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PART I: INTRODUCTION
ROMANS 1:1-17

Lesson 1: Paul’s Greeting to the Romans

Romans 1:1-7
1.From !Paul,
a. a bond-servant of Christ Jesus,
b. called as an apostle,
c. set apart for the gospel of God,
1. 2 which He promised beforehand through His prophets in the holy Scriptures,
2. 3 concerning His Son,
a. who was born of a descendant of David according to the flesh,
b. 4 who was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead,
according to the Spirit of holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord,
d. 5> through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith
among all the Gentiles for His name’s sake, ® among whom you also are the called of Jesus Christ;
2.To 7 to all who are beloved of God in Rome, called as saints:
3. Blessing
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. NASB

Introduction to Interpreting Romans

In high school my pastor decided to lead our Sunday School through Paul’s letter to the Romans. |
remember sitting in chairs set around in a circle with my pastor expounding from Romans. | also
remember that | did not understand a single word he said. To be fair, my mind was quite muddled at
the time. | did not have a clear grasp of the gospel. After that | left Romans alone for about 8 years.
Towards the end of college, | remember debating with my brother Charlie about whether or not Paul
in Romans 7 is speaking from the perspective of a non-Christian or a Christian. | do not remember
which side | took. | do remember thinking afterwards that to understand chapter 7, | need to
understand the flow of the argument in chapter 6 and in chapter 8. But then | began to realize to
understand chapter 6 and 8, | needed to know the flow of 5 and 9. And on and on to the whole letter.

That led me to doing my own inductive Bible study of Romans over the next couple of years. |
determined to observe the argument of Romans from beginning to end, and to not look at any
commentaries until after | had made my own observations, comments and questions. | did not figure
Romans out after that first in-depth study. That’s not generally how Bible study goes. You have to
leave it alone and come back again several times.

| did become convinced that Paul’s argument in Romans is a powerful, logical presentation of the
gospel of Jesus Christ worth knowing forwards and backwards. So, | have come back again to Romans
over the past 30 years to be strengthened in my understanding of the gospel.

| eventually made it to the commentaries to check my observations and to be discipled scholars who
have spent much time and effort in Romans. The commentary that spoke to me most was Douglas
Moo’s from the New International Commentary series. | give him credit for challenging me and
helping me to put more pieces together.

| would not encourage you to start with the commentaries. Nor to depend on a teaching series like this
one. Make your own observations. Take up your Bible and get a notebook and pen or laptop and word
file and start observing. Observe the whole, how the whole letter is organized into major divisions and
observe the parts, how Paul’s thought flows from one paragraph to the next. Write down what strikes
you as important or interesting or strange. And write down the questions that come to mind. Wrestle
with the Bible yourself. That’s not just an intellectual exercise. It’s a spiritual exercise where your bring
your heart and mind to God’s word and trust him to work on you and speak to you.

Do you want the gospel of Jesus Christ to transform how you think and how you live? Then get to
know Paul’s letter to the Romans. This series is intended as an aid to you as we observe the word
together.
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Let’s get started.
The Nature of a Letter

The Letter of Paul to the Romans. What makes a letter a letter we might ask? What do you think?
What is required for a piece of writing to be designated a letter? A letter is a message written from
somebody to somebody. Or from multiple people to other multiple people. Some of the New
Testament letters might be written in the form of letters without having been sent to one specific
person or group. Maybe that is true of Hebrews and James. But for Paul, when Paul writes letters he
is usually writing with a person or church in mind to whom he sends the letter. Which means there is
always some kind of context. This is not abstract Christian truth. This is truth at work. Truth in life.
Truth from a seasoned pastor and missionary to a group of people living, working, raising families in
the major urban center of an empire.

The Greeting of the letter gives a chance at the beginning to ask who are these people and why was
this letter written?

On the highest level, the structure of Paul’s letter is simple. The first half of chapter 1 is introduction.
The last half of chapter 15 along with chapter 16 are conclusion and everything in between is the
body of the letter. The body of the letter contains two parts, beginning with theology or right
thinking in chapters 1-11 and ending with ethics or right practice in 12-15. From orthodoxy to
orthopraxy or from gospel truth to gospel transformation. Paul first expounds the true content of the
gospel then exhorts us to transformed living of the gospel.

We will consider the letter’s structure with a little more detail when we come to the thesis in verses
16-17.

We have this basic structure of intro, body and conclusion. We are going to spend three lessons in
the introduction. For the introduction Paul uses a standard Greek letter introduction of greeting,
blessing, thanksgiving and prayer. As a skilled writer Paul takes the standard form and makes it his
own. For the sake of our study, we will divide the introduction into three parts, in this our first lesson
we will consider the greeting and blessing, where we will primarily ask, who are these people? Next
time we will focus on the thanksgiving and prayer in verses 8-15, asking, why did Paul write this
letter? In the lesson after that we will look closely at the thesis of the letter in 16 and 17.

So, who are these people?

Let’s read the text and as we do notice that we have who the letter is from, who it is to and the
standard blessing at the end. [Read Romans 1:1-7.]

The basic gist of that is that we have a letter from Paul and it is to all who are beloved of God in
Rome, called as saints. With this final blessing. Grace to and peace from God our Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ. But in the from section Paul packs in a ton of phrases that we are going to need to
unpack, but they are not all about him. It is about the content of his gospel.

1. From Paul

The first three phrases establish Paul’s ethos or credibility with the Romans. He has not been to
Rome, so who is he to be writing the Romans.

a. A bond-servant of Christ Jesus

First, he is a bond-servant of Jesus Christ. The implication is that Paul does not act on his own
account. He is a servant who has a master. He is acting at the call of his master.

b. An apostle

Second, his master has called him to serve in the role of apostle. An apostle is one who has been sent
out. The term could apply generally for messengers of the gospel, evangelists or missionaries who go
out in Jesus’ name, proclaiming the good news.

However, the term seems to have taken on a specific, technical meaning very early in the life of the
church when the remaining disciples sought a replacement for Judas in Acts 1, they set requirements
that the new apostle should be one of the disciples who walked with Jesus during his earthly ministry
and a witness to the resurrection of Jesus.
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Paul seems to understand that he is filling a special role, though somehow lacking in the
requirements, when he says of himself in 1 Corinthians 15:7-10, “he appeared to James, then to all
the apostles; and last of all, as it were to one untimely born, he appeared to me also. For | am the
least of the apostles, who am not fit to be called an apostle, because | persecuted the church of God.
But by the grace of God, | am what | am.”

Paul is a servant who has been sent out as an apostle, a messenger. And a messenger needs a
message.

c. Set apart for the gospel of God
So, third, Paul sees himself as set apart for the gospel of God. The gospel of God is his message.

In verses 2-4 Paul takes a little detour to introduce his gospel message, which God “promised
beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures.”

Paul is letting us know here that this good news is not religious innovation. Its not Paul’s idea. The
gospel Paul has been commissioned to proclaim comes from God, being announced ahead of time in
the Old Testament. There is a lot of new about the new covenant. Paul will be clear about that. There
is discontinuity. To understand the mission and structure of the gospel wholly on the pattern of the
Old Testament would be pouring new wine into an old wineskin. It will not hold. That’s the wrong
way to do the gospel. There is newness in the new covenant. Perhaps, because there is such
significant newness, Paul continues this concern through the letter to show that his message is not
only discontinuous with the Old Testament, but also continuous with the Old Testament. There is
both continuity and discontinuity. His message flows out of the Law and the Prophets, while
unashamedly bringing about significant change in Jesus Christ.

For this is the gospel of the son! That’s the point of verse 3. Promised by God, concerning his son.

And notice who this son is. Two things. He is human. He is of the flesh. Truly human. And not just any
human. He was born as the rightful heir to the throne of David. That is why we call him Christ. Christ
means Messiah, anointed one, the King! He is the king foretold.

Even more, he is divine, the son of God! He was declared so with power when he was raised from the
dead. John told us what Jesus said before he died, “No one has taken my life away from me, but | lay
it down on my own initiative. | have authority to lay it down, and | have authority to take it up again
(John 10:17-18).” Who says that but God? And we do not have to get into was it the Father that
raised Jesus, was it Jesus that raised Jesus, was it the Spirit that raised Jesus. Yes! Do not have time to
get into the Trinity right now. But here is a basic claim of Christianity. Power over death shows off
the true nature of Jesus Christ. He is both God and man.

Through his ministry, Paul’s message has been Christ-centered. Luke gives a glimpse into Paul’s
preaching in Acts 17:2-3. Having arrived in Thessalonica, Paul begins his ministry in the synagogue.
Luke writes, “And according to Paul’s custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths reasoned
with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise
again from the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus whom | am proclaiming to you is the Christ.””

Though Paul’s gospel message is always Christ-centered, Paul is not going to argue in Romans that
Jesus is the Christ, that he had to die and raise again and that he is both God and man. Paul assumes
these truths. This is all we are going to get on these truths. Just 2 verses in the greeting. Since Paul is
able to assume these truths, | believe that he assumes the Romans agree with these truths. He is
being clear about his understanding of who Jesus is. At the same time, he builds common ground
with his audience. If they wonder what Paul’s gospel is all about, they can rest assured it is all about
Jesus Christ who is man, Messiah and God.

The letter of Romans is not going to be about the who of the gospel, but the how of the gospel. For
the who of the gospel, we could go to John and do a study on the nature of Jesus and the nature of
faith in Jesus. That was John’s concern in writing his gospel. In Romans, Paul assumes agreement on
the who and moves on to argue the how. How is it that faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ brings about God’s righteous plan of salvation? But that is skipping ahead of ourselves to the
thesis.
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d. Apostle to the Gentiles

In verse 5 we get a fourth bit of information about Paul the apostle. Paul understands that he has
been given a special gift or grace from Jesus to be an apostle to the Gentiles. This agrees with what
Jesus told Ananias at Paul’s conversion, “he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear my name before
the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel (Acts 9:15).” It also agrees with Paul’s missionary work
over the last ten years in Asia Minor, Macedonia and Greece (also see Galatians 1:7-10).

In describing his special ministry to Gentiles, Paul uses here the curious phrase “obedience of faith.”
This is his goal in taking the gospel to the Gentiles. For the sake of the name of Jesus, he endeavors
to bring about the obedience of faith. The phrase in English keeps some of the ambiguity of the
original Greek. We can narrow the meaning down to two possibilities. Either faith itself is the
obedience or faith is the source of the obedience. If faith is the obedience, then the phrase would
mean that Paul is seeking to bring about among the Gentiles the obedient act of faith. His goal is
belief in Jesus. If faith is the source of obedience, then Paul’s desire is to bring about life change
among Gentiles which flows out of faith in Jesus. Obedience of faith is, then, that obedience which
comes from having believed in Jesus.

| lean toward the second. | think Paul understands saving faith as the beginning of a transformed life.
In 6:17 Paul is going to give thanks to God that the Romans “have become obedient from the heart.”

It is an obedience of faith accomplished by a new internal reality brought about by the gospel, a new
way of seeing and living out the will of God.

It is the circumcision of the heart promised by Moses in Deuteronomy 30:6; one of the new realities
of the new covenant. But we will have to wait until we get into the body of letter to consider more
deeply how Paul envisions this obedience of faith working out in the lives of Gentiles.

Moving to verse 6, Paul addresses his audience for the first time, “among whom”, that is among the
Gentiles, “you also are the called of Jesus Christ.”

Paul’s last word about himself as apostle to the Gentiles is also his first word about the Romans.
2. To the beloved of God in Rome

Paul primarily addresses the Romans as Gentiles. And yet, there is quite a bit of Jewish reference in
Romans. Paul’s literary antagonist in chapters 2, 3, 6, 7,9, 10 and 11 is certainly Jewish. Paul refers
often to the Old Testament. The discussion about issues of conscience in chapter 14 addresses
disagreements stemming out of old covenant practices. And several of those greeted in chapter 16
have Jewish names. How should be understand the make up of this church.

Here are some important considerations.

Acts 1:10 mentions specifically that Jews from Rome were present at Pentecost when thousands
believed the message of Jesus. We might assume that in the months to come some returned to
Rome and the early Christian movement began in the synagogue.

In AD 41, at the beginning of his reign, emperor Claudius removed the right of assembly from Jews. If
they had not already been doing so, this may have pushed forward the practice of the Roman
Christians to meet in homes.
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Eight years later Claudius expelled Jews from Rome. Luke mentions this edict of expulsion in Acts
18:2 as the reason Priscila and Aquila left Rome. Presumably the edict was relaxed when Nero
replaced Claudius as emperor in 54 AD. By the time of Paul’s writing around 57 AD Priscila and Aquila
are back in Rome as house church leaders.

It is possible that during the five-year expulsion of Jews from Rome, Gentile believers stepped into
roles of leadership and the Christian movement continued to grow, though more Gentile in terms of
both members and culture. This does not mean there are no Jews present among the Roman
recipients of the letter. As evidenced by Paul’s comments to several fellow Jews in chapter 16, some
Jewish leaders were able to enter back into positions of service and leadership. And yet, Paul is able
to characterize the whole movement as Gentile. Addressing the Romans as you who are among the
Gentiles. And in verse 13 when he can say, “l want to obtain fruit among you, even as among the rest
of the Gentiles.”

What we have in Rome then is a community that began with Jews and still includes Jews and at the
same time is primarily Gentile with a mix of Gentile and Jewish leadership. So what? Why does it
matter? A basic principle of biblical interpretation is that the author is communicating to an
audience. The meaning of the text is the meaning that the original author, inspired by God, intended
for the original audience. Understanding the audience to whom Paul wrote and understanding the
circumstances of the writing, can help us at times to interpret the meaning of the text.

For example, in chapter 2:17, Paul writes, “But if you bear the name ‘Jew’, and rely upon the Law,
and boast in God...you who teach another, do you not teach yourself?” This is a strong, negative
challenge to those who bear the name Jew. When he makes that challenge is he addressing all the
members of the church in Rome. No. His Christian audience is primarily Gentile. Who then is he
addressing? Is he calling out Jewish members of the church? That’s not likely either, since he is
affirming of the Roman believers throughout the letter, both Jew and Gentile. We can conclude, with
this reference and others, that Paul has set up a literary antagonist based on real antagonism he has
experience from his own people who oppose the gospel of Jesus Christ. We will see that through the
letter. Knowing the audience helps us to understand what Paul is doing here.

Knowing the audience will help us with other challenges to interpretation. There is a tension in the
letter between acknowledging the Jewish source of the gospel and allowing the gospel to be free
from Jewish religious and cultural practices. Paul remains aware that he is writing a community that
is born out of Judaism and that has both Gentile and Jewish believers. That awareness, we presume,
will affect how he communicates the gospel and how he exhorts the Romans to live out the gospel.
As we go through the letter, interpreting the letter, we keep in mind, “What does this mean or what
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could this mean for the original audience?” And we know a little bit about them. For interpretation,
the audience matters.

One more assumption we see Paul make about his audience is that they are Christians. That’s in
verse 7. They are “the beloved of God” and “called as saints.” For Paul, saint is not a term for an
especially holy believer, but a term for any true believer. A saint is one who has been made holy by
God and set apart for special service. For Paul, this is true of every believer.

3. Blessing

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. This is Paul’s typical blessing.
He usually asks for grace and peace, and he usually refers to both God the Father and Jesus Christ.
These could be platitudes. Stock phrases that a good Christian minister sticks on to the end of a
greeting.

But | believe that we know this is not the case with Paul. He really wants God’s grace to be on you.
He really wants you to experience peace with God. And he believes deeply in God the Father and in
our Lord Jesus Christ to bring about these blessings in your life.

Reflection questions

Whether you use these questions individually or with a group, be willing to spend time on questions
1 and 2 considering your own observations. For a group discussion, go around in a circle and
encourage everyone to share a personal observation or two.

1. What stands out to you as important or interesting or helpful when you consider this teaching on
Romans 1:1-7 or when you consider your own observation of Romans 1:1-7?

2. What stands out to you as confusing or questionable? What is left unclear or what questions
would you like answered?

3. What stands out to you in Paul’s description of the gospel of God in verses 2-4? What does Paul’s
emphasis suggest to you about our understanding or proclamation of the gospel today? What
application might you take away from these verses?

4. How do you personally identify with Paul’s phrase “obedience of faith”? If the phrase means the
act of obedience is faith, how have you experienced that idea in your life? If the phrase means
obedience that comes out of your faith in Jesus,

5. Consider how Paul described himself as a bond-servant (servant or slave) and how he described
the Romans as beloved of God. How are different areas of your life affected when you remind
yourself that you are a servant of God? How about when you remind yourself that you are beloved of
God?
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PART I: INTRODUCTION
ROMANS 1:1-17

Lesson 2: Paul’s Thanksgiving and Prayer for the Romans

Romans 1:8-15

Thanksgiving

8 First, | thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all,
because your faith is being proclaimed throughout the whole world.

Prayer
® For God, whom | serve in my spirit in the preaching of the gospel of His Son, is my witness as to how
unceasingly | make mention of you, 1° always in my prayers making request, if perhaps now at last by the
will of God | may succeed in coming to you.
1 For | long to see you so that | may impart some spiritual gift to you, that you may be established; 2
that is, that | may be encouraged together with you while among you, each of us by the other’s faith,
both yours and mine. 3 | do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that often | have planned to come
to you (and have been prevented so far) so that | may obtain some fruit among you also, even as among
the rest of the Gentiles.
141 am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. ** So, for
my part, | am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. NASB

Thanksgiving and Prayer

Like any good letter, the letter to the Romans starts with an introduction. This is our second of three
lessons on Paul’s introduction. In the first lesson we considered Paul’s greeting and blessing. In this
lesson we will look at his thanksgiving and prayer. Through our series we will stay focused on one
particular passage with each lesson, observing and interpreting that passage. The difference is in the
introduction.

Observing the introduction provides a good opportunity to pick up as much as you can about the

context of the letter. Who wrote it? Who received it? What was the purpose? In our first lesson, |
ventured outside of Romans chapter 1, mostly to Acts to gain more context about the author Paul
and about the Roman recipients.

In this lesson, | will again be going outside of Romans chapter 1, looking also at the end of Romans.
We can get a lot of context by looking at the beginning and the end before getting into the meat of
the message. Also, in the case of Romans, there are significant parallels between the introduction
and conclusion which will help us consider the question of purpose. Since | will refer often to the
conclusion, before we read Romans 1:8-15, if you have your Bible with you, you might consider
pausing the recording and reading yourself or skimming over the conclusion which is 15:14-16:27.

[Read Romans 1:8-15.]

The statement of thanksgiving in verse 8 is quite brief. “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you
all because your faith is being proclaimed throughout the whole world.” It is a very positive
statement. Knowledge of the Roman community and their faith in Jesus has spread. | imagine that
Paul means that the growing movement of Christian churches in and around the Roman empire have
heard of the growing community of believers in Rome’s capital. At the end of the letter, in Romans
16:16, Paul tells them, “All the churches of Christ greet you.” By bringing greetings in his letters, Paul
encouraged among the churches the perception that each one is part of something much larger than
their own local community. Paul is thankful that the Roman community contributes positively to the
growing Christian movement by being an example of faith in Jesus. It would have been encouraging
for churches around the empire to know that in the central city there also existed a fellowship of
believers walking with Christ.

Paul’s mention of the whole world does not need to include North America or Australia. In context it
communicates that knowledge of the Roman’s faith is not limited to the Roman empire but has gone
beyond its borders, spreading as the church spreads, spilling over the boarder of the empire into the
wider world.
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PART I: INTRODUCTION
ROMANS 1:1-17

The prayer section of the greeting is more extensive than the thanksgiving, taking up verses 9-15.
Paul lets the Romans know that he prays for them often, even unceasingly. And then Paul tells them
about his personal prayer request that he might come to see them, to have a ministry among them.
Paul knows that he has something to offer to the Romans to help strengthen them in their faith, to
produce fruit among them. And he feels an obligation towards them as the apostle to the Gentiles.

One way to observe this section of thanksgiving and prayer is to consider, not only what Paul says,
but also how Paul says what he says. In courses on communication and preaching, | was taught to
consider three things in my introduction: ethos, pathos and logos. Ethos is the speaker’s credibility.
You are answering the question that your listeners are thinking, “Who are you to be talking to me
about this topic?” Pathos connects to the heart, answering on the emotional level the listeners’
question, “Why would | want to listen to you?” Addressing logos, the speaker answers the question,
“What is it you want to talk to me about? What is your topic or message?”

The Greeks wrote the book on the art of rhetoric. Ethos, pathos and logos are all Greek terms. Our
understanding of these ideas in communication starts with the Greeks. We noticed in the first lesson
that Paul’s introduction follows the Greek standard of letter writing, including a greeting, blessing,
thanksgiving and prayer. Paul knew how to write a Greek letter. Paul would have also been aware of
basic principles of Greek rhetoric. So, to gain insight into how Paul communicates, it makes sense to
consider how Paul addresses the rhetorical questions of ethos, pathos and logos in his introduction
to the Romans.

