Couples for Christ
September 21, 2009

Romans Chapter 15
We’re continuing today with our study of the book of Romans.  For the last couple of weeks we’ve been looking at Chapters 14 and 15, where Paul considers how believers should handle what he calls “disputable matters.”  In Chapter 14, Paul begins by teaching that believers should not judge and condemn one another of the choices they make in these matters, but rather should “accept” one another without passing judgment.  Then in the second half of the chapter he teaches that those who are “strong” in these matters must be very careful that they do not, through the exercise of their freedom, undermine the faith of their weaker brothers or cause them to fall into sin.   As Paul says in verse 21, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.”  In other words, our love for our weaker brothers and sisters should lead us to limit our freedom in Christ for their benefit.  
In verse 2 of Chapter 15, Paul states the general obligation we all have to one another:  “2Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.”  The stronger brother does this by limiting his freedoms in order to offend offending or undermining the weaker brother.  The weaker brother does it putting the teaching of the first half of Chapter 14 into practice:  he accepts the stronger brother without judging or condemning him.  Our model for this kind of other-centered behavior is Jesus Christ who, as Paul says in verse 3, “did not please himself.”
In verses 5, 6, and 7 of Chapter 15, Paul prays for unity in the church:

 5May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, 6so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  

Paul asks that God will provide the church in Rome with a spirit of unity just as he has already provided endurance and encouragement through the scriptures.   The word translated “unity” in the NIV means literally to be of one mind or one understanding—that we would think the same thing.  By asking God for a spirit of unity, Paul is praying that we would not only bear with one another and accept one another but even more that we would agree with one another.  Instead of just calling of us to not allow our disagreements to separate us, Paul is calling for us not to disagree to begin with!  He asks for like-mindedness so that we can be unified in our worship of God:  that we might “glorify God” with “one heart and one mouth.”
In verse 7, Paul brings the discussion he began back in Chapter 14 verse 1 to a close:  He repeats the principle—“Accept one another…”—the inspiration—because “Christ accepted you…”—and the motivation—“in order to bring praise to God.”  

When we finished up last week I gave you an application exercise.  I challenged you to consider how you should specifically apply this teaching to your life.  If you’re a stronger brother, perhaps there is something you are doing that might be causing a weaker brother or sister to stumble.  Or perhaps as a weaker brother or sister you’ve been harboring resentment against a stronger brother over something that brother might have done that offended you.  Anyone willing to share something that God brought to your attention?   
Let’s move on.  In verses 7 through 13, Paul returns to the themes we saw back in Chapters 9, 10, and 11:  the certainty of God’s promises to the patriarchs; the availability of the gospel to the Gentiles; and God’s use of the hardness of the Jews to spread the gospel to the gentiles.  Recall that in Chapter 9 he said,

Theirs (the Jews’) is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen. 
 And in Chapter 11 he said,

11Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. 12But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!

Here’s what Paul says in verse 7 through 13:
7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  8For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews[b]on behalf of God's truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs 9so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: 
   "Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; 
      I will sing hymns to your name."[c] 
10Again, it says, 
   "Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people."[d] 
11And again, 
   "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 
      and sing praises to him, all you peoples."[e] 
12And again, Isaiah says, 
   "The Root of Jesse will spring up, 
      one who will arise to rule over the nations; 
   the Gentiles will hope in him."[f] 

 13May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Verse 7 serves as both the conclusion to the previous section and the introduction to this little section of the chapter.  When connected to what follows, Paul’s appeal in verse 7 to “accept one another” is clearly a reference to the divide between Jews and Gentiles in the Roman church, which Paul addressed way back in Chapter 3.  In verses 8 and 9, which are a little hard to follow, Paul explains how the Jews and Greeks are united in Christ.
Different translations take slightly different approaches to this verse.  The NIV translation can be paraphrased like this:  Christ has become a “servant” to the Jews in order to fulfill the promises that God made to the patriarchs regarding the Gentiles.  The argument for reading verses 8 and 9 this way is that Paul immediately launches into a series of four OT quotations that recite some of God’s promises to the Jews concerning the Gentiles.  From that point of view, verses 8 and 9a introduce verses 9b through 12, and verses 9b through 12 support the claim that Christ has become a “servant” to the Jews in order to fulfill the promises that God made to the patriarchs regarding the Gentiles.

