicitly (see for example  Ps. 110, Isaiah 53, Zechariah 6:11-15).  The sacrificial system required by the Law of Moses, for example, points to the need for blood to be shed for forgiveness to be given.  This points in a not so subtle way to the need for the cross.  In fact, throughout this letter and all his other letters, Paul is constantly basing his teaching about Jesus, not so much on what Jesus said, but on what the Prophets said about Him.  God’s righteousness apart from the Law is Jesus Christ is thus witnessed by the Law and the Prophets.

But how is this righteousness accessed by men?  How do we tap in to what Jesus Christ did on the cross?  (read verse 22).  We gain the righteousness of God by faith.  We are saved by faith alone in Christ alone.  To whom is the righteousness of God given?  To those who believe on, who trust in Christ.  Is there any distinction, is there anyone who does not need faith in Christ?  No, for Paul reminds us that all have sinned in verse 23.  Why is that important to recall here?  Because everyone who has sinned is guilty, and stands in need of the righteousness of God to be given to them.  It doesn’t matter if that person is a Jew or Gentile, a member of the covenant community or not.  No one has earned God’s righteousness.  They do not have it.  And without being righteous, all stand in condemnation.  Thus, faith is necessary for all without distinction.


How does this granting of righteousness work?  First, we see legal language used.  In verse 24, Paul speaks of justification.  What does this mean?  It simply means being declared righteous.  This includes being declared not-guilty, but that is only part of it.  Being declared righteous also includes having God say that we have in fact done what is in accordance with His will.  Thus, justification includes removing the guilt of our disobedience, and crediting us with obedience.  How does God do this?  As a gift by His grace.  God gives us the gift of being seen righteous in His eyes.  
Now, we have to stop here and ask what sort of God we are dealing with.  Is this a God who simply sweeps our guilt under the rug and pretends we have never done it?  Is He a heavenly version of a doting grandfather who showers his children with gifts even though they constantly misbehave?  If this were the case, then the accusation made of Paul in Romans 3:8 would be correct.  But no presentation of the gospel is true if it does not at least make us raise this question.  For it is true that God pours out His gifts on us in spite of our own unworthiness.  We are unclean, yet God declares us clean.  We are rebels, yet God declares that we are His children.


But in order for Romans 3:8 not to be true, there must be more to the process of salvation than this.  And there is.  The next important word in 3:24 is redemption.   God saves us through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.  Redemption is not a legal, but a commercial word.  It means that something is bought and paid for.  What is paid for in Christ?  Jesus another commercial word "tetelestai" when He said "it is finished" on the cross.  This word also had the commercial meaning of the full payment of a debt.  Compare Colossians 1:14.  So, our guilt is paid for, or sin is paid for when redemption occurs.  But there is something more that is bought and paid for on the cross.  Look at I Cor 6:20 and 7:22-23.  We ourselves are redeemed.  But from whom are we bought?  Look at Romans 6:16-18.  We were slaves of sin, but now are slaves of righteousness.


But how are we bought?  Look at 3:25.  Here we have not legal language, not commericial language, but language related to the temple.  Jesus is displayed publicly as a propitiation.  This word means a means of placating wrath or anger.  Jesus thus is the way that God's wrath is turned away from us.  This wrath is the one mentioned in 1:18.  How is God's wrath turned away?  "in His blood."  Here we need to recall what we already know about the Old Testament sacrificial system, and how only the shedding of blood can cause sins to be forgiven.  See Hebrews 9:22 and Leviticus 17:11.


At this point we need to point out a criticism of this idea of turning away God's wrath.  After all, isn't this what the Aztecs did, sacrificing people in order to appease their Gods?  Doesn't this make God just as bloodthirsty as all those pagan Gods who demand human sacrifice?


No, at least, not really.  It is true that the penalty for sin is death.  And here in Leviticus God points out that blood is necessary for forgiveness of sins.  But Who is it Who provides the blood for the animal sacrifices?  And Who provided His blood on the Cross?  So we see that God declares us not guilty because Christ paid the penalty for our sins, redeeming us from Sin's power.  Christ's blood thus turned away God's wrath from us.


