On the link between “the righteousness,” “life” and “God” 

Romans 1:17-4:25

 Note: 
The dominant theme of Romans 1:1-17 can be that Jesus is the Christ, and of Romans 1:18-4:25 is “righteousness.” Paul uses the word “righteousness” or the related concepts repeatedly all through the passage. In fact, he uses the word more often than we recognize the word in our English Bible versions for the words “justice,” “justified” or “right”, “righteous,” are the translation of the same Greek root word ‘dikaios.”  
What does Paul want to say in the emphasis on the issue of “righteousness”? He reasons in this section of Romans particular that the “righteousness” is fundamental and essential for our “life”, i.e., he means that if you want “life”, then, you need the “righteousness.”  He begins that argument in 1:17, “For in the gospel the righteousness from God is revealed…that ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” He revisits the theme from different aspects persistently from 1:18 to the end of chapter 4. Now, that is a challenging argument because very few, if any, think man live by righteousness, or, manage their daily life with the principle. We can easily verify our truth by simply checking what we are occupied with now for we are occupied with or are driven with what we think necessary for our life. 
To say we need the righteousness for our life seems not compatible with our reality or with what we perceive of as the reality of our life. Though the kind of thought that we need the righteousness may cross our minds at times, for example, when we turn our attention to the Bible, that moment comes very rarely and they vanish rather quickly. The reason is that we do not have a choice because of the demand or urgency of our life. We can’t afford the religious luxury but let ourselves be carried away or be driven with the demand or urgency. The underlying shared frustration is that we do not even know what life is, or why we live like this. We are just carried away or are driven with something not because we choose to do so. No wonder that many get angry even to hear that we need to “know” or “have” “the righteousness.” To those angry people Paul’s reasoning is an added frustration on top of the already frustrating daily experience of slavery in this life. The issue is then if what Paul says is true, i.e., if the righteousness equals life. If that is true then it is worth to listen to Paul with patience and courage. 

As is obvious in 1:17 Paul’s goal of his reasoning is obvious: We need the gospel for our life since only in the gospel about Jesus Christ is revealed “the righteousness.”  That is also challenging in addition to the above mentioned reason of the burden of daily survival game under which we are. The idea is based on the Hebrew and Christian conviction of God. Does Paul deny all other religion or wisdom? How does Paul answer the question?  In light of the word “righteousness” we can easily differentiate Paul’s reasoning from other religions or religious teachings. God is “right” and “righteous” and we should “right”, “righteous” and “just” and God has made us “right” and “righteous,” “perfect” and “complete” through Christ Jesus in his death. God declared the truth through the resurrection of the Son of God. What is the difference of Paul’s reason and other religions or wisdoms? All the other religions teach us the “wisdom” of how to deal with this anything but perfect world. They are quite “existential.” But Paul is inviting us to welcome Jesus Christ who declares that he is our “life” and that in him we “live.” 

What is the justification of and legitimacy of Paul’s reasoning since many other religions also teach similar things? To illustrate the difference, let’s take the analogy of car cylinder and piston. As you know that the perimeter of a cylinder is supposed to be a perfect circle and the piston head is supposed to be of perfect circle fitting right to the inside circle of the cylinder. If there is even a small dent in the piston head or in the cylinder the piston can not fit. If somehow the piston is forced to fit into the cylinder both the cylinder and the piston, the engine, will eventually be broken. Paul is speaking of a perfect God and the possibility that we can fit to him perfectly by means of the grace of Jesus Christ as a perfect ring fit into a perfect circle. To put it simply, the gospel of Jesus and the Bible as a whole confesses the faith in the God who is right, righteous, perfect and complete, and that he has made us perfect, right, righteous and complete through Christ Jesus the Son of God. The deformed or dented, malformed piston, or a less than perfect piston illustrates the sin or sin marred condition. That is sin condition, and whatever causes the piston to be deformed that way is called sin. When we believe the message that God is and that he has made us complete and perfect in Jesus Christ we “are” one with God perfectly and completely. Other religions are the steps for us to take, rituals for us to follow, mental or the so called “spiritual” endeavor. We remain like ‘Sisyphus’ or we are gone like ‘Buddah’ in those systems of thoughts. Regardless we remain or gone ‘I’ am the indelible issue. But in Jesus those who are poor are the blessed, God comes and we are one with him. We are and God will be all in all. Two become one and two remain and they are one. There is no enmity, conflict, just perfect, complete and absolute, more than the crude analogy of a perfect ring and a perfect piston. In the place of death and curse is declared life and blessing, of sorrow and tears is declared joy and praises. The sun is no more scorching hot and the moon is no more cutting. Only the Lamb of God shines his life and we join the chorus of the angels “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Name” and we are in him, with him and for him. 

