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Gospel of God                                                                                             Romans 1:1-4

(Scripture quotes from the New King James Version unless otherwise indicated) 

‘He is not here. He is risen’. Mary and other women who were followers of Jesus went to his tomb early on Sunday morning. They had seen him on the cross and in the tomb where Joseph and Nicodemus placed his body. They went to anoint the body of Jesus, but they found the stone rolled away and the tomb empty. 

Had someone removed the body? But who? An angel was telling them, ‘He is not here, but is risen’ (Luke 24:6).What a shock this must have been for the women. It was not long before Jesus appeared to Mary and then to the disciples and many others. He was risen indeed!

The Pharisees bribed the guards to spread a lie saying that the disciples had stolen the body of Jesus. Saul, otherwise called Paul, was one of those Pharisees. That was until Jesus appeared to him on the road to Damascus. The man who died on the cross and whose body was nowhere to be found, appeared to Paul and spoke to him. Paul was convinced that Jesus was alive; he must have risen from the dead. The resurrection became an essential part of the gospel that Paul preached. 

Paul had not yet visited Rome when he wrote this letter to the church in that city. The church is thought to have been established by Jews and proselytes returning from Jerusalem after Pentecost (Acts 2:10). The church was predominantly Gentile by the time Paul wrote this letter. He probably wrote it from Corinth in the year AD 56/57 (Acts 20:2-3). Paul had completed his ministry in Asia and Achaia (Rom 15:19). He was on his way to Jerusalem with a special collection for the church there. After this he planned to visit Spain. He would drop in at Rome on the way, and hoped the church in Rome would assist him in his ministry. This letter was written to a church in which Paul had never preached. Maybe for this reason it is the most comprehensive outline of the gospel that we have from his pen- or the pen of his scribe Tertius (16:22). We might see it as the written form of the gospel that he preached wherever he went as the apostle to the Gentiles. 

1. Greeting

Paul wrote thirteen letters that are included in the NT. Of these Romans is the longest. Letters in those days began with the writer introducing himself before indicating who he was writing to. In most of his letters Paul includes at least one colleague’s name in the introduction, but in Romans it is just Paul. ‘Paul, a bondservant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart to the gospel of God’ (1:1). This is Paul’s CV as it were. He is writing to people he does not know, although they would have heard about him. Yet he does not boast about his qualifications or achievements. We learn from other sources that these were impressive. He does not boast about the number of churches he had planted. Rather he describes himself as a bondservant or slave, a slave of Jesus Christ.

Slaves are owned by their masters. Slaves live to serve their masters. When their master is just and good, like Jesus, serving him is not a burden. Do you find it a burden being a Christian? Do you find it a burden coming to worship? Bondservants of Jesus Christ delight in worshipping and serving their master. There is no other place they want to be on the Lord’s Day than in their master’s house. 

Paul did not choose to be a servant of Jesus Christ- he was called. Actually he was a fierce opponent of Jesus; he was busy persecuting Christians on the very day he was confronted by the risen Jesus. He was told that he was chosen to be an apostle of Jesus. The initiative was all from Jesus. The word ‘apostle’ means ‘sent one’.  His vision on the road and choosing by Jesus qualified Paul to be an apostle like the twelve. Paul took this calling very seriously. 
‘Set apart to the gospel of God’ (1:1). Pharisees were set apart for administering the Law of Moses.  Paul was a Pharisee. But that day he was set apart by the Lord for the administration of the gospel. Paul understood and accepted the solemn responsibility he was given by God to preach the gospel.

2. Gospel of God   

‘I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes … for in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith’ (1:16-17). What is the gospel of God or of Christ? The word means ‘good news’ Paul took this word and used it to refer to what he preached. He preached Christ crucified (1Cor 1:23). He preached the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He preached Christ because in Christ, and in Christ alone, we can be reconciled to God. We were dead in our sins but in Christ we are made alive. That is good news is it not? Nothing in the entire world compares to such good news. Marriage, the birth of a child, winning a race, or graduating may be good news, but they all pale before the good news of Jesus Christ. What does the gospel of Christ mean to you? 

This letter to the Romans is all about the gospel of God. It is all about the good news of God. It is not exactly new news. It is in fact news almost as old as the world itself. When God made Adam and Eve, our first parents, they disobeyed God; they sinned against God. God had to separate them from himself; he had to remove them from his holy presence. But he said at the time that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). In the Bible we read of generation after generation until Noah and the flood. We follow the line of Seth to Abraham, the man chosen by God to bring blessing to the whole world. God made a covenant with Abraham and another covenant with David. These covenant promises were fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 

Paul the Pharisee knew the OT, but after his conversion he saw it in a whole new light. He saw it in the light of Jesus Christ. He saw that the prophets of God in the OT, men like Abraham, Moses, David, Isaiah and others spoke about the coming of Messiah or Christ. The Bible as we have it all ties together. There is a unity in God's plan for the salvation of sinners. From Genesis to Revelation that plan hinges on his only begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

3. God’s Son

The sentence which began with the word ‘Paul’ continues through to the end of verse 7- one long sentence. But there is progress in thought in this long sentence. The gospel of Christ was not God’s new plan. It was not totally new but it was the fulfilment of God’s promises recorded in the Holy Scriptures. These promises pointed toward a new kingdom, a kingdom of righteousness. At the centre of the new covenant operating in this new kingdom is the Messiah who is none other than Jesus Christ of Nazareth. Paul gives a full title here: ‘His Son Jesus Christ our Lord’ (1:3). Jesus is the name given at his birth meaning ‘he saves’.  Christ is the title meaning ‘anointed one’, and ‘our Lord’ is a personal affirmation of the divinity of Jesus. The gospel is all about Jesus. Those preaching without reference to Jesus are not preaching the gospel. They are preaching bad news, not good news. They are preaching a message that has no power to save. I once spent an afternoon with a man from church, and all he could talk about was the prophecies in the book of Revelation. He had worked out everything about the end of the world. As I left I said, ‘you have not mentioned anything about the gospel of Jesus Christ. Do you know that Christ is the only way of salvation?’

Paul gives a brief but profound introduction to Jesus in this opening salutation. Firstly, he is fully man. He ‘was born of the seed of David according to the flesh’ (1:3). Jesus was born of a woman, born under the Law. He is a descendant of King David as the promised the Messiah was said to be. The word ‘flesh’ is often contrasted with spirit, and it often has a negative connotation. But here it simply means being human. It means being born of a woman like every other human being. His conception was supernatural but his birth was natural. And he had a fully human nature. 

Secondly, he is fully God. How do we know Jesus is God? He was ‘declared to be the Son of God with power’ (1:4). Although Jesus was conceived by the overshadowing of the Holy Spirit and was born of the virgin, some want to question the virgin birth. Some think Jesus was only a man. Of course as a man he could not save anyone. Jesus was declared or 'marked out' by God to be his Son.

Was this at his conception? Was it at his baptism or on the mount of transfiguration? His divinity was declared most powerfully at his resurrection. With great power, power of the Holy Spirit, God raised Jesus from the dead. No other man has ever been raised from the dead because Jesus is not just any man – of course we will all be resurrected when Jesus returns. Jesus is God’s Son and the God of all power raised his only begotten Son from the dead. ‘Jesus was crucified in weakness yet he lives by the power of God’ (2Cor 13:4). 

Along with a contrast between flesh and Spirit, a contrast between the two natures of Christ, these verses refer to a progression in time from birth to death and resurrection. They point to a contrast between the two states of Christ, namely his humiliation while in the flesh and to his exaltation when raised from the dead by the power of the Holy Spirit. At all times however Jesus was the Son of God.

In these opening verses the apostle Paul not only introduces himself but he introduces the good news of God. This good news is Jesus Christ our Lord who is fully human and fully God. Why and how Jesus is the good news for you and for me will be explained in this letter. Are you eager to hear this good news?  Are you eager to share the good news with people around you? 
Called to be saints                                                         

     Romans 1:5-7 

The greeting in this letter to the Romans is somewhat longer than in the other letters written by the apostle Paul- perhaps because it was a church he had not visited. We have seen how Paul introduced himself as, ‘called to be an apostle’ (1:1). He was called to preach the gospel of God. Jesus Christ the Son of God is the good news, the good news for everyone who believes, both Jew and non- Jew or Gentile. Paul was called by the risen Jesus to bring this gospel to the Gentile world. The greeting which we find in verses 1-7 includes the name of the church to which the letter was sent - ‘to all who are in Rome’ - and also a blessing.  But before we come to these, Paul has something more to say about the outworking of the gospel in this world. 

1. Grace 

‘Through Him we have received grace and apostleship for obedience to the faith’ or ‘for obedience of faith’ (1:5). What is the apostle saying in this verse? He is still talking about Jesus – it is through Jesus that we have received grace. The ‘we’ probably refers to Paul himself as a ‘royal plural’ because of the reference to apostleship. There was no reason for him to include the other apostles here. 

It has not taken the apostle long to introduce this word ‘grace’. It is a key word in this letter because it is basic to the gospel. Yet it is not that easy to understand because it is not a word commonly heard today. However, we do use words like ‘gracious’ and ‘graceful’ to describe people with charm and a pleasing manner. As believers we must understand and indeed use this word. The word grace is central to understanding the gospel. It is a powerful word. ‘By grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God’ (Eph 2:8). Grace is contrasted with works. Grace comes through Jesus Christ. Grace is like mercy. It is mercy towards a helpless person, but also a person who does not want to be helped. It is love for the unlovely. 

Grace is the unmerited or undeserved favour of God, favour shown in giving his only begotten Son to take the penalty for our sin. All that we are and all that we have as the children of God is because of his grace in Jesus Christ our Lord. Paul knew about grace because he received it the day he met the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus. By the wonderful and powerful grace of God his heart was changed. He became a new person in Jesus Christ. At the same time he was made apostle to the Gentiles. Paul was highly educated and a great debater but this was not what made him a great missionary. It was the gift of God’s grace that made him who he was.

‘We have received gifts differing according to the grace that is given us’ (12:6). Paul received grace and apostleship. Calvin says, ‘grace of apostleship’, and although the text does not say this, the two are certainly related. It is by grace that we receive gifts for serving the Lord in the ministry and fellowship of the church. Paul was called to serve as an apostle. While this particular gift is no longer valid there are many other gifts given to believers by the grace of God.

What was the calling of the apostles? Jesus said, ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing … and teaching them to observe all things I have commanded you’ (Mat 28:19). People were baptized after they heard the gospel, repented of their sin and believed in Jesus Christ. Paul baptized people but this was not the ‘be all and end all’ of his ministry; ‘Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel’ (1Cor 1:17).

Paul did not say to people, ‘now you are baptized that is it; you can live however you like’. Some preachers think this is all that have to do - baptize people. Some churches preach salvation by water baptism. Salvation is by grace and grace alone. We are saved from the rule of sin to live under grace in obedience to Christ (6:14). Paul taught believers how to live in obedience to the commands of Christ.

It is hard for some of us to understand what it was like to preach the gospel among immoral idol worshippers- although we sadly are finding out more and more what this is like. We still have many in our society who are baptized and have heard the commandments, even if they do not obey them. But most of Paul’s preaching was to pagans. They had to be taught how to live as followers of Christ. Later in this chapter Paul writes about the depraved lives of those who worship idols. In the church at Corinth there were people who had been idolaters, adulterers, homosexuals and sodomites (1Cor 6:9). In the church there was what looks like a case of incest (1Cor 5:1). Maybe there were people living together before marriage. Paul had to teach the people how to live holy lives. 

Paul taught obedience of faith, or obedience that springs from faith. He did not teach obedience that springs from the Law. He did not revert to legalism. He went forward to faith. We are saved by grace through faith. We live by grace through faith. When we believe we change masters. We are no longer slaves to Satan and sin but are slaves to Christ and righteousness. 

‘Among all the nations for His name’ (1:5). We are still in verse 5. There is a lot in this one verse! We need to look at the words carefully, even the small words. Someone has noted Paul’s frequent use of the word ‘all’ – all the nations. Jesus had commissioned the apostles to make disciples of all nations (Mat 28:19). Paul took this commission seriously. It is amazing that the church in the days of William Carey did not- until he challenged them. Does the church today take this command seriously? Do we really believe that the gospel is to be preached in all the world (Mat 24:14). Paul had a huge vision for the gospel, which was a great change from the tiny vision he had as a Jew. The gospel was not just for a particular nation or ethnic group; it was for all people, and it still is. 

‘Through him and for his names sake’ is how the NIV translates the beginning and end of this verse. This is not a literal translation but it does highlight the place of Jesus in Paul’s ministry. Through Jesus he received grace, grace to bring the gospel to all nations, and this was for the purpose of bringing glory to the name of Christ. The gospel of Christ has power to dramatically change people and communities. It brings peace and harmony. It leads to moral living. There are people preaching the gospel with this purpose in mind. It is a noble purpose, but is this all that the gospel brings? Is this the ultimate purpose of the gospel, people living good lives and prospering in this world? 

‘For his name’ or ‘for Christ's sake’ Paul preached and taught obedience to Christ. His purpose was more than transformed lives of individuals and communities. It was transformation for the honour and glory of Jesus Christ. He never forgot that, ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’; he never forgot that Jesus gave himself a ransom for all (1Tim 2:6). For every sinner who repents there is joy in heaven. God sees the sacrifice of his precious Son bringing another lost soul into the kingdom of God. All praise, honour and glory be to that name that is above every name, the Lord Jesus Christ.

