
Romans 1:1-17

Key Verse: 1:16 “I 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.”

In his letter to the Roman Christians, Paul identifies himself as “a servant of Christ Jesus.” Although this is only the beginning of the letter, in the way he introduces himself there is the revelation of God. At least it shows that something unusual has happened to him. This reveals that there is a world where the most zealous persecutor of Jesus becomes “a servant of Christ Jesus.” This testifies the transforming power of the gospel. Although he is pretty much “the” most famous apostle known to us, he says he is “A” servant of Christ Jesus. He means that he is only one of the many. By saying this Paul testifies the absolute power and authority of the gospel, whose scope covers not only this one man Paul but the whole world. Not only was he a servant of Christ Jesus, but Paul himself was about Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ was he defined. In chapter15 he will later say, “Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through him in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done –” He spoke a different language simply because he was different. He spoke the language of the gospel of Jesus Christ, only through whom he was identified and defined. 

As a result, the person Jesus Christ is revealed in Paul’s message. First of all, he called Paul and set him apart. Paul was not born a servant of Christ Jesus but “was made” his servant. The calling of the apostle Paul was something that happened in the middle of his life. However, in the historical point of view, that Paul “was made” a servant in the middle of his life reveals that Jesus was in full control of Paul’s life and identity even from the beginning. He created the apostle Paul out of the persecutor Saul, in order to use him for the display of the fulfillment of the Holy Scriptures written by God’s prophets. His calling was there from the beginning, even from when God had in his mind the writing and the fulfillment of the Scriptures. When he was exposed to this truth, Paul knew that he was in the middle of the sovereign God’s history that was being revealed in Jesus Christ. This made him abide in the gospel. That is why there is no shadow of the persecutor Saul at all in the Apostle’s letter despite his outstanding career as a persecutor of Christ in his past. Instead, only the glory of the eternal God and the power of Jesus Christ is revealed in his letter. He could greet the Romans saying, “Grace and peace to you,” because that was what he had received in his calling from Jesus Christ.

Although it is almost impossible to further summarize vs. 2-4, the content of the gospel Paul was introducing to the Romans in these three verses was that the one man Jesus was declared to be the Son of God by his resurrection. This story is something that sounds very familiar to most of the Christians. Probably the Roman Christians also knew this story very well. And yet this gospel of Jesus is what Paul was writing about in his letter to them; it is hard to find out any other topic in the letter. It may appear redundant that he was writing them about something they already knew about. In fact, Paul wrote many letters to other regions with the similar message, too. For example, in 1 Co 15:1-3 he says, “Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance:”. Although this does not provide us a complete reason, we can at least guess that Paul wanted to remind the Roman Christians of the gospel and wanted them to hold firmly to the gospel. But Paul does not stop at just reminding them of what they already knew. It is obvious that in the 16 chapters Paul unfolds the freshest and most mysterious story to them. It obviously teaches us something we did not know about. To Paul, the gospel was ever fresh and that was what he lived. The truth of gospel is not a dead story. It actually has power. Paul freshly met his salvation every day, every moment. He wanted his fellows in Rome to have the same life in Jesus Christ. The Bible study we have all the time is not a dead activity. May we appreciate the Life given to us and rejoice each and every day. May I find my salvation in the gospel and the mission of preaching the gospel all the time. 

Verse 2-4 says, “the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.” In these verses Paul summarized the gospel as densely as possible. Every element of the gospel was in his mind all the time. In fact, Paul is going to write on these three verses through the rest of the book. But in these verses Paul is simply introducing “Jesus Christ our Lord.” In the next verses he explains the power of the gospel that is about this person who is the Christ and the Lord: “Through 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. And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.” He will later explain that this is “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” When I think about “obedience,” I am reminded of the right relationship to God, the reconciliation to him. This is also the opposite to what sin is. Paul himself was an example of “the obedience that comes from faith” in his service of the preaching of the gospel. The very work of the preaching of the gospel was the obedience by faith and what Paul hoped other people he was calling to join. When one hears Jesus, he preaches Jesus to others, so that the others may hear and preach about him, too. Indeed, the whole business Paul was dealing with and we have been called to deal with is, surprisingly, about this one person Jesus. He becomes the Center where the gospel is preached. What is happening in the midst of us, beginning from the Bible study we face every single day, is about Jesus. “Through him and for his name’s sake” we rejoice and struggle with the gospel. “Through him and for his name’s sake” we pray to bear our successors of faith for this generation. Paul says this is grace. This grace is the power of God. This grace will call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith, which is the salvation. This grace will produce servants of Christ Jesus, who “belong to Jesus Christ.” So Paul says, “And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.” I thank God for the grace that has called me to belong to Jesus Christ even in my struggle. May the Lord raise us up to be sharp instruments for the gospel like Paul through the Romans study.

After he greets the Roman Christians, he begins his letter, saying, “First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world. God, whom I serve with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you in 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.” Paul abode in God through Jesus Christ in his service of the preaching of the gospel. Paul’s hope for the Roman people existed only in terms of God’s work. He wanted to have a harvest among them. The purpose that Paul was having fellowship with them was purely for building them up in the gospel in his full acknowledgment of the power of God in the gospel. Paul thanked God, always remembered that he was serving God in preaching the gospel, always prayed and asked for God’s will. In such his relationship to God, he served the Roman Christians without being distracted by his outer situation or human emotion. This happened when the power of the gospel fully dominated him. When he was dominated by the gospel, he could love the believers in Rome like God loved them. In fact, it is something unusual that that one person prays to have a spiritual harvest among other people. That means he loves them with the pure love, not the selfish kind with other motives. But the Romans were not his only target. He had had harvests among the other Gentiles. In chapter 15 he says, “So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ. It 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. Rather, as it is written: “Those who were not told about him will see, and those who have not heard will understand.” This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.” Jesus Christ obligated Paul “both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both the wise and the foolish,” because that was the scope of the salvation. Paul emphasized such his obligation probably because he wanted the Romans to open their eyes to the vision of God. I learn how big is the gift of the gospel, which is the calling. It covers the hope for the whole world, the rich and poor, the wise and the foolish, the strong and the weak. So Paul says, “I 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.” Although he rather gloried in the gospel, he had to say, “I am not ashamed of the gospel,” because of the reality that even the believers were in fact ashamed of the gospel. He wanted them to discover the greatness of the gospel that has power to set them free from any form of power in the world that was hindering them from purely coming to God. In v. 17 he says, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”” In the gospel is revealed the salvation, the salvation that is real and that displays the power of God. Paul himself was a living testimony of the power of the gospel. He was always awed by the glory and power of the Lord Jesus Christ. This person Jesus was and is the news, even to us who hear the message of a servant of Christ Jesus so that we may also belong to him. Amen.  

One Word: The gospel is the power of God