Ethos

We will start with the ethos question, “Who are you to be talking to us about this topic?” Church
members familiar with their own pastor usually do not need a lot of convincing in regard to the first
part of the question, “Who are you to be talking to us?” They understand that he is the pastor and it
is his job to preach on Sunday. Usually church members, listening to their regular pastor, do not
consider the second part of the question much either, “Who are you to be talking to us about this
topic?” Though a young single pastor would be wise to take into account the question of credibility
when preaching about how to parent your teenagers. The church members would understand his
role to preach while naturally wondering who are you to preach to me about parenting.

Paul had never been to Rome. Nor was he involved in pioneering the work of the gospel in Rome.
Understanding the importance ethos, Paul establishes his credibility right from the start of his
greeting. In verse 1 Paul identifies himself as a servant of Jesus and also as an apostle. An apostle is
one sent out with a message. The message for Paul is the gospel. This begins to move into the
question of logos, “What do you want to talk to me about?” Clarifying the common ground of a
message can also build ethos. | have learned this principle working in partnership with other
Christians. We can be excited about plans and strategies and initiatives to care, to witness, to
worship, and | can get excited about those things. But | am going to remain reserved until | know
what a potential partner believes about Jesus Christ, about the Bible and about the gospel of grace.
Are we coming from the same central beliefs, the same heart for Jesus? If we can establish that, then
| can focus on the other details. Paul builds this common ground early. He tells the Romans that his
message flows out of the holy Scriptures. And he describes this message as having to do with Jesus
Christ, the son of God who is man, messiah and God. Paul’s audience is Christian, so he builds
common ground with them from the beginning by affirming the Bible and Jesus. This helps establish
his credibility with his listeners.

Paul further answers the ethos question, “Who are you to be writing to us about this topic?” by
clearly communicating his special commission from Jesus to take the gospel to the Gentiles. Verse 5,
“we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the
Gentiles.” He repeats this idea in verses 14, “l am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians,
both to the wise and the foolish.” And when he concludes the letter Paul will say in 15:15, “I have
written very boldly to you...because of the grace that was given me from God to be a minister of
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ROMANS 1:1-17

Christ Jesus to the Gentiles.” Paul has unique credibility that no one can really match. When asked,
“Who are you to speak to us on this topic?”, he responds, “I am the one appointed by Jesus Christ to
take the gospel to the Gentiles.”

Pathos

Establishing that you have credibility to speak to an audience on a particular topic, does not
guarantee that your listeners will receive your message. They must want to listen to you. Pathos
reaches out to the heart, motivating the audience to want to listen. For me, the most interesting
element in how Paul communicates through his introduction is the element of pathos. It is
interesting to notice the effort Paul makes to connect, not only to the mind, but also to the heart.

Priscila and Aquila, who had worked with Paul and who are now back in Rome (16:3), probably
looked forward with great eagerness to hear Paul’s letter read. Not only because of the credibility he
held in their eyes, but just as much, because of the close relationship they shared with one another.
They would have wanted to hear from Paul, both because in their mind they knew him to be a gifted
teacher and also because in their hearts they shared relationship with Paul. They knew his heart and
trusted him.

But few of the believers in Rome had any relationship with Paul at all. Paul begins to build
relationship by taking time in his introduction to express his feelings for the Romans. He mentions
that he prays for them unceasingly. Though he does not know them personally, they are on his mind
and in his heart. Consider these phrases he uses: (1) “if perhaps now at last | may succeed in coming
to you”; (2) “For I long to see you”; (3) “often | have planned to come to you (and have been
prevented thus far)”. He uses similar language in his conclusion, writing in 15:23, “I have had for
many years a longing to come to you.”

Paul explains that his failure to come to Rome did not have anything to do with personal desire or
feeling towards the Romans but everything to do with God’s call on his life. In 1:13 he explains that
he has been prevented from coming to the Romans without explaining what prevented him. We see
in the conclusion that it has to do with his obligation to the Gentiles. The same sense of calling urging
him to Rome also required him to work elsewhere before being free to come to Rome. He explains in
15:19, “from Jerusalem and round about as far as Illyricum | have fully preached the gospel of
Christ...for this | have often been hindered from coming to you.” He could not come until he finished
his work in the eastern half of the Roman empire.

Paul connects to the heart by communicating his desire to come and the positive reason for why he
has not yet come. Paul also connects to the heart by communicating his desire to receive from the
Romans. Though a skilled apostle with a special commission and years of missionary experience, Paul
indicates his belief that he too has something to receive from the brothers and sisters in Rome. After
writing that he wants to impart some spiritual gift to the Romans, he comments in 1:12, “that is, that
I may be encouraged together with you while among you each of us by the other’s faith, both yours
and mine.” He expects not only to give but also to receive. Similarly, in the conclusion in 15:24 he
writes, “I hope to see you in passing [on my way to Spain], and to be helped on my way there by you,
when | have first enjoyed your company for a while”. Paul communicates two things in both of these
verses. He communicates the expectation to receive from the Romans. And he communicates the
expectation of encouragement through the fellowship of their company. Paul affirms the Romans by
acknowledging they too have something to give him and by stating his expectation to enjoy being
with them. Wouldn’t that make you feel good, to hear the apostle Paul say, “I look forward to the
blessing | can gain from you and also to the enjoyment of just being with you.”

One final observation about pathos comes from Paul’s concluding greetings in chapter 16. Paul
greets 24 believers by name along with several groups of believers. It is by far the longest list of
personal greetings in any letter from Paul. If Paul has never been to Rome how is it that Paul knows
more people here than anywhere else? Perhaps Paul has here named every single person he knows
in Rome. Writing to the Thessalonians or Ephesians, Paul would not be expected to greet a long list
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of people by name. He would have to greet everyone in the church. Greeting all these Romans he
may be recognizing that relationship is often transferable. Acknowledging the relationships he has
with several believers in Rome may open the hearts of others to hear his message. A brother in Rome
may have thought, “I do not know Paul, but Priscilla knows him well and so do Ampliatus and
Patrobas. If they approve of him, | guess | do, too.” Mentioning all these relationships bonded
through the work of ministry helps Paul build bridges of both pathos and ethos. It adds credibility
and motivates the heart to listen.

Logos

A third question should be addressed early in the introduction of a talk or long letter, especially to an
unfamiliar audience, and that is the question of logos. “What is the topic of your message? What do
you want to talk to us about?” Paul’s message is the gospel of Jesus Christ. The first mention of
gospel is in verse 1. And in verse 2 we are reassured that the gospel is centered in Jesus. That this
whole letter is going to be about the gospel begins to come out in verse 15, “l am eager to preach the
gospel to you also who are in Rome.” Focus on the gospel carries into this thesis in 16-17, “For | am
not ashamed of the gospel...” What Paul is going to say about the gospel is stated in the rest of the
thesis, which we will look at in the next lesson. For now, it is enough to recognize that Paul forecasts
to the Romans that the message he wants to give them concentrates on the gospel of Jesus Christ.

In answering the assumed questions of ethos, pathos and logos, the skilled communicator Paul
prepares the way for his message to be heard. Another question that comes to mind as we interpret
Romans is the question of purpose. “What are you trying to do through this message Paul? You have
built credibility, you have connected to the hearts of your listeners, you have announced that you
want to talk about the gospel, to what end? What do you hope to accomplish?”

I will give you four possibilities of purpose. And we do not need to limit ourselves to one of them. A
skilled communicator can accomplish more than one purpose in one letter.

Purpose
1. Introductory

The first purpose of Paul’s letter to the Romans is introductory. Paul uses Romans to introduce
himself and his message in preparation for his coming to Rome to have a fruitful ministry among
them. Paul directly states his intentions of coming to Rome and engaging in ministry, “l long to see
you that | might have fruit among you.” This letter helps prepare the way.

While introduction in preparation of future ministry clearly comes through as one of Paul’s
objectives, it hardly explains the length of Romans. This is Paul’s longest letter according to the Greek
word count. Why would he write such a long letter, if he only intended to announce to the Romans
his plan to come to them? Certainly, there is more to it.

2. Missional

As a second possible purpose, we also recognize that the letter is missional. This may be hinted at in
the introduction when Paul indicates the scope of his calling, “to bring about the obedience of faith
among all the Gentiles.” The missional intention comes out clearly in the conclusion when Paul
communicates that he has preached the gospel from Jerusalem all the way to lllyricum and intends
to go to Spain. Paul is on a mission to take the gospel to the Gentiles. Having completed a stage of
ministry in the eastern territory of the Roman empire, he is now ready to turn to the west.

When considering the completed mission, Paul refers to the Roman province Illyricum which covered
approximately the territory of the lllyrian peoples. The province had stretched in the south from
modern Albania up northwards through Dalmatia in modern Croatia. Romans are famous for their
roads. One of the more famous roads, the Via Egnatia, began after crossing the Adriatic sea from the
back heel of Italy over to the modern city Durres in Albania. Beginning at Durres, the Via Egnatia
crossed from West to East through Macedonia to Thessalonica and then on to Byzantium which is
now Turkey’s Istanbul. Built to extend Roman control over the area, the Via Egnatia served Paul in
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the spread of the gospel at least on his journey from Philippi to Thessalonica. It is not clear how or
when Paul took the gospel to Illyricum. Possibly, on his third missionary journey, during an
unrecorded period, Paul followed the Via Egnatia up to Durres and so carried the good news to
lllyricum’s border.

Having spread the gospel throughout the eastern Roman Empire, leaving churches to continue the
witness, Paul now has his sights turned to Rome and beyond Rome to the rich fields of Spain, rich in
wheat and wine and olive oil. Spain is an important Roman possession in the west. Explaining his
desire to go there, Paul states for the Romans in 15:20 his personal ministry strategy, “l aspired to
preach the gospel, not where Christ was already named, that | might not build upon another man’s
foundation.” According to this strategy, Paul is not planning to set up shop in Rome, where the
gospel foundation is already laid. As further explains his plans in 15:23-24, “but now, with no further
place for me in these regions, and since | have had for many years a longing to come to you
whenever | go to Spain — for | hope to see you in passing, and to be helped on my way there by you
when | have first enjoyed your company for a while.” Paul’s vision is to preach the gospel in Rome for
the benefit of the already established church and then to continue on to Spain. And he wants the
Romans to help him on the way.

We can conclude that Romans is the most theologically sound support letter ever written. Paul is
asking the Romans to join him in the mission, helping him on the way. Why, then, go into such a long
explanation of the gospel? One reason is to create vision among the Romans, vision for a worldwide
proclamation of the gospel. The more excited you are about the gospel for yourself and your own
community, the more passion you have for others to know the good news. It is really good news! We
are called to proclaim it. As Paul writes in 10:14-15, “How shall they believe in whom they have not
heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach unless they are sent?
Just as it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring glad tidings of good things!"” Paul
wants to proclaim the gospel to all the Gentiles. And he wants fruit. He wants to see the obedience
of faith working in their hearts. He is coming Rome to go to Spain. He does not just want help. He
wants to create enthusiastic support and vision among the Romans for the mission. What better way
then stirring up their hearts with the gospel and inviting them to join in.

This missionary purpose of the letter is clearly stated in the conclusion. And we can see how an
explanation of the gospel enhances the invitation to join in. Yet, we come back to the same issue as
before, “Why such a long explanation of the gospel if the purpose is simply to stir up hearts for the
mission?” That could be accomplished with a much shorter letter like others Paul had written.

3. Apologetic

Another possible purpose of Romans is apologetic. Paul’s style and structure indicate that he is
concerned with providing a defense for the gospel that he is preaching. That is what apologetic
means in this context. Apology is not saying sorry, but providing a defense for what you believe. In
regard to style, Paul creates a literary antagonist that he uses throughout the first 11 chapters. The
purpose of the antagonist is to raise questions against Paul’s argument, so that Paul can then answer
for us those questions. For example, at the end of chapter 2 Paul concludes that being a Jew
outwardly is not what counts, but having a changed heart that leads to obedience, that is what
counts. The literary antagonist then asks in 3:1 “Then what advantage has the Jew?” It’s a good
question. One that Paul answers briefly in chapter 3 and then more fully in chapters 9-11. In chapter
6 we get the classic criticism of the gospel of grace, when Paul’s opponent asks, “Are we to continue
in sin so that grace may increase?” Paul’s typical short response follows, “By no means!” Then he
gives a longer defense, explaining how it is that grace brings about righteousness. Those are just two
examples of the way Paul raises questions against his own message, so that he can then provide the
answers. This stylistic use of a literary antagonist suggests that Paul’ purpose is apologetic. He wants
to provide a defense for the gospel.
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The structure of the letter supports the idea that Paul is making a defense. Chapter 1:16-17 give us
the thesis that God’s righteousness is revealed in the gospel. In chapters 1-4 Paul states the
foundational truth of this gospel, that a person is justified or declared righteous through faith when
they accept the grace of God in Christ. That foundational truth of justification by faith raises two
major objections, which | alluded to in the earlier examples. If righteousness is a free gift then no one
will try to live righteously. That is the major objection Paul addresses in chapters 5-8. The second
major objection asks, “What about the law of Moses and the place of the Jews?” If grace matters and
not law, then does God show himself unfaithful to his Old Testament promises. That second major
objection is addressed in chapters 9-11.

So, in the argument section of the letter, Paul states his case in 1-4 and then proceeds to answer two
major objections in chapters 5-8 and 9-11. In his argument section he is providing a defense of the
gospel. | have included a chart in the notes at observetheword.com if you would like to check that
out.
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Through style, using a literary antagonist, and through structure, stating his case and answering
major objections, Paul presents a defense or apology for the gospel. Perhaps Paul, on his way to
Jerusalem and not knowing what will happen there, has taken time to write out this defense for the
sake of future believers. However, even though there are apologetic elements in the letter,
classifying the whole letter as apologetic does not best fit the context of the letter, nor even the
content of the argument. Paul is not using Romans as an occasion for the writing a general apologetic
tract or theological tract about the gospel for future believers or believers in general. Paul’s letter to
the Romans is contextualized. He is writing to the Roman church, acknowledging them and even
addressing in chapters 12-14 specific issues that apply to them. Also, when we look closely at the way
Paul answers his literary antagonist, we will see that the answers are not intended primarily to
convince a non-believing sceptic of the validity of the gospel, but to provide deeper understanding
for those who have already accepted the gospel as truth.

4, Pastoral

There is another possibility. The fourth possible purpose is pastoral. Paul has announced his intention
to come to Rome to have a gospel ministry among them. Why does he then write such a long letter
about the gospel? Because, knowing that he still has a long trip to Jerusalem ahead of him (15:26)
and not knowing when he will eventually make it to Rome, Paul is not content to wait until he gets to
Rome. Paul’s eagerness compels him to begin preaching the gospel to the Romans in written form. |
believe | can best show the pastoral purpose of the letter by bringing your attention parallel themes
in the introduction and conclusion. The themes Paul addresses at beginning and end help us to
understand what he hoped to accomplish among the Romans; not only after arriving, but even
before that through the teaching in this letter.
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The repeated themes are especially apparent between the introduction and the last three verses of
the letter. Let’s consider those last three verses carefully. 16:25 begins “Now to him...” Paul does not
complete that thought until the end of verse 27. “Now to him...to the only wise God, through Jesus
Christ, be the glory forever. Amen.” This is the benediction of the letter to the Romans and the
overall purpose of Paul’s life. To God be the glory through Jesus Christ! Amen! Packed in between the
“to him” and the “to God”, Paul repeats four themes already raised in his introduction. They are (1)
the center of his message, (2) the continuity of his message, (3) the scope of his message and (4) the
purpose of his message. It is that purpose we want to recognize. The center of Paul’s message is
Jesus Christ. As in 1:2, he repeats here in 16:25 “according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus
Christ.” His gospel is the preaching of Jesus Christ. Jesus is the center of the message. The continuity
of the message was also affirmed in 1:2 and again here in 16:26, “by the Scriptures of the prophets.”
Paul’s message now revealed flows from God'’s earlier revelation in Scripture. It has continuity with
all the covenants and promises that preceded. As with 1:5 the scope here in 16:26 is “all the
nations.” It is a worldwide scope. So, the center is Jesus, the continuity is from the Old Testament,
and the scope is all nations. The repetition at the end of the letter of center, continuity and scope
shows us that Paul is coming back at the close to repeat major overarching themes he indicated at in
the opening. This is true also of his purpose.

| am going to point out two phrases that Paul uses only in the introduction and conclusion. He does
not mention these two phrases anywhere else in the letter, just once in the beginning and once in
the end. (1) The first phrase is obedience of faith. We saw this phrase in 1:5, and we see it again in
16:26, “[the gospel] has been made known to all the nations, leading to an obedience of faith.” Paul
desires to see a transformation in the lives of Gentiles that flows out of faith in Jesus Christ. This is
the overall structure of the letter to the Romans. First, we have the gospel message in 1-11 and then
gospel practice in 12-15. Deep understanding of true faith in Jesus Christ leads to life transformation,
to true obedience. Obedience of faith. We need an ever increasing understanding of our faith that
we might have ever increasing practice of our faith. Paul is not content to begin that process with the
Romans until after he has arrived among them. He starts the process with this letter. With the eager
heart of a pastor, Paul explains the gospel to change the way the Romans think and the way the
Romans live. That’s the purpose of this letter.

That purpose is confirmed in the second phrase repeated only in the introduction and the conclusion;
not really a phrase but a word. In 1:11 Paul says, “l long to see you that you may be established.” And
in 16:25 he writes, “Now to Him who is able to establish you according to my gospel and the
preaching of Jesus Christ.” Instead of “established”, your Bible might have “strengthen.” As in the
ESV, “I long to see you, that | may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you.” And, “Now to
him who is able to strengthen you...” The Greek word means strengthen, establish, confirm or
support. That is what Paul is about here. To strengthen or establish the Romans by the written
preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Interestingly, Paul is eager to preach the gospel to the Romans who he has already called “beloved
of God” and “saints.” Nowhere in the letter does Paul question the orthodoxy of Roman belief or the
reality of their faith. Of course, Paul wants to preach the gospel to non-believers. That’s why he want
to go so Spain. We see here that he also recognizes the importance of preaching the gospel to
believers.

Two things | have noticed in Christian ministry about the need to preach the gospel to those who
have already believed. First, | have noticed a fuzziness among believers about the core truth of the
gospel. Recently, | taught at a Christian conference in another country, where | had the opportunity
to get into a conversation with a young Christian woman who had just completed Bible school. She
was able to share with me her own experience of coming to faith in Christ, and | could sense in her a
genuine relationship with Jesus. As we continued in conversation, | asked her how she would answer
the question, “Why did Jesus have to die?” | found it interesting that she really struggled to answer
the question. And | was pleased that she and another participant made an appointment with me
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later to talk about how to answer this question. What | have noticed is that many Christians who are
walking in a living relationship with Jesus struggle to communicate clearly the how of the gospel.
They know it has to do with sin and grace. But often the answer is a bit fuzzy, not precise or specific
or confident. There is a struggle to clearly explain why Jesus had to die and what his death and
resurrection accomplish. And if you have trouble communicating concepts that have to do with the
gospel, that suggests you could benefit from closer examination and teaching of the gospel to better
understand your faith.

The second thing | have noticed is how good evangelical churches and movements can be at
communicating grace to non-believers and yet how poor at living out grace in Christian community.
We are better at offering grace to outsiders while often requiring law from those on the inside. This
is not surprising. Human nature and human society are legalistic. We know of no other way to live.
Grace is counter-intuitive and counter-cultural. Though the gospel message is simple and
understandable, really available to all, that does not mean it is easy to apply. There is some deep
work that has to happen in us if we are to live out the gospel. Work that takes time and some
struggle.

The gospel message is elegant. It can be faithfully expressed in terms simple enough for a child to
receive and yet, speak with power into the deepest nature of God and man. | love the booklet | use
to share the gospel with people. Even if | don’t use the booklet, | have the outline memorized, and |
have the app on my phone. It is simple and biblical and powerful. It helps me present the core truths
of the gospel message in a clear way. While | love using a simple presentation of the gospel, | do not
want my understanding of the gospel to remain simplistic. This is what | love about the letter to the
Romans. As we maintain the simple expression of the gospel, Paul is challenging us to think more
precisely and more deeply about gospel truth and how that truth plays out in gospel living.

Paul wrote Romans to introduce himself to the Romans, to invite the Romans to join in the mission to
the nations, to answer some of the challenging questions proposed by sceptics. But when asked,
“Why did Paul write Romans, the whole long message from beginning to end.” | answer, “Paul wrote
Romans from the heart of a pastor who believes in the transforming power of the gospel of Jesus
Christ. As a pastor who recognizes that believers need to be pushed to go deeper into their
understanding of the gospel to be established in their faith, strengthened for transformation.” That’s
why Paul wrote Romans. And that’s why we study Romans. We put in some tough work of
observation and interpretation, to go deeper in gospel truth, that we as individuals and as churches
would have our worldview shaped by the gospel and our lifestyle transformed by the gospel. And we
do this for God’s glory. Its not just about us. It is about faithfully representing the glorious gospel of
our Father in heaven and of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Reflection questions

1. In Romans 1:8, Paul thanks God that the faith of the Romans is proclaimed throughout the whole
world. Do you feel connected to a worldwide movement? What helps you connect with the reality
that you are part of something much bigger than your local church?