2. Called to be saints

‘Among whom you also are the called of Jesus Christ’ (1:6). After introducing himself and the gospel, Paul now mentions those to whom he is writing; ‘You also’. The gospel is for all nations so the people of Rome are included in this grand purpose of God. They are included among those ‘called to belong to Jesus Christ’ (1:6 ESV). Paul was called (1:1). The believers in Rome were also called, called to be slaves of Jesus Christ and to be saints of God. Paul does not boast of his own faith; nor does he flatter them for theirs. It is all by the grace of God. They are in Christ because they were called by Christ. 

All believers in the church at Rome are called ‘saints’ (1:7). They are literally ‘holy ones’. They were set apart by God for his purposes. That is a high calling; and it is for all believers. It is not for the church to designate some to be saints when God calls all believers saints. All believers are ‘beloved of God’ (1:7). This is the word ‘agape’ which is committed, steadfast love. Jesus has a unique place as the beloved Son of God. But you who believe in Jesus are also loved of God for Jesus sake. God set his love on you when he called you to himself, and nothing can separate you from the love of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom 8:39).

3. Grace and peace

We have already seen something of this word grace. Our salvation begins and ends with grace, the unmerited favour of God. It is not of works lest anyone should boast. Any doctrine of works nullifies the grace of God. In this blessing that concludes Paul’s greeting in this letter, and most of his letters, Paul reminds the believers that salvation is by grace and that living in Christ is by grace.  He is saying, ‘may you know the grace of Jesus and may his grace abound to you’. With grace comes peace. As sinners we were enemies of God. In Christ God has reconciled us to himself. He has dealt with our sin so we are no longer enemies. ‘Having been justified by faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (5:1). 

The world looks for peace but can not find it. People march for peace and they fight for peace but where is this peace? There are more wars in the world than ever. There is more bitterness and brawling, more trouble and strife today than ever before. The problem is sin. The problem is separation from God because of sin. Unless and until we are brought near to God by the grace of Christ we will not know peace. 

God in Christ has made peace with you who believe. We can have peace in our hearts. Peace comes from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Do you know this peace in your heart?  If you know the grace of Jesus Christ that comes from repentance and believing in Christ you will know the peace of God today and always.  
Paul in prayer                                      



    
   Romans 1:8-15

Why was the apostle Paul writing this letter to the church at Rome? He had not been in that church and knew very few of the members. But he was excited that there was a congregation of believers in Rome, the capital of the empire. In this prayer of thanks to God for this church he tells them how eager he was to visit. At the end of the letter he gives further details of his plan to go on to Spain.

In the formal greeting Paul introduced himself and gave a very brief outline of the gospel he preached. He greeted all in the church at Rome calling them beloved of God and saints.  In verse 8 the letter as such begins. In almost all of his letters he begins with a prayer of thanks to God for the church – at Rome, at Corinth, at Philippi, at Colossae, or at Thessalonica. There is no such thanksgiving in the stern letter to the Galatians, although Galatians is often seen as a condensed version of Romans. 

1. Renown for faith  

‘First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all…’ (1:8). Before launching into the details of the gospel Paul pauses to speak of the faith of these folk in Rome and tell them of his desire to visit and have face to face fellowship with them. Their faith, he writes, ‘is spoken of throughout the whole world’ (1:8). This may seem a slight exaggeration but Paul was not trying to flatter them in any way. He was simply excited at what he had heard about their faith in Jesus Christ from various sources – some in the extremities of the empire. People travelled from place to place by ship or along roads built by the Romans, so news moved around.

Paul’s joy and excitement was expressed in thanks to God though Jesus Christ. It was God who called them and cleansed them of their sin in the blood of Jesus Christ. It was appropriate therefore to thank God for saving them. As taught by Jesus, Paul prayed to God the Father through the only mediator between God and man, Jesus Christ our Lord. Paul prayed for them all without distinction- Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, male and female. All who believed in Jesus Christ were the focus of his prayer of thanksgiving. 

First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for your faith. Is this how you pray for people?  Paul did not know if they were celebrating a wedding or birthday, or if they were depressed over sickness, poverty or lack of a job. What he knew about was their faith and that gave him reason to pray, giving thanks to God for them. When you are praying for your children, your family or your friends do you first and foremost give thanks for their faith in Jesus Christ? In they are not men or women of faith do you pray that they will come to believe in Jesus? This seems to be the way Paul prayed.

2. Remember 

Paul goes on to assure the believers in Rome that he remembers them regularly or ‘without ceasing’ in his prayers. This sounds like he is not only giving thanks to God for their faith but for other things as well. With the Colossians and the Thessalonians he remembered their love and their hope as well as their faith. Paul probably asked God to strengthen them in their faith and keep them safe from the evil one. 

Paul also prayed that the Lord would open the way for him to come to see them in Rome. He goes to some length to explain why he had not yet visited. In fact he assures them by an oath – ‘God is my witness’- that he not only prayed for them all the time but  also kept asking  God to open the way for  him to come.  Paul was not given to niceties and certainly not to making promises he had no intention of keeping. 

3. Requests God to visit

Paul prayed that he would find a way in the will of God to visit them (1:10). In saying this he made it clear that it had not been God’s will for him to visit up till now. Paul was a man who prayed, ‘if the Lord wills, I will live and do this or that’ (James 4:15). He believed in the providence of God. He did not of course sit down waiting for God to tell him where to go and what to do each day. That is not what it means to seek the will of God.  Paul was trying to go to Rome but the Lord had not enabled him to go as yet. Some might say he operated by a closed door rather than an open door policy. 

Paul writes, ‘I often planned to come to you but was hindered until now’ (1:13). Just how he was hindered or prevented from going to Rome he does not say, but he saw it as the Lord directing and controlling his life and ministry. When Paul and Silas tried to enter Bithynia on his second missionary journey the Holy Spirit stopped them. Just how the Holy Spirit did this we are not told but we are told that Paul had a vision in the night of a man calling him to come to Macedonia (Acts 16:6f).

When you humbly and sincerely try to do the will of God, he will somehow show you his will.  When you are transformed by the renewing of your mind you are 'able to prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God' (12:2). I recently heard of a couple going as missionaries to Africa.  When they went the wife found it very difficult to adjust so they had to return. What I heard was that after some years they went back again. They were eager to share the gospel of Jesus Christ with the people in Africa. But the wife again could not settle and they had to return. They found out the will of God for them. 

Paul longed to visit Rome and he made plans to do so more than once; but it was not God’s will for him. The immediate reason for not going was that he was taking famine relief to the church in Jerusalem, which was in the opposite direction to Rome. He was in Corinth organising this collection. Paul was not welcome in the Jewish city of Jerusalem because he preached the gospel of Jesus Christ. Even in the church at Jerusalem some were turning back to the Law and nullifying the grace of God. Paul was determined to keep the church united in the doctrine of salvation by grace alone through faith alone. He was determined to keep it united in the true gospel across the world. This was one reason why he wanted to visit Rome. 

Is the same desire and effort present in the church today? Some are ready to break off fellowship and split the church over the smallest thing. Paul was not of course willing to compromise with the truth of the gospel within the church. He was willing to die in Jerusalem if that would keep the church pure in the doctrine of justication by grace alone through faith alone. Men like Luther and Calvin put their lives on the line for this truth also. Luther did not want division.  He believed he was taking the church back to the gospel but the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church did not want to return to the true gospel.    

‘I am a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to wise and to unwise’ (1:14). Paul was humble, but what did he mean by saying he was a debtor to Greeks and barbarians? We might understand him saying he was a debtor to the Jews because the good news of Jesus death and resurrection came from the Jews. But Greeks and barbarians!

The risen Jesus appointed Paul apostle to the Gentiles. Greeks and barbarians were Gentiles.  The term barbarian relates to language; these people spoke 'ba-ba' and not the cultured language of Greek. Language is associated with culture so these barbarians were regarded as uncultured, even uncivilised. Maybe wise and unwise parallels Greek and barbarian; or it is simply a way of saying everybody (Col 3:11). Murray writes, ‘the purpose of these classifications is simply that  the gospel  is for all without distinction of nationality or cultural development and that he as apostle to the Gentiles is under divine obligation to preach the gospel to all’.

This is probably what Paul meant in saying he was a debtor. He was divinely obligated to preach the gospel to Gentiles- including barbarians. The debt was satisfied as they responded to the gospel and fruit was gathered across the Gentile world to the glory of God (1:13). Paul was ready to preach the gospel ‘to you who are in Rome also’ (1:15).  He makes it clear that there was no hidden agenda behind his failure to visit up till then; although he later said how he tried to avoid preaching where others had preached (15:20)

4. Reciprocal blessing

Why was Paul writing this letter? Because he planned to visit the church in Rome. Why did he want to visit? Yes, he was on his way to Spain and wanted them to assist him. Yes, he wanted to visit as part of his ministry to the Gentiles.  But he also wrote, ‘I long to see you and impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you’ –pause (1:11). 

Paul was an apostle and was ready to assert his apostolic authority when necessary, but this was not such a letter- in contrast to Galatians. Lest he appear to be saying that he was coming to teach them in the manner of one-way instruction he added- ‘that I may be encouraged together with you by the mutual faith  both of you and me’ (1:12). There is no place in the church for individualism. One person is not a church!

No doubt, being an apostle, Paul had something that by the Spirit of God he could teach them. Just what he meant by ‘spiritual gift’ is not certain but he later writes about varying gifts given for the building up of the body of Christ (12:3f). The church is a body which functions and grows when each member uses their spiritual gift. Paul considered himself part of the wider church and so looked forward to being himself encouraged through fellowship with the members of the church in Rome.   

Paul admitted that he was not yet perfect (Phil 3:12).  If the great apostle was willing to learn from, and be encouraged by others, how come some Christians act as if they know it all and are unwilling to listen to the preaching of the word of God? We never reach the finish line; we never get the prize in this life! ‘Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall’ (1Cor 10:12) 

Power of the gospel                                    



Romans 1:16-17

‘These two verses have an importance out of all proportion to their length. The weighty matter they contain tells us much of what this epistle is about’ writes Leon Morris. These verses focus on the gospel and its power. What is the gospel or the good news that the apostle Paul preached? He said in his greeting to the church at Rome that the gospel is about Jesus Christ. Jesus is a Son of David and the Son of God. Jesus is unique in being fully man and fully God. 

Paul has not come to the subject of the cross as yet, but he has mentioned the resurrection (1:4). The gospel is the good news that God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh into this world (8:3). This Jesus was crucified, but God raised him from the dead, ‘of which we are all witness’ said Peter (Acts 2:32). This is historical fact. This is the ‘news’ part of the gospel.

How can a man’s death be good news? With Jesus there was the resurrection also. But the good news is both his death and resurrection. If you remove the resurrection you do not have the gospel. What was good about this news? This is what this letter is about and here in these two verses Paul touches on the goodness of this news for both Jew and Gentile. Paul has something radical and life changing to tell the world. Do you? 

1. Not ashamed

If this gospel is such good news why should anyone feel ashamed of it? Why does Paul say, ‘For I am not ashamed of the gospel’ (1:16). The gospel as we just said is radical. It is contrary to the thinking of the natural man; not because it is irrational or beyond reason, but because it so simple. The sinner rejects it because it is so simple and because it demands humility. It excludes every attempt of the sinful person to save themselves by good works. Jesus told his disciples they must not be ashamed of him and his words in this adulterous and sinful generation (Mark 8:38). They would become the scum of the earth, like Jesus. Whenever they spoke about Jesus they would be told to shut up. They would be chased out of one town after another and be beaten and thrown into prison for preaching the cross and the resurrection. 

‘The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God’ (1Cor 1:18). Paul found that the Jews wanted signs. They wanted signs from Jesus and they wanted signs from the apostles. Still today people want signs. ‘Where is God’ they ask. ‘Let God show himself and then I will believe’ they say. Then there were the Greeks who had their own philosophies. Philosophies are the outcome of men contemplating their existence and their fate without God. They may come up with profound ideas but they are always devoid of power. They never have answers- just more questions. Yet they are quick to reject the answer of the gospel. The men of Athens listened to Paul preaching the gospel until he mentioned the resurrection; then they mocked him, but not all (Acts 17:32).

It is a tragedy that some Christians are ashamed of the gospel. They feel threatened by evolutionists and by scientists who reject the supernatural. These Christians deny the virgin birth and the resurrection as being 'unscientific’. They try to accommodate the theory of evolution by discounting the first chapter of the Bible which is the word of God. The apostle Paul never compromised on the gospel. He defended it vigorously, even unto beatings and incarceration. Like Jesus, Paul said, ‘it is written’. Are you ready to say, ‘it is written’ even if your reputation is at risk or your limb and life are at risk? Will you, with the apostle, say today, ‘I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God to salvation’. 

2. Power of God

We have seen the content of the gospel. Now the apostle will tell us what it means to us and to the whole world. The content is of course there in the books of the Bible called the gospels. There we read of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. We are told by Jesus and by the gospel writers that if we believe in him we will not perish but have eternal life. What Paul does is explain how the gospel works. He introduces or expands on the terms ‘righteousness’, ‘judgment’ and ‘justification’. These are forensic or legal terms. In this passage we find the word ‘salvation’ which is not exactly the same as ‘justification’, but Paul uses it in a similar sense.