But does this answer our problem?  How can God be so gracious to forgive us our sins and still be the righteous God of the law?  Yes, and this is why Paul goes on in 3:25 to explain that Christ's being displayed publicly demonstrates God's righteousness.  


But what about all those who lived and died before the time of Christ?  What about those who performed the animal sacrifices God prescribed?  Did God not ever care about those things?  Notice that Paul says here that God "passed over" sins previously committed.  They were never really paid for before, for Christ is the only and the sufficient payment for the sins of all mankind, regardless of when they lived.  The sacrifices of the Old Testament were only efficacious in their pointing to the true sacrifice of Christ.


So our problem is resolved, but it is only resolved in the person of Jesus Christ.  We see that, in Christ, God is both just, because the penalty of sin is paid, and He is the justifier of the ungodly because Christ paid the price for them.  But for whom?  Paul concludes this paragraph in verse 26 by once again pointing to faith.  Christ pays the penalty only for those who trust in Him.


In short, the answer for sin, for all the world for all time, is the cross of Christ.  We will never get beyond this point.  This is the entirety of the gospel:  God saves sinners in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  Martin Luther called this paragraph "the chief point of the whole Bible."  Nuf said.

January 10, 2007

It has been two weeks since we last opened the book of Romans, so let’s do a quick review.  In chapters 1 and 2, Paul set up an indictment of all humanity.  He pointed out how the pagans defied God openly and obviously.  He showed how the hypocrites claim to do the right thing, but actually do evil, and thus condemn themselves.  Finally, he demonstrated how even pious Jews need a savior, because they can’t be saved either by keeping the law or by resting in their identity as members of the covenant community.  It’s a subtle difference, but placing our faith in our church membership or in church attendance or in using any of the means of grace, such as reading the Bible or receiving the sacraments – placing our faith in any of those things or actions is just as futile as placing our faith in those Old Testament sacrifices.

And so, having showed that all men are sinners, Paul has shown  how God can be just and the justifier of His people.  Because of the sacrifice of Christ, God has kept all His promises both to save and to punish.  Because of the sacrifice of Christ, God has made a way for sinful men to be restored to a right relationship with a holy God.  And we gain access to all these blessings not by what we do, but simply by trusting Jesus to do something for us.  We are saved by God’s grace alone which comes through faith alone in Christ alone.


We must remember this definition of faith as trusting in Jesus (see 3:22, 26), because Paul will not stop to review this point at every turn.  When he talks of faith, he is talking about faith in Jesus, and when he talks about salvation, he’s talking about those who trust in Christ.  Many Christians have gotten into serious theological trouble, taking other parts of this book out of context.  But if we have chapters 1 through 3 firmly in mind, we won’t make that mistake.

Today, the discussion with Paul's Jewish debater seems to continue.  We have a series of four quick questions and answers (3:27-31), followed by four longer, more elaborate answers to the same questions based on the life of Abraham (4:1-17).  Let’s first read 3:27-31, and break it down into its separate questions.
  
1. The first two questions in 3:27 may be dealt with together.  “Where then is boasting?  By what kind of law is boasting excluded?”  We might be able better to understand this if we look back at 3:1.  The debater may be asking, "What are we able to boast in, then, if we can't boast in all the wonderful things like the law that God has given us?  The answer is, nothing at all.  There is to be no boasting.  Why not?  Remember the context we have established.  There is nothing anyone can do to save himself.  He must instead trust Christ to save him.  That’s the law of faith that Paul indicates in his initial answer to this question in verse 27.  For a repetition of the same idea, see Ephesians 2:8-9.


Let's go on to look at Paul's expansion of his argument based on the life of Abraham.  Read 4:1-3.  Paul thus shows that even Abraham cannot boast, because he was not justified by works, but by faith.  Ironically, he points to the Old Testament, the Jewish law in 4:3 and 4:7-8, to drive the point home with his debater.  

