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Romans 1:16-17 and 18-32
Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Last week we began to look at verses 16 and 17, where Paul dives into the theme of the letter:
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…” and he tells us why he’s not ashamed in the next phrase:  “because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”  Paul understood 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.”  
We, on the other hand, are often embarrassed about the gospel.  For a variety of reasons, we’re often not as eager and enthusiastic as Paul to tell people about the power of God in our lives.  We…  
· don’t really understand the gospel.  We don’t see how amazing it really is.  We think it just another religious claim.  

· 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. 

· don’t really believe it is true.  We haven’t seen dramatic change in our own lives, and so we wonder about the power of the gospel.
· don’t believe that it is really the exclusive path to salvation.  We think of it as a way instead of the way.

· don’t really understand or believe how lost people are apart from the gospel.   

· don’t feel comfortable in our ability to articulate and defend what we believe.  

· are afraid of being ridiculed or persecuted—of being made fun of for being a religious zealot. 
I think if we really believed, as Paul did, that the gospel was the exclusive means of salvation for everyone, 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 (ze-deck’), which appears more than five hundred times in the OT, and the Greek word dikaios (di-ka’-e-os) which appears more than two hundred times in the NT.  The Greek word dikaeos is derived from the word for “straightness.” Similarly, 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 the gospel, righteousness ceases to be something we strive to achieve but becomes something that has been given to us as a gift.
Paul says that “in the gospel, a righteousness from God is revealed…”  What do you think he means by that?  Take various answers.  The word translated “revealed” is the Greek word apokalupsis (from which we get the word apocalypse, or revelation) which literally means to remove the veil or covering, exposing to open view what was before hidden.  The gospel is the good news, and like all news it is new information.  It reveals something that had been unknown—or not understood clearly—up to that time.  It explains something that previously could not be understood:  how we can achieve the righteousness that God requires of us.  Remember what Peter says in 1 Peter 1:10-11:
Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. 

Until the coming of Christ, the gospel was a mystery, unknown or not understood by men.  But now, it has been reveal by Christ and communicated to the world through the apostles and the scriptures.  Like Paul says in Romans 16:24-26:
Now to him who is able to establish you by my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, 26but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey him

How do we receive this righteousness from God?  “By faith.”  Faith in what?  In Christ.  In the gospel.  In the promise of the exchange.  We receive the gift of righteousness through belief.  John 3:16 says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Likewise, John 5:24 says, “‘I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.’”
Next Paul says that righteousness “is by faith from first to last.”  Interestingly, a literal translation of this phrase from the Greek would be, “a righteousness from God is revealed from faith to faith.”  Some translations, including the NASB and the King James, translate this phrase literally, “from faith to faith.”  And while that’s literally correct, it isn’t very helpful, because it doesn’t really mean anything in English.  The NIV chooses to translate this phrase as, “from first to last.”  Similarly, the Amplified Bible translates this as “both springing from faith and leading to faith.”  The New Living Translation says, “from start to finish by faith.”  And the Philips Translation does it this way:  “a process begun and continued by their faith.”  

Any of these are acceptable, but let’s focus on and explore the NIV translation:  “righteousness that is by faith from first to last.”  What do you think Paul means when he says “from first to last?”  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.  It’s like Paul says in Colossians 2:6, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him…”  We begin the Christian life through faith in the promise of the gospel and we live the Christian life by continuing (and increasing) faith in all of God’s promises.  
· 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.  
Now, having briefly summarized the message of Romans in two verses, Paul is going to begin an 8-chapter-long exposition of the gospel.  And he begins that in verse 18 with a long discourse concerning the depravity of man.  Let’s read that through in preparation for our lesson next week:
18The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

21For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

24Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. 25They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

26Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. 

28Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. 29They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, 30slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

That’s all for today.  Next week, we’ll break down these verses.  If you have time this week, reflect on these verses and come prepared to wrestle them through!