2. What do you think was the reality of Paul’s prayer life? How do you imagine that he prayed
unceasingly for the Romans? What might that look like practically? Why do you think the Romans
were so strongly on Paul’s heart?

3. Who has God put on your heart to pray for? Is it a person, a group of believers, a nation, a people
group?

4. Read the last three verses of Romans, 16:25-27. Identify the center of the message, the continuity
of the message, the scope of the message and the purpose of the message (or purposes).

5. Paul is excited to preach the gospel to Christians in Rome. What excites you about the gospel?
What aspects of the gospel do you preach to yourself or what aspects of the gospel would you love
for your family and friends to really get?
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Lesson 3: Paul’s Thesis for the Letter

Romans 1:16-17

15 .1 am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. (Why so eager?)
1. 1% For

I am not ashamed of the gospel, (Why not ashamed?)
2. for

it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, (Why is it God’s power for salvation?)
to the Jew first and also to the Greek.
3. 17 For
in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; (How is God’s righteousness revealed?)
as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”
NASB

Introduction

Today we focus on the thesis of Paul’s letter to the Romans. This is our third out of three lessons on
the introduction, the part where Paul tells us what his letter is about. In the original Greek of chapter
1:16-17, Paul uses the word “for” to logically connect three statements. Let’s read it starting with
verse 15.

[Read Romans 1:15-17.]

We can imagine the flow of thought by inserting questions to which Paul is providing an answer and
by changing the word “for” to the word “because” to help us get the logical flow. Paul has just
commented in verse 15, “l am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.”

We might ask, “Why, Paul, are you so eager to preach the gospel to we who are in Rome?”
“Because | am not ashamed of the gospel!”
“Why are you not ashamed of the gospel, Paul?”

“Because it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to
the Greek.”

“Why Paul is the gospel God’s power of salvation?”

“Because in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘But the
righteous man shall live by faith.””

“Okay, Paul, how is God’s righteousness revealed in the gospel?”
“Well, if you have some time, | will explain that to you.”

And that is what Paul does for the rest of the letter. He explains how the gospel of Jesus Christ
reveals the righteous plan of God and is thus the power of God for salvation to everyone who
believes.

Let’s consider each phrase of the thesis individually. And then at the end, | really want to spend some
time on Paul’s quote from Habakkuk.

1. 1 am not ashamed of the gospel.

“I am not ashamed of the gospel.” | have heard the apologist Michael Ramsden come at this
statement with the question, “What makes us ashamed of the gospel?” Paul is not ashamed. Why
might we be ashamed of the gospel? Have you ever felt ashamed and so, have not spoken up about
the gospel? Or you felt shame when you were speaking about the gospel? Why is that?

Shame happens when you speak or act in such a way that people around you reject you, put you
down, devalue you because of what you have said or done. They laugh at you or they morally judge
you. You put yourself out there, and you are rejected. As a result, you experience this feeling we call
shame. What are some reasons that we feel shame because of the gospel?
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Intellectual shaming
There is intellectual shaming.

“You are going to tell me that you believe in all this stuff. God. Heaven. Sin. Hell. You actually believe
there was a real Jesus and that it matters that he died on the cross. You can be a Christian, but don’t
you get that Jesus is just a metaphor. It does not matter that he really died on the cross. It is just
metaphorical. He is a symbol of love. That’s what it’s all about. Nobody really believes all that
actually happened or that there is really a hell. Next thing you’re going to tell me is that you believe
in a worldwide flood. You are so naive. Science has taken us past all this primitive stuff.”

That’s intellectual shaming. A significant element of society will try to shame you intellectually if you
hold to the truths of the gospel.

Religious shaming
There is also religious shaming.

“Wait a minute. Our family has been Christians for generations and now you’re telling me that you
have a special, personal relationship with Jesus that | don’t have, and your dad does not have, and
grandfather does not have. It’s just by grace through faith. Who are you all the sudden to figure out
that everyone else is wrong? That your family, your society, people of all these other religions, that
none of us get it. Why are you trying to be so holy, reading your Bible and talking to Jesus and trying
to be better than everybody else?”

A religious element of society, often coming from family, will shame you when you question the
religious rituals and practices, assumptions and behaviors that are accepted as the norm. When the
gospel leads you to act differently, to believe differently religiously, then you might experience
religious shaming. Who are you to be different?

Moral shaming

You can also experience moral shaming. This comes in two versions. You can be shamed morally
when you begin to live right, when you begin to live in the way you believe the gospel is calling you
to live. When you come to Christ and your life changes, your friends might not love it. And it is
normal for them to try to shame you into your old behaviors or into behaviors that maybe you never
had.

“Woah, you’re a virgin. Wow. You’re suppressed. Here, have a drink, have a puff. What, we are not
good enough for you anymore? You’ve found better friends? You hang out with your Christian
friends and you can’t hang out with us? One beer, what’s one beer?”

There is a shaming of your gospel morals. You try to stand up, take a stand for Christ, and you get
shamed. There is another type of moral shaming that’s even harder to deal with that insists your
view of God makes God out to be ugly or unfair, unjust, unrighteous, unloving. This can get to some
of the really difficult questions.

“If your God is so loving and he is just and he is all powerful then why does he let innocent little
children suffer, die, have leukemia? God doesn’t care about the children?”

“What about the person who has never even heard of Jesus? You are telling me that the only way to
get to heaven is through Jesus? So, all these people who have not heard of Jesus are going to hell,
right? So, God locks out everybody who isn’t a Christian? God is that intolerant? Your view of God is
ugly.”

This shaming shames you for your gospel worldview. This is tough. This is where some of the really

hard questions come up. You are being rejected because of your view of God and your view of
people and your view of salvation.

Paul is aware of all of this kind of shaming. He faced intellectual shaming from philosophers in
Athens; he faced religious shaming from his family and countrymen; he faced moral shaming from
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the pagan culture around him that tolerates everything and every god. The deep objections that call
into question Paul’s vision of God, he has faced it all, and he believes in a robust gospel. He believes
the gospel answers the intellectual questions. It answers the religious questions. It answers the moral
guestions. So, he says, “l am not ashamed of the gospel of Jesus Christ!”

Furthermore, Paul’s sense of honor and shame does not come from the society around him. They are
trying to put on him a sense of shame for his gospel beliefs, but Paul knows his honor comes from
God, and the shame that worries Paul is the shame of being counted unrighteous when he stands
before the judgment of God. That’s the shame Paul cares about. In Romans chapter 10 verse 11, Paul
is going to quote lsaiah, saying, “And whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” Paul has
found a way that he can stand before God on that day and not be put to shame. And that way is the
gospel. It is future oriented. | cannot tell you that you will not be shamed for your gospel belief. | can
tell you that you do not need to be ashamed for your gospel belief. Friends, coworkers, family
members, educators will try to shame you intellectually, religiously, morally for your belief in God,
for your belief in Jesus Christ. But God will not shame you. Your life will be affirmed by God. If you
trust in the gospel, you will not be put to shame.

Paul, fully out of his heart and conviction says, “l am eager to preach the gospel to you who are in
Rome, because | am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone
who believes!”

2. The gospel is the power of God for salvation.

Why is Paul not ashamed? Because he really believes there is power in the gospel to save us. He does
not say here what we need saving from. But whatever it is, the gospel is God’s power to do that
saving. The gospel is not just words. The gospel is an unleashing of power. The gospel is not some
philosophy made up by man. The gospel is an act of God that brings healing into our brokenness.

Most people can agree that things are not the way they should be. People are broken, lost, lonely,
searching, unfulfilled, guilty, condemned. We know inside that there is a problem, and we need a

real solution that recognizes the real problem and has real power to overcome that problem. The

gospel is God’s power for the salvation we need.

Paul adds two further emphasis. First, this power of salvation comes to those who believe. Belief is a
critical component for experiencing God’s power of salvation. Second, belief is available universally,
“to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” Paul will maintain these two
truths throughout his argument; that the gospel is applied to those who have faith and it is available
to be applied universally. Everybody can believe.

Paul states the claim here, “the gospel is the power of God for salvation.” He is not explaining that
claim, yet. This is his thesis. We will have to wait to see how his argument unfolds. How does the
power of God bring about salvation?

He is going to give us one clarification. The gospel brings about power for salvation by revealing the
righteousness of God.

3. The gospel reveals the righteousness of God.
“For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith.”

A lot of recent scholarly discussion has revolved around this phrase “righteousness of God.” This is
going to get a little detailed, but it is worth it for right interpretation as we go through Romans. I'll
give you four options for what “righteousness of God” could mean. First, we ask, “Is the
righteousness of God something that applies to God, does God own it, or is it something that applies
to a person?” In Paul’s use here who does the righteousness of God apply to? If the righteousness of
God applies to God then we can ask a second question, “Is it an action of God or is it an attribute of
God?”
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(1) So, righteousness of God could be a statement about God’s character, a virtue (attribute). The
righteousness of God is his righteous character and that righteousness character is revealed in the
gospel. We will see this use in Paul’s argument. Opponents accuse Paul of making God out to be
unrighteous. “Your gospel Paul is unfair. It shows God as unfaithful.” Paul is going to argue that the
gospel actually presents God as wholly righteous. So, in one sense Paul is going to say the
righteousness of God is something that applies to God and that it applies to his character, to his
nature.

(2) But then it is also interesting to note how often in the prophets the righteousness of God is
depicted as action. It is not connected to who God is, but what God does, and often in context with
the word salvation. For example, Isaiah 56:1, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Preserve justice and do
righteousness, for My salvation is about to come and My righteousness to be revealed’” (see also
Isaiah 51:5 and 45:21b-25 and Habakkuk as discussed below). Something is about to happen, and
when that something happens it is the coming of my salvation, the revealing of my righteousness.
God is doing something that is righteousness. Here salvation and righteousness are actions of God
that are about to be seen. God acts righteously in history to judge and to save. We will also see this
idea in Romans. The death of Jesus on the cross is the righteous act by which God saves.

These two interpretations are possible if the righteousness of God applies to God. On the other hand,
can the righteousness of God be something that belongs to a person? If it is then is the righteousness
of God a status that God gives to a person, or is righteousness of God a virtue expressed by the
person?

(3) If righteousness is a status then that means the person has a righteous standing before God.
When God looks at that person, he considers them to be righteous. And that righteousness comes
from God. It is the righteousness of God, not the righteousness of Michael. The source is God. God
bestows righteous status. It comes from him.

(4) If righteousness of God is a virtue or quality expressed by a person then righteousness of God is the
type of righteousness approved of or defined by God and then lived out by a human being. That is not
righteous status conferred by God. That is righteous life or righteous character. This idea is expressed
in Deuteronomy 6:25, “It will be righteousness for us if we are careful to observe all this
commandment before the LORD our God, just as He commanded us.” In this sense the righteousness
of God applies to a human being living according to a righteousness defined by God. We will see both
the ideas in Romans, that the righteousness of God is a status given by God to a person and that
righteousness of God is practically lived out. We see both. It is essential that we get the order correct.

Four Options for Interpreting Paul’s Phrase “Righteousness of God”

God Person
Righteous character of God Righteous status given by God
Righteous action by God Righteous character approved by God

I may have just cheated. | have just said that all four senses of righteousness of God appear in Paul’s
argument. We have to pay very close attention to the context to see which is which. Some scholars
insist that an argument cannot stand if the author changes the meaning of a word or phrase as he
goes. | think that is a fair principle in communication. | think that is the norm. When people are
making an argument, they need to keep their terms consistent. But it is untrue to the way that
authors actually write. Authors like to be clever. An author very well may employ one term with
multiple meanings to make a concise argument if that author clearly communicates the meaning of
the phrase as he goes. | believe Paul has done this very carefully and with great insight in regard to
the term righteousness of God. What we are going to see is that God has manifested his righteous
character through righteous action to provide a righteous status that brings about righteous behavior
in those who believe. And each one is the righteousness of God.
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We will test this interpretation of Paul’s thesis by going through his argument and letting Paul
develop our understanding of how the righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel. That is up to
Paul. We are going to have to follow it through.

One last thing we notice here is that Paul again connects God’s action to faith. The righteousness of
God is revealed from faith to faith. Again, faith plays a role here. Some have pointed out that the
word faith could mean faithfulness, so we could translate the phrase as from faithfulness to faith,
meaning the faithfulness of Christ to the faith of man. That is an interesting interpretation. | am
tempted to understand the phrase as from beginning to end the righteousness of God is experienced
by faith. However, the phrase is ambiguous enough here in the thesis that | am comfortable not
trying too hard to interpret it. | will just wait and see how Paul brings faith or faithfulness into his
argument.

Paul concludes his thesis with a quote from Habakkuk 2:4. What Paul does here is really fantastic. We
need to take a closer look at his quote.

4. The righteous man shall live by faith. (Habakkuk 2:4)

Paul is not doing here what is called proof texting. He did not search through the Old Testament to
try to find some verse that had righteousness or faith in it because that would really work in his
thesis. It is what we would do if we were writing a term paper or essay on faith. We just need a good
Scripture, so we google it, and find it. We pull it out of context and just plug it in. That’s proof texting.
That’s bad use of the Bible. There is a lot more going on here. Paul’s use of Habakkuk 2:4 is importing
the entire prophecy of Habakkuk into his thesis. He did not just select any verse. He selected a key
verse from a prophet whose theology lines up with the argument Paul is going to be making about
the gospel. People who knew the message of Habakkuk heard this and did not just think of one verse.
The one verse echoes the whole of what was going on in the prophecy. It is more like a hyperlink.
You just click on this one verse and the whole message pops up.

When we look at Habakkuk, we are going to see two things. We see God justifying his plan of
salvation to Habakkuk. “This is the plan of salvation Habakkuk, and this is why it is righteous.” And we
also see that the right role of the righteous person is to trust God in his plan, no matter how crazy it
sounds. Trust God. Believe in Him. Have faith. These are the two things in Habakkuk. Paul does the
same thing in the argument section of Romans. Paul is going to show us that God is just. He is
righteous in his plan of salvation. And then Paul is going to tell us that the right role of the righteous
person, when faced with this plan of salvation called the gospel, is to trust God. Have faith in the
plan. Have faith in the author of the plan.

Habakkuk is only three chapters long. Let’s look at the whole prophecy of Habakkuk. It is not too hard
to find in your Bible if you just go to Matthew and go back four books. It is a short prophecy. It is also
one of the easier prophecies to get into, because it is kind of like wisdom literature. There is this back
and forth going on between God and Habakkuk.

We start with Habakkuk complaining to God to do something about the wickedness in Judah. This is a
couple of generations after the northern kingdom of Israel has been destroyed by Assyria and exiled
for their wickedness. Now there is all this sin going on in Judah. Habakkuk has risen up as a prophet.
He is incensed. He is angry at Judah and is calling on God.

Habakkuk 1:1-4

The oracle which Habakkuk the prophet saw.

2How long, O Lorb, will | call for help, and You will not hear?

| cry out to You, “Violence!” Yet You do not save.

3Why do You make me see iniquity, and cause me to look on wickedness?

Yes, destruction and violence are before me; strife exists and contention arises.
“Therefore the law is ignored and justice is never upheld.

For the wicked surround the righteous; therefore justice comes out perverted.
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So, this is Habakkuk’s condemnation on the nation of Judah. There is violence and wickedness, strife
and contention. “The law is ignored and justice is never upheld. For the wicked surround the
righteous; therefore, justice comes out perverted.”

God responds in 1:5-11. It is not what Habakkuk wants to hear.
Habakkuk 1:5-11

>“Look among the nations! Observe! Be astonished! Wonder!
Because | am doing something in your days— You would not believe if you were told.

Now that sounds good. It sounds like we are getting ready to get a good plan of salvation. “Be
astonished! Wonder! You would not believe if you were not told!”

5“For behold, | am raising up the Chaldeans, that fierce and impetuous people
Who march throughout the earth to seize dwelling places which are not theirs.
"“They are dreaded and feared; their justice and authority originate with themselves.
8Their horses are swifter than leopards and keener than wolves in the evening.
Their horsemen come galloping, their horsemen come from afar;

They fly like an eagle swooping down to devour.

9“All of them come for violence. Their horde of faces moves forward.

They collect captives like sand.

10“They mock at kings and rulers are a laughing matter to them.

They laugh at every fortress and heap up rubble to capture it.

1“Then they will sweep through like the wind and pass on.

But they will be held guilty, they whose strength is their god.”

“But God, what’s this? | am asking for just on Judah, and your plan is to bring this wicked, powerful,
violent nation Babylon to come and wipe out Judah and to carry them off into exile. That’s your plan,
God?” Habakkuk is not too pleased. We get Habakkuk’s response to God’s plan of salvation in 1:12-
2:1.

Habakkuk 1:12-2:1

2Are You not from everlasting, O LORD, my God, my Holy One? We will not die.

You, O LORD, have appointed them to judge; and You, O Rock, have established them to correct.
13Your eyes are too pure to approve evil, and You can not look on wickedness with favor.

Why do You look with favor on those who deal treacherously?

Why are You silent when the wicked swallow up Those more righteous than they?

1%Why have You made men like the fish of the sea, like creeping things without a ruler over them?
15The Chaldeans bring all of them up with a hook, drag them away with their net,

And gather them together in their fishing net. Therefore they rejoice and are glad.

®Therefore they offer a sacrifice to their net and burn incense to their fishing net;

Because through these things their catch is large, and their food is plentiful.

Will they therefore empty their net and continually slay nations without sparing?

Habakkuk describes the Babylonians as these fishermen that catch nation after nation in their nets.
They gather up peoples and destroy them. Even worse then that, they do not give praise to God, but
give praise to their nets, their own power, to their swords, to their chariots, to their strategies, to
their armies, to their plans. The Babylonians praise themselves for their victories. God is calling this
sinful people to come deal out justice on Judah, but that people is arrogant and proud, rejecting God
even as they are doing his will. “You are holy God. This cannot be the righteous plan. How can this be
right.” Habakkuk responds.

1l will stand on my guard post and station myself on the rampart;
And | will keep watch to see what He will speak to me, And how | may reply when | am reproved.
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Habakkuk takes his stand. | am reminded of when | had little girls. There were those times when |
would say, “Come.” Or | would say, “Do this.” And that little person would look at me and would
plant their feet solid and would not move. They stood and waited to see what | would do. And here
we have Habakkuk. God has said Babylonians will come. And Habakkuk says, “l am going up on the
watch tower. | am going up on the wall. And | am going to plant my feet. | am going to stand. Because
| don’t believe God, that you who are righteous, can use an evil army to punish Judah. This is my
answer, and | am going to wait and see how | might reply when | am reproved.” He is expecting God
to reprove him.

Habakkuk 2:2-4

2Then the LORD answered me and said, “Record the vision and inscribe it on tablets,

That the one who reads it may run.

3“For the vision is yet for the appointed time; it hastens toward the goal and it will not fail.
Though it tarries, wait for it; for it will certainly come, it will not delay.

God says, “This is my plan. You can write it down. And you can give it to a messenger to run it to the
armies. Because it is happening. It is coming. You wait for it.” Then comes our key verse.

4“Behold, as for the proud one, his soul is not right within him;
But the righteous will live by his faith.

“Habakkuk, we know the Babylonians are proud. Are you proud. Do you stand in pride against my
righteous plan of salvation? Or will you trust me? Will you stand on the rampart in faith, trusting to
see what | will do? If you want to live with me, if you want to live as righteous, you trust me and my
plan of salvation.”

Habakkuk 2:5-20

God goes on to give a longer explanation of what is going to happen to the Babylonians. He gave a
hint in 1:11 that his use of the Babylonians is not a justification or a vindication of the actions of the
Babylonians. God is able to use the wicked to bring about good. But the wicked are still responsible
for their wickedness. For example, this was true of the Jewish leaders who handed Christ over for
crucifixion. It is true of Pilate and Herod. They were all used by God to bring about his plan of
salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That plan was good. And those men
were still held accountable for their evil behavior. Here in a similar way, Babylon is going to be used
by God to bring about righteous punishment, but they are held accountable, since they do not turn in
faith. They do not yield to God. They do not accept the fact that they are a holy instrument, while
God is the one who wins the battles. The hint of this in 1:11 says, “They will sweep through the land
like the wind and pass on. But they will be held guilty, they whose strength is their God.”

The judgment on the ones God used to judge gets described in length in 2:5-20. | am not going to go into
all the details of how God holds Babylon to account. It is a series of five woes, so | will just read the woes:

2:6 Woe to him who increases what is not his.

2:9 Woe to him who gets evil gain for his house.

2:12 Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed.

2:15 Woe to you who make your neighbors drink, who mix in your venom even to make them
drunk.

The last woe has to do with the idols. It is a cursing against the false religion of the Babylonians. One
of the root problems of this arrogance that arises out of man is the turning away from the true God
to the making of false gods to worship. This sixth woe is in 2:18-20.

18“What profit is the idol when its maker has carved it, or an image, a teacher of falsehood?
For its maker trusts in his own handiwork when he fashions speechless idols.