Now, what is the context of these quotations?  Let’s look back at Genesis 15.  Verse 6 contains the first quote to which Paul appeals.  But what’s going on here?  Abram has reminded God in verses 2 and 3 that, although he is well over 75 years old, he has no children.  In other words, Abram simply holds up his helplessness to God.  In verses 4 and 5 God responds by making what must have seemed to Abram to be an impossible promise.  And in verse 6 we have Abram’s response, simply trusting to God to do for him what he could not do for himself.

But didn’t Abram thus deserve God’s grace?  Didn’t Abram’s faith in some way obligate God to bless him?  Couldn’t Abram boast in his faith?  Not at all.  Look at verse 6 again:  God reckoned, accounted Abram’s faith as righteousness.  Paul tells us what this means in Romans 3:4-5.  What is going on here?  In verse 4, Paul makes a comparison with a wage earner.  In doing so, he brings out one of the meanings of the word "reckon" - to credit to someone's account.  In other words, God credited righteousness to Abram’s account, even though Abram was not, in fact, righteous at all.  So, why should Abram boast, when he simply received something he didn’t deserve?

In verse five, we get another look at the same truth from a different angle.  One who trusts by definition does not do the work himself.  Instead, he relies on someone else to do it for him.  This reminds us of a basic truth about trust:  it doesn’t always reflect well on the one who trusts.  In fact, whether trust is properly placed or whether trust is misplaced depends solely on the trustworthiness of the one who is trusted.  The one who trusts can’t control that at all.


Now, our society doesn’t usually think this way.  If I trust you to do something and you don’t do it, I am called a fool.  If I trust you to do something, and you do it, I am called wise.  But why should any of this reflect on me?  You are the one who took the action or who didn’t take the action.  You should get the credit or blame, not me.


And thus Paul says in verse 5 that righteousness is not earned by man, but simply credited to those who trust in God for salvation.  Notice especially the words "believes in Him who justifies the ungodly."  Who is doing the justifying?  Who is justified?  And so who should get the credit?  Does Abram have any room for boasting here?  Are there any works, even works of faith, which should be taken into consideration?

Here we see another important truth about religious trust:  it doesn’t matter how sincerely or how purely you trust in a god to do something for you.  Your sincerity is irrelevant if that god is fake or if that god turns on you.  We laugh at those savages who bow down to statues of wood or stone (Paul discussed them in 1:22-23, remember?), but no doubt many of them were sincere.  We pity those who placed their trust in animal sacrifices or in following all those Old Testament rituals, but no doubt many of them were sincere as well.  But as Paul has pointed out in chapters 1 through 3, it doesn’t matter how sincere your faith may be – if you place it in the wrong object, you will not be saved.  That’s why there is no credit for believing or for having faith in and of itself.  The benefit comes from trusting the true God to do what He promised.  And so God gets all the credit.

Moving on, Paul uses a quote from Psalm 32:1-2a to cement his point.  Read verses 6-8.  What is going on here?  We have shifted from the language of the marketplace to that of the courtroom.  For "reckon" has another meaning, which is probably more central to our purpose:  to impute.  That means to consider innocence or guilt as belonging to someone.  Note the piling up of the different ways of saying the same thing:  "reckoning righteousness," "lawless deeds forgiven," "sins covered," "sin not reckoned."  These are all declarations God makes about our guilt or innocence, declarations such as those judges make about defendants.


This quote comes from a beautiful Psalm about sin and forgiveness, so let’s turn back to Psalm 32 and look at the whole thing.  In verses 1 and 2 we have a brief description of what God does for us, and how we are blessed because of it.  But at the end of verse 2 we have something that Paul left out – the man is blessed who is not deceitful.  What does that have to do with God’s blessing on us?


Let’s read on in the Psalm to find out.  (read vv. 3-5).  Here the Psalmist compares the difference between holding on to sin and letting it go, the difference between suppressing the truth in unrighteousness and confessing the truth of our sin to God.  Here we see that confession is one of the keys to forgiveness.