Alternatively, the NASB and the NLT translate verses 8 and 9 to say that God has become a servant to both the Jews and the Gentiles.  Here’s how the NASB does it:

8For I say that Christ has become a servant to the circumcision on behalf of the truth of God to confirm the promises given to the fathers, 9and for the Gentiles to glorify God for His mercy.
And here’s the NLT:

Remember that Christ came as a servant to the Jews to show that God is true to the promises he made to their ancestors. 9 He also came so that the Gentiles might give glory to God for his mercies to them.
The argument for reading the verse this way is that it makes clear that the Jews and the Gentiles are united in their indebtedness to Christ, who was servant to both the Jews and the Gentiles.  From this point of view, the OT quotes serve to confirm that Christ has come as a servant to the Gentiles.

Either way, though, what is remarkable is that Christ—the Messiah—became a servant.  As Mark 10:45 says,

For even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many.

In the same way that Christ has become a servant to the world, Paul is saying, so we should be servants to one another.  Further, he’s saying that through Christ the Jews and the Greeks have unity:  he is servant and savior to both.  And so, he would argue, Jews and the Greeks should live out the unity that they have in Christ, accepting one another’s differences, not passing judgment on one another, and glorifying God with one heart and mouth.  In the same way, as believers unified in Christ, we should put aside the differences that divide us, accept one another, not pass judgment on one another, and glorifying God with one heart and mouth.  

As we mentioned, in verses 10 through 12, Paul quotes 4 OT verses that contain promises made to the Jews concerning the Gentiles.  He says
as it is written: 
   "Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; 
      I will sing hymns to your name."[c] 
10Again, it says, 
   "Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people."[d] 
11And again, 
   "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 
      and sing praises to him, all you peoples."[e] 
12And again, Isaiah says, 
   "The Root of Jesse will spring up, 
      one who will arise to rule over the nations; 
   the Gentiles will hope in him."[f] 

These quotes are from Psalm 18:49, Deuteronomy 32:43, Psalm 117:1, and Isaiah 11:10.  Notice that Paul uses a quote from each of the three main divisions of the OT:  the law (Deuteronomy), the prophets (Isaiah), and the poetic writings (Psalms).  Why do you think he does that?  To make the point that the entire OT proclaims God’s promises concerning the Gentiles.  What specific promises do you see contained in these quotes?  
· That God’s name would be praised among the Gentiles;  
· That they would rejoice alongside God’s chosen people, the Jews; 
· That the Gentiles would sing praises to God; 
· That Jesus (the Root of Jesse) would rule over them;  and 
· That they would put their hope (trust) in him.  
We take these promises for granted, in part because they have been fulfilled and in part because we are so remote from the Jew/Gentile divide of the First Century.  But these promises would have been stunning to the Jews who first heard them, and even in Paul’s day they would have been the source of great consternation among Jews.  Paul saw clearly that God was fulfilling these promises through the Gospel—that in Christ he was achieving unity between Jew and Gentile where once there had been hostility and division.  
Verse 13 is the conclusion to the instructional section of Romans, which began way back in Chapter 12.   In some ways, you can think of verse 13 as the end of the book itself, since what follows is primarily personal in nature.  In verse 13, Paul offers a benediction (one of three with which he ends the book) for his brothers and sisters in Rome:  
 13May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.
By calling God “the God of hope,” Paul is identifying Him as the one true source of hope.  What is hope?  Confident expectation.  Assurance.  According to what Paul says here, what do those who put their trust in the true source of hope experience?  Joy.  Peace.  Why does trusting in God produce joy?  Discuss.  God has promised us wonderful things, and thinking about those things, which are not far away, gives us joy.  God has redeemed us and declared us righteous in his sight, and we have joy knowing that we have salvation. Why does trusting in God produce peace?  Discuss.  God is sovereign, omnipotent, and good.  If he has promised something, it is certain to happen.  He has promised us wonderful things, and we can have peace in knowing that he will keep those promises.  Further, we have put our trust in the completed work of Jesus Christ for our salvation—it no longer depends on us—and so we have peace knowing that our salvation is secure.  How much joy and peace do we experience if we put our trust in Him?  An abundance:  so much that we “overflow with hope.”  And what is the source of all of this joy, peace, and hope?  The power of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit makes it possible us to trust in God, and it is through Him that we have peace, joy, and overflowing hope.  
God is the true source of hope, but what else do people look to for peace and joy?  Money.  Success.  Being good parents.  Beauty.  Having friends.  Being cool.  Being smart.  An unlimited number of things.  What do we call these things?  Idols—an idol is anything in which we seek significance or security other than the one true God.  When we put our trust in any of these things, do we experience joy and peace?  No.  What do we experience?  Fear.  Enslavement.  Disappointment.  Despair.  So, why do we trust in these things?  We’re sinful.  We’re confused.  But when we see clearly the difference—the hope when we put our trust in the true source of hope and the despair we have when our trust is in anything else—we should repent and return to the one God who can keep every promise he has made to us.
In verses 14 through 19, Paul explains his ministry to the Gentiles.  He says,