Y“Woe to him who says to a piece of wood, ‘Awake!’ To a mute stone, ‘Arise!” And that is your
teacher?

Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver, and there is no breath at all inside it.
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This picture of idolatry is of these created things that men call to awake and speak. Then you get to
verse 20.

20“Byt the LORD is in His holy temple. Let all the earth be silent before Him.”

The Lord is going to speak. The idols are called to speak, but they are silent, dumb, powerless. God is
in his holy temple. God is going to speak. It is not God who is silent, rather all the earth is silent
before him. Mankind is silent when the true God speaks.

Habakkuk 3:1-19

This last woe makes a good transition into chapter 3. What we have in chapter 3 is a vision of a new
faith perspective. All Habakkuk saw before of God’s plan was wicked Babylon. The vision of chapter 3
describes the coming of God as a judge, an avenger to punish Judah. Habakkuk no longer sees the
army of Babylon. He sees God. In verse 2 he says, “Lord, | have heard the report about you and | fear.
O Lord, revive your work in the midst of the years, in the midst of the years make it known; in wrath
remember mercy.” | see you, Lord, coming to judge. In your wrath remember mercy.

Then Habakkuk describes the chariots and the rage of the Lord coming. | will skip ahead to verse 12.
“In indignation you did march through the earth; in anger you did trample the nations. You did go
forth for the salvation of your people, for the salvation you your anointed. You struck the head of the
house of evil to lay him open from thigh to neck.”

We have a beautiful ending at the close of the chapter, made well known by the book Hinds Feet on
High Places. We see Habakkuk now standing on the ramparts, waiting for the Lord to come. He is
waiting in faith. He believes that this is God’s righteous judgment but that does not make it easier.
This is difficult faith. It is hard to trust God in what has to happen to Judah. So, in verse 16 he says, “I
heard and my inward parts trembled, at the sound my lips quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in
my place | tremble. Because | must wait quietly for the day of distress. For the people to arise who
will invade us.” That idea of waiting quietly takes us back to chapter 2 where Habakkuk was standing
on the ramparts, and God told him to wait. The righteous lives by faith. And now we see faith in
Habakkuk as he considers the incrementally increasing destruction of Judah. He is going to trust.

In verse 17, “Though the fig tree should not blossom,” so there is no fruit on the trees, “and there be
no fruit on the vine.” The fruit is gone but with that is also wine. What you drink. “Though the yield
of olives should fail,” and you have no oil for cooking or to bring light. “The fields produce no food,”
so, not only is the fruit gone, the grain for bread, for basic sustenance, is gone. “Though the flock
should be cut off from the fold,” which takes away meat and wool for clothing. “And there be no
cattle in the stalls,” again no meat, milk or the cattle to help us work the land. Everything is gone.

Verse 18, “Yet | will exult in the Lord, | will rejoice in the good of my salvation.” It is not just a patient
waiting. There is also a joy in relationship with the God of his salvation. “I will exult or boast in the
Lord.” That word “exult” will come out three times in Romans 5 which echoes Habakkuk here. “I
stand in grace. Not only am | not ashamed of the gospel, but | boast in my God and in Jesus Christ.”

Verse 19, “The Lord God is my strength and he has made my feet like hind’s feet and makes me walk
on my high places.” God has lifted Habakkuk up above the destruction of Judah and the judgment of
the wicked. And has given him solid ground, a sure salvation, where he stands by faith.

Paul has used Habakkuk to forecast for us his program in the argument section of Romans. Habakkuk
was given the righteous plan of God. “This is the plan of salvation Habakkuk. Do you receive it or do
you stand in pride and reject it?” Now Paul is going to give us 11 chapters where he lays out God'’s
plan of salvation in Jesus Christ. It is going to be counter-cultural. It is not going to be acceptable to
the intellectual. And it is not going to be acceptable to the religious. It is radical grace through faith in
Jesus Christ. That is the plan of salvation. Do you turn away and reject it? Or by faith do you say,
“Yes! That is what | am staking my life on. That’s my rock.”
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That is where Paul wants to take you. He wants to give you this understanding of the gospel of Jesus
Christ, so that by the end your heart will be bursting, and you will want to proclaim with Paul, “I am
not ashamed of the gospel, for | see that it is the power of God for salvation to everybody who
believes, to the Jew first and to the rest of us, for in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith
to faith. Just as Habakkuk said, ‘The righteous man shall live by faith.”

Reflection questions

1. Would you describe yourself as being like Paul, eager to share the gospel with whomever,
wherever? Or do you sometimes hold back from taking opportunities because of shame? What led
you to the feeling of shame, what do you think is behind that emotion for you?

2. Take a look at Paul’s thesis in 1:16-17. What theme or phrase stands out to you, either as
important or especially interesting? Or what questions are raised for you?

3. Habakkuk stood on the rampart, disbelieving that the suffering to come could be from God. When
in your life have you struggled to believe that your circumstances were part of God’s good plan.

4. Habakkuk undergoes a change in faith perspective from chapter 1 to chapter 3. In chapter 1 he
could not see God in the plan. That all changed in chapter 3. He saw the coming of the Babylonians as
the coming of God, both to punish and to save the faithful. Reflect back on your own experience with
the gospel. What change of faith perspective did you experience, whether as a non-believer who
came to see the truth of the gospel or as someone who grew up believing, but then came to see the
reality of the gospel for yourself. Reflect on and describe when, how and what it was like for you to
“see” the gospel of Jesus Christ through a new faith perspective.
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Lesson 4: Indictment of the Pagan Man

Romans 1:18-32
Paul charges people who reject God with wicked behavior and suppression of the truth.

18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who
suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 1° because that which is known about God is evident within them; for
God made it evident to them.

People suppress the truth about God.

20 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been
clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse. ! For even
though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became futile in their
speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened. ?? Professing to be wise, they became fools, 2> and
exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and
four-footed animals and crawling creatures.

God gives people over to their own fallen nature.

2 Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, so that their bodies would be
dishonored among them. 2> For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served the
creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen.

26 For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natural
function for that which is unnatural, 2’ and in the same way also the men abandoned the natural
function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men committing
indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error.

28 And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a depraved
mind, to do those things which are not proper, 2° being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness,

greed, evil; full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice; they are gossips, 3° slanderers, haters of God,
insolent, arrogant, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 3! without understanding,
untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful; 3 and although they know the ordinance of God, that those who
practice such things are worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to
those who practice them. NASB

Overview of Romans 1:18-4:25: God justifies by faith
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We have completed Paul’s introduction to Romans in the first 17 verses of chapter one. And now we
are moving into the meat of the text, the body of the argument, which according to our organization
is going to be separated into three parts. The core of the gospel message is in 1:18 through the end
of chapter four. And we are going to call that “God justifies by faith” or “Justified by faith.” After that
Paul addresses two issues that arise out of the gospel. The first issue is in 5-8. We are going to call
that “Empowered through grace.” The second issue is in 9-11. We will call that “Included in mercy.”
After finishing the argument section, Paul moves into the application section, which we will see as a
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call to worship as a living sacrifice. Interestingly, that call to worship as a living sacrifice connects with
todays text, because in today’s text we are going to see humankind turning their back on God,
rejecting true worship of God. After we get through the whole gospel argument of Paul and begin the
practical section, it is a turning back to true worship with our lives. So, there is this enveloping or
connection that has to do with worship from the beginning accusation to the final exhortation.

Today we are on lesson four. This is our first lesson in the first major section of the argument, “God
justifies by faith.” In this section Paul uses a lot of legal language, the language of a courtroom. What
we are going to see is Paul bringing an indictment or a charge against all mankind. And then there is
going to be a verdict. It is kind of a surprise verdict. And then we end up with a precedent which is
supporting the verdict.

In the indictment section, we will break this into three indictments. We will start with the indictment
against pagan man. Then we will move to the indictment against the moral man. And then we will
move to the indictment against the religious man. Sometimes | forget where | get things. | do not
know if | have come up with the idea or if someone else has come up with the idea. To give credit
where credit is due in this case, | am pretty sure it was back in college on a spring break trip that |
heard Josh McDowell teaching on Romans, and he used this indictment of the pagan man, moral
man, religious man structure. It stuck with me. I find it very helpful.

Today we are looking at the indictment of pagan man in Romans 1:18-32.

There is a major division in the text at the end of verse 25 which is clear, because Paul says, “Amen.”
When you are saying, “Amen,” you are concluding something. In this case, the “Amen” ends the
indictment. Paul has made his major point, but then he goes on to develop something that he says in
the indictment. He says that God has given mankind over to his own desires. Paul is going to develop
that idea of being given over in verse 26-32. | am going to just read right now verses 18-25 and end
with the “Amen.” Then we will read 26-32 when we get there.

Let’s read Romans 1:18-25.
[Read Romans 1:18-25.]
I. Paul charges mankind with wicked behavior and suppression of the truth (1:18-19).

Paul’s claim or charge is that mankind is ungodly and unrighteous. And for that reason, God’s wrath
is being revealed against mankind from heaven. It is not only that mankind is unrighteous. It is not
only wicked behavior. There is something more here. Paul charges mankind with a suppression of
truth. And he goes on to say in verse 19, “that which is known about God is evident to them,”
because God made it evident.

Paul charges mankind with being culpable or responsible for knowledge about God. We cannot just
say, “We didn’t know. How could we know there is a god out there?” Paul says that we are
responsible for that knowledge, and we have repressed it. So, our first evil, our first against God is to
push down truth about God and then to act in whatever way we want to act which ends up being
wicked and ungodly.

Notice how that idea of wrath revealed connects back to the thesis. Paul had said in the thesis, in
verse 17, that the righteousness of God is revealed through the gospel. Well, something else is being
revealed here, the wrath of God is being revealed. It is the same kind of language, so we should ask,
“What’s the connection between the righteousness of God and the wrath of God?”

So, what is the connection? Well, they are the same thing. The wrath of God is the righteousness of
God. It is a dangerous thing to ask a righteous judge to act righteously. It is even more dangerous to
ask a righteous king to act righteously. And in this case God is both judge, he judges us guilty of
breaking the law, but he is also king who is going to execute punishment. We see this in Habakkuk.
Habakkuk cries out for justice in Judah, and he got it. He did not get what he wanted. He got the
revelation of the wrath of God on Judah in the form of an invading Babylonian army.
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The idea that a loving God would not act in wrath makes the Bible pretty non-sensical. Its not
possible to read the Bible and not get the fact that God is wrathful, that God holds people
accountable for sin. It is one of the clearest aspects of the narrative from the beginning to the end,
starting with Adam and Eve. God did not just ignore their sin. He banished them from the garden of
Eden. And then we follow that up with the flood and with Sodom and Gomorrah and with the
Babylonians crushing Judah and you get this narrative that God, however patient and however
merciful he is, he will not ignore sin.

It would be wrong to connect God’s wrath only with the Old Testament. Jesus refers to the doctrine
of hell as much as he does any other doctrine. You can not make sense of the teaching of Jesus if you
remove the doctrine of hell. You are just taking one side of the story if you just focus on the love of
Christ. The cross makes no sense. If wrath and punishment for sin is unnecessary, then what in the
world is the cross? What did God do to Jesus if it was not necessary for a just God to punish sin?

If you do not think there is wrath in the New Testament, then just ask Ananias and Saphira or just
check out the lake of fire in the Book of Revelation. The Bible is consistent from Old to New. The Old
Testament highlights the grace of God and the justice of God or the wrath of God, just as the New
Testament the love of God and the wrath of God.

We do not detach one characteristic or attribute of God from the other attributes of God. God is
perfect in his knowledge, in his power, in his wisdom, in his holiness and in his justice. We do not get
to pick and choose one attribute. God is not a concept that we make up. God is who he is. We receive
him as he is.

Paul adds the reason for that wrath to be revealed. And it is not just that men are ungodly. It is that
men suppress the truth about God which leads to ungodliness.

Il. Paul further explains the charge. (20-32).
A. People suppress the truth about God (1:20-23)

Paul is going to develop these two ideas, the suppression of truth and the wrath of God. He starts in
verse 20 with this idea of the truth suppressed.

1) 20 What truth is suppressed? Invisible attributes — eternal power and divine nature

In verse 19 Paul has said that what is known about God is evident to people, because God has made
it evident. And he goes on to describe that a little more specifically in verse 20. He says, “For since
the creation of the world, God’s invisible attributes,” these attributes about God we can not see,
such that if we are going to know about them God must make them known, Paul says, “these
invisible attributes, his eternal power and divine nature have been clearly seen, being understood
through what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”

God the Master produced a master work called the creation or the universe and in that universe, he
imprints himself. So, we are to look at the universe to conclude that there is a god. Philosophers have
taken this assertion of Paul in two directions. There is the argument from design which states that we
should see the incredible complexity and design in the universe and conclude that there must be a
designer. The second is the argument of origins or the ontological argument. That argument states
that since there is matter, since something exists, and since it is against science to assume something
comes out of nothing, we should conclude that there was someone who brought it into being.

a) A Rational Response to the Evidence for God in Creation

There has been so much growth in science and understanding of our physical universe since Paul
wrote these words that it is fair to ask, “Does the indictment still stand?” Our sense of the immensity
of the universe just continues to increase. Scientist number something like 4x10% as the number of
stars that exist. That is billions and billions and billions. That is how big our universe is. You can go the
reverse direction and wonder at how small our universe is. Some scientists estimate that there are
7x10?” atoms in one human body. So that too is billions and billions and billions. Seven with 27 zeros,
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that is how many atoms there are in your body. So there is both this vast complexity and huge
immensity to our universe.

In light of that knowledge and in light of our understanding of scientific processes does it change our
basic argument that since we have something it must have come from somewhere, that if there was
a beginning there must have been a beginner? Matter does not just pop out of nowhere. And does it
change the argument that design points to a designer? | would say, “No. It doesn’t.” In fact, science is
supporting our understanding of the argument of design and our understanding of the argument of
origins.

Antony Flew ended the twentieth century as the philosopher of the new atheism. He had written a
book called God and Philosophy which established an atheistic viewpoint a response to theism or
belief in God. He was a member of the Socratic club with C. S. Lewis which is a debate club for theists
and atheists. Flew seemed to be impressed with the argument that if you took a bunch of monkey’s
and put them in a room with typewriters. Given enough time, millions and millions of years, they
would eventually produce Shakespeare by banging on the keys.

This is what we might refer to for atheists as the God of time. Anything will happen if you give it
enough time. But as we pass the turn of the century and learn more about DNA and information
theory, some enterprising scientists decided to test out this popular notion that is getting thrown
around that monkeys would produce Shakespeare. Apparently, the British Royal Society of Science
tried it out by actually putting monkeys in a room with typewriters. What they got was not one word.
That is very interesting that they got not one word since you consider in English that there are at
least two words that are only on letter. The monkey’s produced no words. It was calculated that the
math of getting one sonnet by monkey’s randomly banging on typewriters, in order to produce one
Shakespearian sonnet, precisely, the chances of getting that is 1x10%°, That number is so massive
there is no way to understand it. The number of particles in the universe is 1x10%. So, the chances of
getting a sonnet is zero. There has never been enough time in the universe, and there never will be,
for monkeys to randomly type on a typewriter and produce a Shakespearian sonnet. So, given all the
time in the universe, a bunch of monkeys are not going to produce one sonnet, then how do random
proteins come together in something much more complex than a poem, in a DNA chain by random
chance?

What we see in the universe around us is a high level of design, a high level of information. You take
one cell in your body, just one cell in the tip of your finger. That one cell has your DNA. It is the same
DNA as every other cell in your body. In that DNA is the information necessary for every other cell in
your body. So, the cell in your fingertip has the information necessary for the cell in the pupil of your
eye or for the cells in your heart muscle or the cells in your blood vessels. All of this information is
gathered in such a tiny space. The incredible reality is that each cell somehow knows exactly which
information it needs. The cell does not know. But it has been designed to work only off the
information that it needs to function. The cells in my finger have all the information necessary for my
heart to function and exist. But they do not use that information.

The amount of information necessary for all of the systems of the human body has been compared
to the amount of information that is in the Library of Congress. So, with all the books that are written
in the United States and registered in the Library of Congress, it is as if the cell in my finger goes into
that library and pulls out the one book about my thumb. And it only uses that information. And it
ignores all the rest of the information about my brain and my stomach and my heart. There is
amazing complexity in the information that is stored and used for life to work.

This information science, when it was really studied and thought through, had an effect on Antony
Flew. In 2007 he wrote a book called There is a God. He is no longer one of the famous atheists
suggested by the new atheism. His name has been removed from the website. He did not become a
Christian before he died. But he became convinced that there must be a designer. He wrote this in
the book There is a God, “If the theorem won’t work for a single sonnet, then of course it’s simply
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absurd to suggest that the more elaborate feat of the origin of life could have been achieved by
chance (There Is A God, 2007, p. 78).” <<https://creation.com/review-there-is-a-god-by-antony-
flew>>

b) An Emotive Response to the Evidence for God in Creation

There is a fine-tuning of our universe that suggests somebody designed it. We can come at this idea
that the knowledge of God is evident in the universe rationalistically. We can sit here and make
philosophical arguments. But we don’t really need to. When we think about the immensity of the
universe or when we think about how tiny things are inside of us, that might not really move us. It is
too big or too small to even think about. But you get it by standing at the edge of the Grand Canyon
or skiing in the alps or sitting at the bottom of a 100 year old oak tree and looking up. You get this
sense of bigness or immensity. That there is something more. You feel it on the sea when the waves
are crashing. You get a sense of power. You feel it when you are laying on your back, and there are
no lights around, and you are gazing up at the stars. The smallness, the delicateness, the design, you
see it when you look at a baby’s hand. Or you see it staring at a spider’s web or line of ants marching
across the concrete or the most delicate flower growing out of this ancient moss. There is something
in human beings that is attuned to God’s creation such that the creation stirs in us these ideas of
power and design and beauty and wonder that there must be something behind it. And it is that
stirring that should move us to seek to understand rationally, to look for a word from God that will
help us to explain this.

2) 21 divine nature — honor God and give thanks to God.

It is the suppression of that truth moving in us that Paul is calling us to account for. He says in verse
21, “even though they knew God, they did not honor him as God, or give thanks; but they became
futile in their speculations and their foolish heart was darkened.” We have this eternity in our hearts,
as the preacher in Ecclesiastes says (3:11). There is something in us that believes there must be
something more, and it is evident in the creation, but it goes beyond that. There is a sense where we
ought to rightly give thanks to God and honor him as God.

It is not only God’s eternal power that is evident, but there is something about his divine nature, his
goodness. With all the sin and suffering and difficult in the world, | still recognize fundamental joys of
being alive. | believe in love. | experience beauty. | see things that amaze me. | look at my little baby
girls who are growing into beautiful women. And that should move me to give thanks.

Interestingly, you here this purposeful language from atheists or agnostics or spiritual people. They
want to give thanks to mother earth or to the cosmos or thank the universe that this has happened.
It is that eternity in us. That sense that there is something more that makes us want to attribute that
purposefulness or mind or personhood to something that is inanimate. People sometimes cannot
bring themselves to say God, to acknowledge God. But they want to speak of the universe as though
the universe designs, has purpose, gives meaning.

| think John Lennon was quite wrong on this point. | don’t think it is so easy to “imagine there is no
heaven above us.” | think it is easy to imagine that there is no heaven of the renaissance kind with
naked baby angels and harps, sitting on clouds singing for eternity. That is easy not to imagine. But it
hard for a human being to imagine there is no meaning, no value, no purpose. There is no eternity.
To accept the truly atheistic narrative that you die and that is it. Not only you. But that is the truth of
the universe. At some point the last star, the last light is going to flicker out. Energy will be fully
dissipated through the universe. Everything is cold and dead and lifeless. You never here atheists
talking about that narrative. It is a narrative that does not fit with the human heart.

In our suppression of truth, we do not suppress that which comes from God; the idea of love, the
idea of justice, the idea of purpose. We want to hold onto these things. But we do want to suppress
the idea that there is anyone to whom we are accountable for those things. Whether we admit it or
not, that is the basic impulse that Paul is charging us with. There is this impulse towards rebellion,
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towards turning away from God. “Even though they knew God, they did not honor him as God.”
There is a desire to reject God as Lord, to reject this idea that | am dependent on him, to reject the
fact that | have any kind of accountability to him, to his morality, to his law.

The famous author who wrote A Brave New World was a famous atheist and a honest atheist. He
wrote, “For myself, as no doubt for most of my contemporaries, the philosophy of meaninglessness
was essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation from a certain system of morality. We
objected to the morality, because it interfered with our sexual freedom” (Ends and Means, p. 270).
There is this desire to hold on to meaning in life, love and justice, but also there is this desire for
moral freedom, to be our own lords and masters, to be accountable to none.

3) 22-23 Instead of turning from Creation to God, Mankind turned from God to Creation

This turning away from God is described in verses 22 and 23. “Professing to be wise, they became
fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man
and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures.” The intention is that the creation
would show off the glory of God, and we would wonder, then we would turn to God and see his glory
more fully. But the opposite happened. Mankind looking at the glory of God and rejecting him as
Lord turns their back on God and worships the creation.