We Christians understand this instinctively.  And perhaps we even give ourselves the credit for our forgiveness because of our confession.  If, after all, confession leads to forgiveness, and if I am the one confessing my sins, don’t I deserve at least a little of the credit?  Isn’t there some room for boasting here?


But let’s take a step back and ask ourselves the question, “Why should God forgive us just because we admit that we are guilty?  How can God do this and still be righteous?”  We know the answer, don’t we?  It’s because of the Person and Work of Jesus Christ, as we discovered in Romans 3.  Without the blood of Christ’s cross, God couldn’t forgive us, no matter how sincere our faith might be, no matter how sincere our confessions might be.  The fact of our forgiveness depends on Christ alone.


And even though David didn’t know about the cross, he nevertheless gives all the credit to God for his forgiveness.  Look at verses 6 and 7.  He acknowledges that God is the One Who allows Himself to be found by those who seek Him.  Like any other king, God doesn’t have to do this.  He chooses to be our hiding place, to preserve us, to deliver us.

In verses 8 and 9 God reminds us that our salvation isn’t our own doing.  God is the One Who instructs us and Who guides us.  Now, He can do this the way a man rides a horse, or He can do this with our willing consent.  But make no mistake – God is in charge.  We have no room for boasting.


Verse 10 expresses all this in the form of a proverb.  Mercy shall surround the one who trusts in the Lord.  And verse 11 tells us how we should respond to God’s amazing grace.

January 17, 2007

Last week, we noticed that Paul’s gospel of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone has caused his pious Jewish readers to ask some questions.  We saw that the first of these questions had to do with boasting, or, to put a better face on it, the part of salvation for which mankind can claim credit.  Paul has said that the law of faith precludes any boasting on the part of men, and he backs up this statement by pointing to the example of Abraham and the words of David in chapter 4 verses 1-8.  The bottom line is this:  because salvation comes from trusting God to do for us what we admit that we cannot do for ourselves, we can take no part of the credit for our salvation.  It is God alone who saves sinners by His free grace.  


Now, let's look back at Paul's next question in 3:29-30.  This question recalls an earlier question that Paul addressed in 3:1 – what advantage has circumcision?  We remember that the pious Jew had wanted to place his faith in his circumcision, which is shorthand for all the ritual requirements of the Old Testament law.  Paul has already answered that question in 2:25-29 – it simply does no one any good to keep the ritual parts of the law if he’s not going to keep the inward, spiritual requirements of the law.  In chapter 2, Paul made it clear that such true obedience is simply not in man’s power, the conclusion that he reached in 3:9.


The question that comes up at the end of chapter 3 is a bit different.  Now, the pious Jew wonders, “If salvation comes by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, what happens to that special relationship God had with his Old Testament covenant people?”  The question is repeated in substance in 4:9, and might be summarized in this way:  “Is it necessary to be circumcised and to become a Jew before someone can be saved?”


This was a question of some urgency in the Church during apostolic times.  Turn back a few pages to Acts 15:1-2, 5.  This was a dispute among believers, not between believers and unbelieving Jews, and it arose out of an honest attempt to understand how God’s Old Testament promises continued to be valid in light of the grace shown in the cross.


Now, the first General Assembly of the church, made up of the apostles and the elders (Acts 15:6) made a decision about this, that we can read in Acts 15:24-29.  The GA came down on the side of Paul, saying that circumcision wasn’t necessary.  But why did they do that?  Peter argued that uncircumcised Gentiles should be welcome into the Church because of his experience in the house of Cornelius (15:7-9).  There, you may recall, God poured out His Holy Spirit on Peter’s Gentile listeners, which resulted in their speaking in tongues (Acts 10:44-48).  Thus, Peter and those with him couldn’t escape the conclusion that God’s grace did not depend on the Gentiles first receiving the sign of the covenant.


