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Romans 1:16-17
Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  
Last week, we started to look at the book’s instruction, which is found in the first 15 verse of the letter.  In this section, Paul identifies himself as the writer of the letter; offers a first little glimpse at the subject matter of the letter; identifies the believers in Rome as the original recipients of the letter; and offers a few personal comments to his readers.  
We finished up last time with verses 8 through 13:

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.
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 knows 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, let’s go on verse 16 and 17, where Paul dives into the theme of the letter.  These are the most important verses in the letter and, arguably, the most significant sentences in all of literature:

16I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last,[c] just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."[d]
Paul begins by saying, “I am not ashamed of the gospel…” The word translated gospel in verse 1, verse 15, her in verse 16 and again in verse 17 is euaggelion (a-ou-ang-a-lee-on), which means, literally, good news.  Having mentioned the gospel 4 times in the introduction to the book, Paul is going to spend the next 7 and a half Chapters explaining to his readers and to us exactly what he means when he talks about the “Good news.” 
Why do you think Paul says, “I am not ashamed of the gospel?” Take various answers.  Certainly Paul was attacked and ridiculed because of the gospel.  The Jews would have attacked him for preaching salvation by faith alone and not through obedience to the law.  Greeks would have ridiculed the idea of one god, of a resurrection, of a judgment to come.  It would have been easy for his to become frustrated and intimidated by all of this opposition.  It would have been easy for him to begin to hold back, to hesitate to preach.  And yet, Paul soldiered on, boldly proclaiming the gospel around the world.  
Why was Paul not ashamed?  He tells us in the next phrase:  “16I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”  What do you suppose Paul means by this?  When he says the gospel is the power of God for salvation, what does he mean?  Take various answers.  Notice that he doesn’t say that the gospel is the way to God’s power, as if it points us to the source of power.  He says, instead, that the gospel is the power of God.  It is the gospel that has the power to save us and change us.  It is not through the gospel that we are saved—it is the gospel itself that saves us.  And how does it save us?  Paul tells us in verse 16:  Through our belief in it.  Paul says, “it is the power of God for everyone who believes…”  The power of the gospel becomes real in us—is unleashed in us—through our belief in it and in the one who has given it to us.  
Notice that Paul says that gospel “is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes…”  The Bible promises that “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ (Acts 2:21)  It is for everyone.  The best person you know—the kindest, most generous, most disciplined person you know—still needs to gospel to be right with God.  It is available to the worst person you know—the liar, the addict, the adulterer, the criminal.  It is for the weak and also for the strong, the poor and also the rich, the foolish and also the wise, the ignorant but also the learned.  The gospel is available to everyone.

Notice that Paul says that gospel “is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”  Why do you think he adds on that little bit at the end?  Take various answers.  Clearly, one of the themes of this letter is the reconciliation of the Jews and Gentiles under the gospel, so it makes sense that he would say here that both Jews and gentiles find salvation in the gospel.   And the order he uses—“first for the Jew, then for the Gentile”—is also important, reflecting the truth that “salvation is from the Jews.”  (John 4:22).  This reflects the chronology of God’s revelation:  Jews first, then gentiles.  But I think he’s also making a claim of exclusivity for the Gospel.  He’s saying that the gospel is the only path to salvation, for the Jews (God’s chosen people) and for the Gentiles (the pagans).  All are saved by faith in God’s gospel.

Paul understands that the gospel he was called to preach was the most amazing and important message that anyone had ever received.  It is the key to answering every man’s desire to be right with God.  It is the answer to every man’s struggle against sin. And it was not just an answer—it was the one answer—the only path to salvation.  And so he was not ashamed of it.  In fact, not only was he not ashamed—he was positively enthusiastic about preaching:  he was “eager to preach the gospel.”  How about you?  Are you ever ashamed of the gospel?  Take various answers.  Why?  Why are we not as eager and enthusiastic as Paul to tell people about the power of God in our lives?  Take various answers.  
· We don’t really understand the gospel.  We don’t see how amazing it really is.  We think it just another religious claim.  

· We aren’t completely sold out the gospel.  We’re still trying to be saved in part by being good, and so we don’t completely understand the power of the gospel. 

· We don’t really believe it is true.  We haven’t see dramatic change in our own lives, and so we wonder about the power of the gospel.
· We don’t feel comfortable in our ability to articulate and defend what we believe.  