These are introductory verses and Paul will expand upon the, but he grabs our attention at the outset with the word ‘power’. While the world may think the gospel he preached was simplistic and foolish, he was not ashamed of it because he knew its power. Indeed, he saw God use the message to save men and women from sin and death. When the gospel is preached God can and does change the hearts of those who hear. By the power of the Holy Spirit he makes people who are dead in sin alive in Christ. From death to life- that is the power of God in the gospel.

Do you see any power in the teaching of evolution?  Do you see any power in politics? Do you see any power in the religions and philosophies of men, apart from the power of Satan and death? The gospel of Jesus Christ is about life. 'It is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also the Greek' (1:16). Paul was ready to preach the gospel in Rome (1:15). He planned to go on to Spain and preach it there. But at the time of writing he was on his way to Jerusalem where he also preached the gospel. The gospel is for Jew and Gentile. It is for all the world. 

The Jews had been divinely prepared for the gospel. They had the very oracles of God- the Holy Scriptures (3:2). They had the law and the promises. Jesus was a Jew (9:5). God planned to bring the gospel to the world through the Jews. The apostles were all Jews, including the apostle to the Gentiles. But the Jews as a whole did not receive Jesus. They did not receive the gospel as they should have. 

The gospel is ‘for everyone who believes’ (1:16). Not all who hear the gospel preached are saved; but unless they do hear they cannot be saved. The power of God that is in the gospel is only for those who have faith. Faith is essential to salvation. It is the Holy Spirit who quickens dead hearts unto faith, but it remains that salvation is by grace through faith. Faith believes- in Greek these words have the same root. 'Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved' is what the apostle Paul preached (Acts 17:31). No one is saved without faith in Jesus Christ. 

The Jews thought that having the law and being circumcised meant they were automatically saved. They thought this mark in the flesh saved them. It is like people today who think having water poured on them by a priest saves them. Such marks mean nothing apart from faith. Nor does taking the Lord’s Supper. Let us remember that being baptised and brought up in a Christian family does not save us. It is a great blessing, a blessing not unlike that which the Jews had, but without faith no one is saved. ‘Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God’ (10:17).

Dear parent, if you want your child to have faith and believe they must hear the word of God. Where will they hear the word of God?  Watching TV, playing on a computer or at a friend’s party? No, you must read it to them and bring them to church. What happens on Monday when your child says they want to sleep in or go to the shops? You send them to school, I hope! Why then do you let them do what they like on Sunday morning? If you send them to school why do you not bring them to church? If your child is baptised you have vowed to God that they will hear the gospel- not just till they are six or eight years old but while ever you are their guardian (18 years?).  

3. Righteousness of God

We come to the word ‘righteousness’. It is a big word, and like grace is not commonly heard today. In essence it means being in the right. It is a forensic or legal word. You are either in the right or in the wrong according to the judge. In the gospel the judge is God. Paul made it clear, as Jesus did, that God has set a day when he ‘will judge the world in righteousness by the man he has ordained’ (Acts 17:31). The gospel is about Jesus who died and rose again and it includes the fact that Jesus is coming again to judge the world (2:16). 

The gospel is to be preached to the entire world because Jesus will judge the whole world. How will he judge all people? - ‘according to my gospel’ (2:16). But what is revealed in this gospel?  'The righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith' (1:17). God is righteous and holy- this is understood. Paul is telling us more than this. Paul is talking about salvation. All sinners are unrighteous (1:18). The righteous judge must condemn all unrighteousness. 

The revelation of the righteousness of God is that righteousness by which we are saved. One translation has ‘righteousness from God’, which although not an accurate translation is part of what Paul is saying. It is the righteousness of God and it is righteousness from God. This righteousness is revealed in the gospel as the righteousness that comes to us in the gospel by the power of God unto salvation. It is righteousness which, like grace, is given to us (5:17). God the righteous judge gives us righteousness so that he can declare us righteous. That is amazing! That is good news! God is just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus (3:6). 

Sin is bad news because sin means death. Every attempt by man to overcome sin and free himself from the noose is bad news because it fails. The gospel of Jesus Christ is good news because it is the power of God to save. In the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed. It all makes sense. God justly condemns sin and the sinner. How can he be just and yet justify the sinner? This is the wonderful news of the gospel. What is required of sinners is for us to repent and believe in the gospel (Mark 1:15). The gospel is from faith to faith. It is exclusively by faith. Moreover, it has always been so. It is written in the Scriptures, ‘the just shall live by faith’ (1:17, Hab 2:4). The law is there, circumcision is there, baptism is there, but it is by faith and faith alone that we receive the free gift of righteousness and are saved. He who is righteous by faith will live. 
Wrath of God                                             


                Romans 1:18-21 

Have you ever been lost? Have you ever admitted to being lost? Maybe you are like my brother from the country when he came to visit us in the city. He got terribly lost as he drove through the city but told his wife ‘I am not lost, it’s just that they changed the roads!’

Jesus came to seek and to save the lost (Luke 19:10) but some people, or all people, will not admit to being lost. When Jesus said to the Jews, ‘you shall know the truth and the truth will make you free’ they replied, ‘we have never been in bondage to anyone’ (John 8:32). On a poster declaring, ‘Jesus is the answer’, some ignorant person wrote, ‘what’s the question’? 

The apostle Paul preached the gospel ‘because it is the power of God to salvation’ (1:16). Paul made it clear that we are all sinners before God. We are all under divine condemnation. But not all preaching today makes this clear. Some preach that God is love without mentioning sin. They call people to come to Christ ‘just as you are’; sometimes making it seem as if God needs you. There are so-called Christians who have not repented of sin because they have never been told they are sinners. 

Years ago I heard that in the Crystal Cathedral in California the preacher happened to mention sin in his sermon one day. The next week his congregation was down by a third. Most worship services featured a ‘celebrity Christian’ telling how Jesus had made him/her rich and famous.   This mega-church came under the leadership of the founder’s daughter. It recently went bankrupt and was sold to the Roman Catholic Church.

1. Wrath of God

If the word ‘sin’ is rarely heard in some preaching, the phrase ‘wrath of God’ is heard even less. But the apostle Paul uses these words as he lays the foundation for the gospel. In verses 16 and 17 he gave a very brief summary of the gospel; in it the righteousness of God is revealed, and it comes with power to save everyone who believes. In verse 18 we find the word ‘unrighteousness’. The apostle’s attention turns from the righteousness of God to the unrighteousness and ungodliness of mankind. 

Righteousness is a forensic term. It means being in the right. It means being not guilty. It means being free from condemnation. Unrighteousness therefore means being in the wrong. It means being guilty before the law. It means that the judge is therefore just in condemning you. We also read the word ‘ungodliness’; in fact this word comes first. What does this mean?  Mankind has rebelled against God. ‘Ungodly’ means a lack of godliness, a failure to seek after God. It means anti-God or rebellion against God. 

How did sin enter the world? Man disobeyed God. It is part of our inherited sinful nature to rebel against authority. Children rebel against their parents from a young age. ‘No. I won’t do what you tell me to do!’ they say. Parents may be right or wrong, but God is never wrong; he is never unjust. All rebellion against God is wrong. It is sinful. All sin is against the holy God. 'Against you only have I sinned’ said David after he committed adultery and murder (Psalm 51). 

The courtroom that we looked at previously has changed a little in this passage. The judge is still there and he is absolutely just, but he is also personally involved. The offence has been committed against him. We might wish for a judge without a conflict of interest but that is not possible because all have sinned against God. Besides, God is totally just.

‘For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men’ (1:18). Yes, God is angry at sinners because they have rebelled against him. His wrath is not like that of man; it is righteous indignation. The holy and just God must punish all unrighteousness. Notice the wrath is revealed from heaven. It is not an earthly judge we stand before. We cannot bring clever arguments or bribe this judge, as some seem to think. Note also that God’s wrath is against all wickedness. Sin against God and sin against man is taken into account. Lloyd-Jones writes ‘this is particularly important today, for the modern approach in the church, and obviously in the world, is to say that the real problem is that of unrighteousness and that alone. Ungodliness is not mentioned. The great problem, we are told, is the problem of man and particularly the problem of man in society’. But he goes on to write, ‘Man’s first need is the need of knowing God’, and being reconciled to God first and foremost.  

‘Who suppress the truth in unrighteousness’ (1:18). Man is not a victim in this court. He is guilty of active rebellion against God, the judge. That rebellion involves telling lies. Lies are such an obvious feature of a sinful nature. Can you imagine if everyone in this city told the truth at all times? Would we need police, lawyers or courts trying to establish the truth? Some people rarely tell the truth. They are always telling lies even to themselves. 

Paul says of all sinners that they suppress or hinder the truth in their unrighteousness. Satan got Eve to ask, ‘did God really say’. She knew the truth but Satan got her to question, and then twist the truth. We see Satan leading Eve to hinder the truth. And when Adam and Eve had fallen and brought the human race into sin we see this hindering of truth constantly.  ‘Where is your brother’ the Lord asked Cain. ‘I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper’ he answered (Gen 4:9). Is there any human being who does not know the difference between truth and lie? Is there any human being who has never uttered or contemplated a lie?  Guilty! All are guilty before the God who is truth. 

2. Witness of creation  

Paul does not go back to Genesis, as we have, to explain the nature of unrighteousness because in this passage he is addressing those who do not have the Scriptures. He is addressing Gentiles, although he does not say so directly. And his conclusion, both here and at the end of this section of his letter in 3:9, is that they ‘are all without excuse’ and like the Jews ‘under sin’ and guilty before God. 

How can God condemn those who do not have the Scriptures? ‘Because what can be known about God is plain to them because he has shown it to them’ (1:19 ESV). How has God shown or manifested himself to people without the Bible?  ‘Since the creation of the  world his invisible attributes  are clearly seen, being  understood from the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead or divine nature’ (1:20). From observing the sun and the stars, the mountains and the sea, and above all our own bodies, man should know that there is a powerful and wise creator, and that this creator is a deity worthy of worship. 

Let us be clear that this verse does not mean people can be saved without hearing about Jesus. One commentator writes, ‘Paul’s language makes it clear that he regards natural revelation as imparting knowledge of God which is sufficient for the creature to worship him rightly’. I would not say ‘rightly’. ‘Worship God’ or ‘seek after God’, yes, but ‘worship rightly’? Only in Jesus can we do this. 

The creation does not reveal the grace of God. Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ (John 1:17). No one comes to the Father except through Jesus (John 14:6). God’s revelation in the creation is such that people should seek after God (Acts 17:27). But because of sin this does not happen. 

It is only by hearing the gospel that a person is saved. ‘Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God’ (10:17). You and I have a solemn duty to be preaching this glorious gospel in order that through its power God might save whom he has chosen. What if you fail in your duty? God’s purposes will not be thwarted – but you will be held to account.

From the Scriptures the apostle knew this truth of general revelation. He sang Psalm 19 as we do

The heavens above declare

The glory of our God

And what his hands have made

The skies proclaim abroad

3. Without excuse

This so-called general or natural revelation is to all people in the world so that no one has any excuse for not seeking after God and giving him the glory. ‘They are without excuse’ (1:20). In verse 21 we find another ‘because’. Like a lawyer the apostle is establishing a watertight case against all human beings, a case that declares all to be sinners before God. ‘Because, although they knew God, they did not glorify him as God nor give thanks to him’ (1:21). They knew God from his marvellous creation but did not thank God for his goodness to them. They did not thank God for sending the rain and the sunshine to make the crops grow and give them food to eat. They did not acknowledge God for healing their sickness and disease. They curse God when food is short but never thank him for what they have.  

What the people did was make their own gods of wood and stone and start worshipping such things. They suppressed the truth and lived the lie. Their thinking became futile. They knew these idols had no power but allowed themselves to come under their influence. They gave themselves to superstition and fear of lumps of wood and stone. 

Idolatry is still a great evil. It is offensive to God because it attempts to dethrone Almighty God. No wonder God’s wrath is revealed from heaven against all forms of idolatry- and idolatry takes many forms. ‘Therefore put to death what is earthly in you; sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire and covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming’ (Col 3:5,6).    
Idolatry and immorality                                              


 Romans 1:22-25

Saraswati is the goddess of education in Hinduism. At the university where we worked in India the Hindu students made a large and grotesque clay idol of this goddess – the patron saint of education. It was not as grotesque as some other idols- Saraswati has only four arms! The students worshipped this idol for a week or so before their exams.  Their worship or 'puja' involved offering coconuts, flowers and coloured powder as well as the burning of incense. One day they bundled this idol into the back of a truck- probably hijacked from the nearby road- and went in procession to the river. After further ‘puja’ they threw the idol into the river. Thankfully, as a Christian University, such worship is no longer permitted. 

1. Idolatry

Almighty God has revealed himself in the creation. He had revealed his power and deity such that people should thank him and give him the glory. People should seek the God revealed in the creation. Is this what people do? No. There is no one who seeks after God. Rather they turn away from God to worship images. This is what the religions of the world are about. They are man’s attempt to worship without acknowledging the God of creation or humbling themselves before Him.