John Piper imagines this passage as similar to a person looking into the bright glory of the sun. When
we turn our back to the sun long shadows are cast with the form of man, and we see the shadow of

the trees or the shadow of the animals, and those shadows stretch out before us. Mankind has done
this. He has turned his back on the brightness, the heat, the glory, the holiness of God to gaze at the
shadow of the creation. And we have knelt and worshipped the master’s work with our own shadow
in the very center.

The list of creatures Paul mentions here takes us back to the Genesis 1 and the creation. We have the
creation of man and the animals and the birds and the things that crawl. And reminds us of the long
list of idolatries worshipped through human history. The gods of the ancients were greater
reflections of themselves, powerful, self-absorbed, lustful and warlike.

| gave some mention earlier to prominent atheists of the past century like Flew and Huxley. We could
consider the new atheists, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris. But | do not see atheism as
the primary persistent problem for mankind. So many so-called atheists are not really atheists. They
believe in something more, something spiritual, some purpose, something real that is not material.
The belief in no god takes quite a bit of faith. Atheism is not the natural state of a human being; not
even the natural state of a fallen human being. We are created to worship. We are created with
souls. Paganism is much closer to our natural state and lines up with our fallen heart.

The new paganism of the West worships the environment, worships freedom, worships love,
worships choice. We call people spiritual. And we praise this idea of being spiritual without really
having any kind of theology or background or book that grounds our spiritualism. It embraces
spiritualism in nature and song, or in some sense of morality or some sense of the other as long as
that spiritualism does not make us subservient. We do not want lordship. But if it can bring us control
over life’s events, if it gives pleasure, purpose, peace, power, that kind of spiritualism we can live
with, we are attracted to. That is basic idolatry. We may have a little more subtle idolatry, but it is
basically the same thing.

We have exchanged the glory of incorruptible God, not for no god, but for corruptible things, lesser
things, things that help us believe in more without making us believe too much, things that promise
what our hearts yearn for, even though they cannot deliver. We seek satisfaction in relationships, in
advancement, in nature, in popularity, in position. We have our idols.
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B. Paul explains the punishment: God gives people over to their own fallen nature (1:24-32)
1) God gives pagan man over to himself (24-25).

God is punishing humanity for rejecting him as creation and attributing his glory to the creation. We
have rebelled against the true Lord and king. His wrathful response is surprising. It is not active wrath
like that which fell on Sodom and Gomorrah. When we think of wrath that is more what we think.
But here we have a passive wrath. God does not actively do something. He simply draws himself out
of the picture. He draws back. He pulls himself back from people and from the creation. God is no
longer our compass. He is no longer our center. He is no longer our source of life, which means the
source of life has been removed. There is none. We become our center. Things revolve around us.
And we no longer have a true north. Without God our desires and thoughts have become polluted,
so that our own behavior is our punishment. There are consequences to the way we live without
God. So, while we are seeking fulfillment, we are going in the wrong direction. We are embracing the
corruptible to give us the incorruptible. And that will never work.

Turning our backs on God we are no longer lifted up towards him, to truly becoming human. Instead,
our humanness is lowered down to the corruptible and fallen. We have exchanged the truth for a lie.
We worship and serve the things of the created realm. The idols of humanity.

At this point in the text Paul gives his Amen. But he decides to develop a little more this idea of being
given over. In 26 and 27 he explains what it means to be given over in our desires. And in 28-32 he
describes us as given over in our minds.

2) God gives pagan man over to his own desires (26-27).

26 For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natural
function for that which is unnatural, 2’ and in the same way also the men abandoned the natural
function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men committing
indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error.

In developing the idea of being given over to sinful desires. Paul gives the example of homosexuality.
He is not saying that homosexuality is the worst of all sins. And he certainly does not want to approve
of heterosexual immorality, which for biblical Jews and Christians would be any sexual practice
outside the covenant of marriage. He is saying that homosexuality is an example of sinful human
desire, showing how far our hearts can be from God’s moral vision for mankind.

Turning from right worship of God to idolatry has a lasting moral effect. The very first echo of turning
from the glory of God into idolatry occurred in the garden of Eden. Adam and Eve listened to the
serpent and turned away. That turning from God immediately affected the heart and mind of Adam
and Eve. They began to have desires out of line with moral reality. Paul’s use of the words natural
and unnatural in reference towards homosexuality take us back to the creation. Something was
created with an intended order. We were created in a moral state where a man desires sexual
intimacy with a woman. Homosexuality is unnatural to human beings in a biological sense. A man’s
body is made to fit into a woman’s body. Sex is natural between male and female. Along with the
wonderful pleasure God designed into sex, sex serves a reproductive function that is only natural
between male and female. We could also argue that man and woman were created as moral beings
in the image of God, so that there is a natural goodness to sexuality expressed in marriage between a
man and a woman that flows from the character of God’s moral nature.

Paul is saying that homosexuality gives us an example of how turning from God and falling into a
state of human sinfulness has an effect on our passions and desires that move well down the road
away from what God originally intended for us. And in this case, in sexual sin. That homosexuality is
moral wrong was clearly understood by Jews and early Christians. The clear prohibition comes from
Moses in the book of Leviticus.

The commandment in Leviticus for a man not to engage sexually with another man occurs twice in
chapter 18 and chapter 20. There is an intentional repetition of laws regarding immoral sexual
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practices. The first list states the prohibition. “What is wrong and immoral?” The second list adds the
civil punishment. “How should this immoral behavior be punished?” The lists create a sandwich
around chapter 19, which is the key passage in Leviticus on personal morality. The foundation idea of
chapter 19 is that we serve a holy God and so, we ought to strive to be holy even as he is holy. This is
also the chapter Jesus quotes from when he gives us the second great commandment that you
should love your neighbor as yourself (19:18).

These three chapters in Leviticus teach about personal moral behavior. They are separated off from
religious laws about Jewish worship and from civil laws about governing the nation. These three
chapters are about personal morality. And while we can make a case in transition from the Old
Covenant to the New Covenant that the religious and civil aspects of the Old Covenant have been
changed by the New, they have been fulfilled in Christ, so no longer apply in the New Covenant. We
cannot make that same claim for the moral law which continues in effect from the Old to the New as
an expression of God’s own moral nature. This is what is right. It is not a religious convention or a
civil convention. It is moral reality. For example, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with eating
shrimp. It only became wrong for Jews to eat shrimp when God included that command as a part of
his civil covenant to set his people off from the people around them. Adultery, on the other hand,
comes out of the moral law section, coming out of the heart of God. When a man commits and
promises in a covenant to a woman and engages in sexual intimacy with the woman, that is to stay
within the covenant of marriage. That is a moral reality. It is true in the Old and true in the New.
What is our vision of sexual morality. It does not change between the Old and the New.

Three things from the lists in Leviticus help us interpreting Paul’s comments here and even suggest
that Paul had in mind not only the creation, but he had in mind the moral law given by Moses.

First, both Leviticus 18 and 20, while prohibiting immoral sexual practices, also prohibit certain
practices of idolatry. There is a connection between false worship and immoral sexual behavior. That
connection continues on into the prophets, and we see it here in Paul. That turning away from God,
false worship, has an effect on our moral vision, particularly in our understanding of our sexual
desires.

Second, homosexuality is placed toward the end of each list in Leviticus in a way that suggests that
homosexual desire is a move further along the line away from the good sexual desire and practice
that God intended when he created man and woman.

Third, though homosexual practice, by degrees, may be further away from God’s vision for human
sexuality, adultery is on the list and carries the same penalty as homosexuality. In fact, all sex outside
of marriage is considered to be grievous sin to God, who created male and female to enjoy
monogamous, sexual intimacy in the context of a faithful marriage. So, we are not setting
homosexuality off in its own list as though it is an especially perverse sin. Homosexuality is part of a
list of sins which include heterosexuality. There is a continuum of sin moving away from God’s
natural moral vision for intimacy between a man and a woman.

For Christians, when we understand the moral vision that comes through in the Mosaic code, we
understand that this moral vision applies also to us. But in case there is any confusion, Paul restates
prohibition to homosexual practice. Obviously, there is what we have right here in Romans. Paul
repeats the prohibition in 1 Corinthians 6:9, if we want another example. Interestingly, in that list of
sins, homosexuality is lined up with idolatry and also with adultery. There is heterosexual sin,
homosexual sin and both paired with idolatry. Turning away from a true vision of God leads to a
turning away from a true vision of ourselves. We cannot accurately see who we are, if we do not
accurately see God and receive his vision for who we are.

God gave us gender identity in Genesis 1 and 2 as a central aspect of his creation. “And God created
man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And
God blessed them; and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it
and rule over it.”” Male and female equally share the intrinsic value of being created in God’s image.
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We are image bearers. God gives us our identity. The identity of being human includes bearing God'’s
image, holding a special position of greater value than animals and being given a gender of either
male or female.

In turning away from the creator, our modern society, or modern paganism has lifted freedom above
all virtues, claiming the freedom to define who we are, essentially who we are. It is claimed that we
give ourselves value, even choosing our own gender. What an incredible burden we are placing on
children. “You have no identity. You must come up with it on your own.” In this freedom we are
creating confusion. And it is a lie. You do not get to define who you are. You do not get to define your
value. There has got to be something that is objective or it all depends on the strength of our mental
abilities to convince ourselves of something that may or may not be true.

“Who am I?” If we do not base the answer to that question according to the vision of God, there is no
objective answer to the question then it is a figment of our own mental games. “Who am I?” is not a
guestion that you get to answer or that you even have to answer. Not foundationally. You get to
build on the foundation of who you are. You get to make choices and choose your own unique
expression. But fundamentally, you are a child of the king. You are an image bearer of God. And you
have been created male or female. And unfortunately, you have fallen in that image. You have a
twisted image.

We have to move on to Genesis chapter 3 and the original turning away from God. Rather than
judging the creation, the serpent, Adam and Eve were willingly deceived. And the most obvious,
immediate result of their sin was a loss of intimacy. They hid their bodies from each other and they
hid themselves from God. There was an embarrassment, a hiding, followed by judgment and blaming
of one another. There was a twisting of their desires. Their moral vision became polluted. And the
effect was spiritual, emotional and physical as God withdrew himself from his creation and gave
them over to their own desire to define for themselves what is good and what is evil.

The older homosexual message of the last 40 or 50 years has been, “We are born this way. We have
these desires from birth. How can it be wrong? How can you tell us we are sinful if we have desires
we are born with?” Which is an interesting argument. It is a little confusing to me why Christians fall
for that, because a basic principle of Christianity is that we are twisted in our very desires. All of us
are born with desires we ought not act on. If it is true that you are born with homosexual desire, if
that is true it still does not free you to act on those desires.

Interestingly, however, the message is changing. The modern homosexual is becoming increasingly
varied. To be political correct, | think | should call it the LGBTQ message, but things are moving so
fast, that label is probably already outdated. The new message is that we choose. “Birth does not
define us. | define me.” It is an overturning of the old message. It is no longer the desire to say, “l am
born this way.”, but the desire to say, “I define me.” And | can change that definition whenever |
want to. That is the voice of modern paganism. A new kind of spirituality that embraces a new sexual
vision based on personal choice. And it is further and further from the true vision that comes when
we see through the eyes of God.

As a Christian, | do not think it is critical to decide whether someone can be born with homosexual
desire or whether it came through socialization. | think it could be either. We do not have to choose
between nature and nurture in assessing the idea that homosexual desire is a twisting away from the
natural moral vision that God gives us in the creation. | am born with greed and pride and selfishness.
| was born with confused wiring regarding sexuality. | am given over. There is a fallenness that comes
with that. | am twisted from birth. That is a basic assertion of Christianity. On top of that my
socialization has created other desires or taken me down other roads where | have built on those
sinful desires to increase them to get further and further away from God and his moral created
order.

Homosexuals are called to turn back to God for identity. Let God tell you who you are. For all of us
that includes laying your desires before God and saying, “This is what | desire. What would you have

Interpreting Romans observetheword.com Lesson 4 | 9



PART Il: GOD JUSTIFIES BY FAITH
ROMANS 1:18-4:25

me do, my Lord?” And God will call them to not act on homosexual desire. God may remove the
desire. He just as well may not. This is true for all of us. The one who struggles with pornographic
desire may be freed of that desire in Christ or may struggle through life. The one who is greedy,
alcoholic, prideful, lustful, might be freed, he might not be. God deals with each of his servants
individually in this process of becoming who he is created to be. We are being restored into the full
image of Jesus Christ. Each man, each woman has their own set of struggles. It seems to me that
homosexual desire is an especially heavy struggle for a Christian brother or sister to have to bear. It is
a very difficult road to walk; to be a believer and to have homosexual desire that you are not
permitted to act on. You cannot let that desire lead you into intimacy. That is hard. If God does not
remove the desire, then God does not remove the desire. Still, we must name that desire as God sees
it. We follow God’s moral vision. We do not choose for ourselves. So, the person who with the desire
is an image bearer of God. That is your identity. That is your value. You bear the image of God. You
are valuable. God died for you. The desire, the sinful, sexual desire that you cannot act on, that
comes out of your fallen nature. That is also part of who you are. It is not who you will be forever,
because God is renewing us into the image of Jesus Christ. But right now as you struggle as a
believer, that is part of who you are. The practice of that desire is sin. It is an act of sin. And God calls
us not to go there. God has given us over to degrading passions, passions far from his natural vision
for man and woman in their practice of sexual intimacy. If we go there, then we receive in our own
persons the penalty of our error. There is an effect

We see the pollution of the image, not only in the effect on our heart desires, but also in the way we
rationalize or justify our sin. We have been given over to a depraved mind.

3) God gives pagan man over to his own mind (28-31).

Verses 29-31 contain a long list of sinful behaviors that we can easily recognize in our own society.
There may be some organization to the list. In Greek the first four attributes have the same ending
and the last five words begin with the same prefix. The effect comes out a little in my English version
“untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful”. The main point of the list is to show the immorality of
mankind. We see these on the news every day. We see them in our neighbors, we see them in our
friends, in our children, in ourselves. Not all of them everyday and not all to the worst extent. But
these are undeniably fruits that come out of the human heart.

This list strengthens Paul’s indictment against pagan man. This is what he was talking about in verse
18 when he said the wrath of God is being revealed against the ungodliness and unrighteousness of
men who suppress the truth. In the previous verses the suppression of truth was a denial of the
impulse in our hearts to recognize God from the creation. Here is another kind of truth suppression.
Paul says in verse 32. “although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things
are worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to those who practice
them.”

It is not quite clear who Paul is referring to. Adam and Eve knew the disobedience leads to death. The
Israelites knew the commands of God and that disobedience leads to death. And though maybe not
as clearly as those who have special revelation, people in general, when they are honest and
objective, look at this list of attributes and agree this is wickedness. This is bad. This deserves
punishment. Especially when someone acts this way against me and mine.

And yet, while trying to affirm some kind of humanistic morality on one side, we still justify our
behavior on the other side. It makes me think of the move by companies and entertainment groups
right now responding to the #metoo movement by asserting their pro-woman credentials while
continuing to use feminine sexuality in advertising and entertainment to sell their products. From the
outside the hypocrisy seems clear. They are trying to assert the value of women on the one hand,
while they continue to objectify women for their business purposes. But that it is clear to me from
the outside, that is part of the problem. The hypocrisy of someone else can be so glaringly obvious,
while my depraved mind excels in the mental gymnastics necessary to justify my own behavior. | see
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it in them. | don’t see it in me. Part of that justification involves urging others to the same practice.
Sin loves company. If | get you to do it, it justifies me. If | get society to agree, we are justified
together. So, while our depraved heart urges us to sin, our depraved mind justifies that sin.

Paul has made his charge against pagan man. Mankind has acted wickedly by turning away from God
and has compounded that wickedness by suppressing truth about God, truth that is evident in the
creation. God has expressed his wrath against sin in the present by giving mankind over to his own
wishes. We want to turn from God and God allows it. The effect, which is also its own punishment, is
a perversion of the desires and a darkening of the mind.

This is the indictment against pagan man.

Reflection questions
1. What stands out to you in Romans 1:18-25 as strange or interesting or confusing or important?

2. Does the way God reveals himself in the Old Covenant and the New Covenant feel consistent to
you or does it feel to you like the God of the Old Covenant is more wrathful and the God of the New
Covenant more gracious? Can you explain why you think you feel that way?

3. Paul makes the claim that all people are accountable for knowledge about God because the
creation makes God known. It has been suggested above that this can be true in a rational way as we
consider arguments from the origin of matter and the design in creation. It can also be true on a
more emotional level in how we experience creation. Which do you feel calls more strongly to your
soul, the rational response to God’s revelation of himself through creation or the emotive response
to God'’s revelation of himself in nature?

4. Paul charges pagan man with turning away from God to worship idols in forms that come out of
the creation. Does that charge still stand? What kinds of idols do people turn to in your society to
express worship or seek power over life’s circumstances or find satisfaction, fulfillment and pleasure?

5. Paul says that God’s wrath is being revealed against mankind, not in an active way, but through a
“giving over”. God allows a separation to exist between himself and mankind which results in a
degrading of man’s moral desires and moral judgement. To show how human passion has been
twisted, Paul uses the example of homosexual desire. Why do you think Paul uses homosexual desire
here as his example of darkened desire? What does that teach us in general about our desires and
passions?

6. Along with the claim that our desires are fallen, Paul also says that our rational ability is affected in
the moral area. He says that human kind has a depraved mind. When you look at the examples of
immoral behavior in verses 29-31, and think about your own society, do any examples stand out to
you as particularly relevant?

7. How good are you at rationalizing your own sin? Can you think of an example from your own life
when you engaged in activity that now seems clearly sinful, yet at the time you were able to
rationalize?

Further study

For further study on the connection between the general revelation of God in the creation and the
special revelation of God through his Word, study Psalm 19 and Isaiah 40.
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Lesson 5: Indictment of the Moral Man

Romans 2:1-16
Paul charges those who trust in their own moral standing with breaking moral law.

! Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another,
you condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 2 And we know that the judgment of God
rightly falls upon those who practice such things.

(1) 3 But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment on those who practice such things and do
the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of God?

(2) # Or do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and tolerance and patience, not knowing that the
kindness of God leads you to repentance?

5 But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of
wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God,

Paul explains the way a moral defense will be judged.
God will judge impartially based on a person’s actual deeds.

& who will render to each person according to his deeds: 7 to those who by perseverance in doing good seek
for glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; & but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey
the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation. ° There will be tribulation and distress for every
soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek, ° but glory and honor and peace to
everyone who does good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. ! For there is no partiality with God.

Doing moral law, not knowing moral law, is the basis of judgment.

2 For all who have sinned without the Law will also perish without the Law, and all who have sinned under
the Law will be judged by the Law; 3 for it is not the hearers of the Law who are just before God, but the
doers of the Law will be justified.

The principle of moral judgment based on the doing what is morally right is present in those who do not
have God’s revelation of moral law.

14 For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the
Law, are a law to themselves, 1° in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their
conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them, ¢ on the day

when, according to my gospel, God will judge the secrets of men through Christ Jesus.
NASB

Paul charges those who trust in their own moral standing with breaking moral law (2:1-5).

In the 11 chapters of the main argument of Romans, Paul takes us deeper into our understanding of
the gospel by first establishing that a person is justified before the court of God by faith. Justification
by faith, this is chapters 1-4. In these chapters, Paul takes the role of prosecuting attorney. The first
phase of his prosecution goes after all human beings who reject God as Lord.

He does this in chapter 1:18-32 where he charges human society with turning from God, suppressing
truth about God, and engaging in a whole range of immoral activities. People are selfish,
disrespectful, dishonest, greedy and sexually immoral. Paul’s audience got it. Atheists and pagans,
old and new make up their own morality. The passions of their heart are degrading and the moral
judgment of their minds is depraved. They have an amazing tolerance for their own sin as they justify
their selfish, prideful, greedy behavior. That is human society. If you have felt that moral judgment
on the wickedness of your fellow man, on the depravity of society; if you feel things are bad and
getting worse, then Paul’s next words are for you.

[Read Romans 2:1-5.]

The prosecutor Paul has now turned his sights on the real target. The real target is not pagan man.
The real target is moral man, the person who is self-satisfied with their own moral standing. Making a
moral argument against humanity in general is no real challenge. But what about the moral man? -
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the man who claims to be good. Paul includes moral man in his indictment, charging that those who
trust in their own moral standing fail to keep the moral law. That charge is leveled in Romans 2:1-5.
Paul goes on in 2:6-16 to explain how God judges the person who comes to his court and makes a
defense based on their own morality.

Let’s address the charge first and then move on to the clarification.
Essentially, you do what they do (2:1-2).

In verse 1, Paul proclaims that you who judge others do the same thing. For Paul’s charge to work, he
does not need to show that you, the moral person, break the exact same moral laws as the pagan in
the same way with the same intensity. You may not visit a prostitute but instead enjoy sexually
explicit movies or television. You may not murder but instead make degrading remarks about your
neighbors. You may not steal, but you are not precisely honest with your tax returns.