Peter also made an argument similar to that which Paul has made in Romans 1-3, speaking of the inability of keeping the Law to save anyone (Acts 15:10).  Finally, Peter pointed to salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone (15:11).  James then argued from the Old Testament book of Amos that God’s intention had always been to save the Gentiles (15:13-17).


Paul echoes these ideas in Romans 3:28-30.  Like Peter, he says we aren’t justified by deeds of law.  Like James, and Amos, he points out that God is the God of the Gentiles as well as the Jews.  But he goes a bit deeper than James does.  In verse 30 he bases his argument first on the oneness of God which is, of course, taken for granted by all good Jews in the "Shema" - Deuteronomy 6:4.  There is one God for all nations, because there is only one God.  But in verse 30 notice also that there is only one way of salvation.  Everyone will be justified by faith.  Faith in Whom?  Look back at 3:22 (note the word all), and 3:26.


To nail this down, Paul again appeals to the life of Abraham in 4:9-12.  The point Paul makes has to do with the timing of God's reckoning righteousness to Abraham.  The quote in verse 9 comes from Genesis 15:6.  But Abraham is not given the sign of the covenant until Genesis 17:10.  Now, in Genesis 15, Abraham hasn’t yet had any children.  But at the end of chapter 17, we find Ishmael is 13 years old.  There were thus at least 13 years between when Abraham was saved by faith and when he took upon himself the sign of the covenant God had already made with him.  This is Paul's main point in 4:9-12.  Abraham is not just the father of the circumcised, but also of the uncircumcised; he is the father of all those who believe.  And the promises given to him are for all those who believe, not just those who are circumcised.


Here, we may find a point of application for ourselves:  it is faith that matters most, not the signs of faith.  Look at Romans 4:11 – the reason God gave Abraham the sign of circumcision was so that it could be a sign and a seal of the righteousness God had already credited to his account because of his faith.  In other words, faith comes first, then the sign of that faith, both in order of time and in order of importance.  That goes for the good works that flow out of faith, as we saw last week.  It also goes for the sacraments we celebrate today as well.


So, what good are sacraments?  They are signs and seals of faith.  What does that mean?  They are physical, outward expressions of the faith that we have placed in God.  They thus remind us of promises that we have made.  But they are also seals, assurances of promises that God has made to us.  

When we see and feel the water of baptism, we thus not only remember the promise we made to trust God and to follow God, but we also remember the promise God made to wash us with His Holy Spirit and with the blood of Christ.  The sign and seal reminds us of the reality of the promises made, and thus the faith which makes those promises possible.


Just so, when we take the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper, we are reminded of our engrafting into Christ by faith – that He is just as much a part of us, that He is just as much inside of us as this bread and wine are.  But we also remember His real physical body and blood that were given for us on the cross, the pain that He went through for us.  The sacred meal is a sign and a seal of the promise of redemption, a promise which becomes real to us, not because we take the meal, but because of the faith to which the meal points.  


And the primary importance of grace accessed through faith is underlined when we remember that the sign of circumcision could not, in and of itself, save.  Notice in Genesis 17:19-25 that although Ishmael was circumcised at exactly the same time as was Abraham, he is excluded from the covenant.  Paul picks up on this fact in Romans 9:6-9.  The point is that inclusion in the people of God has always been marked by faith in Him, not just by a physical sign.  

Remember, back in Romans 2:25-29, Paul has pointed out that circumcision without obedience is useless.  In chapters 3 and 4 we have found that sacraments without faith in Christ are just as useless.  Abraham is the father of the faith, and thus of all the faithful, as 4:12 says.


Okay, so good works aren’t necessary in order to be saved – only grace through faith.  And sacraments aren’t necessary in order to be saved – only grace through faith.  But doesn’t that open up the possibility that people will just trust Christ and then go do what they please?  We all know people who do this – those who walk the aisle and say the sinners prayer and then think because they have done that they have their ticket punched, or their heavenly fire insurance purchased.  They don’t thus have to worry about holiness or righteousness, and they don’t live very much like Christians.