‘Professing to be wise they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like corruptible man- and birds and four footed animals and creeping things’ (1:23). Scenes of India flood our minds- and noses, if you have been there. The monkey is worshipped as a god. Some temples are filled with monkeys. You can imagine the smell and the way these god-monkeys terrorize people. The elephant god (Ganesh) is worshipped, as well as the cow. They are living gods. I have seen a university professor offering a cow some bread as part of his ‘puja’. There is a snake god also. You will find images of these creatures and many more among the plethora of Hindu gods. 
Was Paul writing about Hinduism? Not really- although this religion was around in his day. Idolatry was rife among the Greeks and Romans. The absence of idols marked the Jewish religion as different, and later the Christians. They had no idols, and therefore no gods according to the pagans. They were accused of being atheists. When Paul went to Lystra and healed a man in the name of Jesus the crowd said, ‘the gods have come down to us in the likeness of men’ (Acts 14:11). They called Paul 'Hermes' and began to worship him. When Paul was shipwrecked on Malta and did not die from a snake bite the people said he was a god (Acts 28:6). Paul could have made a career out of being a god! A Hindu or Buddhist would give anything to be recognized as a god. 

But Paul knew it was all a lie. He knew he was not a god. He knew the objects in the streets of Athens were not gods. He told the people of this city about the true God who made the world and everything in it. He told them that God does not need ‘things’ from them and that God is not worshipped through images.  God is not part of creation but is ‘wholly other’. God demands exclusive worship. You cannot worship God and money. You cannot worship God and some idol you have made.  
Where does this leave modern man?  Do we have idolatry in our own city?  There is a Hindu temple down the road, but is that all?  What about other people worshipping birds and four footed animals? What about others worshipping images made like corruptible man? Are there not people who worship horses? Some horses seem to be treated like gods. What about pets. Some say their pets are just like children and get treated like gods. What about the whale worshippers making their pilgrimage to the southern ocean each year. What about people talking to the trees? 

We are to care for God’s creation but not worship the creation. Years ago I read up on organic farming as I was teaching the subject. I found most of the books were written by people with philosophies like the Hindus. The authors worshipped created things. By the way, you might like to read up on the philosophy of the current ‘climate change commissioner’. This ‘top scientist’ is a Gaia worshipper. He believes in human super intelligence. 

Professing to be wise they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible, the eternal and unchanging God for corruptible things- idols like that of Saraswati dumped in the Ganges River. Because of idolatry the wrath of God is coming upon this disobedience and unrighteousness. None of these idol worshippers is without excuse. But what about the average man who does his days work and comes home to his family and plays with his kids.  He takes his family out on picnics and to the movies. He enjoys his home and few gadgets. The apostle with deal with so-called ‘good people’ in the next chapter; for now let us remember that idols do not necessarily have to be grotesque like those in India. 

Modern man is clever and sophisticated. His idols are not so crude; rude maybe but not crude! Modern man is ‘above’ religion. He has advanced beyond such things. What does he worship? You will see when you try taking away the thing that he worships. Take away his money, his house, or his family and see what happens. Take away his politics or his theory of evolution and see what happens. You will soon see what men worship today. Did I leave out drink, sport and pornography? 

2. Immorality

‘Therefore God gave them up to uncleanness, in the lust of their hearts, to dishonour their bodies among themselves’ (1:24).  Paul is clearly talking about sexual immorality and even gross sexual sin as mentioned in the following verses. But before we look at this immorality notice the opening words of this verse. ‘Therefore’. What the apostle writes in this verse follows from what he had just said. ‘Therefore’ means this is the result of something. Because human beings chose not to thank God and worship him, God did something. God is sovereign. He will not be dictated to, nor will he be ignored by things he created for himself. 

‘Therefore God gave them up’. What we see in the world is not a simple matter of cause and effect. There is cause and effect but it is ordained by God. There is nothing arbitrary about God's actions. Various religions have their teaching on this matter. Hindus have Karma. Confucianism has yin yang. Many are just superstitious. Three times in this chapter we read, ‘God gave them up’ (1:24, 26, and 28). God is not spiteful but neither does he ignore rebellion. We are created by God in his image yet are born with a sinful nature. We have a conscience that convicts us. 

Adam and Eve wanted to be like God in knowing good and evil but see what happened when they disobeyed God. They were filled with shame and covered themselves with fig leaves and wanted to hide from God. God made human beings and he made rules about life for our good. When we rebel against God there are consequences, consequences ordained by God. It is in the heart that sin arises, as Jesus made clear in the Sermon on the Mount. The human heart is darkened by sin and its thinking is futile (1:21).  ‘God has given them up uncleanness’ (1:24). Lust rather than love rules in the sinful heart so that they ‘dishonour their bodies among themselves’ (1:24).  

Hindus pride themselves in being spiritual and in the high morals of their religion. Muslims are the same. A girl who gets pregnant before marriage is severely punished. She may be thrown out of her home and even murdered. Yet I was dumbfounded to learn from a Hindu friend some things that go on in the extended Hindu family. He told me that the wife of a son who comes into the home is used by all the men including the father. 

What did Paul say was happening in a home in Corinth- ‘a man has his father's wife’ (1Cor 5). Paul was writing this letter from Corinth. In this city it is said that there were a thousand prostitutes attached to one large temple. Again in India, temple prostitution is widespread. Some temples are decorated with erotic carvings. Idolatry and immorality are never far apart. 

We have looked at the types of idolatry in our own city. Is this idolatry associated with high standards of morality? Hardly! Those worshipping whales and trees are the very same people living in homosexual relationships and calling for same-sex marriage. Idolatry and immorality go hand in hand.  Those worshipping their wealth are often found worshiping women- not their wife but their whores. Men get addicted to pornography because God has given them over to the lust of the flesh. Men testify how pornography has ruined their marriage, ruined what God created good. 

Lust carries the notion of reaching out to grab something. It signifies a strong desire to take. People lust for money, as in gambling, and for power, but the focus here is upon sex.  The word ‘uncleanness’ is linked with the word ‘porneia’ or ‘fornication’ in other Pauline letters (2Cor 12:21, Eph 5:3).  In 1John 1:16 we read, ‘for all that is in the world- the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life’. The lust of the flesh leads to sin, to dishonouring the body and to shame. Those who exchange the truth of God for the lie, and worship and serve created things rather than the creator, come under the wrath of God (1:25). 

God’s revelation in the creation is clear for all to see. It is clear for example that males do not mate with males to produce offspring! Yet what do people choose to do? In choosing to turn their backs on God, God has given them up depravity, to idolatry and to immorality. In our city we have the additional revelation of God in the Bible. God has told us how we can be saved from sin and death. Let us read this word and take it to heart. Let us worship God and him alone. Let us worship in spirit and truth. Give God the glory that is due to his holy name. Amen                 
God gave them over                                  



  Romans 1:26-32 

You will know from the media of the campaign to change the marriage act in our country. Two bills have been introduced into the parliament seeking recognition of same-sex marriage. While a large part of the population sees marriage as an outdated institution this group want the right to marry. Why?  Why are homosexuals so desperate to get married?  The passage we are looking at in the Bible will help us to understand this depraved desire.

In the purposes of God we come today to read what God says about homosexuality. Other sins are mentioned, but this one is highlighted. The preaching you hear in this church is mostly a systematic exposition of books of the Bible. That is why I say it is in the purposes of God that we come to this passage and this topic today. Homosexuality is condemned in other passages, both OT and NT. Here in Romans the apostle Paul comes to it in the process of explaining God’s wrath upon the Gentiles; people who do not have the Scriptures. He refers to this sin as being against nature (1:26). The background remains that of God having created this world, including human beings. God expects, or demands, human beings to see his majestic hand in the creation and to be thankful and to ‘glorify Him as God’ (1:21). 

1. Given up to vile passions

‘For this reason God gave them up to vile passions’ (1:26). Paul’s language is strong; he was not into politically correct language. ‘Passion’ has a similar meaning to ‘lust’ back in verse 24. In this verse he is giving further explanation of what he alluded to in that earlier verse. The word is ‘pathos’ in Greek and it is only used in a bad sense in the NT. It means ‘uncontrolled sexual passion’, ‘lustful desire’ or ‘evil craving’. You get the picture?

Paul makes clear what this vile or dishonourable passion is. ‘For even their women exchanged natural relations for what is against nature’ (1:26). The word for women is actually female- and that for men is male in the next verse. Without question the apostle is talking about homosexuality. We might wonder if Paul read the ‘newspapers’ of his day. He knew about the society in which he lived. He saw the prostitutes around the pagan temples. He knew of rampant homosexuality within Greek and Roman society. This clamour for same-sex marriage is not new. 

In the church at Corinth were people who had previously been, ‘fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, homosexuals and sodomites’ (1Cor 6:9). Every sexual perversion was present and openly practiced in Corinth. It was like going to parts of Amsterdam or to King’s Cross today. They may well have had something like a Mardi gras parade with men prancing around in their underpants- or in women’s underwear. How wonderful that the gospel of Jesus Christ had power to change such vile behaviour; ‘but you were washed, but you were justified in the name of Jesus by the Spirit of God’ (1 Cor 6:11). There is no place for such ‘vile passions’ in the church of God even if some church leaders say that out of love we should welcome them.

‘For this reason God gave them up’. The reason, as we noted, is that they chose to reject God’s revelation in the creation. With homosexuality the ‘natural relations’ are obvious to all. A deliberate blindness is needed in order to miss this revelation. As we have seen back in verse 24 it is God giving them up to uncleanness. Moreover, it is God giving them up to a debased mind, as we will discuss shortly. We have in verse 26 the second of three references to God ‘giving them up’. God gave them up to uncleanness and dishonouring their bodies through lusts of the flesh (1:24). He gave them up to this corruption of the created order in vile passions (1:26). And finally he gave them up to a debased or depraved mind. Perverted sex is linked to perverted thinking.

‘Likewise also the men’ (1:27). Why the apostle mentions lesbians before male homosexuals is not clear. Some suggest he is leading up to a climax, from bad to worse. His picture of unnatural relations continues, along with language of shame and dishonour. These sexual perverts burn with lust for one another. They are obsessed with this perversion. They lose all sense of shame. A little child has no sense of shame in their nakedness but they soon reach the age of wanting to cover their nakedness. But these men lose all shame as they parade their perverted nakedness and their indecent acts. 

‘Receiving in themselves the due penalty of their errors’ (1:27 ESV). Some years ago these words were applied to the HIV-Aids epidemic. Although this disease is sexually transmitted and prevalent in the homosexual community it is not confined to this community. It can be contracted in other ways. As terrible as this disease is, the apostle’s thoughts here are more profound than this. He is speaking of ‘recompense due by the law of God’. ‘Paul is thinking of what God has decreed rather than simply the natural result of peoples actions’ writes Morris. Finding a cure for HIV-Aids or finding ‘unnatural’ ways to produce babies does not remove this God- designed penalty. ‘The gnawing unsatisfied lust’, as Shedd calls it, remains, because they have rejected God and his wrath is upon them (Col 3:6). 

2. Given up to a debased mind 

Depraved thinking is the outcome of rejecting God. A debased mind ‘fails to measure up’. It is, ‘unable to do good’. They are without God and without hope in the world (Eph 2:12). Clearly it is not only homosexuals who have rejected God, but they are included. Paul goes on to speak of many types of wickedness in these verses. 

Still, most homosexuals hate any mention of God. Some claim to believe in God but ignore what God says in the Bible. Hendrikson reminds us that, ‘we are not talking about sexual orientation but about what a person does with their sexuality’. 

Humanism says man is in control and can do what he likes with his body.  But this is not true. We are made by God in his image, although sin has corrupted this image. God’s image is stamped on the body and soul of every human being. Homosexuality is not natural and everyone knows this. It is only by deliberate, depraved and godless thinking that some want to justify this perversion. The homosexual lobby got civil unions recognised in the law but were not satisfied. They got adoption laws changed but were not satisfied. They want the marriage law changed. Does anyone imagine that they will be satisfied? No! They will never be satisfied because ‘God has given them up to a ‘debased mind’; as he has all who did not like to retain God in their knowledge (1:28). What does a debased mind look like? It is a mind that is depraved and unfit to make right judgments. Paul goes on to describe some characteristics of such a mind. He does so in a long list of evils; yet we can divide this list into three sections. 

Firstly, as being ‘filled with all unrighteousness’ (1:29). In addition to, or included under, this unrighteousness are wickedness, covetousness, and malice. The picture of this debased mind is not pleasant, and it gets worse. It is filled with covetousness, with a lust for the things of the flesh and the things of this world- and with malice. Such a mind is often displayed in our parliament, and every day in the media. We have seen Jesus speak of such a mind in the parable of the rich fool in Luke 12. Beware of such a mind. Be content with what you have.

Secondly, this debased mind is ‘full of’ things, full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and evil-mindedness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil and disobedient to parents (1:29,30). In Paul’s day, as in many societies today, parents were respected and obeyed. Failure to give honour to one’s parents was seen as gross wickedness. ‘It indicates a readiness to be false to whom one owes the most’ writes Morris.

The apostle goes on with a third list, a list of ‘uns’ or negatives. This debased mind is undiscerning, untrustworthy, unloving, unforgiving, and unmerciful. The people calling for tolerance in our society are the most intolerant. Look at the vitriol of atheists like Dawkins. If he had his way all Christians would be condemned for child abuse and locked up. Homosexuals say they should be accepted in mainstream society yet want their own ‘Olympic games’, their own bars, their own church, and so on. 

The broad picture here is that of idolatry, of men and women who have chosen to worship and serve the creature rather than the creator. A scientist friend of mine went to India to do research, but he found it was impossible. Why? This is a land where idols are worshipped remember. This is a land where corruption is rife. Scientific research demands honesty and integrity. This friend was appalled at the way they manipulated the data. He was appalled that his colleague stole his results and published them under his own name. When people ‘exchange the truth of God for the lie’ (1:25) it affects all they do, and the society in which they live; because ‘God gave them over to a debased mind’. 

