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"The Eternal Gospel to the 'Eternal City'"- Romans 1:1-7
 

'Thinking Theology from Romans' Series

Rev. Charles R. Biggs


 

Introduction
This week I will begin a series on 'Thinking Theology from Romans'.  
 

Romans 1:1-7
ESV Romans 1:1 Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, 2 which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy Scriptures, 3 concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh 4 and was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 5 through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations, 6 including you who are called to belong to Jesus Christ, 7 To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
 

Theme of Romans 1:1-7
Introductory matters concerning Paul and the Roman Church.  A look at the astounding reality that the eternal gospel was growing deep roots in the “Eternal (pagan! And influential!) City”!  Wherever the gospel goes whether in the heart of a self-righteous Jew like Paul, or in the pagan city of Rome, the power of God is revealed in salvation!

What is this "good news" or gospel of Paul? The Eternal Gospel is that Jesus Christ, the Son of Abraham and David, has been installed, or “declared” to be the Son of God with power by the Spirit, and has begun through the declaration and preaching of the gospel to bring about eternal change in the people of God throughout the world - -both Jews and Gentiles in Rome!  

 

Jesus Christ has been installed as King over Rome- -the Eternal City!
The Apostle Peter preached this reality on the Day of Pentecost recorded for us in Acts 2:22-36:
"Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know- 23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. 24 God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. 25 For David says concerning him, "' I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken; 26 therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; my flesh also will dwell in hope. 27 For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see corruption. 28 You have made known to me the paths of life; you will make me full of gladness with your presence.' 29 "Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. 30 Being therefore a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set one of his descendants on his throne, 31 he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. 32 This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. 33 Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and hearing. 34 For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he himself says, "' The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, 35 until I make your enemies your footstool.' 36 Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified."
A. Influence of the Letter to the Romans:

“Romans is…the quintessence and perfection of saving doctrine.” -17th century Puritan.
“The purest gospel.” –Martin Luther

“[Romans] is worthy not only that every Christian should know it word for word, by heart, but occupy himself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul.  It can never be read or pondered too much, and the more it is dealt with the more precious it becomes, and the better it tastes.” –Martin Luther

B. Genre- Letter/Not Systematic Theology (it is rooted in history/time and space with a purpose to apply theology at a particular point in redemptive-history). Yet his sustained argumentation in this letter leads us to think of “tract” or “treatise” as a subgenre of letter or epistle. 

C. Date- 57-59 AD (earliest 55 AD)- see commentaries below for more on the dating. 

D. Dictated by Paul with help of Tertius his Amanuenses (16:22) 
E. All 16 chapters made up Romans, but chapters 14-15 were removed in some manuscripts to form a circular letter of apostolic theology (one reason why some manuscripts do not have “in Rome” in 1:7).

I.                    The Apostle Paul’s Life and Conversion

a.      His “Righteousness” in Persecuting the Church- Paul had considered himself a very righteous person with regards to his life as a Pharisee.  Philippians 3:1-12 summarizes his thinking:
Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord. To write the same things to you is no trouble to me and is safe for you. 2 Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who mutilate the flesh. 3 For we are the real circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh- 4 though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith- 10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.
b.      God’s Righteousness in Paul’s Conversion and Call from the LORD Jesus (Acts 9)- Although Paul thought he lived righteous before God under the Law, he realized by God's grace a righteousness that was apart from him found only in Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ calls Paul to serve him as a bond slave (Rom. 1:1), one set apart for the gospel of God!  What grace that God shows to wretched sinners, even the greatest of sinners like Paul who persecuted the Church and killed Christians!  What grace to sinners like us today!  Remember Paul's own testimony to the grace of God and how he was called to be set apart to the gospel and to be Jesus' slave in Acts 26:13-24:
 

13 At midday, O king, I saw on the way a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, that shone around me and those who journeyed with me. 14 And when we had all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, 'Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.' 15 And I said, 'Who are you, Lord?' And the Lord said, 'I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. 16 But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, 17 delivering you from your people and from the Gentiles- to whom I am sending you 18 to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.' 19 "Therefore, O King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, 20 but declared first to those in Damascus, then in Jerusalem and throughout all the region of Judea, and also to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance. 21 For this reason the Jews seized me in the temple and tried to kill me. 22 To this day I have had the help that comes from God, and so I stand here testifying both to small and great, saying nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would come to pass: 23 that the Christ must suffer and that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles."
 