This is the question raised in 3:31 – does the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith lead to a destruction of God’s law, of the very concept of holiness?  Paul will go on to answer this question starting in 4:13, and that’s too big a concept to get into right now.  I want to close with this thought:  if our understanding of Paul’s teaching on grace and faith doesn’t lead us to ask the questions at the end of chapter 3, we haven’t really understood him.  

If we still think we have any room to boast, if we still think that there is anything we ourselves have contributed to the process of salvation, if we imagine even that our own faith is anything to brag about, we haven’t really understood our sinful condition, and thus the magnitude of God’s grace.  If we imagine that there is any salvific power in the signs or seals that God gives us, then we really haven’t understood their relationship to the faith that is the real reason God credits the righteousness of Christ to our account.  And if we aren’t at least tempted to take advantage of God’s free grace, we probably haven’t realized just how full and free it really is.


January 24, 2007

In the last five verses of chapter 3, we found that Paul asks himself some questions, questions that would logically pop up especially in the minds of pious Jews who genuinely want to know how the Old Testament Law relates to Paul’s doctrine of salvation by God’s grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  The first question, in verse 27, had to do with the role that individuals play in their own salvation:  is there any room for boasting, any credit that we can take?  Paul pointed to the example of Abraham, indicating that Abraham was reckoned, or considered to be righteous, simply because he trusted God to keep God’s promises, to do for Abraham what Abraham couldn’t do for himself.  Abraham had nothing to boast about and, by extension, neither do we.


The second question, in verse 29,  had to do with the question of who is saved – Jews only, or Jews and Gentiles?  Paul again points to the example of Abraham, indicating that Abraham was justified by faith at the time he was uncircumcised.  That means that God doesn’t make salvation dependent on keeping rituals such as circumcision in the Old Testament, or baptism and the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament.  Salvation is, and has always been by faith – and sacraments are simply a way of claiming God’s promises in faith and a way of responding to those promises in faith.  Simply put, faith comes first, and then sacraments flow out of faith.  Apart from the faith of the recipient, sacraments have no meaning or power to save.


Paul's last question is found in 3:31, and involves the relationship of the law and faith.  Here, Paul brings up a question that should naturally flow out of a true understanding of the doctrine of salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  If it’s true that God chooses to save sinners by His grace, and if it’s true that there is nothing we can do to gain this free gift of grace, then why do we need to keep the Law anymore?  If we’re not saved by what we do, then why not just do what we want?


Paul begins to answer this question in 4:13-17, but this issue actually involves a large portion of chapters five through seven as well.  The first thing we need to do in order to answer this question is to have a clearer understanding of just what it means to have justification by faith.  Paul will again use the life of Abraham to illustrate this.

In verse 13, Paul substantially repeats what he has already said in verse 3:  Abraham received the promise of God, not by doing good works like circumcision, but instead simply by trusting God’s promises.  Notice, however, the sweeping application of this promise:  Abraham and his seed would be heirs of the world.  This brings in what Paul has been saying in verses 10-12, that all people who believe, both Jews and Gentiles, will be saved, and thus that the whole world is encompassed in God’s promises to Abraham.


But, again, what is the relationship of the Law to the promise?  Verse 14 answers this question negatively:  if salvation depends on keeping the law, then it can’t at the same time depend on trusting in a promise from God.  You simply can’t try to do something and trust someone else to do it for you at the same time.  Thus, it can’t be keeping the law that makes someone an heir, a recipient of the promise God made to Abraham.  


Verse 15 helps to explain why this is so:  the very concept of law has to do with ideas about earning rewards or wrath – if you keep the law, you are rewarded, and if you break the law you are punished.  Paul doesn’t mention rewards in this verse because he’s already established, back in chapters 1-3, that no one in fact has ever kept the law.  The law in and of itself can only bring the wrath of God down upon people.  All it can do is help us understand just how much in violation of God’s will we are.