Even as | suggest examples, you may think, “That’s not the same thing.” Or you may think, “l don’t do
that.” | grant that | may be missing the mark for you. So how about we do this. Imagine that you have
a digital recorder in a pendant around your neck. This recorder captures everything you say. Now
imagine that we go through your life and keep only the moral judgments that you make about other
people. Every time you judge someone for the way they drive, the way they dress, the way they
parent, the way they act, what they say; we record anytime that you pronounced judgment on the
behavior of another person. And imagine that, standing before the court of God, the recorder is
played. God says here is the standard by which you will be judged. And surprisingly, you here your
own voice pronouncing moral judgments about the behavior of other people. The standard by which
you judged others is the standard by which you will be judged. How do you think you will do?

If you do not understand immediately that you will condemn yourself, then you lack self-awareness.
Your own words will condemn you. You do not live up to your judgment of other people. And that
would be enough. If you come before the court of God, and you say, “l am moral. Judge me
according to my own morality.” And God actually plays the standard of your own morality. You will
fall short. But that is not going to be the standard. The standard in God’s court is not your sense of
morality but his. If you can’t even keep your own moral standard for other people, do you think there
is any possibility that you keep God’s moral standard? Paul writes, “You have no excuse, everyone of
you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another, you condemn yourself.”

The problem is not that our moral standard for others is wrong. Definitely, we are sometimes wrong.
Often, we are right. Verse 2, “We know that the judgement of God rightly falls upon those who
practice such things.”

Active wrath is a future reality for everyone (2:3-5).

Our problem is that we forget the old adage, when you point your finger at someone you have three
pointing back at you. Try that out. Point at someone and look where three of your fingers are
pointing. We do not think about our self when we point at others. We make moral judgments which
we somehow disconnect from our own thoughts, our own words, our own behaviors from our
judgments of other people. Paul tells us we better remember ourselves. Verse 3 “Do you suppose
this, O man, when you pass judgment on those who practice such things and do the same, that you
will escape the judgment of God?”

The moral person so often feels safe within their own conception of goodness, especially when life is
going well. It is possible to grow up in a good family, religious or non-religious, to grow up being
taught the difference between right and wrong, to be held to a standard of honesty, goodness and
civic duty. It is possible that your personality responded to that kind of upbringing and that you
benefited from your morality. You never cheated. You are honest. You worked hard. You got a job,
married, had children. You have friends. You get respect at work. You mow the yard on the weekend,
do the shopping, make sure the kids get to their activities. Life works. Life is good.
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Why is life good? Is your life a sign of God’s approval for your good behavior? A sense of moral pride
would be quite natural at this point. | have done well. | am getting what | deserve for my hard work
and honest life. | am basically a good person.

Paul says, “Think again.” Verse 4, “Do you think lightly of the riches of his kindness and forbearance
and patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance?” There is a natural
benefit that comes from living a moral life. Good moral decisions often bring positive, practical
consequences. Sociologists have theorized that following the “success sequence” of finishing high
school, working full-time and getting married before having children is a major contributing factor in
avoiding poverty. Wise moral choices often produce positive results over time. Whether you are
Christian, Jew, moral atheist, if you follow the moral law of God, generally, you will experience
blessing in your life. Not as a guarantee, but as a general rule. So, a lot of people experience the
blessing of following a moral pattern based on Judeo-Christian values.

Is the blessing, the benefit you receive in life, a sign that God is pleased with your moral behavior?
That’s not the lesson Paul says we should learn. He says that God’s kindness should not lead us to
pride or arrogance. It should not lead us to think that we have attained moral approval. Rather, God’s
kindness should lead us to repentance as we recognize God’s mercy to us who do not live up, even to
our own standard of righteousness, much less his. If | take the moral high ground and | say that |
deserve this life because | have been good then verse 5 applies, “because of your stubbornness and
unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the
righteous judgment of God.” You are only focused on your good days, your best days, when you were
decently moral. And somehow you are blocking out all those thoughts, all those words, all those
actions that are storing up for you the wrath of God on that day. God may be pleased with your
attempt at living morally. He is not pleased with your selfishness, your pride, your lust, your hurtful
words. He may kindly bless you. Not to say you have attained moral approval for your life. Instead, to
extend mercy to you in what you are doing well, so that as you honestly confess how far you still fall
short, you might turn to him with a heart of confession and repentance and gratitude.

Two words in verse 5 connect us back to something we have already seen. Here in verse 5 God’s
righteous judgment will be revealed, and it will be a day of wrath. “Because of your stubbornness
and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in that day.” In chapter 1:18, we were
told, “the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven.” Its helpful to ask, “What’s the difference
between the wrath here in chapter 2 and that wrath there in chapter 1?” The wrath in chapter one
was against pagan man who rejects the idea of moral accountability to God. The wrath here is
against the moral man. Also, the wrath there is being revealed in present history. The wrath here is
to come on a future day of judgment. The wrath there is passive; a giving over of man to himself,
such that the consequences of his own depravity are the punishment. The wrath to come is active
punishment, according the righteous judgment of God.

Paul has charged moral man with sin and tells him to expect wrath. Following God’s moral law to
some degree may protect a person from certain practical consequences of sin in this present life, but
a failing attempt at morality does not free a person from accountability to the judgment of God.

Paul goes on in the next 11 verses to explain the idea of moral defense before God. If | am going to
choose to stand before God, saying, “Judge me according to my own basic goodness”, then | better
know how God will evaluate my case? If you still think, “I am good enough.” even after verses 1-5,
then pay close attention to what will be required of you. You get to choose whether you make a
moral defense when you stand before God on the day of judgment. So, you better be clear on what is
required to make a successful moral defense.

So, let’s look at Paul’s clarification in the next 11 verses.
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Paul explains the way a moral defense will be judged (2:6-16).
God will judge impartially based on a person’s actual deeds (2:6-11).

The first thing you need to know is that God will render judgment with complete impartiality,
according to the deeds a person has committed during his or her lifetime. These two truths, that it is
according to your behavior and that it is impartial, occur in verse 6 and verse 11. They form an
inclusio or we could say bookends to this section of the text. Traditionally, 6-11 causes some
confusion for interpretation. In fact, verses 6-11 are highly structured, and when we recognize the
structure Paul’s point comes more into focus.

A % who will render to each person according to his deeds:

B 7 to those who by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality,

C eternal life;

D 8 but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness,
E wrath and indignation.

¢ % There will be tribulation and distress

D’ for every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek,

c 0 but glory and honor and peace

B’ to everyone who does good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.

A’ ! For there is no partiality with God.

The structure Paul uses here is called a chiastic structure or a chiasm. It is a parallel structure where
the first element parallels the last element, the second element parallels the second to last element
the third element parallels the third to last element and so on. | want to explain this to you because it
is important for this passage and because we will see this structure more than once in Romans. A
simple American example comes from President Kennedy. “Ask not what your country can do for
you, but what you can do for your country.” The word “country” links the beginning and end of the
saying. The word “you” links the middle phrases together. We have country, you, you, country. That
is chiasm. “Country” on the two ends. “You” in the middle. The name of the Swedish group ABBA
provides a famous European example. The first letter of each member’s name Agnetha, Bjorn, Benny
and Anni-Frid make up the ABBA pattern. The ends are parallel, and the middle is parallel. When you
see photos of the group, you notice they usually stood with the two guys on the outside and two girls
on the inside which really is BAAB, since Bjorn and Benny are on the outside but BAAB is not nearly
SO nice a group name as ABBA.

Hebrew writers used chiasm throughout the Old Testament and carried into the New Testament. The
flood narrative is arranged chiastically with rising and lowering of the water. There are a lot more
numbers in there than just 40. Those numbers are arranged chiastically. The book of Deuteronomy is
arranged chiastically. A number of Psalms use the pattern. For example, Psalm 145:2 reads, “Every
day | will bless you, and | will praise your name forever and ever.” The first phrase “every day”
parallels the last phrase “forever and ever”, while the second phrase “I will bless you” parallels the
second to last phrase “and | will praise your name.” That’s the chiastic pattern which we will see
again in Romans, though for now | need to show it to you in verses 6-11. And | do need to warn you,
that your English translation may have changed Paul’s Greek word order. If that is true, the chiastic
structure may not show up the Bible version you are using. | am using the NASB which works hard to
keep the Greek structure. If you want to see my example, you can go to observetheword.com and
download the resource notes for this lesson.

One way you notice a chiasm in Scripture is to pay attention when words or phrases or ideas stand
out by being repetitive. In verse 7 and 8, the phrase “to those who” is repeated. And in verse 9 and
10, the phrase “of the Jew first and also of the Greek” is repeated. Noticing repetition does not
guarantee a chiasm, but it does challenge you as an observer of Scripture to look closer to see what
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the author is doing. Why the repetition. Here we see two groups of people both mentioned twice.
“Those who persevere in doing good” are morally good people. Those who are “selfishly ambitious
and do not obey the truth” are morally bad people. Then we have “every soul of man who does evil”
— obviously bad people. And “everyone who does good” — the good people. Our pattern in the text is
good people, bad people, bad people, good people. That is a basic chiasm.

There is more. We also get the reward or punishment for each group whether good or bad. The
reward in verse 7 is “eternal life” and in verse 10 “glory, honor and peace.” The punishment in verse
8 is “wrath and indignation” and in verse 9 “tribulation and distress.” So, our pattern now is good,
reward, bad, punishment, punishment, bad, reward, good. Finally, to the front of the pattern we add
the introduction in verse 6 “who will render to each person according to his deeds” and to the end
we add the conclusion in verse 11, “for there is no partiality with God.” Here is the pattern: “Who
will render to each person according to his deeds”, good, reward, bad, punishment, punishment,
bad, reward, good, “for there is no partiality with God”.

These verses can be summed up like this, “The one who stands before God based on his own
morality will be judged by his own deeds. If his deeds are good, he receives reward. If his deeds are
bad, he receives punishment. And the judgment will be made without prejudice.” This is a basic, clear
explanation of what will be required of the moral defense. If you stand before God based on your
own morality, then your deeds will be evaluated. Good is rewarded. Bad is punished. And there is
absolutely no partiality shown in the evaluation of deeds.

This does not sound like grace. This sounds like works. Some scholars want to address that problem
by interpreting the good person in verses 5-10 as the new covenant believer. They suggest that Paul
is here describing what Moses predicted in Deuteronomy 30, that God would do something new
inside the new covenant believer, so that the new covenant believer could indeed live out the moral
law of loving God and loving his neighbor. By living in the power of the Holy Spirit, they are the ones
who persevere in doing good, and so receive the reward of eternal life. They would say that Paul
supports this view by later, in this chapter, emphasizing that a Jew is one who has been circumcised
in the heart by the Spirit. The regeneration of the Spirit enables the good person to live a morally
worthy life.

| affirm that the work of the Holy Spirit enables new covenant believers to truly live for God. But
verse seven is describing the means by which a person obtains eternal life. By perseverance in doing
good an individual is found righteous and so granted eternal life. Is that the new covenant idea of
how a person gains righteous standing before God? Does God enable us to do moral righteousness so
that we can be justified before his court according to our own moral behavior? That’s a good
question. | do not want to spoil Paul’s presentation. The short answer is “By no means!” That is not
what Paul is arguing here. It is not by our own moral behavior that we are going to be found
righteous in God’s eyes. | am jumping ahead to Paul’s verdict in chapter 3. Let’s not run ahead of
Paul.

Concerning this text, | do not believe Paul has in mind the Christian here. | believe that Paul is stating
the requirement for moral judgement. He has not stated whether anyone meets that requirement.
He is simply making clear the standard. The standard is not being better than the next guy. The moral
person who stands in judgment over those who are more immoral, should think very carefully before
choosing to make a moral defense before God. A feeling of moral superiority over a secular person,
atheist, or modern pagan does not help establish a credible defense in God’s court of justice. God is
impartial. You will be judged on your own works alone; not in any comparison with anyone else. God
does not grade on a curve. Moral judgment declares that if you have persevered your whole life in
doing good, then you can expect eternal life. If you have done good, you will receive glory, honor and
peace. But if you have not, you should expect wrath, indignation, tribulation and distress. This is true
of Jew or Greek, Christian or atheist, Muslim, or Hindu. Each of us must ask the question, “Have | met
God’s moral standard through my good behavior, throughout my life?”
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In answering that question, we remember the two main points of the passage. First, there is no
partiality with God. That’s verse 11. It does not matter what kind of family you have grown up in,
how often you have gone to church, whether or not you are a missionary, how much money you
have or do not have. There is no partiality of any kind. The moral defense before God only takes into
account your own moral behavior. Second, it is perseverance in doing good that is taken into
account. Your whole life will bring the evidence for you or against you. You do not get to make an
album of your best possible moments and put that on display. This is not Facebook or Instagram. God
has the whole film. He has your inner thoughts on record. He will make a fair and impartial judgment
of you based on the sum total of your life’s works and thoughts.

Do you want to take the moral defense? “Judge me God on what | have said, thought and done.
Judge me by my goodness, according to your standard of what is morally good.”

Doing moral law, not knowing moral law, is the basis of judgment (2:12-13).

Paul continues by reminding us that it is not our knowledge of the law that counts, but our doing of
the law. Verse 12, “For all who have sinned without the Law will also perish without the Law, and all
who have sinned under the Law will be judged by the Law.” That Paul has general moral law in mind
seems clear by the comparison of the moral person to the pagan person. You judge those pagans
who do not obey any objective standard of moral law, and yet, you break the same law you hold
them to. That was the accusation at the beginning when we moved from pagan man to moral man.
Paul will make that point again in our last two verses. Moral judgment extends beyond keeping the
Old Testament law to a general requirement of all mankind. Still, Paul’s reference here to law is not
moral law in general but to Torah, that high expression of moral law possessed by the Jew’s. Torah is
the instruction included in the first five books of the Old Testament. It is the covenant made with
Israel through Moses that provided the basis for the rule of later kings and the exhortation of later
prophets.

The word Paul uses for law is nomos in the Greek. Most often when we see the word law in Romans,
Paul is referring to Torah, which is a specific expression of moral law from God. Here Paul has in mind
the Torah, and we see that when he was thinking of the moral man judging the pagan, he was
thinking of the moral Jew judging the pagan non-Jew. In our day, we can very easily think of the law
as referring to the new covenant commands, and we can imagine the target of Paul’s indictment to
be the cultural Christian who stands in moral judgment over the non-Christian. We can imagine our
day that the one with the law is the Christian who has this idea of biblical morality, judging the non-
Christian who does not accept the Bible as a standard.

Paul says, think not about yourself in relation to your neighbor. Think about whether you are doing
or not doing the law. The one who sins while possessing the law is judged for his own sin. The one
who sins while not possessing the law is judged for his own sin. It is not knowing the law but doing
the law that counts. Verse 13 is sometimes problematic for Christians who have been taught that we
are justified by faith. If that is so, what do we do with Paul’s proclamation, “not hearers of the law
are just before God, but the doers of the law will be justified”? The idea that “doers of the law will be
justified” supports Paul’s explanation of the moral defense that we saw in verses 6-11. There are two
ways for a person to be declared just before a just judge. Either the person is not guilty and so
declared just. Or the person has been found guilty and has paid the punishment required, thus
having been justified before the court. If you are caught speeding and there is a fine to be paid, and
you paid it, having paid the penalty you are not justified before the court. On the moral defense, a
person is not pleading to be justified based on having paid the penalty. On the moral defense, a
person is asking to be found innocent or justified before the court if they have persevered through
life in doing righteous deeds. The one who does what is right is justified according to the moral
defense. They have not broken the moral law. Therefore, they are not condemned.

Paul here emphasizes that truth of the moral defense. Doers of the law will be justified, declared to
be in the right. Paul still does not yet explicitly answer the question of whether anyone has actually
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persevered in keeping the law. But he does not need to answer that question. He can live it to us to
answer. We know we have not.

The principle of moral judgment based on the doing what is morally right is present in those who do
not have God'’s revelation of moral law (2:14-16).

In our last three verses, Paul describes the moral nature of man. All people through all cultures
through all time recognize some reality of right and wrong. Our understandings of morality have not
always agreed. | believe C. S. Lewis made the point that even cannibals recognize how immoral it
would be to eat a person in one’s own tribe. Though twisted there is a moral impulse there. A
definition of right versus wrong. All people recognize the existence of some right and some wrong
which is why guilt is a universal human feeling. Unless a person is truly psychotic, then he recognizes
right and wrong, and feels guilt for having done wrong. And we do not lift up the psychotic person,
void of morals, as the aim of an evolving society. We recognize the psychotic person, the person who
has no sense of right and wrong and no feeling of guilt, we recognize that person not as a superior
human being, but as an undesirable aberration. We are moral, and we think people ought to be
moral. That is how we feel.

This universal moral impulse is evidence of the fact that all people are created in the image of God. In
the case against pagan man, Paul argued that the creation implies a creator. We could argue as well
that this universal sense of morality implies a law giver. Where does this sense of morality come
from? And why do we believe we ought not try to escape it, at least not completely? We want to
redefine morality, but we do not want to do away with morality. We want there to be a right or
wrong that people are accountable to. That people do not agree on the details of morality follows
Paul’s earlier argument that by turning away from God, the moral image in us has become fractured.
Or as he putitin 1:21, “They became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was
darkened.” That darkness may have twisted the moral impulse in us, but it has not removed it.

So, Paul argues in verse 14 that people who do not have the special revelation of God’s law still “do
instinctively the things of the Law.” People still feel that it is right at times to help others out without
receiving anything back, to tell the truth, to be courageous, to speak gently to a child in tears, to
provide for those in need. Of course, Paul is not saying that all people feel all those things at all
times. Paul does not argue that people understand these things with clear moral vision. Nor does he
argue that people are consistently successful. In fact, he indicates that people are not consistently
successful in keeping to the moral standard they believe in. He writes in verse 15, “they show the
work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness, and their thoughts
alternately accusing, or else defending them.”

On the one hand, the person without the law brings judgment on the person who has the law when
the person without the law is the one who does what is required by the law. Some non-Christians are
simply nicer people them many Christians. Some non-Christians shame Christians by behaving more
in line with the teaching of Christ. This is true. And it is evidence of an internal moral impulse. On the
other hand, every non-Christian is also condemned, “everyone without the law”, by their own
conscience for their failure to do good. Again, this does not mean they feel guilty about all they
should feel guilty about. If their heart is darkened, their conscience is not a sure guide to their own
moral state. But enough of the image of God remains that each one recognizes a moral standard, and
each one recognizes deep inside that they have failed in keeping to their own standard. Guilt is
universal. And western people spend an enormous amount of money and energy trying to rid
themselves of that guilt without admitting to their own sinfulness as the source. The entertainment
industry thrives as it distracts us from the troubling truths of our internal turmoil. The psychiatric
industry thrives in the effort to convince us, contrary to our inner voice, that we are good and
everything is okay. No, it is not. We know it is not.

Paul’s point in verse 16 is future oriented. He looks towards that day of wrath he mentioned in verse
5. He tells us that men and women will be judged by the standard of the gospel of Jesus Christ. That

Interpreting Romans observetheword.com Lesson 5| 7



PART Il: GOD JUSTIFIES BY FAITH
ROMANS 1:18-4:25

is the standard that states, the immoral man must die on a tree. The gospel affirms that the wages of
sin is death. Secretes will be made known. Our conscience will alternately defend us, alternately
accuses us. Even without the moral standard of God, the digital recorder of our own standard will be
played. And we know in advance that we will not live up. We cannot even plead that we
misunderstood the standard. Enough of the moral impulse is left in each of us that, were we honest,
we would not dare take a moral defense in the court of God. If it is the doers of the law who will be
justified, each of us has access to the fact that we will not be justified. For we have not even done
the law we know in our hearts we ought to do, much less the law God would require from us. The
moral defense fails. There is no good news here. Not yet.

Reflection questions

1. As you observe the text of Romans 2:1-16, what are a couple of things that stand out to you as
strange or interesting or confusing or important?

2. What are some examples of judgments you can hear yourself making against other people that
would come back to convict you if you were held up to your own standard of judgment?

3. What in verses 1-5 convicts you in regard to your view of people in society who are not really
trying to be moral (as in 1:18-32)? As you point your finger at them, what are the fingers pointing
back at you saying? What do you see in these verses you can personally identify with? How do you
feel about verse 4?

4. Have you seen chiastic structure in the Scripture before? Was it helpful for your understanding of
verses 6-11 to see the text arranged in a chiastic pattern? What stands out to you in these verses?

5. Describe a non-Christian you know who lives out some aspect of the law of Christ. What are traits
you admire in him or her?

6. How would you summarize Paul’s charge against the moral person in these verses? Is Paul saying
that we should strive harder to be doers of the law, so that we might be justified (2:13) or is he
saying something else? What is his conclusion?
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Lesson 6: Indictment of the Religious Man

Romans 2:17-29

I. Knowledge of God'’s will lead the religious person to a false sense of security undermined sin.
A. The religious person becomes confident in their position with God because of their knowledge of the Bible.