 14I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another. 15I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me 16to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. 
 17Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. 18I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done— 19by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit. So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.  20It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on someone else's foundation. 21Rather, as it is written: 
   "Those who were not told about him will see, 
      and those who have not heard will understand."[g] 
22This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.

Paul begins with a compliment:  “14I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another.”  Why do you think he throws this in right here?  What’s he trying to do here?  Discuss.  He’s encouraging them.  He knows that he’s really been hammering away on them with strong teaching about doctrine and application—as he says in verse 15, “I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again”—and he wants to let them know that he’s not condemning them.  How does he compliment them?  He says they are “full of goodness,” “complete in knowledge,” and “competent to instruct one another.”   Should we take these statements literally?  Is Paul really saying, for instance, that the Romans had learned everything there was to learn and thus that they were literally “complete in knowledge?”  Discuss.  No.  These are compliments and like many compliments they contain an element of hyperbole or exaggeration.  Paul is praising the Romans for their goodness, for their knowledge, which enabled them to teach truth to one another.  So how would we stack up on these three scales?  Would Paul be able to say about us that we are “full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another?”  Discuss.  Let me say it:  I know most of you pretty well, and I think Paul would say this about you.  We’re not yet the people God wants us to be, but we are on the journey, and there is real evidence of goodness and knowledge in the members of this class.  And 
Verses 15 and 16 say

15I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me 16to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. 
Paul was aware that some of what he had written in Romans was challenging, controversial, and complicated, and he wanted his readers to understand why he had written to them in this way.  This sentence is really in the form of an apology.  By saying, “as if to remind you of them again,” Paul is acknowledging to his readers that he knows that they may very well already have known (or at least had been taught) some of the things he taught in this letter, and that they might take humbrage at being instructed so forcefully in them again.  He’s saying, in essence, I know you already had heard some of these things, and so you may be annoyed with me for repeating them so boldly, but let me tell you why I did it.  What’s his reason?  Discuss.  The heart of it is that Paul is a “minster of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles” with a “priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God.”  What is Paul’s duty?  To proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles.  For what purpose?  “so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”  So why does Paul say he wrote this letter?  Paraphrase it for me.  Paul wants to be sure that he has fulfilled his duty to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles so that they will be in every way complete and acceptable to God.  He wants to be sure that he hasn’t left anything out or forgotten anything that they need to know, so he’s written thoroughly and directly.
Notice that Paul calls his duty to proclaim the gospel a “priestly duty.”  Why priestly?  As Christians we have only one priest—our high priest Jesus Christ of whom the writer of Hebrews says,

 7:26Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. 27Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. 28For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever.

Because we have just one priest, Jesus Christ, as Christians we don’t have priests.  Yet Paul calls his duty priestly.  How is Paul’s duty “priestly?”  Discuss.  What is the duty of a priest?  To stand between man and God.  To offer sacrifices.  To offer assurances of atonement to his people.  Well, in verse 16 Paul refers to the Gentiles metaphorically as an offering, or sacrifice:  “so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”  So Paul is a Priest, presenting the offering of the Gentiles, sanctified and acceptable, to God.  Does that remind you of anything?  Romans 12:1: “ Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God…”

A priest also offers the assurance of atonement.  How does Paul do that? Through the proclamation of the gospel, which assures not just atonement but complete forgiveness.  Again, going to Hebrews, we read
 10:11  Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. 12But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. 13Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, 14because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy. 

