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Romans 1:1-15

Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Last week, we took an overview of the book.  This week, we’ll dig into the introduction, which begins in Chapter 1, verse 1, and continues through verse 15.  In this section, Paul identifies himself as the writer of the letter; identifies the believers in Rome as the original recipients of the letter; and offers a few personal comments to his readers.  In many ways the introduction to Romans is similar to the introductions to Paul’s other letters;  however, it is longer than any of the others:  93 words in the original Greek, as compared to 75 in Galatians, 32 in Philippians, and just 28 in Colossians. Although it is tempting to hurry through these introductions, that’s always a big mistake, because, as we’ll see, the introduction of Romans is filled with wonderful nuggets.  Let’s dig in.
Like most of letters in the NT, Romans begins with a salutation identifying Paul as the writer of the letter:

1Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God…

When we’re introducing ourselves to others who don’t know us, what are some of the things we use to identify ourselves?  Our jobs:  “I’m CEO of Appriss.” Our families:  “I’m Gena’s husband” or “I’m Sarah’s dad.”  Our politics:  “I’m a conservative” or “I’m for such-and-such a candidate.”  Notice how Paul identifies himself.  What does he say? “A servant of Jesus Christ;” “Called to be an apostle;”  “Set apart for the gospel of God…”  This is how Paul identifies himself:  as a servant of Jesus Christ.  Paul was highly focused.  He knew what his mission was—what he was put on earth to do.  He had received a special calling to be an apostle—a messenger or ambassador—for the gospel.  Who had called him?  Jesus himself, on the road to Damascus many years before.
And not only had he been called—he says he had also been “set apart” by God for the gospel.  In other words, God had specially picked Paul for this mission.  When Paul says that he was “set apart for the gospel,” he’s making a little pun.  Recall that Paul was a Pharisee before he became a believer.  Well, the word Pharisee is derived from the Hebrew word meaning “separated” or “set apart”.  So, Paul is saying, I was once set apart for the law, but now I am set apart for the gospel.  
What has God set you apart for?  Just as God had a plan for Paul’s life, and had specific work that he wanted Paul to accomplish, he has made plans and prepared work for each of us to do as well.  And while Paul’s calling was likely quite a bit more dramatic than ours, and his sense of mission is likely more certain than ours, it is still possible for us to have a sense of what God has called us to do.  So how about it—what has God set you apart for? Take various answers.

Now, in most letters, the next thing we would read would to be the name of the addressee—the letter’s intended recipient.  But not with Paul.  The mere mention of the gospel sets him off on a little riff about the gospel that continues through verse 4.  Let’s read on:
1Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God— 2the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures 3regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, 4and who through the Spirit[a] of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God[b] by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. 

In this little section, Paul tells us several things about the gospel.  First, whose gospel is it?  It’s God’s Gospel.  He alone is the author, the inventor, the artist who conceived the gospel.  No man would have ever thought of it, and even if one did, no man could have presumed to ask for it.  Only God would come up with the idea of saving us through his own goodness, and only God could offer his goodness as a sacrifice suitable for us.  Certainly, despite what you’ll hear some modern critics say, it is not Paul’s gospel!  

When was the gospel promised?  It was “promised beforehand.”  Before what?  Before the writing of the letter.  Before it was revealed to Paul.  Before the coming of Christ.  Who received the promises?  The prophets.  Who would that be?  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, and the other prophets, but also Moses, Samuel, David, Solomon, and the other authors of the OT.  Where are they recorded?   In the Holy Scriptures—the OT books.   The whole Bible is about Jesus and the gospel, and if we’re just celver enough to find him, he’s there on every page, in every story.
Next, Paul tells us who the gospel is about.   Who is it about?  Who is it “regarding?”  “His  Son”—“Jesus Christ our Lord.”  And who is Jesus?  He is the unique god-man:  by human nature a descendant of David, but proven by his resurrection to be the Son of God.  Why is it important that Jesus be a descendant of David?  Because the OT had prophesied that the Messiah would be a descendant of King David.  Because it establishes his humanity, which was essential to his roles as a suitable sacrifice for our sins and an acceptable high priest.  According to Hebrews 2,

14Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 15and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. 16For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham's descendants. 17For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. 18Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. 

Interestingly, the word translated “was” in the NIV—“was a descendant of David”—literally is “became.”  So Paul is saying is that Jesus, the eternal and pre-existent Son of God, became man—a descendant of David—at his birth.  

Jesus status as the Son of God was confirmed—“declared” in the NIV—by his resurrection, which was accomplished “with power” “through the Spirit of holiness.”  Notice that Paul does not waste any time here documenting or proving the reality of the resurrection.  In other books, such as 1 and 2 Corinthians, Paul goes out of his way to make the case that Christ truly did rise from the grave.  But in Romans, he just states the resurrection as a fact that establishes the divinity of Christ. 

Why is it important that Jesus is the son of God?  Because only the perfect son of God would be able to atone for the sacrifices of the world.  Because only the perfect Son of God would be an adequate high priest for us.  As the writer of Hebrews says, 
 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.

It is the god-man Jesus Christ who called Paul into apostleship and has called all of us into his kingdom.  Paul continues,
5Through him and for his name's sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith. 6And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ. 