None of this is done in innocence. They know what corruption is. I was told of a boy in a pagan village being murdered because he stole some fruit. They ‘know the righteous judgment of God, that those who do such things deserve death’ (1:32). All people have a conscience even if it is twisted and corrupted by sin. They know what is good and what is evil. But they choose to do evil. Not only do they choose to do evil, but in their debased mind they try to get others involved in their evil way of life. They applaud those who practice the evil they practice (1:32). ‘They support and encourage others who practice the same’ writes Murray. We might reflect on those who practice homosexuality. They are keen to have others join in their way of life. They particularly encourage young boys to be like them. 

So ends the apostle’s detailed and disturbing picture of the human mind and human behaviour when men and women refuse to acknowledge God, and worship created things instead. God gives them up to uncleanness and the lusts of sinful flesh. God’s wrath is upon all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness (1:18). ‘545Now this is the apostle’s way of introducing the doctrine of justification by faith only’ writes Lloyd- Jones. “God hands man over to this ‘reprobate mind’ in order that he might hit his head against the wall, as it were, and smash himself and realise his folly, and so be humbled. That is the apostle’s great argument. This is what we call the condition of man”. 
Judging others and divine judgment                         

Romans 2:1-11
Are Christian’s people who love everyone and forgive everyone?  Are all good people Christians- whatever ‘good’ may mean? Is being a Christian all about being good, obeying the rules and helping others. It is about being baptised and going to church. How are Christians different from so-called good people in society? A lot of questions. Let us look for the answers in the word of God. 

Seeing the wicked and depraved lives of others gives some people cause to pat themselves on the back. ‘We are not that bad’ they say. Paul has described in horrid detail the wicked lives of those without God, those who hate God, those who are homosexuals and the like. In this chapter he has something to say to those who might say, ‘Thank God I am not like that’. He has something to say to those tempted to claim they are not too bad, those tempted to think their good works will get them across the line, as it were, and into heaven. 

Remember the Pharisee who prayed, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men; extortionists, unjust, adulterers, or even this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give tithes of all that I possess’ (Luke 18:11-12). What did Jesus say to this man?  Actually it was of the tax collector who prayed, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner’ that Jesus said, ‘this man went home justified’, not the Pharisee.  

Clearly men and women who lead wicked lives will be punished by God.  God’s wrath is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness. Yet the message of the gospel is that all have sinned and are under the wrath of God, not just the really wicked people. The so-called good person will be surprised to hear this. 'How can God judge me as he does that wicked person' they will protest. On what basis will God condemn the good person? Again we will learn this as were look at this passage.

Some commentators say Paul is here speaking to the Jews. The Jews certainly frowned upon Gentiles in their idolatry and immoral ways. They thought they were good people- even righteous before God. John Murray is so convinced of this that he writes of this man (2:1) as being a Jew- which is disconcerting since Paul does not address the Jew directly until verse 17. Morris entitled this section ‘the moralist’ in an early commentary, and described at length the life of Seneca, the tutor of Nero. In a later commentary he writes that Paul was thinking here ‘primarily of the Jews’.  Calvin saw these words as applying more generally. Paul is actually addressing the man who judges others, whether he be Jew or Gentile, for ‘there is no partiality with God’ (2:11).

1. Man’s judging   

‘Therefore you have no excuse, O man, everyone one of you who judges’ (2:1 ESV). This chapter continues the apostle’s argument to establish every human being as guilty before God. The person living by lusts and vile passions knows the righteous judgment of God. They continue their immoral life and try to bring others down with them. Watching on are people who refuse to join them, people who condemn them for their wicked ways. These are people who take the ‘moral high ground’, as we often hear these days.   

The sinful nature is a proud nature. It is a nature which says, ‘I am right and you are wrong’, irrespective of the truth. Just watch children in their unsophisticated ways. ‘He hit me first’ they say after a boy they pushed to the ground gets up and hits them. ‘She did it’ they say, knowing full well they are to blame. This is the sinful nature in action. The sinful nature is not only in children. What is it like in the office or factory where you work? Just look at all the finger pointing in parliament and claims to be on the moral high ground. ‘Don’t look at me, I am innocent’ they say. But God does look and he sees we are not innocent. 

‘For in whatever you judge another you condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things’ (2:1).  Remember, when one finger is pointed there are three pointing back at you! The Jew was guilty of judging others, as Paul says later in this chapter. ‘You who preach that a man should not steal, do you steal?’(2:21). It is not only the Jew who judges like this. ‘Paul is addressing anyone who judges, and addressing him because he judges’ writes Morris.

‘Judge not that you be not judged’ said Jesus (Mat 7:1). Jesus was not saying you cannot correct someone who is breaking the law; He spoke about dealing with a brother who sins against you in Matthew 18. Jesus was warning against hypocrisy, of judging someone when you are doing the same thing. Jesus warns that, ‘in the same way you judge others you will be judged’ (Mat 7:2 NIV), which is what the apostle is saying here in Romans. Jesus called the Pharisees hypocrites because they were always judging others for breaking the law but failed to see they were also guilty of breaking the law. Is there not a bit of the Pharisee in each of us? 

Not only does this judging person do the same things, he despises the riches God’s goodness (2:4). This persons judging is without regard to the judgment of God and especially the mercy of God. How often do we hear things like, ‘throw the book at him’, or ‘lock him up and throw away the key’, or ‘let him rot in prison’. Such is the judgment of man. It is vengeance without mercy. Then we turn around and ask God to be merciful to us. Remember the parable about the unforgiving servant. This servant pleaded with the master for forgiveness but refused to forgive those who pleaded with him. What did the master think about such behaviour (Mat 18:21f). 

‘The goodness of God leads you to repentance’ (2:4). God is patient and longsuffering as he gives us opportunity to repent before the final judgment. When we judge others we usually turn a deaf ear to their plea for forgiveness. We forget the goodness of God in being patient with us in our sinful ways. 

2. God’s judgment

God does not look favourably on hypocrites. This person who judges others has no excuse; he condemns himself (2:1). He will not escape the judgment of God (2:3). He is accumulating for himself ‘wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God’ (2:5). Paul continues with forensic language because the gospel is about being right with God. 

What does the apostle tell us here about the judgment of God?  Firstly, it is according to truth (2:2). Nothing will be hidden in the court of God’s justice. All secrets will be revealed (2:16); there will be no hiding of the truth. As such there will be no false judgments. Nor will there be any favouritism (2:11). Human judges can be blackmailed and bribed, but not God. Most probably the rich were treated differently to the poor in the courts of Paul’s day- as in many courts today. It will not be so in God’s court.

Secondly, God’s judgment will be according to deeds (2:6-10). The basis of God’s judgment will be our works. In Psalm 62: 11-12 we read, ‘Power belongs to God. Also to you, O Lord, belongs mercy; for you render to each one according to his work’. God’s judgment will be universal and it will be individual. ‘Each one’ means without exception and without distinction. ‘We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive the things done in the body’ (2Cor 5:10). 

God’s judgment will be based on works such that those who continue in doing well, that is in seeking glory, honour and immortality, will be granted eternal life (2:7). Notice Paul does not say anyone fits this category. Jesus said, ‘No one is good except God alone’ (Luke 18:19). But those who are selfish and do not obey the truth will suffer the indignation/fury and wrath of God. We are back at the exchanging of the truth of God for the lie (1:25) but for a different group.    

Are you as an evangelical getting uneasy about what I am saying- it is what we are reading in the Bible. Judgment based on works does not sound right to you? But others maybe are saying, ‘this is what I always thought; we must do good works to be saved’. Take note, however, that no one will be justified in God’s sight by works of the law (3:20). If you want to cling to your good works until the judgment you will go to hell. Look at Revelation 20:12-15: ‘the dead were judged according to their works’. They were judged according to what was written in the books. They were judged and sent to the lake of fire unless their name was found in another book, the Book of Life. I hope we all have this clear because most of the world does not. 

What do pagans or people of other religions believe? They have the idea that we just need a pass mark of good works. If our good works tip the balance against our bad works then we are in. Wrong, wrong, wrong! God’s rule is one strike and you are out. God is holy and his demands are absolute. Break one law and you are a lawbreaker. You are guilty of all (James 2:10). 

Thank God that, as James goes on to say, ‘mercy triumphs over judgment’ (James 2:13), and that in Jesus Christ we are saved from the wrath to come. Thank God that he is merciful and his judgment is delayed, giving us time to repent. ‘He is not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance’. But do not think ‘the Lord is slack concerning his promise’ (2Peter 3:9). Do not think that in the end God will change his mind and let everyone in. Remember, unless you repent you will perish- and time is running out. 

A third aspect of God’s judgment is that it will be just. It will be according to the light that we have; but we cannot go into this today. In closing we note the words, ‘to the Jew first and also the Greek’ (2:9, 10). We said in the beginning that the Jew was included among the people targeted by Paul in this passage. 

The Jew, especially the Pharisee, was a prime example of one who is quick to judge. He is a prime example of a hypocrite because he does the same things. But there are many who fit into this category and so condemn themselves without excuse before God. Are you one of them? Yes- unless you are grossly immoral or a Jew! You therefore stand condemned when it comes to works of the law. You must find another way to be justified before God. You must turn to Jesus Christ.  

Judgment without the law                               



Romans 2:12-16

What would happen if a man drove up Pitt Street in a van loaded with ammonium nitrate, parked his van, and walked away. Ammonium nitrate is a chemical fertilizer but also highly explosive. A few years ago this man could not be charged with any offence, unless he parked illegally. But today he would be grabbed by the police and be in court the next day charged under the terrorism act. The judge could convict him to years in prison because we now have this law defining terrorism- unless he was just a farmer of course. 

1. The Jew  

'As many as have sinned in the law will be judged by the law' (2:12). We will look at the second part of this verse first. These words apply to the Jews who have the law, the law given through Moses. God gave the Jews the law as the declaration of what he required of them as his covenant people. But in failing to keep this law they came under the curse and condemnation of the law. They would be judged by the law and condemned. 

‘For not the hearers of the law… but the doers of the law will be justified’ (2:13). Our version has this verse -in fact until verse 15- in brackets. Possessing the law means nothing when it comes to judgment day. In a court you cannot plead 'not guilty' because you have a copy of the law under your arm, or can quote the relevant law. The judge knows the law; he will judge you on the basis of your obeying the law. If you have broken the law you will be punished. 

This is true for the Jew and it is true for those who have the Bible today. You may have a Bible that belonged to you great grandmother but it is no use if you do not do what it says. This Bible tells you that you are sinner and under the wrath of God. It tells you that unless you repent and believe in Jesus Christ you will be judged and cast into hell. You may have heard Bible stories in Sunday school or here in church- Paul speaks of hearers of the law because few could read in his day. You may have read the Bible at some time. But even reading the Bible and preaching the Bible will not justify you in God’s eyes. Justification depends entirely on repentance and belief in Jesus Christ. You must be righteous before God and you can only be righteous through faith in Jesus.  

2. The Gentile

What about those who have ‘sinned without the law’ (2:12). How can God justly punish a person when they have no law? Surely judgment must be based on law. ‘Where there is no law there is no transgression’ (4:15). We have seen that judgment is based on deeds or works; these works are works of the law (3:20). They are works according to the law as Paul says in verse 14-15. 

Works of law 

Gentiles may not have had the Law of Moses but they were not without any law. ‘They are a law to themselves’ (2:14). What does this phrase mean? It does not mean what we commonly use it to mean, namely a complete disregard for the law. It means there is a law of nature, an internal law that all people have by virtue of being human. 

‘By nature (they) do things in the law’ (2:14). For example, everyone knows what it means to steal. If you go to a tribe where the Bible has never been seen you will find thieves are punished- often severely. You will find people honouring their parents just as the Bible says, even though they have no Bible. These people are acting in accordance with God’s law without knowing it; not all of God’s law, and not all the time, of course. They do not worship God but worship idols.

There is still some residual light in the darkened hearts of those without the law. The light of natural revelation is there for all to see (1:20). And there is a dim light in sinful human nature. Remember that man was made in the image of God. Adam and Eve had fellowship with God. God loved them and they loved God- in the beginning. When they disobeyed God their hearts were darkened. Their ‘inner being’, their ‘human being’, was corrupted but not removed. In their sinful state they still knew good and evil - it was just that they were slaves to sin.  They were powerless to resist ‘sin lying at the door’ (Gen 4:7). 

God will judge the Gentiles according to the light that they have- ‘(they) show the work of the law written in their hearts’ (2:15). Although these words are very like those in Jeremiah 31:33 it is not the same law in view.  Jeremiah is talking about coming days and about covenant law. Paul says the work of the law is written in the hearts of Gentiles now. Siefrid writes, ‘He uses the language of ‘inscription in the heart’ because he sees in nature a parallel to the law’s role in addressing the human being with the demands of God’. Siefrid continues, ‘the Creator’s imprint of his will upon the human creature is largely suppressed, just as the knowledge of God the Creator has been perverted by idolatry’. 

Conscience 

For the Gentile the law is not external but internal. It is not on stone tablets or in a book but it is a vestige in the human heart because all people are made in the image of God. The problem with this internal law is that it is not reliable. One cannot point to what is written and unchanging. Yet having the law in writing, as the Jews did, did not make it easier to obey- Paul will come to the Jews next.  

