THE GOSPEL OF GOD

Romans 1:1-8:39

Key verse: 1:2-4

“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.”

Introduction (1:1-7)


Paul writes in Romans that the gospel about Jesus Christ is the gospel of God. How can he, a mere man, claim to know the things of God? How can he be so bold (15:15)? He states in 1:2-7 that he is speaking of what God has declared through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. God declared him to be the Son of God. The message was declared through the Spirit of holiness with power. Since then, the message of his resurrection was proved to be the power of God for the salvation of all who hear it (1:16). The message made the powerless to be strong and the ungodly to fear God, and convicted the sinners with the love of God for them. More than that, the once helpless would be filled with joy in God and with the hope in God (5:8). When the message is heard, a wretched man breaks into thanksgiving to God because of Jesus Christ (7:24) and understands that his suffering is a part of the grand picture of God’s unceasing work to create the sons of God (8:18).


Paul himself was benefited by the message. He was captured by the voice of the risen Christ and became his slave. He was appointed by Christ to be an apostle to represent him. He was set apart from the world for the task of preaching the gospel of the Son of God (1:9). He was set apart even from other apostles for the task of preaching the gospel of God to the Gentiles (15:16). After he became a slave to the risen Christ, Paul realized that the resurrection had been promised beforehand through God’s prophets in the Old Testament (1:2). It was not an incredible story (Ac 26:8) or a cleverly invented story (2Pe 1:16). Anyone who has ears to hear the message knows that the gospel about Jesus Christ is the gospel of God.


But we may ask why Paul emphasizes that the gospel about Jesus Christ is the gospel of God? Or some may ask where in the Old Testament is the mention of the coming of the Son of God? Paul learned the truth himself when he was called (1Co 15:3). It was a deductive conclusion based on the resurrection of Jesus Christ. He learned that Jesus Christ is our Lord, that is, God.


No one could obey God as the history of Israel attests, that is, until Jesus came. But then he came and died for us and rose from the dead, and declared himself with power to be the Son of God to all who hear his calling. Thus through him and for his name’s sake he creates men and women of obedience by pouring out his love into their hearts by the Holy Spirit. When they hear the incredible story, that while we were still sinners Christ died for us, they would believe him (5:8). When they believe, that means they are obedient to God. They belong to Jesus Christ. They are loved by God. They are the people who are called out of this world to be saints, which means the children born of God (Jn 1:12). They are the testimonies that tell all the world that God is our Father and Jesus Christ is the Lord of us all.  


In summary, Paul writes at the opening of the epistle to the Roman Christians that the risen Christ is the God of Israel.


1.  He wants to have a harvest among the Roman Christians (1:8-17)


Faith is the sign of the work of the Holy Spirit that the name of Jesus is declared with power to the one who believes. Paul writes to the Christians in Rome because their faith was being reported all over the world. He just followed the Lord Jesus and executed his duty as a servant to serve God’s children. 


He intends to serve God’s children by sharing some spiritual gift with them. In light of 15:16 the particular gift might mean his calling to be a minister for the Gentiles. For him the resurrection truth is most powerfully declared in that God calls the Gentiles to be God’s children. It is the very declaration that “God gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were” (4:17), that he raised “Jesus our Lord from the dead” (4:24). He knew they were God’s children created by God through Jesus Christ by the sanctification of the Holy Spirit when they heard Jesus’ gospel. But if they were good, there should be a harvest among them just as it happened among the other Gentiles through Paul. Here the harvest should mean leaders. That is God’s will, which was shown clearly to Paul when he was called. Out of God’s children God wants to raise apostles, what we call “men of mission”, servants, which means slaves of Christ Jesus as the name “Christians” originally implied, those who “offer [themselves] in slavery to righteousness” (6:19). In light of what he says in 1:14 the harvest means the raising of those who are bound to the obligation to preach the gospel to the ends of the earth. The obligation is nothing but God’s mind, expressed in the calling of the Gentiles—in the calling of the enemy—of whom Paul was the worst.