Notice from Paul's own testimony that while he was looking "for blood", Christ was looking for Paul to reveal himself and to show him his gracious goodness in forgiveness!  No wonder Paul will later write: "No one is righteous, no not one; no one seeks after God" (Rom. 3:10).  
Paul knew from his own experience that he was not seeking God when God found him!
 

c.      His Mission and Office as Apostle of God (Romans 15:20- “To preach where Christ has not been named.”)- It is interesting that God calls such an unworthy man as Saul of Tarsus, to preach his gospel to the Gentiles and "to where Christ has not been named".  God gives Saul a new name and a new heart as the Apostle Paul.  The Apostle Paul has a new heart for the lost sheep of God wandering as Gentiles outside the covenant of God.
e.      Paul wrote this letter to Rome on Paul’s 3rd missionary journey during his “three month stay” in Corinth (Acts 20:1ff).

II.                  The Church at Rome

a.      Founding of the Congregation (no consensus, but probably from Romans who went back from Pentecost, Acts 2:10- “…visitors from Rome.”)- At Pentecost there were some there from Rome and it is quite possible that they were changed, filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, and went back in the power of the Spirit to declare the Person and Work of Jesus Christ.  The great gospel to the pagan city of Rome and only God can boast about starting this important work!  No one even to this day, knows for sure who started the congregation of God's saints there.
b.      Why was Romans written? Circumstances and Purpose of Letter to the Romans (Acts 18:1ff, ca AD 49 with Emperor Claudius)

1.      Unity between Jews and Gentiles (perhaps predominantly Gentile congregation).

2.      Had written ‘Galatians’ and ‘Corinthians’ and wanted to give the Church at Rome a solid theological foundation before any false teaching had arisen.

3.      Wanted an outpost to reach Spain with Gospel and so wanted to make sure their gospel was clear, to introduce himself, and to invite Rome as sponsors on his next church plant in Spain (15:22-24).

4.      Ultimately: Because sinners need the good news (the “gospel”) of knowing Christ Jesus is God’s provision for sins and to give righteousness to those who believe by faith!

5.      Paul’s “Thesis statement” for the letter:

Romans 1:16-17 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith."

III.                The Summary of the Gospel en nuce
a.      “Of the seed of David”- this is King Messiah Christ! Notice the Apostle Paul's focus on the continuity of God's revelation between the Old and New Covenants.  The two covenants, the two people's of God are united together in the One Lord Jesus Christ, the Seed of David (as well as the Seed of Abraham, Gal. 3:21ff).
b.      “According to the flesh…according to the Spirit of Power” (1:3-4)- "the flesh" and the "Spirit of power" are describing more than merely the humanity and deity of Christ.  The flesh represents the present age and the Spirit of power is the Age to Come (cf. Eph. 1:20-23).  We should see the present age, or age of the flesh as one epoch, and the age to come, or the age of Spirit of Power as another epoch that overlaps with the first one of flesh.  Christ came to us "in the flesh", that is in this present age characterized by sin, the fall and rebellion against God.  He was resurrected and ascended in the flesh "by the Spirit of Power" to the right hand of God and sent forth his Holy Spirit from the Age to Come.
 

Jesus has literally boldly gone where no man has gone before at the right hand of God the Father Almighty!  
 

      Herman Ridderbos teaches concerning this: “…His revelation took place ‘in the flesh’, that is, he assumed the mode of existence of the present world [creation].  ‘Flesh’ does not refer only to the physical, nor merely to the human as such, but to the human in its weakness, transitoriness, that which Paul elsewhere terms being ‘of the earth, earthy’ (1 Cor. 15:47), and what in Galatians 4 is called being ‘born of a woman’.
 