That’s why salvation has to be by faith.  The only way we could be saved is by God’s grace, and we’ve already established that such grace can’t be earned.  The only way you can receive something you can’t earn and don’t deserve is to trust someone else to give it to you.  That’s what Paul says in verse 16 – faith and grace go together in a way that grace and law can’t.  And because faith simply receives what grace gives, then such grace must be extended to everyone who shares, not the circumcision of Abraham, but the faith of Abraham, who was also saved by grace through faith.

Paul now shifts from talking about what is not true about the relationship between law and faith to talking about what is true about faith, and about how faith worked itself out in the life of Abraham.  What did it really mean for Abraham to trust God in Genesis 15, as Paul quoted it back in Romans 4:3?


Well, since faith is primarily a relational term, it must begin, not with the believer, but the one in whom that trust is placed.  Whom did Abraham trust?  Verse 17 tells us that God is the One Who gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does not exist.  Even in Genesis 15, Abraham knew that much about God.  God had, after all, created the world.  God had taken a dead lump of clay and breathed the breath of life into it, and Adam had become a living soul.  

But on the other hand, Abraham faced the reality of his own situation.  Look at verse 19.  At the time Genesis 15 came around, he was probably around 80, and that would make Sarah around 70.  Paul doesn’t mince words about this:  he says that, at least where it comes to having children, they were both as good as dead.  

But here is how faith operates.  It doesn’t ignore the reality of the situation – faith is not blind.  Instead, it applies what it knows about God to the reality of the situation.  Abraham and Sarah are good as dead?  Okay, if God can bring life into a lump of clay, making a 70 year old woman have a baby is really not that big of a stretch.  And so, in verses 20-21, that’s what Abraham does:  he didn’t waver in unbelief, wondering if God could do what He had promised, or wondering if God would do what He had promised.  No, because of God’s power and because of God’s promise, Abraham knew God was both willing and able to do the impossible.  And so, Abraham trusted God.  And because Abraham trusted God, God considered Abraham to be righteous in God’s sight.  


But here’s the best part:  by faith Abraham became, not just the father of Isaac, and not just of the Jews, but the father of all those who share his faith.  That’s how God finally fulfilled His promise to Abraham to make many nations of him, as Paul quotes in Romans 3:17.  That’s how Abraham’s descendants would be as numerous as the stars of the heavens and the sand on the seashore, as Paul quotes in Romans 3:18.


For, notice exactly what God promises in Romans 3:18 – He says, “So shall your seed be.”  Now, the seed of Abraham could mean all his physical descendants, and that’s certainly how the Jews at the time Paul was writing understood this term.  But the term actually means something deeper.  

Turn over to Galatians 3:16.  Paul points out that God makes the promise, not so much to the seeds of Abraham, but to the seed of Abraham.  Paul also says that Jesus Christ is the seed, the one descendant of Abraham who really matters.  It is Christ to whom all the promises of Abraham were really made.  And that’s why all those who trust in Christ, Jew and Gentile alike, become recipients of the promises God made to Abraham.  As we trust in Christ, we become connected to Him, thus receiving all the blessings that God gives Him.  That’s exactly what Paul says in Galatians 3:14, and 3:29.  And that’s what Paul underlines in Galatians 3:26 – all those who trust in Christ have become, not just heirs of Abraham, but sons of God.


This is the same thing Paul is saying in the last few verses of Romans 4 – just as Abraham trusted God and received the promises, so we trust in Christ and receive the promises as well.  Look at verses 23-24.  Abraham is an example for us who also believe in the God who can raise the dead to life.  But we aren’t trusting God to grant an old man and an old woman a child.  No, we trust that God has already raised Jesus from the dead.  It is Jesus, as verse 25 says, Who was delivered up to death because of our transgressions and Who was raised in order that we might be justified.  In other words, our faith is of the same type as Abraham’s, and is placed in the same God as Abraham’s, but our faith is more particular, more focused on something that Jesus Christ did.  Exactly how the Person and Work of Jesus Christ brings atonement for us we will explore beginning with the next chapter.