The secular humanist in our day has reverted to this darkened nature by refusing to listen to the word of God, the Bible. In rejecting the law given by God they find themselves in all sorts of moral dilemmas. God’s law says, ‘do not tell lies’ but modern man and woman has come up with all sorts of qualifications. For example you can say, ‘no carbon tax’ one day and, ‘here is a carbon tax the next’ because circumstances change.  

What about same-sex marriage? We do not want harp on this matter but it is topical and it is an example of the thinking of those who reject God and his word. It is an example of have no moral absolutes. See how many people say, ‘I thought it was wrong but then I listened to so and so and they convinced me otherwise’. We are getting morality laws ‘on the ruin’ as it were. Then there is the ultimate decider, the conscience vote! How are we to determine what are is right and wrong?  We have a conscience vote of those in parliament. If 50 say ‘no’ and 51 say ‘yes’ we have a new moral law! How absurd! How tragic! Only our creator has the right to make such laws; ultimately he will judge everyone on the basis of his law, not ours. 

Back to the matter of conscience; ‘their conscience also bearing witness’ (2:15). Conscience is another defining character of being human. Animals do not have a conscience but every human being does. The word means ‘knowing within’. In some people conscience may be terribly screwed up, but it is still present (Titus 1:15). Conscience is like a judge - it either excuses or accuses us. A screwed up conscience will tend to excuse, but not always. Everybody knows about a guilty conscience. Conscience remains to convict every soul of sin. ‘Bearing witness’ is a legal term. 

Did you hear the detective talking about the person who abducted the little girl Madeleine? ‘They will always be looking over their shoulder, wondering if someone is onto them’ he said. He reckoned that one day the burden of carrying such a secret sin will lead that person to give themselves up- just to relieve their guilty conscience. 

The ‘conscience vote’ in parliament is nonsense really. They call a vote on abortion law but the law the parliament enacts makes no difference to the guilty conscience the mother has from killing her baby. It is the mother’s conscience, not that of the law maker, that is the issue. It is the conscience of practicing homosexuals that is the issue not the conscience of the lawmakers. Anyway, the whole matter is about trying to ‘excuse’ sin, as Paul would say. But conscience is not so easily suppressed. 

This conscience is not the same as the imprint of law upon the heart. It ‘bears witness’ to this work of the law written on the heart (2:15). Conscience is not a reliable guide; it actually serves to evaluate actions (where does this leave the conscience vote?). Morris speaks of ‘our day as one in which the conscience of the individual is often elevated to the supreme place and almost any course of action becomes permissible on the grounds that it does not offend one’s conscience’. People want to remove their guilty feeling, not stop their immoral behaviour. 

What about the Christian’s conscience you ask? When we repent and believe in Jesus Christ we are given the Holy Spirit. The indwelling Holy Spirit enlightens our conscience- we have a Spirit-illuminated conscience. But we still do not rely on conscience as our guide- it does not guide but evaluates our actions remember! What does our Catechism say: ‘The word of God, which is contained in the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy God’ (SC2). 

3. Day of judgment  

The whole focus of Paul’s argument is upon God’s judgment. We have the courtroom scene with God as judge. We have seen that his judgment is according to truth. His judgment is according to deeds. His judgment is according to the light a person has. By virtue of being human, by virtue of being in this world created by God, everyone has some light, so everyone is guilty before God. The wrath of God is revealed against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men (1:18). 

Paul concludes this section of his argument saying, ‘in the day when God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ according to my gospel’ (2:16). Some link this verse back to verse 12; others to verse 13 depending on the brackets. But here it is, and its meaning is clear. The gospel of which Paul was not ashamed was about the righteousness of God revealed in Jesus Christ. Jesus had to die in order for this righteous to be ours. He had to die because we were unrighteous. We were under the wrath of God. The Jesus who died to save us will also judge the world (John 5:22).

One attribute of God is his omniscience. He knows all things. Just in case anyone thinks no one knows about their sin, be sure that God knows. He knows about your guilty conscience. How wonderful it is that God will heal your guilty conscience if you confess to him. Have you confessed all your sins to God? Do you know the blessing of being forgiven by Him?   
Judgment with the law-Jews                              


Romans 2:17-29

In what way is the world divided today? How do you see it? Is it divided by gender- male versus female? Some see it this way. It used to be East versus West, communism against capitalism. Is it labour versus liberal. Is it Christian versus Muslim? Muslims see the world this way. Whatever you see today be sure that in NT times it was Jew versus Gentile, or Jew versus the rest. That was how the Jew saw the world. 

Who were the Jews? They had Abraham as their father. Through Abraham they got circumcision. They also had Moses through whom God gave the law there on the mountain. Jews then, and still today, maintain strict separation from the rest, a separation that prohibits eating together, intermarrying, and many other things. 

The apostle Paul spoke of those without the law and those with the law (2:12). He spoke of the circumcised and the uncircumcised (2:26). He did so because that is how the world was divided in his day. But was this how God saw the world of people? 

Paul was of course in a unique position to understand Jewish thinking because he was born a Jew, a proud and zealous Jew. But as a servant of Jesus Christ (1:1) he could see how and why the Jews had failed to keep the law. He saw that they came under the wrath of God, just like the Gentiles.  Such teaching offended the Jews greatly. No wonder they wanted Paul dead.  

In the previous section of this chapter Paul spoke to the ‘O man’ (2:1, 3). This man was a ‘moralist’, a man who judged others and in so doing condemned himself. This man may have been a Jew or a Gentile- for there is no partiality with God (2:11). We do not agree with calling him a Jew because Paul now speaks to the Jew directly by name; ‘But you, who are called a Jew’ (2:17). He goes on to describe the Jew who boasts in the law and boasts in God. 

1. Confidence

The Jew was confident in his standing before God. He did not for a moment consider that God might reject him on Judgment Day- a least not if he was circumcised and kept the law as he saw it. Morris writes, “the rabbis attached great value to circumcision and made many statements, like this one of R. Levi: ‘in the hereafter Abraham will sit at the gate of Gehenna and permit no circumcised Israelite to descend therein’”.  

Jesus’ view was totally different (Luke 12:30-31), as was Paul’s. Jesus spoke of those who ‘trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others’ – he was speaking of the Jewish teachers. He described the Pharisee praying, ‘God I thank you I am not like other men’ (Luke 18:9,11). Humility was not a Jewish characteristic. 

The Jews were the chosen people of God. They were privileged to have ‘the oracles of God’ (3:2). They were privileged to have the law of God and the covenant promise associated with circumcision. But with privilege comes responsibility. God held them responsible for obeying the law, and making it known to other nations. It was not for them to rest on the law and boast over against the Gentiles. They had fundamentally misunderstood the purpose of the law. Some think Paul speaks with irony in saying, ‘you know His will, and approve of things that are excellent’ (2:18). The idea of being a guide to the blind may appear ironic but Paul was serious. He had a high regard for the law of God, and knew how serious the Jews were in ‘law-keeping’ and rituals. 

But the Jews failed to internalise the law. They never got beyond the letter of the law. They failed to understand the righteousness of God which is by faith. This truth was there in the Bible - remember Paul quoted the OT in 1:17. They totally failed to recognise and accept the promised Messiah. Although they claimed to be guides to the blind (2:19) they were in fact blind themselves, according to Jesus (John 9:39).

Gentiles only had God’s revelation of himself in the creation. Even so, in failing to acknowledge and worship God from this revelation they were under divine wrath. The Jews, however, had much more; they had the word of God in the law and the prophets, the Holy Scriptures. They had written revelation. ‘In the law they had knowledge and truth’ (2:20 ESV). The Passover festival itself spoke of salvation by the blood of the lamb. The prophet Isaiah spoke of the lamb on which the Lord has laid the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:6). John the Baptist said, ‘Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). Despite all this revelation the Jew continued to boast in his own righteousness from the law (10:3, Phil 3:9). 

2. Culpable

‘You, therefore, who teach another, do you not teach yourself?’ (2:21). Paul was lecturing the Jew in no uncertain terms. Here are the three fingers pointing back at the judger- in this case the Jew teaching others, and preaching that a man should not steal or commit adultery (2:21,22). We know from the gospels how the Jews went around policing the Sabbath day. We know how quick they were to condemn the woman caught in adultery (John 8). When Jesus said, ‘let him who is without sin throw a stone at her first’, what happened?  They all went off. Who knows how many of them were guilty of adultery – although usually only women were accused of this sin. But the apostle Paul was not addressing women. He was addressing the Jewish teacher. He said, ‘do you commit adultery?’ (2:22). He could well have made it clear, as Jesus did, that adultery begins in the heart. What the Jew practiced did not accord with what he preached. He preached the law, which was good, but failed to keep that very law.

Jews detest idols, just as the Bible teaches, but ‘do you rob temples?’ asked Paul, in another rhetorical question (2:22). Were some Jews inclined to help themselves to the temple offerings? - or maybe this was about them accepting gifts from idol worshippers. It is not exactly clear what Paul means by robbing temples. Those who teach and preach the law bring dishonour to God when they break the law- not mention incurring God’s wrath. ‘The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you’, as it is written (2:24). This was a very serious charge brought by the prophet of old, and brought again by Paul. If the Jews who boasted in the law brought dishonour to God what about men in the church today? What about the scholars who twist and confuse what is written in order to approve immorality?  How much damage has been done to the church of God by pedophile priests, adulterous elders and pastors, and corrupt deacons? 

3. Circumcision       

‘For circumcision is indeed profitable if you keep the law’ (2:25). God gave circumcision to Abraham as a sign and seal of the covenant promise, after he ‘believed in the Lord and it was credited to him as righteousness’ (Gen 15:6, 17:10). ‘Walk before me and be blameless’ the Lord told Abraham. All male descendants of Abraham, including the Jews (children of Israel) were circumcised at eight days. The Jews came to think this physical circumcision made them right with God. But as one commentator has said ‘the use of a seal depends upon having something valuable to seal’. What was circumcision sealing if there was no inner change of heart? If they were not keeping God’s law what inner change had occurred? Any inner change must be shown in a man's behaviour. In Galatians 5:3 we read of the man who is circumcised that he is obligated to keep the whole law. God looks on the heart, not on marks on the body, or paper certificates.

The apostle argues back the other way to drive home his point (2:26). If an uncircumcised man keeps the law will he not be considered as a circumcised man; that is, sealed as a covenant child of God? This is hypothetical but we might think of the Gentile called Cornelius who was devout and prayed and gave alms (Acts 10:2). Cornelius feared God, although he was not saved until Peter came to tell him the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Paul demolished every claim of the Jew to be right before God based on having the written code and circumcision (2:27). ‘He is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh’ (2:28). What God requires is circumcision of the heart, which is actually spoken of in the OT (Deut 10:16, 30:6). The Jews did not read the law carefully or prayerfully. But there it is in the Scriptures, that circumcision was but a sign of a change of heart.  

In the NT we read of the ‘circumcision of Christ’ as the putting off of the body of the flesh or the body of sin (Col 2:11). This is done in the power of the Spirit. The law is summarised in two commands: love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind; and love you neighbour as yourself. Love is spiritual. It is not a matter of the letter of the law. Paul concludes with a word play on the name Jew. ‘Jew’ comes from ‘Judah’ which means praise. The true Jew seeks the praise of God, not the praise of men (2:29). He also seeks the glory of God not the glory of man.  Christians should reflect on this when they worship. Is it God who is being glorified in our worship or man?

In conclusion, you might be asking what has all this stuff about the Jew got to do with me today. Well, there are still Jews today who believe much the same things as they did in Paul’s day. But more than this, there are many people today who have the special revelation of God that the Jews have- the written word of God. There are millions who have the Bible; millions who have read or heard the words of God. Among those millions are many who rely upon owning a Bible and performing certain rituals. There are many who rely upon baptism just as the Jews relied upon circumcision. Many rely on other sacraments but know nothing of the work of the Spirit of God in their hearts. They call themselves Christians but do not know that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone.   
Defending God’s righteous judgment                      



Romans 3:1-8

‘You are a holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for himself, a special treasure above all the peoples on the face of the earth’ (Deut 7:6). When a Jew read these words he must have felt very secure in his standing before God. Jews certainly felt they were more holy than the rest of the world. But what was the basis of their special relationship with God? They thought it was because they were physically circumcised and were keeping the law. The Jews were totally focused on outward things. When the apostle Paul told them their circumcision was of no value in itself they were shocked. When he told them that possessing the law meant nothing if they did not keep the law they were shocked. When Jesus said to the Jews that they were ‘slaves to sin and need to be set free’ they were shocked.  They protested, ‘we are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves to anyone’ (John 8:33). 

The words of Deuteronomy 7:6 are very similar to those addressed to the church by the apostle Peter. ‘But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, and his own special people’ (1Peter 2:9). These are words of great assurance and comfort to believers today. But like the Jew, we need to understand the basis of our relationship with God. Many Christians fall into the same error as the Jews; they focus on outward things and/or keeping the law.   

1. God’s words

Paul continues with his dialogue style. In fact it becomes more argumentative in this section as he imagines objections, coming mainly from the Jews, and counters these objections. ‘What advantage then has the Jew, or what is the profit/value of circumcision?’ (3:1). The Jew had just been told that circumcision would not save him on the Day of Judgment. He had been told that having the law would not save him. If this was so he might ask just what Paul says- ‘what was the use of being circumcised, or what was the use of having the law and trying to keep it?’ He might think it was no use at all. What do you think? From what Paul has just said we might expect the answer, ‘none at all’. Since Jew and Gentile are both under divine condemnation, what benefit was circumcision and the law to the Jew? But Paul does not agree with this conclusion. He asserts that the Jew had great advantages – ‘much in every way’ he writes (3:2). 