Compare this “flesh” with Romans 8:3, 2 Corinthians 5:16, and 1 Timothy 3:16:

Romans 8:3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,

2 Corinthians 5:16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer.

1 Timothy 3:16 Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory.

c.      “Determined”/ “Appointed” to be the Son of God in Power (1:3-4). Jesus has been appointed as the Son of God in power.  This means that in his resurrection-ascension, Jesus has taken the Eternal Throne of His Father David, promised to King David by God in 2 Samuel 7:11-17.
o       ESV Hebrews 4:7 again he appoints a certain day, "Today," saying through David so long afterward, in the words already quoted, "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts."

o       ESV Acts 17:26 And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place...

o       Acts 2:34 For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he himself says, "' The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, 35 until I make your enemies your footstool.' 36 Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified."

Westminster Larger Catechism 36:  Who is the Mediator of the covenant of grace? A. The only Mediator of the covenant of grace is the Lord Jesus Christ,(1) who, being the eternal Son of God, of one substance and equal with the Father,(2) in the fullness of time became man,(3) and so was and continues to be God and man, in two entire distinct natures, and one person, for ever.(4) 

(1)1 Tim. 2:5. 

(2)John 1:1,14; John 10:30; Phil. 2:6 

(3)Gal. 4:4 

(4)Luke 1:35; Rom. 9:5; Col. 2:9; Heb. 7:24,25.

d.      The gospel was promised beforehand (v. 2)- The gospel in redemptive-history, progressively revealed! This means that the gospel has always been the same good news in both the Old and New Covenants.  It is more precisely and clearly revealed in the New Covenant with the coming of Jesus Christ in the fullness of the times (Gal. 4:4), but it is nevertheless the same gospel for both covenants: belief in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Messiah of God!
e.      “Grace to you and peace” to Saints in Rome- Opening (v. 7)- A usual opening of a letter or epistle in the ancient world.  Yet Paul gives a greeting of grace and peace from God himself because of the Person and Work of Jesus Christ.
f.        Gospel “among the nations” (v. 5d)- Good news for all the world as prophesied by the Old Covenant prophets.  If you remember, Abram's name was also changed (like Paul's) to "Abraham" which means the "Father of a Multitude (of nations)".  The gospel was always intended for the entire world.  God promised Eve a Seed who would rule the nations and Isaiah prophesied of Israel's call to be a light to the nations (Is. 42).  These two prophecies were ultimately fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the Seed of the Woman and the only True Israelite who kept the Covenant with God, fulfilling the Law, and becoming a light to the nations!
g.      “Obedience of faith” (v. 5b)- a. Faith in Christ as a response of obedience; b. the obedience that comes from, or flows from faith.  Paul will speak more about this at the end of the letter.
h.      Salvation For God’s Glory (v. 5c)- Ultimate reason for the gospel that should never be forgotten by God’s people!  The reason we are ever saved is for God's glory alone which was the original purpose for which man was created!
 

We should always remember the grace of God revealed to Paul, the Romans (both Jews and Gentiles), and to us today! The gospel enriches our lives as we are reminded of God's love for us revealed in Jesus Christ
 

Next Week in 'Thinking Theology from Romans': The Righteousness of God!



For Further Reading
Note: This is what I read, if you are looking for specific recommendations, please don't hesitate to ask me.  There are some of these books I would not recommend for all to read.
 

Richard B. Gaffin- Classnotes on the Theology of Romans (unpublished)
James M. Boice- Romans Commentary (4 Volumes)
Herman Ridderbos- Paul: An Outline of His Theology
Martin Luther- Commentary on Romans (a must-have classic!)
John Murray- Commentary on Romans
Robert Haldane- Commentary on Romans 
Douglas Moo- Commentary on Romans
Thomas R. Schreiner- Commentary on Romans
Geerhardus Vos- The Pauline Eschatology
N. T. Wright- 'What Saint Paul Really Said'
N. T. Wright- The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology
F. F. Bruce- Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free
A. Andrew Das- Paul, the Law, and the Covenant
James D. G. Dunn- The Theology of Paul the Apostle
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