17 But if
you bear the name “Jew”
and rely upon the Law
and boast in God,
18 and know His will
and approve the things that are essential,
being instructed out of the Law,

B. The religious person’s confidence emboldens them to teach others the worldview they have received in the Bible.

¥ and

you are confident that you yourself are a guide to the blind,
a light to those who are in darkness,
20 5 corrector of the foolish,
a teacher of the immature,
having in the Law the embodiment of knowledge and of the truth,

C. Yet, the religious person does not live out the moral vision received in the Bible.

21 you, therefore, who teach another, do you not teach yourself?
You who preach that one shall not steal, do you steal?
22 You who say that one should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery?
You who abhor idols, do you rob temples?
2 You who boast in the Law, through your breaking the Law, do you dishonor God?
Il. Indictment: Religious knowledge and ritual do not make up for failure in moral practice.
”the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you,” just as it is written.
indeed circumcision is of value if you practice the Law;
but if
you are a transgressor of the Law, your circumcision has become uncircumcision.
% 5o if
the uncircumcised man keeps the requirements of the Law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as
circumcision?
27 And

he who is physically uncircumcised, if he keeps the Law, will he not judge you who though having the letter of
the Law and circumcision are a transgressor of the Law?

he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh.
29 But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the

letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God. NASB

Introduction: The Three Circles of the Religious Defense

Paul declared in his thesis to the Romans, “l am not ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of
God for salvation to everyone who believes for in it the righteousness of God is revealed.” Paul is
excited about the gospel as the source of salvation. Salvation implies the need to be saved. There is a
great problem that must be solved. Before Paul can offer the solution of the gospel, that is how is it
that God'’s righteousness is revealed, he must first establish the dilemma. What do all people need to
be saved from? The answer is that we all need salvation from our own sin. Though we can equally say
that we need salvation from the wrath of God which must come on those who have sinned against
him.” Do | really need to fear the wrath of God? Or | am basically good. God is loving. Aren’t | safe?

Paul recognizes that he must disarm us of the illusion of our own goodness and safety before a holy
God. So, he has taken us to court. He started his prosecution with the pagan person who has turned
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his back on God. But then he included in the moral person who stands in judgment over the pagan,
yet, does not live up to their own moral standards, much less God’s moral standards. The moral
person might adjust their defense to say, “l stand not only on my moral behavior, but on my moral
and religious behavior. My religion makes up for any moral failure.”

Being a skilled prosecutor, Paul addresses the religious defense in our present passage, Romans 2:17-
29. Before we get into the text, lets think a little more about the position of the religious person.

We can imagine that the defendant in this section of Romans is being asked to answer the following
guestion. “If you were to get hit by a bus in the next five minutes and go to the gates of heaven, and
God were to ask you, ‘Why should | let you come in and enjoy eternal life with me?’, what would
your answer be?” It’s a thoughtful question. In fact, you might want to pause right here and think
what your own answer would be to that question. If God asked you, “Why should | let you into
heaven?”, what would you say?

When | ask this question, | get three different types of answers from religious people. (1) First, some
religious people have the expectation that they are going to get in simply because they are a member
of a certain people group or denomination. They are not really sure how to answer the question.
They have not thought it through theologically. They would say, “Well, | am Orthodox. My whole
country is Orthodox. | may not be the best person, but | do believe | will go to heaven.” Or, “My
family is fourth generation Methodist. | grew up in the church. | think | am okay.” (2) The second
group of people senses that there must be more to it than just belonging to church or an ethnic
group. You have to be at least a little religious. One might say, “l am not a nun or priest or anything,
but | was baptized, and | was confirmed, and | go to church and confession on important occasions,
so, | am pretty sure | am going to heaven. Who can really be sure? But | think | am in.” Another might
say, “l read my Bible and pray every morning. | only listen to Christian radio. And | go to church twice
a week.” That’s the religious answer. | will get in because | do religious things. (3) The third person
senses that there must be even more to it than religious ritual. You must actually try to be a good
person, give to the poor, take marriage seriously, be honest in business practice, act kindly, and
promote justice. Often the response | get is a mix between the options number 2 and 3; a mix
between religious and moral behavior. “I have never killed anyone,” which, by the way, is a really low
bar. | have never killed anyone. Yeah, good for you. “I try to do what is right, to be honest, | go to
church, | believe in Jesus, | pray.”

Some mix of those three options is what you usually get from a modern religious person. Paul is not
addressing a modern religious person. Paul is addressing a first century Jew. So, to interpret Paul
correctly we need to think about what is the Jewish perspective that he was addressing? Though we
should probably say perspectives. | imagine there were also various options, moving from a less
religious Jew to a more religious Jew or from a Pharisees to a Sadducees to a scribe. There was
certainly some mix of perspective in first century Judaism.

We do know that the question of who enters the kingdom of God was a common question under
discussion for religious Jews in the first century. So, when Jesus raised the issue with Nicodemus in
John 3:3, regarding who gets into the kingdom of heaven, he raised an issue of common debate.
Nicodemus already knew the answer to the question. The accepted answer of who gets into the
kingdom of God was the righteous man. Everybody pretty much knew that. The real debate was over
the clarifying question, “Who is righteous?” Jesus, however, threw Nicodemus for a loop when he
skipped over the definition of the righteous man and instead proclaimed that the one who is born
again is the one who will enter the kingdom of heaven. That was a pretty strange answer to a
common Jewish question. So strange that Nicodemus got flustered, was unable to make sense of the
conversation, and pretty quickly just stopped talking.

To understand the common Jewish perspective, it is helpful to imagine three concentric circles, one
inside the other. The biggest circle, or the outer circle, would define the righteous man as the Jew. If
you are a Jew you are in, if you are a Gentile you are out. This fits for the less religious, less moral
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person, your averaging working guy. You do not have to over think your relationship with God. If you
are born a Jew, then you are part of the people of God. That makes you righteous. You are okay.

The Chosen
Ones

The Religious
Ones
Only the righteous

will enter the
kingdom of God.

The Moral
Ones

Ten
Commandments

Who then are the
Righteous ones?

Many Jews in Paul’s day would reject that idea. They would say there has to be more to it than that.
Not only do you have to be Jewish, you also have to obey the ritual law. You have to watch what you
eat, keep the Sabbath and circumcise your baby boys. As long as you keep the main markers of the
law, then you are in. You are considered righteous. This is the middle of our three circles. It is the
religious circle.

The Pharisees were a good example of a third Jewish perspective, which reasoned, “Yes, the first two
circles are necessary. You need to be a Jew, you need to keep the covenant rituals, but you need to
go further than that. You need to live a moral life. You need to follow the ten commandments, in
fact, you need to follow the whole of the law.” The righteous man is the one who keeps not only
ritual law, but also moral law. How righteous do you have to be in your behavior? In John’s account,
Jesus did not use the language of righteousness with Nicodemus, but Jesus did use righteousness
language throughout the sermon on the mount in Matthew 5-7, notably in Matthew 5:6 when he
said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.” Jesus
affirms that this is a good question to be asking. If the righteous enter the kingdom of God, and you
are seeking to enter the kingdom of God, then you should hunger and thirst after righteousness. But
Jesus holds up a really high standard for righteousness. In Matthew 5:20 he says, “For | say to you,
that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the
kingdom of heaven.” That would have shocked Nicodemus. Your righteousness must be more moral
than the most moral among you.

The three circles that give us the first century Jewish perspective, line up pretty well with modern
religious perspectives. The less demanding outer circle simply says that you need to belong to the
right group. As long as you are Roman Catholic or Orthodox, Moravian or Methodist, Baptist or
Brethren. If you are in the right church, you are good. That’s the main thing. The next circle asserts,
“No, there must be more to it than that. You need to take being a Methodist seriously, you need to
attend church regularly. Or as a Catholic, you need to take mass more than twice a year. Or as a
Baptist you need adult baptism and need to read your Bible daily.” This middle circle says that doing
the right religious rituals or habits or disciplines puts you in right standing with God. The final circle
goes further, “No, being a member of the right group is not enough and doing the right religious
activities is not enough, you actually have to live a moral life.”

Paul forced us into that third central circle in Romans 2:1-16. If you are going to stand in judgment of
immoral, secular people, then you must meet the moral requirements yourself. Paul concluded,
however, that no one does meet the moral standard required by God. On the day of judgment our
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thoughts will alternately defend and accuse. If we take the moral defense in the court of God, we will
lose our case. We are guaranteed a guilty verdict.

The natural move is to fall back on the second middle circle, the religious circle. We all know that we
are not basically good, if we are able to rationally think about it. We are sometimes good. We are
often selfish, rude, judgmental, prideful, uncaring, lustful, and greedy. When we own up to our own
moral failures, religious ritual provides a first line of defense. If the moral defense fails, what about
the religious defense. “I may not be perfect, but surely, God takes into account my religious actions.”
That’s the question before Paul. Will my religious ritual and disciplines cover over my moral failure?
Paul is going to say, “No.”

Romans 2:17-29 has two main sections. In 17-23 Paul sets up the charge, telling the religious Jew that
that their knowledge of God’s will has led to a false sense of security undermined by their behavior.
Then in 24-29 Paul brings home his charge that religious behavior and ritual do not make up for
moral failure.

I. Knowledge of God’s will lead the religious person to a false sense of security undermined by sin (2:17-
23).

Paul goes after the religious person’s security with three lists, coming in quick succession. The first
two list are positive. The third is not. Listening, we get the feel of a prosecuting attorney on the
attack. | will read all three and then come back to each one in turn.

[Read Romans 2:17-23]

A. The religious person becomes confident in their position with God because of their knowledge of
the Bible (2:17-18).

The Law here refers to Torah. It is the Pentateuch or first five books of the Bible. This is the set of
books that Moses left with the second generation of Israelites out of Egypt. It is much more than a
list of dos and don’ts. It includes history, poetry, theological explanation. And it answers for the early
Jewish nation three essential questions, “Who is God?” “Who am I?” “What’s our mission?”

This first list identifies truths about the believer in God who has received the special revelation of his
word. Through God’s covenant they have the special identity of “Jew.” They know who they are.
They know the good and bad of their history. They are also able to “rely on the Law.” They have a
sense of purpose from the Law directing them how to live individually, how to live in community,
how to order their religious life and even how to order their civil society. They can also “boast in
God” which again goes to identity. They are connected to someone much greater than they are alone
on their own. And they “know his will.” Their God is not a fickle, chaotic pagan god whose will is
undiscernible. In the Law, God made his will known. They know what he expects. “They can approve
the things that are essential” for relationship with God and for life in family and community.

The special revelation of God in his Word enables the Jews a to see things as God sees them. They
have access to an accurate worldview. They are wonderfully blessed in their religion.

In our new covenant age, Paul’s argument can be updated by inserting Christian for Jew and Bible for
Law. It still works.

[Reread Romans 2:17-18, replacing Christian for Jew and Bible for Law.]

Paul’s argument through the whole passage applies to the people of God who have received the
Word of God.

B. The religious person’s confidence emboldens them to teach others the worldview they have
received in the Bible (2:19-20).

The next list of five items in verse 19-20 describes the religious person’s advantage over the non-
religious person. Again, this is not a negative list. All these things should be true of someone who
truly knows God and has access to his word. Because they accepted God'’s revelation, the Jews had a
superior worldview. The pagan nations surrounding Israel lacked insight into God’s character, into
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the value of human beings, into accurate moral definition of what is good and what is evil, into the
orderliness of the created world, the nature of history and time, the reality of the soul and of the
afterlife. The Christian has the same advantage in the Bible, even a greater advantage, since we now
have the revelation concerning Jesus Christ. The world makes the most sense when Jesus is at the
center of our worldview and when we trust the Bible to fill out the details. Of course, we may not
understand the Bible accurately. But pursuit of accurate understanding leads us to more accurate
understanding of how life works, spiritually, morally, relationally. Paul would not have us apologize
for the blessing of the Bible, and he would certainly approve of the responsibility believers have in
communicating biblical truth to a world that is without hope, separated from God.

At the same time, Paul is quite aware of the sinful heart’s tendency to turn religious knowledge into a
sense of superiority, and even worse, into hypocritical superiority. After these two positive lists,
Paul’s charge comes in the next list.

C. Yet, the religious person does not live out the moral vision received in the Bible (2:21-23).
[Read Romans 2:21-23]

The problem is not the possession of religious knowledge. The problem is thinking that the
possession of religious knowledge is somehow enough to earn God’s approval, when we know our
behavior does not match up to our teaching.

It is not clear why Paul uses the examples of stealing, adultery, and robing temples. Stealing and
adultery both bring to mind the ten commandments, such that we should probably feel free to add in
the whole list of ten; the two examples implying the whole. We should also keep in mind that the ten
commandments provide a moral continuum. Jews understood the ten commandments as a general
summary of the whole law of Moses. Every specific law was somehow captured by one of the ten. If
that is true, then we need to understand murder and stealing and adultery more broadly.

Jesus taught a broader view of the ten commandments in Matthew 5. Jesus taught that if we call
someone a fool, we commit murder (Matthew 5:22). Murder is the supreme negative behavior
forbidden by the commandment. To murder someone is to distain their life to such a degree that you
are willing to take their life to fulfill your own agenda. If the actual taking of life is at the far end of
the continuum of murder, then hateful thoughts, hateful words and deeds make up the continuum
leading to murder. To hate a person in my heart, to degrade a person with my words, to spit on, hit
or scratch another person. These are the sins of murder.

For the case of adultery, Jesus says that lust for a woman that is not your wife is the sin of adultery
(Matthew 5:28). It starts in the mind, then moves to words and actions before being fully
consummated in sexual intercourse. The example here of stealing is interesting, because it is the one
example in the ten commandments where the outward action and the internal formulation of the sin
are both included. The outward action is forbidden in the commandment “Do not steal.” The inner
sin is forbidden in the commandment “Do not covet.” Coveting starts in the mind and moves toward
the outward action of stealing.

So, even though Paul uses the more concrete behaviors of stealing and adultery, his argument
includes coveting and lusting. Who are you to teach others to be faithful in marriage when you do
not resist the lusting in your own mind or when you are watching internet pornography? And who
are you to teach others not to steal when your heart is full of jealousy for what you do not have?

| have to admit that | am not sure what Paul is talking about when he says, “You who abhor idols, do
you rob temples?” One thought would be that he is addressing those who speak out against idol
worship, but do not pay their own tithe for the upkeeping of the temple. The problem with that
interpretation is that Paul uses the plural for temple, and the Jews only had one temple. Another
possibility is that Jews in Rome received some kind of benefit from pagan temples, such that with
their mouths they spoke of the evil of the temples and with their hands they took their share in the
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benefit offered by pagan temples. Or maybe some really robed temples. Whichever it is, Paul had in
mind some hypocritical practice that the Romans would have understood.

Paul’s conclusion comes out quite clear. Confident in their religious knowledge, Paul charges religious
Jew with bringing dishonor on God by not living up to their own teaching.

Il. Indictment: Religious knowledge and ritual do not make up for failure in moral practice (2:24-29).

This brings us into the second section of the text, after we have these three lists. In the rest of the
section Paul brings in the central Jewish ritual of circumcision. To sum up Paul’s indictment, he
declares that religious knowledge and ritual do not make up for failure in moral practice. Paul makes
his point here with three consecutive “for” statements. The word “for” may or may not occur in your
translation. It is there in the original Greek that Paul used. It is at the beginning of verse 24, 25, and
28. You will hear it in the English translation | am using.

Let’s take them one by one.
A. For... (2:24)
[Read Romans 2:24]

Verse 24 supports the statement made in verse 23. This is the basic indictment. In verse 23 Paul asks
the rhetorical question, “You who boast in the Law, through your breaking of the Law do you
dishonor God?” We could follow that up with the question, “How does our breaking the law dishonor
God?” Paul’s response is verse 24, “Your breaking the law dishonors God, because ‘the name of God
is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”” When religious people preach one thing and
then behave contrary to their teaching, non-religious people take note. And not only does the
inconsistency cause them to think badly of the religious people. It also causes them to think badly of
the God of those religious people.

Often religious people are guilty of communicating superiority over non-religious people. “We know
the truth, we are better.” That comes out a lot. At other times, religious people communicate
humbly, yet, their claim to special knowledge is still heard or interpreted as a claim to superiority.
Either way, non-religious or less religious people are aware that Christians claim to have a special
sight into what is morally right and what is morally wrong. They know we preach to not commit
adultery. So, what do they think when a famous minister is caught in adultery? They know we preach
the Bible is true, and the Bible says to turn the other cheek to the aggressor, do not take your
Christian brother to court, care for the widow and orphan, love your neighbor and love the foreigner.
When we fail in these areas, we look like hypocrites, and our God looks like a judgmental, abusive,
small minded god. A claim to religious knowledge combined with failure in living out the moral claims
of that religious knowledge smells awful. One pastor calls it theological body odor. Good truth, bad
practice. Its very evident to the non-religious person, and it brings dishonor on the God that the
religious person claims to follow.

B. For... (2:25-27)

The next “for” introduces the point made in verses 25-27. Paul refers to circumcision in this point.
Circumcision was the sign of the Abrahamic covenant instituted in Genesis 17. The Mosaic covenant,
building on the Abrahamic covenant, continued the requirement of circumcision. Circumcision
provided a physical marker for Jewish boys and men that distinguished them or set them apart from
non-Jews.

Paul has said in verse 24 that the behavior of the Jewish people has caused non-Jewish people to talk
bad about the God of the Jews. We might again ask Paul, “How so?” “How is it that inability to live up
to our teaching causes non-Jews to blaspheme God.” To summarize Paul’s point in 25-27, he is going
to say, “Your failure to live out your own teaching causes non-Jews to speak badly about God
because you have set yourself apart by your religious ritual, but not by your behavior, such that you
act like you are not the people of God while non-Jews who are not set apart by the religious
ceremony of circumcision at times fulfill the teaching of God.”
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[Read Romans 2:25-27]

Paul has refused to accept the religious defense. It is not enough to be circumcised. You actually have
to obey the law. He has maneuvered us back to the moral argument. The religious defense wants to
argue that possession of religious knowledge, the Law, and performance of religious ritual somehow
make up for our moral failures. Paul says, “No, they do not.” Those who have not been ritually
circumcised sometimes do better at fulfilling the law than you who have been circumcised. Though
the Jewish person feels like they are a guide to the blind in verse 19, here it is the non-Jewish person
who judges the Jewish person. The teacher is not the one who knows the right thing to do. The
teacher is the one who does the right thing.

Jews and Christians often make the same mistake in understanding the religious rituals of the Bible.
We have circumcision, food laws and various commands to sacrifice in the Old Testament. In the
New Testament the two big rituals are baptism and the Lord’s supper, taking the bread and wine.
The mistake is to believe that somehow these rituals cover over our moral sin.

There is a popular perspective or way to look at it that God judges based on the scale system. All our
sins are put on one side of the scale and all our good works on the other side of the scale. Whichever
way the scale tips decides the judgement. The moral indictment from the beginning of the chapter
ensures us that the scale will always tilt towards guilty. Our sin always outweighs our good works,
because God takes into account thoughts and words as well as actions. This is the point in the
argument where the religious person takes a step back from trying to make their defense purely on
their moral behavior. They want to add their religious knowledge, rituals, and habits onto the good
side of the scale. “But | was baptized. | went to church and took communion weekly. | prayed daily. |
gave a full 10% of my income. That has got to count for something. If | put all that on to the good side
of the scale won't it tip it over in my favor?”

There are at least three problems with this line of thinking.

First, even if religious ritual did tip the scales, are you truly doing those things out of love for God or
are you simply trying to buy your way out of sin? If your heart is not pure in your ritual, then the
action is not pleasing to God? Does it really go on the good side, if you are only doing it to try to get
out of sin? As David prays in the confession of his sin in Psalm 53:16, “God, you do not delight in
sacrifice, otherwise | would give it; you are not pleased with burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are
a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” David understood that the
religious ritual does not have value if the heart is not right.

Second, God does not judge us on this scale system. No judge does that. You may be given some
credit for good behavior before a court of law, being a descent guy is not going to get you off for
murder. You will be judged before the court based on your moral thoughts, words, and deeds, one at
a time. Each sin you commit is a grievous offense against the moral nature of God. Paul is going to
say in Romans 6:23 that “the wages of sin is death.” The penalty for one sin is death or eternal
separation from God. Holy God cannot be in relationship with sinful man. He must judge sin. If we
put on one side of the scale all the truly good and selfless, loving acts you have done in your life and
put on the other side of the scale one sin. The verdict of a just judge must still be guilty for that one
sin. You are guilty of that one sin. Adding all your religious knowledge and action on the good side
does not change the fact that you must pay the penalty of that one sin.

Third, the Bible does not teach that the penalty of sin is good community service. If the offence were
lighter, then perhaps the penalty would be to say three prayers and go to church for a month.
Though it is truly a shame if you feel like talking to God in prayer and going to church are penalties.
But the offence is not light. The offence tarnishes the image of God in which you were made. The
offence disqualifies you for relationship with a holy God. The result is eternal separation from God.
The penalty of sin is death. You do not pay that with your good religious behavior.
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We will come back to this understanding of judgment when we get to the verdict at the end of
chapter 3. For now, it is enough to know that Paul does not accept religious ritual as efficacious for
removing the guilt of sin.