Notice that little phrase, “the obedience that comes from faith.”  Paul says, I’ve been tasked with calling people from around the world to “the obedience that comes from faith.”  Well what does that mean?  How does obedience come from faith?  Doesn’t obedience come from law?  If you want someone to obey you, don’t you have to lay out the law for them and tell them what the punishment will be for disobeying it?  How can there be obedience without law?  How can there be “obedience that comes from faith?”  Discuss.  It turns out that it is only through faith that we can truly find the power to be obedient.  Law won’t work.  As we’ll see later in Romans, Paul says that “no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  (Romans 3:20)  And, as Paul says in Galatians 3:11, “no one is justified before God by the law, because, ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”   In fact, as Paul will argue later in Romans, it is the law that arouses in us our sinful desires and stirs up our disobedience.  (Romans 7:9-11)  Instead, though, we have been called to obedience through faith based on the grace of God.  Titus 2:11-12 says,

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12It teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age,  
It is grace, not law, that is able to overpower sin and lead us to obedience—obedience based not on fear of punishment but gratitude for the love, grace, and mercy we’ve received from God.
Next, Paul identifies the recipients of the letter and offers them a blessing:
 7To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. 

As we said last week, it is likely that the church in Rome was established by Jews and converts to Judaism who had been in Jerusalem on the first Pentecost and who had returned to Rome with their new faith.  In fact, Acts 2:11 makes a point to tell us that there were people from Rome in the audience that heard Peter’s first sermon on that day.   
In verse 8, Paul continues, 

8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world. 9God, whom I serve with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you 10in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at last by God's will the way may be opened for me to come to you. 

11I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong— 12that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other's faith. 
13I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles. 

Paul tells the Romans that, although he has not met them, he knows them by reputation.  He says, “Your faith is being reported all over the world.”  Because of its location, the church in Rome was very visible.  Believers from around the world who came to Rome would have visited the church and would have carried stories about it back to their homes around the empire.   And, according to Paul, the reports were good.  The Roman church was known around the world to be a faith-filled church.
Proverbs 22:1 says, “A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.”  As Christians, we are responsible not only for our own good names, but also the good names of our church, the church, and our Lord as well.  We’re all sinners, and we’ll all fall short of perfection every day, but we want what Paul said about the believers in Rome to also be true about us:  That our “faith is being reported all over the world.”
Paul goes on, saying that he continually lifted up the church in Rome in his prayers.  Even though he had never been to Rome, Paul felt a kinship with and a responsibility for the Roman church.  He greatly desired to visit with them—praying that “at last by God's will the way may be opened for me to come to you”—so that he might “impart some spiritual gift to make them strong” and so that he and they might be “be mutually encouraged by each other's faith.”  What do you think Paul means when he says that he hoped to “impart some spiritual gift to make them strong?” Take various answers.  Teaching.  Doctrine.  Practical advice.  Probably not a “spiritual gift” like speaking in tongues or healing.
In verse 13 Paul says that he had repeatedly planned to come to Rome, but that he had “have been prevented from doing so until now.”  For some reason, God had not allowed Paul to go to Rome.  I wonder why?  Why not let the apostle to the Gentiles visit the capital of the Gentile world?  Wouldn’t Rome be the perfect base for Paul’s ministry?  From there, he could reach the entire world.  And yet God had prevented him from going to Rome. Why?  Take various answers.  Maybe he had other things for Paul to do.  Maybe God had given the work of building the Roman church to others, and didn’t need Paul in Rome.  Maybe God wanted Paul to go to Rome, but not yet.  (In fact, this turned out to be the case.  Paul eventually got to Rome, just not when and how he had planned.)  God is sovereign, and accomplishes his purposes in his ways in his good time.  He is also omniscient, and he know s far better than we do where he needs us to go and what he needs us to do.  Paul wanted to visit Rome so that he could have a “harvest among” the Romans, as he had among the Gentiles in other parts of the world.  But God had other plans.
All of us face the frustrations Paul experienced. We think we know what is best for us, what needs to happen, how our lives need to unfold.  We have desires to go here and there and do this and that.  We need our kids to get into this school, or we need to close this deal, or we need to get a certain job or position. Our desires may be selfish, or we may be pursuing God’s will to the best of our ability—serving God, as Paul did, with our “whole heart.”   And yet, God prevents us from doing things we feel we need to do. When that happens, are we angry and frustrated?  Are we confused? Or do we do what Paul did—keep on serving and praying and waiting faithfully to see what God is going to do? 
Paul finishes verse 13 by saying that he wanted to go to Rome so that he “might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles.” What do you think Paul means by “a harvest?”  New converts.  Spiritual growth among the Roman church.  

In verse 14 Paul goes on to explain the compelling nature of his apostolic call:
 14I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. 15That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are at Rome. 

As the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul says, he is obligated both to the Greeks and non-Greeks (literally, the barbarians), and to the wise and the foolish.  These word pairs serve to reinforce one another—wise reinforces Greek, connoting civilized, educated, and sophisticated; foolish reinforces barbarians, suggesting rural, uneducated, uncultured.  Either way, Paul says—wise or foolish, cultured or lowbrow—there is but one gospel, and he has an obligation to take that gospel to them.  Rome, as the center of the empire, would have had plenty of both:  sophisticated aristocrats and uneducated proletarians.  And Paul says he is eager to come to Rome to preach to both.  
OK, that’s enough for today.  Next week we’ll move on from the introduction into verses 16 and 17, where Paul lays out the theme of the book.