· We’re afraid of being ridiculed or persecuted—of being made fun of for being a religious zealot. 
· We don’t really understand or believe how lost people are apart from the gospel.   

· We don’t believe that it is really the exclusive path to salvation.  We think of it as a way instead of the way.

I think if we really believed, as Paul did, that the gospel was the exclusive means of salvation for everyone, I think we would be far less “ashamed” of it and far bolder in proclaiming it to those we know.
Now, in verse 17, Paul is going to begin to explain what the gospel is about:  

For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last,[c] just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."[d]
Paul says that the gospel reveals “a righteousness from God.”  What is righteousness?  Take various answers.  Interestingly, the word “righteous” was coined by William Tyndale, the 16th century English protestant.  He used it to translate two Biblical words:  the Hebrew word tzedek, which appears more than five hundred times in the OT, and the Greek word dikaios, which appears more than two hundred times in the NT.  The root of the English word, right, implies correctness.  The word righteous connotes integrity, equity, justice, straightness, justice, uprightness, innocence, and truth.  It describes the life lived in accordance with God’s law and will and thus pleasing and acceptable to Him.  
When Paul says that the gospel reveals “a righteousness from God,”  what does this mean?  What is “a righteousness from God?” Take various answers.   In the Bible, righteousness is one of the key attributes of God.  For example, Psalm 11:7 says, “For the Lord is righteous, he loves justice…”  Psalm 36:6 says, “Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your justice like the great deep…”  In John 17:25, Jesus says, “Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me.”  

When Paul speaks of “a righteousness from God,” he means a righteousness we receive from God. According to the Bible, God has freely and graciously imputed his own righteousness—or, more precisely, the righteousness of his son—to those of us who believe in his gospel.  As Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:19, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  1 Peter 3:18 says, “For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  This exchange—our sins imputed to Christ and his righteousness imputed to us—is the heart of the gospel message.  Christ willing took on our sin, and having paid the price for our sins in full, he graciously shared his righteousness with us.  Through he gospel, righteous ceases to be something we have achieved but becomes something that we have been given. 
How do we receive this righteousness from God?  “By faith.”  Faith in what?  In Christ.  In the gospel.  In the promise of the exchange.  What do you think Paul means when he says,  says, “righteousness that is by faith from first to last?”  What does, “from first to last” mean?  Take various answers.  Several thoughts:

· It’s a way of saying, solely and exclusively by faith—it comes through no other source.  It’s the same exclusive idea that Paul expressed when he said in Galatians 5:2-5, “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. 3Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. 4You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.”
· It’s a way of saying, that faith is the key to the Christian life from beginning to end.  Its like Paul says in Colossians 2:6, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him…”  
· It’s a way of saying that righteousness has always been by faith.  Paul will go on later in the book to demonstrate this idea using the story of Abraham where scripture says, “Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  Isaiah wrote about righteousness that comes by faith when he wrote, “Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The LORD, the LORD, is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation." (Isaiah 12:2)

As if to confirm this last interpretation, Paul quotes from the prophet Habakkuk:  “just as it is written, the righteous will live by faith.”  Tell me what you think that means.  What does “the righteous shall live by faith” mean?  Take various answers.  
· On the one hand, it means that we receive life through faith.  Colossians 2:13 says, “When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins…”  Before we receive the gospel, the Bible says, we are dead; it is through the gospel that “we take hold of the life that is truly life.” 
· Another meaning, though, is that faith becomes the power for our lives.  Galatians 2:19-21 says, “For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  In this sense, faith is not only the power for our salvation—it is also the power for our sanctification.  
So here’s the question:  what does living by faith look like?  How can you tell if you’re doing it?  How is it different from living by the flesh or living by the law?  Can you give me some examples of what that look like?  Take various answers.
· Taking time to pray.  
· Acknowledging that our blessings are from God instead from our own efforts.  
· Doing the right thing even when it may cost you.  
· Forgiving others and not holding on to grudges because you trust God to make the wrong right.  
· Doing what God has commanded you to do, even when it is contrary to what you want to do.  
· Instead of worrying, trusting God in the midst of difficulty.  
That’s all for today.  Next week, we’ll embark on Paul’s long discussion of the gospel and the righteousness that comes by faith.