C. For... (2:28-29)

We can ask, “How so?”, one more time. How is it that the ritual of circumcision does protect us from
our moral failures? Paul’s answer has to do with the function of circumcision. Circumcision was not
intended as a ritual act that somehow conferred grace on a Jewish boy. If that were the case, we
should truly fear for the salvation of all the Jewish girls. Circumcision was a symbolic ritual pointing
towards an internal reality. Circumcision symbolized both a curse and a blessing. Through the ritual
of circumcision parents declared a curse on their own seed or their own descendants, essentially
declaring, “If we do not walk faithfully with God, if we turn away to worship other Gods then let our
descendants be cut off from the people of Israel (Genesis 17:9-14).” The symbolic idea is a cutting
off. Circumcision also communicates a blessing, symbolizing the need for God to work internally in
the heart of a person, so that they might be able to love him and serve him. Circumcision of the heart
is a cutting away of the old flesh or sin nature. Moses promised in Deuteronomy 30:6, “The Lord you
God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live.” Now let’s read the text.

[Read Romans 2:28-29]

Trusting in circumcision to make oneself acceptable before God is to miss the whole point of the
ritual. Circumcision is meant to call Jews to commit to faithful service with God that comes out of a
heart for God. Circumcision does not make up for moral failure.

Paul’s example here is the Jew. The same argument applies to all cultural Christians. We could insert
baptism for circumcision. Baptism carries into the new covenant very similar symbolism as
circumcision. There is both a curse and a blessing. Recognizing the need to die for sin, baptism takes
the Christian under the water, symbolizing death. That’s the curse. And recognizing the need for God
to do an internal work in the heart, baptism takes the Christian up out of the water, symbolizing new
life. That’s the blessing. Baptism does not make up for moral failure. Baptism points to an internal
reality. The religious Christian who trusts in their knowledge of the Bible and their various religious
practices fails in their defense before God, just as much as the Jewish person.

Who is righteous before God? Going back to our three circles, the outer circle says it is enough to
simply be a member; be a Jew or be a Christian in the right denomination. That's it. You are in. But
certainly, there has to be more than that. You have to be religious; be baptized, take the Lord’s
supper, go to church. Others say, that is not enough. You have to go further. You have to keep the
moral law. The righteous one is both religious and moral. Paul agrees. But he also agrees with Jesus.
Your morality must exceed the morality of the most moral among you. You must be without guilt.
How that can be Paul has not yet told us. We must wait a bit more. He hints in verse 29 that he is
going to talk about something new. A work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. But he is not ready to go
into that now.

Paul’s last words challenge us to a right perspective. In verse 17 the religious person is described as
boasting in God. He is secure in his own knowledge about God. A dangerous reality in the sinful
human heart when mixed with religion, even good religion, is that we become self-satisfied with our
own religious knowledge and practice. The human heart is terribly legalistic. We feel as though we
know God and are good with God because of our status as a member of the right group and because
of the paltry commitments we make in the name of religion. The legalistic human heart also craves
the praise of others. “See what | have done. Recognize that | am worthy.” Praise from man
strengthens our sense of security in our own righteousness. It is wonderful to gather around us
people of like mind, people who approve of our religious ritual, because they convince us that we are
okay.
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But the person who truly seeks God and truly loves God, is not proud in his own knowledge and
behavior and he does not depend on the praise of other people. As Paul writes in our last verse here,
“But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not
by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God.” “His praise is not from men, but from
God.” You seg, it is not so important what you think about God as what God thinks about you. It is
crucial to hear God say, “Justified. You are innocent before my court. Enter into relationship with
me.” False security in religious works hinders the pursuit of open and honest relationship with God.
As David said, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will
not despise.”

Before we find the answer to the question, “What makes me right in the eyes of God?” We must
desire the answer. When we recognize that we are indeed poor in Spirit, when we mourn over our
sin, when we become meek before God, when we begin to hunger and thirst after his righteousness,
then we are on the right path. Then we are no longer seeking man’s answer to how to be right before
God, but we have begun to seek God’s answer. We see that we have no answer in and of ourselves.
We seek God’s answer. And those who seek will find.

Reflection questions

1. As you observe the text of Romans 2:17-29, what are a couple of things that stand out to you as
strange or interesting or confusing or important?

2. What stands out to you as interesting or important or surprising in the first two of Paul’s lists in
2:17-20?
3. What are one or two examples of the biblical worldview that your culture needs to understand? In

other words, what message from the Bible would be helpful at this point in time for your society to
hear?

4. What are one or two examples in your society of the how the behavior of Christians prevents the
positive message of the Bible from being heard? In other words, what examples come to mind of
how the words or attitudes of Christians undermine their own teaching?

5. In your church or circle of Christian friends, what are some of the expected rituals, disciplines or
behaviors?

6. Take an example or two from question 5 and answer the following question. How do you
understand the purpose of that particular religious ritual or discipline? Why is it important?

7. What does it mean to claim from verse 29 “It is more important what God thinks about you than
what you think about God”?

Interpreting Romans observetheword.com Lesson6 | 9



PART Il: GOD JUSTIFIES BY FAITH
ROMANS 1:18-4:25

Lesson 7: Two Objections Raised and Deferred

Romans 3:1-8
I. The First Objection
1 Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the benefit of circumcision?

2 Great in every respect.
First of all, that they were entrusted with the oracles of God.
3 What then? If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the faithfulness of God, will it?
4 May it never be! Rather, let God be found true, though every man be found a liar, as it is written,
“That You may be justified in Your words and prevail when You are judged.”

Il. The Second Objection

5 But if our unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of God, what shall we say? The God who inflicts
wrath is not unrighteous, is He? (I am speaking in human terms.)

6 May it never be! For otherwise, how will God judge the world?
7 But if through my lie the truth of God abounded to His glory, why am | also still being judged as a sinner?
8 And why not say (as we are slanderously reported and as some claim that we say), “Let us do evil that
good may come”?

Their condemnation is just. NASB

Paul has Challenged Our Religious identity

At the end of Romans chapter 2, Paul rejects the religious presumption that identifying as a Jew and
participating in Jewish ritual, such as circumcision, will make a person acceptable to the court of God
on the day of judgment. And we should be careful to not read back into this any kind of anti-Jewish
sentiment. Paul targets the Jew as the person with the best possible religious argument. The Jews
truly have received promises from God and truly received ritual practices from God. Paul is not
looking down on the Jew. He is saying that even though you can claim to be an actual member of
God'’s people and to have followed God’s ceremonial law, you still do not stand before God on that
basis. Your religious acts do not make up for your sin. The scale of justice still tilts guilty.

But | am a Jew! That does not matter in this court. But | am a Baptist! Does not matter. | am a Roman
Catholic! Does not matter. | am Methodist, Orthodox, Brethren, Bible church, Presbyterian, Anglican,
Non-denominational, Undenominational, free spirit...It does not matter. Your religious identity does
not count a whit in this court. Have you or have you not consistently and thoroughly lived out the
moral will of God in your life? Does this court have any righteous claim that can be brought against
you? That is the question of justice.

But that does not seem fair. It may make sense to reject the pagan or the Hindu or the Muslim, but
to reject the Jew or the Christian whose circumcision, baptism, communion comes from the Word of
God. That does not seem right. Paul is pausing here at the beginning of chapter 3 to entertain 2
objections against his prosecution of the case so far. The first objection in chapter 3:1, “Then what
advantage has a Jew? Or what is the benefit of circumcision?” contains a deep emotional complaint
that is best understood when we put ourselves into the place of the Jew in Paul’s argument. This is
about religious identity. Before we go further in the text let’s try to enter personally into the problem
Paul is addressing.

You have a religious identity. As you have grown up and developed your understanding of God and
how to relate to him certain values and memories and presuppositions have become part of who you
are. Whether you have embraced your childhood exposure to religion or rebelled against that early
teaching; whether you are a traditionalist or a free spirit; whether you have stayed consistent in your
path or have experienced a dramatic conversion; whatever the case, you have a religious identity and
religious values. You have a way of approaching God that feels right to you. You feel secure with God
or insecure with God because of how you view God and how you view yourself. You have your own
story. | have my story. | will share with you a bit of my story by way of example.
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| grew up in the Moravian church, a protestant denomination that came before the protestant
reformation. The Moravians came from Moravia which is part of the Czech Republic. The Moravians
passed through a renewal in Germany before coming to America. So, there is both a Czech and a
German background. Moravian traditions have settled deep in my soul. | smell beeswax candles at
Christmas, a brass band makes me think of Easter sunrise service, | catch myself whistling the tune to
“Jesus Makes My Heart Rejoice” and “Christ the Lord, the Lord Most Glorious”, green mountains take
me back summer camp memories, and ginger cookies never live up to the paper-thin Moravian
cookies we got at Grandmother and Granddaddy’s house.

In college, | began to get interested in my roots. Being the church archivist, Granddaddy gave me
access to old, dusty books that contained the story of Moravian missions. Our history stretched back
past Martin Luther to the Slavic reformer Jan Hus, martyred in 1415 for holding up the Bible as the
Christian’s highest authority and for claiming the right to preach to Czech people in their heart
language. When the Moravians came to Germany in the 1700s, God did an amazing work in that
small community, sending missionaries through Europe, to Greenland, Africa, the Caribbean, even
Palestine. More important to me was the arrival of my great, great, great, great, great, great
grandfather who joined the community of believers at Friedland Moravian Church in North Carolina,
where | grew up going to church. That was 250 years ago. | have this religious heritage and
experience that is part of who | am. And | want to believe that it matters.

| used to think that 250 years was a long religious heritage, which, for America it certainly is. That
was before | moved to Croatia. But living in Croatia, | walk by buildings that are 250 years old and
there are families who claim to have been Roman Catholic for 1000 years, easily outdistancing my
heritage. And they have stories of holding on to their faith through war and persecution. For so
many, to be Croatian is to be Catholic. Their religious identity is deeply intertwined with their cultural
and ethnic and political identity. That is getting closer to Paul’s case with the Jew. Their culture
outdoes Protestant and Catholic and Orthodox. They claim a heritage 4000 years back to Abraham.
They have suffered more than any through war and persecution. Theirs are the prophets. Even the
Christian writers of the New Testament are Jews. In Paul’s day to be a Jew was a religious statement
intertwined with culture, ethnicity and politics.

And yet, here Paul argues that it just does not matter in the courtroom of God. It does not matter if
you are a Jew. His point is not that it just does not matter for the Jew. It does not matter for the Jew
or for whatever identity you claim. Whether your heritage is as old as Abraham or whether you were
the first in your family take the road you are on. Paul would strip you of all your religious dress; all
your sacraments and ordinances; your baptism, your Lord’s Supper, your Christmas and Easter
celebrations, your confirmation, your Bible reading, your prayer, and your fasting. All your rituals and
your self-definition, traditionalist, conservative, moderate, free spirit, progressive, future oriented, of
Moses, of Peter, of Paul; however you define yourself, that too will be stripped away.

Paul’s insistence that we will be judged in the moral court of God based on our own thoughts, our
own words and our own deeds takes us back to the garden of Eden, where the only questions that
count are, “Why are you hiding and what have you done?” No matter what religious identity and
traditions we would use to cover our nakedness, no matter what bush we try to hide behind, God
sees. God sees through to the heart. King David acknowledged, “You desire truth in the innermost
being and in the hidden part you will make me know wisdom (Psalm 51:6).” | cannot package myself
in such a way that | come out looking good to God. He sees me, truly, exactly as | am.

We are left with this at the end of chapter 2. Paul has condemned the Pagan man, the Moral man
and the Religious man. He pauses now to raise these two objections that regularly come against the
gospel. If religion does not suffice in the court of God, then, “What about the Jew?”, and secondly,
“What about sin? If no religion are we free to sin?” We will address each objection in turn starting
with “What about the Jew?” in chapter 3:1-4.
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The First Objection — What about the Jew?
[Read Romans 3:1-4]

“Paul, if religion does not matter, if we stand naked before God, then what is the point? Why did God
call Abraham in the first place and promise a son and save Israel from Egypt and make them a
nation? Why did God give them circumcision and command ritual obedience?”

That’s the objection. And the objection can be raised both emotionally and theologically.
The Objection Understood Emotionally

Emotionally, Paul’s presentation of the gospel attacks our sense of religious identity. That is what |
have been setting up. This is deep in us. We feel this. | gave you a bit of my story. Here is another.

| once met a student who had switched from the University of Zagreb to the University of Split. He
originally came from the coast of Croatia. Moving to Zagreb he got into a party crowd, drinking some
drugs, not much studying. So, he moved to Split to start over. The emptiness did not go away. One
night he called out to God, “If you exist, let me know who you are?” The next day, he met some
friends that | had set up in an English class. They went to coffee. He heard that he could have a
personal relationship with Jesus. He prayed to God that night, and his life was changed. He was one
of those who experienced a dramatic transformation, from being empty and lost to experiencing joy
and purpose. He could not get enough of the Bible. He spent time with Jesus. The partying stopped.
No more drinking, no more drugs. He started to study and do well in college.

So, his parents took him out of the University in Split. There was an island near his home with a cross
on it. He would go there to pray. His parents noticed this difference. He had grown up Roman
Catholic but had never prayed or read the Bible. Now he could not stop talking about Jesus. They
became afraid that he was losing his identity, so they took him out of University again. My friend
from Split called him and his mom answered his phone. She said, “Look, | know you are a good
person. | know you helped my son stop drugs and get his life together. But he was born a Catholic,
raised a Catholic and he will die a Catholic. Do not ever call him again.”

She was feeling this deep threat to identity. That was so important to her that she could not see that
her son was beginning to develop a true relationship with Jesus Christ. The primary issue is not about
being Roman Catholic, being Jewish, being Protestant. The issue is about, knowing Jesus, walking
with Jesus, trusting in Jesus. Sometimes our religion is so deeply a part of who we are that we cannot
hear the voice of Jesus calling, knocking on the door. We are afraid to listen, afraid of what we might
lose. The objection is not rational, but even more powerfully, it is deeply emotional.

“Who are you to say, Paul, that it does not matter if we are Jewish or circumcised? You are a traitor
to the faith. You have given up on your own people. You have thrown away precious tradition forged
through centuries of suffering. What do you mean there is no advantage in being a Jew who is
circumcised? You are crazy Paul. You are an outcast.”

Paul experienced this kind of emotional response from people in his ministry. For example, Acts 17
records Paul being pleasantly received by Jews of the synagogue of Thessalonica. Initially, his
teaching about Jesus was given a hearing and some joined him. But when it became clear that the
message was also for non-Jews, uncircumcised Gentiles, a powerful, emotional backlash followed,
and Paul was driven from the city. Their identity as the special people of God had been threatened.

Paul’s proclamation of the gospel strips away the presuppositions of our moral and religious identity.
We are not safe in who we have defined ourselves to be.

The Objection Understood Rationally

The objection of verse 1 can also be understood rationally or theologically. There is a rational
problem with Paul’s gospel message. God really did make special promises to the Jewish people. “But
now, thus says the Lord, your Creator, O Jacob, and he who formed you, O Israel, ‘Do not fear, for |
have redeemed you; | have called you by name; you are mine (Isaiah 43:1-2)!"” What name has God
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called his people? “O Jacob, O Israel.” God knows their name. He gave them the name Jew. He made
promises to Abraham and to Moses and to David. “You may stumble, you may suffer, you may be
exiled. But you are mine O Israel. | will not forsake you. | will bring you back. You are my people. | am
your God.”

If we simply ignore and wipe away all significance of being a Jew and the value of Jewish ritual, then
the Old Covenant becomes very confusing. It makes no sense. God took those things very seriously.
Paul is not rejecting the Law, Writings and Prophets. Paul carefully communicates both the
discontinuity and continuity inherent in moving from the Old Covenant to the New. Claiming the
birthright of the Jew and holding to all the traditions will not save you from a just and holy judge on
the day of judgment. But that is not the same thing as saying that there is no value in the name Jew
and the rituals instituted by God.

So, what is the advantage of being a circumcised Jew? Verse 2, “Great in every respect.” And the very
first advantage is that the Jew has been “entrusted with the oracles of God.” Jews are not wrong to
claim access to the will of God. They are not wrong to claim to be a light to those who are in
darkness. The word of God is a precious, precious possession, enabling the Jew who receives it to see
the world as it really is; to see God and people and relationships from God’s own perspective.

And that is all Paul has to say right now on this which is a bit disappointing, really. It’s a solid
objection that he is being asked. The Old Covenant emphasizes the value of being a Jew and
performing circumcision. But Paul claims it does not help on the day of judgment. Unpack that for us
Paul. But he does not unpack it. Instead, he gives what | call the Dad answer: short, a little confusing,
and definitely unsatisfying. Paul starts with, “First of all.” And what should naturally follow later after
“First of all?” At some point we should have “and second...and third...” Paul starts a list that he never
finishes. What'’s going on here? Is Paul distracted? Does he not know how to answer the question? Is
he frustrated that anyone would dare raise a point. No, no and no, that is not what is going on. When
we study the rest of the letter to the Romans, we find out that Paul gives a detailed answer to this
guestion. The whole of chapters 9-11 answer this question, “What about the Jews?”

Paul is an experienced evangelist. He knows that his presentation raises problems for people
listening to him. He acknowledges the problem and gives a short answer to show he is not avoiding
the question, but he needs to finish the basic message of the gospel before he can turn to a new
topic. Especially in this case, because understanding the foundational truth of the gospel is necessary
to answer the question, “What about the Jews?”

The short answer here is that even though simply being a Jew does not justify a person in the court
of God, there are great advantages, like possession of the Word of God. Furthermore, in verse 3,
God’s faithfulness to his promises will not be overturned simply because some Jews did not believe.
“What then? If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the faithfulness of God, will it?”
The theological objection argues that Paul’s gospel makes God out to be unfaithful in his promises to
the Jews. Paul responds, “Lack of belief by some will not overrule God’s faithfulness.” He emphasizes
that with his emphatic, “May it never be!” If Paul’s version of the gospel is correct, then it will show
God to be true even if every person claiming to be a member of his people turns out to be a liar, a
hypocrite. In verse 4 it is God who is on trial and God who is justified. The God of Paul’s gospel is
judged for not giving appropriate value to religious identity and ceremony. He is judged as an unjust
judge or as a breaker of promises. That is why Paul asserts himself so emphatically. “May it never be!
That God would be unfaithful or break his promises.” Paul is refuting the claim that his gospel shows
God to be unjust, arguing that in fact his gospel is the only way to show God as just. “Let God be
found true, that he might be justified in his words and prevail when he is judged.”

The gospel is necessary to reveal the righteousness of God in his plan of salvation. It is necessary to
help us understand his promises to the Jews and not only to the Jews, but also to the Christian
church. Paul will address the question of God’s faithfulness to his people in chapters 9-11. For now,
he wants to mention another objection and then get back to his gospel presentation.
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The Second Objection — What about sin?
[Read Romans 3:5-8]

We might find the second objection a little convoluted, but it is an objection that comes against the
gospel regularly in various forms. This objection begins by claiming that our unrighteousness
demonstrates the righteousness of God. What unrighteousness is Paul referring to? Well, in the
context it is the unrighteousness of the religious person who depends on outward identity and ritual,
while not living up to their own creed. God sees through religious hypocrisy and is shown to be
righteous in his judgment of religious man. But if God knows that man falls short and man'’s falling
short only affirms the righteousness of God, then why does God punish man for falling short? Our sin
reveals his righteous glory. Therefore, our sin adds to his praise. God is glorified by our sin, so it is
wrong for him to punish us.

Sophistry is a smart sounding argument that twists words around to deceive, or it is the attempt to
win an argument through clever, but false reasoning. This is sophistry. The objection is a twisting of
Paul’s language from the beginning of his gospel presentation back in chapter 1. Paul had declared
that the gospel reveals the righteousness of God, that’s in 1:17. God also reveals his righteousness in
his wrath against sinful man, that’s in 1:18. This objection twists that around to suggest that the
sinfulness of man reveals God'’s righteousness, and so, God is unrighteous to inflict the punishment
of his wrath, since the end result of our sin is glory to God. If you follow that, the basic idea is that we
sin, that shows God to be right. God receives glory. If he receives glory through our actions he is not
just in punishing us.

Paul is pretty quick to denounce this argument, using his favorite emphatic phrase again in verse 6,
“May it never be!” The whole idea of judgment would be lost if somehow our sin is added up as a
positive. One thing that is quite clear in the Bible from the garden of Eden to the new Jerusalem is
that God judges sin. A just God must judge sin. Our just God does judge sin.

Verse 7 and 8 repeat the sophistry. “If through my lie the truth of God abounded to his glory, why am
| also still being judged as a sinner?” The gospel radically affirms that the law cannot save because
people cannot live up to the law. Opponents to the gospel hear that the law cannot save and in their
minds they twist that assertion, either purposefully or mistakenly, to say that these Christians oppose
living the moral life exhorted by the law. If Christians reject salvation by law, then Christians must be
lawless.

This is a valid objection here. If you take away the law as the standard that justifies, then what
motive is there for living a righteous life? That is a significant challenge to the gospel. And to be fair, a
lot