‘Chiefly because to them were committed/entrusted the oracles of God’ (3:2). The Jews were greatly privileged to have the very words of God. Remember the Gentiles only had the revelation of God in the creation. The Jews had the very words of God written down. The Lord with his own finger wrote on the stone tablets on the mountain.  He also spoke through Moses and the prophets. And finally they had the privilege of hearing the Son of God himself. What a great privilege! But with privilege comes responsibility, and in this respect they failed. They failed to honour and obey what was entrusted to them.

Paul writes, ‘chiefly’ or, ‘first of all’, but does not go on to list anything else. But if you turn to chapter 9 you will see other advantages listed: ‘the adoption, the giving of the covenants, the giving of the law and the promises’ (9:4). Above all, there was the wonder that from them, ‘according to the flesh, Christ came’ (9:5). Jesus Christ, who is the fulfilment of all God’s promises, came into this world as a Jew. How privileged could a people be to have the Son of God born into their midst. Yet how cursed they were for rejecting this greatest revelation of all.

What a great privilege it is to be born into a Christian home and to grow up hearing the Bible read. Many in our society have had just such a privilege. Have you had such a privilege? With privilege however, comes responsibility. Do you accept the responsibility or are you as deaf and blind as the Jews. Many in our society are under the same curse as the Jews.
2. God’s unfaithfulness? 

‘For what if some did not believe’ (3:3). What if some were unfaithful?  Remember the words of Deuteronomy 7:6. Remember the promises of God to the patriarchs. Remember the covenants. With God reaching out to this people, and indeed making covenants with them, where does this leave God when they fail to honour and obey God?  We speak as men, as Paul said (3:5). Does this leave God in a position of being unfaithful to his covenant promises? Does this leave God as lacking in power to save? This was a question the Jews often asked when God allowed them to suffer or sent them into exile for breaking his covenant. ‘Where is God?’ they asked. ‘Has he forgotten us?’ ‘Either he is not willing or he is not able to save us’, they concluded- wrongly so!

‘Certainly not!’ (3:4). Paul’s answer to this imagined objection is definite. ‘Perish the thought’ we might say. We must not for a moment think God can be unfaithful- nor that he is lacking in power. Paul does not explain why because it is simply a given. God is true. ‘God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth’ (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q4). Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life’ (John 14:6). He does not argue this but states it as a fact. 

‘Let God be true and every man a liar’ (3:4). If every person in the world contradicts God’s word they are all wrong. Paul finds support in the words of King David in Psalm 51:4: ‘That you may be justified in your words, and may overcome when you are judged’ (3:4). When David sinned, or when he was convicted of sin, he did not blame God. He did not claim that God had failed in some way- as we sometimes do. David, like Abraham, understood that the judge of all the earth always does right (Gen 18:25). God always judges justly. Therefore God’s condemnation of the Jew for failing to keep his covenant was just. He was not being unfaithful to his promises.

3. God unjust?

We come to a second objection imagined by Paul as coming from the Jews- or anyone. It anticipates what he will say about salvation by grace alone, and is related to the argument that arises later in chapter 6. This objection is based on his conclusion that no one is righteous before God. Jew and Gentile stand condemned under the wrath of the righteous God. Therefore salvation can only be by the mercy or grace of God. Keep in mind the courtroom scene.   

Someone may object that the unrighteousness or wickedness of man demonstrates or shows more clearly the righteousness of God. Simply put, our wickedness makes God look more righteous, so how can God judge us. Is there a conflict of interest here? ‘Is God unjust who inflicts wrath? (I speak as a man) (3:5). Paul, like us, is uneasy at proposing these objections lest he impugn the greatness of Almighty God. But some are more than ready to find fault with God, and they must be silenced. ‘Certainly not!’ is the answer Paul gives to this second objection questioning the justice of God. ‘For then how will God judge the world?’ (3:6). The Jews accepted that God will judge the world and in so doing will acquit some and condemn others. The wrath of God must be real if he is to judge justly.  

It is perverse to think that a judge will not condemn anyone- yet this is what many think about God. If we had courts in which everyone was acquitted there would be a great outcry. ‘The judges are not doing their job’ people would say. Well, God is the ultimate judge and he will do his job, come Judgment Day. Not everyone will be acquitted. 
‘For if the truth of God has increased through my lie to his glory, why am I still being judged a sinner?’ (3:7). This objection is much the same as the previous one. It is a questioning of the justice of God’s judgment; this time on the basis of truthfulness rather than righteousness. ‘Our unrighteousness' of verse 5 compares to ‘my lie’ of verse 7. Morris writes, ‘The argument is that my failure to be what I should be gives more scope for God’s saving activity and thus for his reliability’. Notice Paul’s ‘habit of classing himself with those of whom he is speaking’.

‘And why not say?’ (3:8). Paul carries this argument to its logical conclusion before soundly rejecting it. This argument becomes, ‘let us do evil that good may come’ (3:8).This objection is not just imagined; Paul has heard it said of his preaching the doctrines of grace. In his gospel the righteousness of God from faith to faith (1:17), and a righteous apart from law is revealed (3:21). 

The doctrines of grace still come in for the same criticism. When people hear that they are sinners and are under the wrath of God they get their backs up. When they hear that all their good works are as filthy rags they strongly object. In fact Isaiah says, ‘all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags’ (Isa 64:6). Have you seen a soap powder advertisement recently? They put a filthy shirt next to a shirt washed in their new soap powder so you can see the difference. Sometimes I wonder how they made the filthy shirt so dirty. 

Paul pictures people as filthy because of sin, and God as white because he is righteous and holy. The argument is that the filthier we are the whiter God looks by comparison. If our filth or evil (lie) makes God look good (glory) then God should not be condemning us. This argument may be clever, but it is absurd. God of course, wants and requires us to be clean and holy like him. But first we must realise how filthy we are and how powerless we are to cleanse ourselves. This is the truth the apostle is establishing here. Woe to anyone who twists this truth. ‘Their condemnation is just’ (3:8)  
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An evangelistic poster on the wall of the university declared ‘Christ is the answer’. Under these words someone had written, ‘what is the question’? It is not good to deface someone’s poster but the words were appropriate. What is the question?  So much of modern evangelism fails to start with the right question. People are told that Jesus will make them happy, or that Jesus will solve all their problems, or that Jesus will stop them getting sick, or that Jesus will give them an abundant life. People are not told that they are sinners under the wrath of God. If we are not told the depth of our sinfulness we will never know the glorious heights of our salvation in Jesus Christ.  

Many are living in a shallow Christianity. They are living a Christianity that is all about me being happy today, rather than about the truth, and having eternal life in Jesus Christ. The Bible makes it clear that we are all sinners and as such are on the road to hell- unless and until we are saved or redeemed by God in and through the grace of his only begotten Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

1. Righteous counted

Are you a numbers person? At tax time we all have to get involved with numbers. Politicians are always involved with numbers. They see new polls almost every week. They have to count the votes in parliament. But the number we are looking at here in these verses is a simple one; it is zero. None is righteous, no not one (3:10). 

The apostle Paul is drawing his argument to its conclusion. Back in 1:18 he began talking about the unrighteousness of men. He showed how men and women in turning away from God entered into idolatry and immorality. He went on to show the Jews how they had failed to keep God’s law and were therefore under the same divine condemnation. Here in verse 9 he writes, ‘we have previously charged both Jews and Greeks that they are all under sin’. This is the conclusion he reaches after briefly dealing with a couple of anticipated objections on the way. His conclusion is a radical but fundamental statement about the human condition. Sinners do not like being told they are sinners. The doctrine of radical or total depravity is not popular even in the church. Many think of God as helping them to be better people- often because that is all they are taught. But the Bible teaches us that in ourselves we have no goodness at all to offer God.  We are devoid of righteousness and condemned by God. 

What then? (3:9). Paul is concluding his argument. ‘Are we better than they? Not at all’ (3:9). Just who the ‘we’ refers to, and how we are to interpret this statement is not clear. Some think the ‘we’ refers to Jews (ESV) but following on from verse 8 it is more likely that it refers to Christians who were preaching the grace of God in Jesus Christ. 

Paul was not claiming any exception for himself or Christians as being better than others- he had been tearing into Jews in particular. In preaching universal sinfulness and the grace of God we are often accused of being superior and intolerant. We must never claim to be superior but must be humble in our preaching. Yet we must continue to preach  what is true, and the truth is that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (3:23). We continue to preach, ‘we are dead in trespasses and sins’ and that God ‘made us alive together with Christ’ (Eph 2:1,5). 

Paul knew the OT, especially the Psalms, which he probably sang in the synagogue and later in the church. He sang in Psalms 14 and 53 that ‘no one is righteous’, and that 'no one understands or seeks after God’. Being ‘under sin’ (3:9) means being under the rule of Satan. We might claim to be intelligent, or even wise, but the truth is, ‘their foolish hearts were darkened’ (1:21).

I arrived home to read in the newspaper of a senseless slaying on a street in our city. I also read of another famous person committing suicide. You may have read about the churches being bombed in Kenya. Need I say more about the darkness that binds the hearts of men and women in our city and across the world today?   

2. Readiness to sin

While having a coffee in the café we overheard two women saying horrible things, obviously about a third person known to them. Later the same day we were having another coffee (it was at the airport!). At a nearby table we overheard two people going on about someone they both knew and apparently disliked. I wondered just how many ‘coffee conversations’ are gossiping about other people. How much of our own conversation amounts to saying bad things about other people? 

‘Their throat is an open tomb/grave… the poison of vipers is under their lips’ (3:13). Paul is quoting what the Psalms have to say about sinners. Just like a snake bite, our words can hurt and harm others. Remember what James wrote about the tongue? He said it like a fire that sets a whole forest ablaze. ‘No man can tame the tongue. It is an 'unruly evil, full of deadly poison’ (James 3:8). 

We are all born in sin but probably the first sin we commit is done with our tongue. With it we say 'no' to our father's instruction. We disobey our parents with our tongue. And so it goes on. We use our tongue to curse and swear and blaspheme God’s holy name. Next to the coffee shop, a good place to hear the tongue at its worst is in the car. Are you such a driver?

If our first sin was not with our tongue it was probably with our hands or our feet.  (3:15, 16). In anger we kick or hit other children. Some parents actually teach their children to do this. As wicked people we have no peace says Paul, quoting from Isaiah (Isa 59:8). Isaiah also tells us that there is no peace for the wicked (Isa 57:1). Sinners have no peace because they have no wisdom, and they have no wisdom because they do not fear God.  ‘The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom’ (Prov 1:7). Those who are without God are not only without wisdom; they are also without hope in this world (Eph 2:12). 

Many reject this truth from the Bible but in reading the daily paper they must come to the same conclusion. In Kenya they are facing elections with some trepidation. Thousands of innocent people were killed in the aftermath of the last elections in inter-tribal fighting. In our city we also we read of violence and corruption. How can anyone avoid concluding what we read here in the Bible, namely the utter sinfulness and radical depravity of the human race?

3. Role of law

Paul’s greatest contention was with the self-righteous Jews. The Jews had condemned the Gentiles for centuries but told themselves that they were in God’s good books because of the law and circumcision. Yet the Gentiles were the ones responding to the gospel. The irony was that the law serves to condemn those who fail to obey it.  

Whether it is the Law of Moses which the Jews had, which was probably what Paul had in mind here in verse 19, or law in a wider sense, the outcome is the same. That outcome is that, ‘every mouth may be stopped, and the entire world may be held guilty/accountable before God’ (3:19).  

Job spent chapter after chapter complaining to God about his suffering, but when God eventually spoke all Job could say was, ‘Behold I name unworthy… I will lay my hand over my mouth’ (Job 40:4). That is the appropriate response to God’s word. The sooner we do the same as Job the better!

The word ‘guilty’ or ‘accountable’ is a legal term, as is the word ‘charged’ back in verse 9. It indicates that 'the person has lost all possibility of disproving a charge against them’.  They have reached the highest court and have lost all appeals. We all stand condemned- the whole world stands condemned- before the judge of the universe. We must keep these legal terms in mind as we come to the word ‘justification’ in the following verses. 

‘Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight’ (3:20). Here is the conclusion. Here is a definitive statement with no ifs or buts. ‘No flesh’ means no human being. There is no exception for race, for gender, for rich or for poor. 'Justified' means to be declared 'not guilty'. That declaration is made by Almighty God, the sovereign creator of all flesh and giver of all life. Paul does not say there is no way to be justified but that by works of the law or by good deeds no one will be justified before God.  The gospel of course, is about about being justified before God, not by works but by grace. 

What then is the point of the law? Why did God give laws that we cannot keep?  Before we blame God we should look at man’s laws. If all were inclined to keep the law of the land there would be no need for police or law courts. As sinners we are inclined to be law breakers. This does not mean the laws of the land are bad. It is people who are bad. We will find more of this reasoning in chapter 7. 

For now we are simply told by the apostle that ‘by the law is the knowledge of sin’ (3:20). Phillips paraphrases this as, ‘it is the straight edge of the law that shows us how crooked we are’. Years ago in India I was buying a new motor bike. There was a big scratch on the paintwork of the fuel tank. When I pointed this out to the salesmen he said, ‘you don’t expect it to be perfect do you?’ ‘Actually, I do, I replied’.