Paul is aware that the message of the resurrection is just words and information about a person known as Jesus Christ. He knew that the message was accepted by the many intelligent people of his times at best as an incredible story. But he was not swayed by the response of people. He was sure of the gospel, for in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last. He knows that the gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.


In summary, he wants to harvest the righteous, the people who live by faith, among the Christians in Rome. He wants the Christians to live only by faith.

2.  The righteousness from God which is revealed in the gospel (1:18-4:25)


If a sinner like Paul is declared to be an apostle and is set apart for the gospel of God, there must be something in the gospel which makes a sinner a representative of God. That must be different from anything in the world. Paul calls it “a righteousness from God” in 1:17 and explains what it is in 3:20-26. Living by faith means depending on the righteousness from God alone. That is obedience to God. Paul describes the righteousness as the “invisible qualities” of God, namely, “his eternal power and divine nature” (1:20). Man who is mortal and limited in space and time can never understand eternity or divinity. But from the creation of his existence man understood God is different from watching God’s creation. Yet nobody knew exactly what is the holiness of God until Jesus Christ declared his gospel by his resurrection.


Paul calls the righteousness from God that is revealed in the gospel “the truth” in 1:18. He describes three patterns of the wickedness of men who suppress “the truth” in 1:21-3:8. The first pattern is that man makes images. “For 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. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.” When men exchange the glory of the immortal God for images they indulge in sexual impurity and in doing so degrade their bodies with one another. They ignore that their bodies are the temple of God. The indulgence develops into desire for an unnatural sexual relationship, such as homosexuality. Further, in order to free themselves to do what ought not to be done, they consider it not worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God. They become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They go to such extent, and “although 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” (1:32)


The second pattern of suppressing the truth is that men pass judgment on someone else while they do the same things. Men practice such hypocrisy because they notice that God doesn’t necessarily punish every sin. So they try their best to be more righteous than others. Thus they “show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads [them] toward repentance” (2:4). They ignore that there will be the “day of God’s wrath” when he “will give to each person according to what he has done” (2:6). Men judge others by the law in their religion or by the cultural standard or by their own conscience. It is the attitude of suppressing the truth of God, the attitude of showing contempt for the invisible God who watches over men’s secrets.


The third pattern is bragging about the relationship to God, of which the Jew was typical. They brag about their relationship to God to other men. They may appear an envious example to others, but not to God. God’s name is blasphemed among the unbelieving people because of those who break the law while they brag about their relationship to God. Their hypocritical, bragging attitude is the denial of God’s just judgment. The bragging can go to the extent of the argument that their unrighteousness brings out God’s righteousness more clearly, and so increases his glory. Anyone can see the twist of the truth in that kind of argument. Yet it is true that there are many who brag about their relationship to God as if God will do good no matter what they do. Paul says those who brag about their relationship to God suppress the truth of God’s invisible qualities that he is true and just.


How about those who do not make images, who do not criticize others, who do not brag about their relationship to God, but keep their conscience clear? Paul says in 3:9-20 that there is none who do not suppress the truth by their wickedness. How could be so sure since he doesn’t know everyone in the world? He reasons in 3:19-20 that the insight comes in light of the law of God. When the law is applied every mouth is silenced and the whole world is held accountable to God. We become conscious of sin.


Since the law is God’s, it should be flawless and complete and perfect. How could there be anything beyond the application of the law of God? Indeed, there can’t be. What then is the righteousness from God apart from law, which is exclusively revealed in the gospel of Jesus Christ? It has two sides and yet they are one truth. When God presented Jesus Christ as a sacrifice of atonement and shed his blood, he punished the sins that he, in his forbearance, had left unpunished. Thus God proved himself to be righteous and just. At the same time he justifies those who have faith in Jesus because of the blood that was shed for the atonement of the sin of man. Thus he proved himself to be righteous without being affected by sin. Let’s read 3:21-26. “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” 


As Paul said in 3:21 the righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known. The plain example is the very existence of Israel. God who judged Israel for her sins still spared her. What did God teach by revealing the righteousness from God even in the Old Testament days, actually, from the creation of the world? Paul says in 3:30 that the gospel of Jesus Christ, which was from the beginning, testifies to the truth that there is only one God. He will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.