The normal order of priestly service is sacrifice followed by atonement.  But notice that Paul reverses the order here.  What comes first?  Proclaiming the gospel.  What follows?  Offering of the Gentiles sanctified and acceptable.  Why does that order make sense?  It’s the same idea found in Romans 12:1: because we have been forgiven, we offer ourselves as sacrifices.  Because God has justified us, we are able to be sanctified.  We are first declared righteous by God when we receive the gospel, and then He goes to work in us, through the power of His Holy Spirit, to make us righteous, sanctified, and acceptable.  It all begins with the gospel.
Notice as well that Paul calls his ministry a “grace God gave me.”  We typically define grace as something good we receive that we don’t deserve (mercy, on the other hand, is something bad we don’t get that we do deserve.  So how is being called into ministry to the Gentiles grace?  Discuss.  It was undeserved.  God gave Paul this ministry in spite of his great sins against God and the church before he became a believer.  Was Paul unique in being shown this kind of grace?  No—every believer has received the grace of a ministry.  Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which he has prepared in advance for us to do.”  God has assigned certain tasks and duties to each of us, just as he did to Paul.  And just like Paul, each of us is responsible for seeing to it that we accomplish the work God has given us to do in a way that will be pleasing and acceptable to him.  
Even though Paul speaks of his ministry as a “grace,” there were many aspects of what God called Paul to do that seemed more like a curse.  If you doubt that, go check out 2 Corinthians 11, where Paul recounts many of the ordeals he encountered in the pursuit of his ministry.  And yet, despite all the hardship, the beatings, the frustrations, the disappointments, and the dangers, Paul calls his ministry a “grace.”  Why?  Why is it right to think of the work God has given us to do as a grace even though it can be difficult, dangerous, and discouraging?  Discuss.  God loving allows us to share in his work.  He doesn’t need us—he could accomplish everything himself far faster and better than we can accomplish it.  But because he loves us, he wants to share the work with us.  He allows the hardship to strengthen us, increase our faith, remind us that he is the one who is actually accomplishing the work, and so on.  But when it’s all said and done, he’s going to reward us for doing what he has assigned to us to do.  And whatever difficulties we might encounter along the way, the reward is going to make it all worthwhile.  
Paul was proud of the assignment God had given him and the faithfulness with which he had pursued it.  In verse 17 he says, “Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God.”   As the NLT puts it, “So it is right for me to be enthusiastic about all Christ Jesus has done through me in my service to God.”  Since his ministry was a grace of God, Paul was delighted to serve, and proud of the work he had done.  Are you enthusiastic about the work God has given you to do?  Are you glorying in your service to God?  If not, why not?  Discuss.  Do you think the work is unimportant?  Are you afraid that God has given up on you because of past failures?  Are you doing the work to the best of your ability?  Are you looking forward to the reward?
But, Paul says, 
18I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done— 19by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit.  
I like the way the NLT translates these verses:

18 Yet I dare not boast about anything except what Christ has done through me, bringing the Gentiles to God by my message and by the way I worked among them. 19 They were convinced by the power of miraculous signs and wonders and by the power of God’s Spirit.[i]

In other words, I might be proud of the work God has called me to do, but that’s the only thing I’m going to boast about.  I won’t boast about my education, my pedigree, my obedience to the OT law, or anything else except the work God had accomplished through me.  
According to these verses, what has God used to “lead the Gentiles to obey God?”  “What I have said” or “my message.”  In other words?  Preaching.  The proclamation of the gospel.  What else?  “What I have done” or “the way I worked among them.”  Specifically, what?  Signs and miracles.  The power of God’s spirit.  When Paul says, “leading the Gentiles to obey God,” what does he mean by “obey God?”  Is he talking about obeying the law or something else?  Discuss.  He’s talking about accepting the Gospel.  It’s the same thing the meant when he said in Romans 6:17, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted.”
So, Paul says, God has used me as his instrument to reach the Gentiles, through preaching and through miraculous signs.  And so I’ve travelled around the world, going to places where people have never heard the Gospel, proclaiming God’s truth:
So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum (modern-day Albania), I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ. 20It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on someone else's foundation. 21Rather, as it is written: 
   "Those who were not told about him will see, 
      and those who have not heard will understand."[g] 
22This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.
Paul’s calling was to take the gospel to places where it had never been preached.  