I am aware that what I wrote above is somewhat far fetched. But think of it as a different opinion and if you think there is some value I encourage you to try to explore the content. If what we have considered light is darkness how dark the darkness would have been. It’s time of judgment. We will have a tour of the reality of our life through the content of Paul’s writing by holding the vision which Paul introduces us in Romans that Christ Jesus has brought to us in his gospel. We had a sample touring of the content through Jonas Chen’s message two weeks ago.
In 1:18-2:29 are the three examples of people of how they make themselves less than perfect. In 3:1-20 are two representative examples of why even the religion in God and in Jesus Christ can not make us perfect. Finally in 3:21-4:25 is the reasoning of how the righteousness brings life to us. In the reading of Paul’s reasoning we might get to “know” and “have” “life.” I hope that happens to us so that we may no longer live in thirst and hunger for “life”, or chasing after what is not true, or are driven with or carried away with what we considered necessary for our “life.” May the gospel of Jesus Christ be the blessing for us. 
I. The three group of people (1:18-2:29)
1. 1:18 is the summary of the issue that the suppression of the truth is the essential and fundamental problem of all three groups of people in 1:18-2:29. What could be “the truth” in reference to 1:1-17? (I suggest that the truth refers to the truth of God which has been declared through the appearance of Jesus Christ. Make the list of them and see how each group of people in 1:18-2:29 “suppress” the truth. Also find out how God has been dealing with the “suppression” of people. Discuss by yourself what it means that the suppression is “wicked.” Those who “suppress” the truth appear to be rather suffering. They remind us of the Lord’s rebuke of Paul that he was kicking against goad when the man was persecuting the Christians. Why do the offensive and aggressive people rather hurt themselves when they kick against the truth? Write your own understanding of the truth of their suffering. How is God involved in their suppression/suffering? How does the insight help your understanding of the true reality of their suppression/suffering and the true reality of this world and of our life?
2. What does it mean to “glorify God as God” or to “give thanks to God”? What is the importance of this response to God? In light of this passage, how can a man give thanks to God or glorify God?

II. The Jew and the Christians and God (3:1-32)

3. 3:1-20. In what way does the Jews, God’s chosen people, fail to glorify God? (3:1-8) In what way do the Christians fail to glorify God? How is God involved in both groups?
4. 3:21-31. What has God been doing all along while men all together fail to glorify God and find themselves in sin and invite judgment on themselves?
III. David, Abraham and us (4:1-25)
5. 4:1-25. How does David testify to the fact that the blessing has been here from the beginning of creation? (4:1-8) What does Abraham’s experience testify to the truth (ref. 1:18)? (4:9-22) How does Abraham’s experience apply to us? 
6. 4:13-17. What did Abraham receive through the righteousness that comes by faith? How are the right to be the heir of the world and law inter-related? How are the right to be the heir of the world and the righteousness and faith inter-related? What is revealed in God making Abraham a father of many nations?
7. 4:18-25. What does Abraham’s example teach us about “hope”? About the relationship between “hope” and “faith” and “righteousness”? What is the truth of “life” according to Abraham’s example? 