In chapter 4 Paul takes the examples of Abraham and David to show that they, too, received the righteousness from God. Abraham was about a hundred years old and so his body was as good as dead, and his wife Sarah’s womb was also dead. “Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised” (4:21). He did not believe in the possibility, for there was no possibility for him to have a child. “Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed” (4:18). He believed in “the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were” (4:17). In the same way David believed in the forgiveness of sin. Sin is by definition something that cannot be forgiven. If God forgives sin he gives up his glory. Yet David believed in the impossible and unimaginable, and rejoiced in the hope for something which cannot come true. Paul explains in 4:24-25 that to believe in God who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead is the same faith. Abraham’s hope, David’s faith in the forgiveness of sin and the faith in God who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead are the same faith. We have practiced the faith to believe in the possibility in the impossible situation. But we should learn to believe in God. Anyone who practices such faith will know God, and God’s glory will be revealed in that person. What that will be I myself do not know. But I do know that the glory will be so beautiful that the whole world will know it and rejoice in it when it is revealed. May God declare to you, through the Holy Spirit with power, the gospel of Jesus’ resurrection.

3.  Peace with God, and life through Christ (5:1-21)


Jesus declares in his resurrection that those who believe in God who raised our Lord from the dead are justified by the faith. This means we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Because we have peace with God we rejoice in the hope of seeing the glory of God both here and tomorrow. For the same reason we also rejoice in our sufferings. How could we attain to such a height of faith, some may ask? It happens to anyone when he or she hears the message of God’s love through the Holy Spirit. We do not have to be baffled with the mention of the Holy Spirit. What we hear through the Holy Spirit is summarized in 5:6-8. Let’s read them: “You see, at just the right time when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” If this message is not incredible and astounding, just think about it and meditate on it, then God will lead you to the faith, for the message is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.


When a person hears the message and believes, he is opened to the hope of God, which cannot be measured. “Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him! For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation” (5:9-11). 


When a person believes in God who raised our Lord Jesus from the dead he receives more than the assurance of the hope. He knows how much and how big and how wide and how deep and how long the hope will be. When we learn that God justifies everyone who believes in Jesus’ blood, we know that the salvation is more powerful than what sin could do on mankind all through the years since the creation. Death has reigned; now we will reign in life through Jesus Christ. For the understanding of the grace of God let’s read 5:16-17.

4.  Offer the parts of your body in slavery to righteousness (6:1-7:25)


The gospel tells us that we died to sin and we are given a new life. But the reality is that we often feel like the same as before we believed. Paul says in 6:19 to offer the parts of our body in slavery to righteousness. What does he mean? How can we do that? The answer might be in 6:17-18, which says, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.” The good examples of the wholehearted obedience are that of David and that of the robber on the cross. Both of them trusted in God who forgives their sin. The blessings on them testify to us that indeed “the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (6:23). We must offer the parts of our body in slavery to righteousness today.


The illustration of Paul’s own experience in chapter 7 gives us a clear and vivid picture of how we can offer the parts of our body in slavery to righteousness. Let’s read 7:21-25.

5.  No condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (8:1-39)


Now we understand that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. But who are those in Christ Jesus? They are the people who are controlled by the Spirit of Christ. What else does the Spirit do other than reminding of the love of God as we learned in 5:6-8? Not only that the Spirit opens our eyes that our suffering is a part of the process of childbirth. We are assured of the intercessory prayer that is offered to God by the Spirit on behalf of us. In summary, the gospel of Jesus helps us to abide in the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (8:39).