God expects- he demands perfection. Can you or anyone honestly claim to be perfect- that is, without sin? ‘If we say we have no sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (1John 1:8, 9).         
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We are a restless race- or is it just this generation? We are always looking for change. Do you long for a plot in the country where you can live alongside nature? We see a lot of people move to the country- but before long they are back in the city. We are constantly looking for something new. Back in the 1970’s people were looking for new religions. People were discovering Hinduism and were flocking to listen to the gurus in India. One such young man was Yip, a friend we met in India. On the hippie trail he first went to a kibbutz in Israel and then came to India looking for a new religious experience. But he heard the gospel of Jesus Christ and was converted. He was not looking for Jesus but Jesus found him and changed him. Having Jesus he is no longer looking for a change. He is a new man in Christ. He is changed forever.

I reluctantly call Christianity a religion- true Christianity that is. Much of Christianity is simply religion; it is conforming to the rituals and traditions of men. It is about good works. Religion is about man seeking after God. People have come up with thousands of religions. Some of these continue, while others fizzle out. The difference with true Christianity is the realisation that God seeks after us. We are born in sin and commit sin. We can no more find God on our own than we can crawl out of our grave.

1. Now- ‘but now’.

For the first three and a half chapters the apostle Paul has been bringing us to the realisation that ‘no one is righteous, no not one’. All are under the wrath of God because of sin- Greek, barbarian and also the Jew. The Jew has the law but ‘by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in God’s sight’ (3:19). This was never the way of salvation. 

Our situation, the situation of humanity, is hopeless. The message so far has not been encouraging. We are a depraved lot who can do nothing good. We can do absolutely nothing to please the One who will judge us in the end. We must realise our predicament. Thankfully however, this is not the end of the story. Paul’s letter does not end here. There is a 'but' – a ‘but now’, as we see in verse 21. The word ‘but’ changes everything. This is the great turning point in the story. This ‘but’ brings hope to a hopeless situation. I was lost but now am found. The blind man testified, ‘I was blind but now I see’ (John 9:28). 

The ‘but now’ here in verse 21 takes us back to the wrath of God in 1:18, the ‘wrath of God that is against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of man’. It takes us back to the charge that both Jews and Greeks are all under sin (3:9). People argue as to whether this 'but now’ is temporal with a historical reference, or logical with a reference to the argument that Paul is advancing.  We can understand it in either or both ways. It is of course temporal because the same verse refers to the witness of the Law and the Prophets, or the OT. It has come about in the fullness of time. It also follows logically within the argument of the apostle. He has come to the conclusion, as we have said, that all are lost. There is no way out of the pit for us who are dead in transgressions and sins (Eph 2:1). This ‘but now’ is truly life from the dead. This ‘but now’ is a passing over from death to life for those who believe in Jesus.  

2. New way

Paul announces a new way, a ‘new and living way’ (Heb 10:20). It is not new to God of course, but it is new in the sense that it is now revealed. What is now revealed? The righteousness of God is now revealed. Is Paul simply telling us that God is righteous? Surely this is a given? In the context the ‘righteousness of God’ has some relationship to our being justified or saved. Back in 1:18 he says that in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed. This is the gospel which is the power of God to salvation. In the NIV you will read, ‘a righteousness from God’. This is the meaning of the words, even if the translation is not the best. A righteousness from God is revealed in Jesus Christ. Remember, this same gospel is that which is about his Son Jesus Christ (1:3).

God is righteous and he is the judge. His judgment will on the basis of righteousness - righteousness by his standard. Such righteousness is not possible in the law. Paul discarded all such righteousness when he was apprehended by the risen Christ. He realised all his own righteousness was useless. What he needed, and was given, was the righteousness with is from God by faith (Phil 3:9). 

Here is a radically new way – at least to the ears of the Jew and all who are relying on their good works. We can imagine people saying to Paul ‘you mean all our good works count for nothing?’ ‘That is exactly what I am saying’ he would reply. ‘Is this not what is written in the very book that you are reading?’ ‘How then are we to be saved’ they might ask- if they were wise and humble. ‘Well I am glad you asked’ Paul might have said, ‘because that is just what I am telling you now’.

‘Even the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ’ (3:22). The righteousness of God which we need to be saved comes not through the law but through Jesus. It is through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul will expand on the work of Jesus later; for now it is through Jesus and not the law. It is through faith and not by works. 
The Greek simply has ‘faith Jesus Christ’ in the genitive. This would normally be translated ‘faith of Jesus Christ’- as a subjective genitive. No translations have this because it is not fitting to speak of Jesus having faith. But some want to say it means ‘faithfulness of Jesus’. Proponents of ‘the New Perspective on Paul’ take this position. They say that the Reformers got it wrong when they understood it as the objective genitive, that is as faith in Jesus Christ. But men like Luther understood what Paul was saying. His life was totally changed by what he read.

F.F. Bruce writes: “In 1515 Martin Luther, an Augustinian monk, began to expound Paul’s epistle to the Romans to his students. As he prepared his lectures he came more and more to appreciate the centrality of the Pauline doctrine of justification by faith. Luther wrote, ‘I greatly longed to understand Paul’s epistle to the Romans’ and nothing stood in the way but that one expression, ‘the righteousness of God’, because I took it to mean that righteousness whereby God is righteous and deals righteously in punishing the unrighteous… Night and day I pondered until… I grasped the truth that the righteousness of God is that righteousness whereby, through grace and sheer mercy, he justifies us by faith. Thereupon I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise. The whole Scripture took on a new meaning, and whereas before, ‘the righteousness of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet in greater love. This passage of Paul became to me a gateway to heaven’”.

3. No law

Our salvation is apart from law. We have said this before and will keep saying it because the apostle Paul kept saying it. In his ministry he battled those who insisted on adding works to the gospel of grace- and we battle the same today. ‘By works of the law no flesh will be justified’ he wrote to the Galatians, even as he denounced in the strongest terms those who were perverting the gospel of salvation by grace alone (Gal 2:16).‘If righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain’ he wrote (Gal 2:21).

While the law plays no role in our salvation, the Law and the Prophets, or the OT, do witness to the righteousness of God. Beginning in Genesis 3:15, the Bible tells us that God will act to save sinners by a person, not by law. Later on God told Abraham that through his seed all nations of the earth would be blessed (Gen 22:18). Later still the prophets speak more clearly of the coming Messiah. The OT had an important role in witnessing to the revelation of salvation by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  

4. No difference

This righteousness of God that is through faith in Jesus Christ is to all who believe. For there is no difference (3:22). Just as all have sinned and are under divine condemnation, so the way of justification declared by God to be in Jesus Christ, is for all who believe. There is no other way of justification for mankind. There is not one way for the Jew and another for the Gentile. We must be clear about this. Some people speak as if the Jews will be gathered in by another way. The ‘New Perspective on Paul’ proponents say they are already in the covenant as God's people. Some dispensationalists teach a special place for the Jews in God’s economy. 

Paul was a Jew. He writes, ‘there is no difference’. He also wrote that ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3: 28). We are all one because there is only one Jesus Christ; and this is ‘the only name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). 
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One of the projects I worked on in India was called Clean Village Initiative. A fellow Christian worker and I would visit villages and offer to help the people get a clean water supply, and build latrines. Water borne diseases lead to sickness and death, especially in small children. We would arrange a meeting to discuss how we could help them, and with their cooperation would install hand pumps and latrines. We often drove past a small village on the side of the road. One day we stopped to see if we could help this village. It was such a filthy place. I have never seen such poor, sick children. Naked, malnourished children with diarrhoea and dirt all over them gathered around. If ever these were people that needed help these were the people. But, you know, we never helped that village. The images haunt me to this day – as you can see. But we never helped. Why? Because they did not want our help! Can you imagine people living in such filth with their children sick and dying not wanting any help?

What does God see when he looks down on the people of this world? What does he see when he passes down your street, and past your house? Remember God does not look on the outside- he looks on the heart. Does he see hearts full of poverty and filth? Does he see lives not so different from those naked children with diarrhoea? When Jesus saw the crowds he was moved with compassion because they were harassed, helpless and hopeless, like sheep without a shepherd (Mat 9:36). But who would listen and follow him?  

1. Fall short

‘For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (3:23). Where does this verse fit in this passage? We included it with the previous passage as following on from, ‘there is no difference’. We also referred to it a number of times leading up to Paul’s conclusion, and the charge that both Jews and Greeks are all under sin (3:9), and that ‘by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified (3:20). 

I was interested to read that James Boice also had trouble with the location of this verse. Paul has already established that ‘all have sinned’, but this is such an important point he states it again. There is no point talking about justification if this truth is not understood and accepted. If we had no sin we would not be guilty before God (3:19) and would not need to be justified. There is no point talking about salvation if you do not accept that you are in desperate trouble and cannot save yourself. 

What about the words, ‘fall short of the glory of God’? (3:23). We have here a measure of sin. We do not measure sin by our own standards. We do not compare ourselves with the person next door and say we are okay. In the news we hear about terrible people and the things they do, and we say, ‘I am not so bad’. Did you realise that the media has this subtle effect- and deliberately so? It makes us feel good about ourselves, as we complain about the sins of others.  

Sin is falling short of the glory of God. God sets the mark and that mark is the glory of God. Adam was made in the image of God. He lived in the glory of God as he walked in a sinless world and had fellowship with God. But when he sinned he fell from this glorious position. Every person born of Adam, apart from Jesus, is a sinner who falls short of the glory of God. The glory of God is of course, what we see in Jesus Christ and what we are restored to in Christ (8:30). 

2. Justified 

We come to the word ‘justified’. This is such an important word, and a word that has various aspects making it hard to know where to begin. In the first place, it is the same Greek word as that translated ‘righteousness’ in verse 21 and 22- ‘the righteousness of God’. God is righteous and he is the judge (2:16). He condemns sin and sinners. All have sinned, and all are under condemnation. Later, in chapter 8:1 we read, ‘there is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus’. Obviously there was a time when we were condemned. Obviously those who are not in Christ are condemned- guilty and under condemnation. As you can see it is legal or forensic terminology. We are in the dock before the righteous God who demands justice. All we can plead is ‘guilty’- unless we deceive ourselves and call God a liar (1John 1:8-10). We are entirely at the mercy of God the judge. For justice to be done we must be sentenced to the penalty for sin, which is death. ‘Death came to all men because all sinned’ (5:12). ‘The wages of sin is death’ (6:23). But Paul writes, ‘being justified’ which means being made righteous. It means being declared ‘not guilty’. To our amazement the judge says to the guilty sinner, ‘you are not guilty- you are justified- you are free to go’. Have you heard these words after repenting of your sin? How can this be? This is the great mystery of the gospel that Paul preached.

At the outset let us be clear what justification is not. Firstly, it is not a process. ‘Being justified’ refers to the present. We must not confuse justification with sanctification. Justification is a declaration by the judge in the present. Secondly, this declaration maintains justice. It is not a matter of saying, ‘you have sinned but it really does not matter’ or ‘you have done your best so enter into glory’. Satan is very clever at perpetrating this lie. ‘I am not really a bad person' people say. They get offended when you call them a sinner. But that is what God calls you and me. And that is why he sent his only begotten Son into this world. If we are not so bad, or if we can be justified by our good works then Jesus did not need to die, did he? If you can be saved by good works then forget about Easter; it was all a big mistake!

We come to the word ‘grace’. Grace means the unmerited favour of God. Our sin is against God. You may sin against another person, and you should seek their forgiveness, but all sin is against God and you need his forgiveness (Psalm 51). On what basis can the righteous God who hates sin forgive? This is where grace comes in. We are justified by the grace of God which is a gift (3:24). We are justified at no cost to ourselves. All the riches in the world could not buy our freedom anyway. ‘Amazing grace how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me’. Do you know what those words mean? How many people sing this hymn, without for a moment considering themselves a wretch? They believe that they contribute to their own salvation- thus making grace redundant? But it is ‘by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God’ (Eph 2:8).

3. Redemption 

‘The righteousness of God is through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe’ (3:22). We come to the name of Jesus again in verse 24. We are ‘justified by God’s grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus’ (3:24). The grace of God is somehow related to Jesus. How does Jesus come into the picture of me, a sinner, standing in the dock before God the judge? Through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 
What does this word redemption mean? A lecturer in college said to the class, ‘you will not have heard the word redemption or redeemed so let me explain’. One student put up his hand and said, ‘yes we have. When we exchange something valuable for cash at Cash Converters we have to go back later and redeem that item’. 

That is exactly what the word means here in the Bible, except it was mainly used of slaves, not watches or cameras in NT times. The word relates to the market place where slaves were bought and sold. If a slave was to be set free someone had to pay the price on his or her head- the ransom price. While you might redeem your watch from Cash Converters, a slave could not redeem himself. He depended on the riches and mercy of another person.

Jesus said, ‘The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and give his life a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). The word ‘ransom’ has the same root as the word ‘redemption’. It refers to being loosed or set free, at a price. Jesus paid the price for sinners to be set free. He paid the price for us to be justified before God the righteous judge.

None can pay the price for their own redemption (Psalm 49). Why? Because the price is so high- it is life itself. We need a helper. We need someone who is both able to pay the price, and also willing to pay the price. Who can give their life for us? It must be a perfect life, a life without sin. It must be a lamb without blemish. We need someone who has compassion for us. Jesus felt compassion for the lost (Mat 9:36). ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’, Jesus (John 3:16). 

Without a helper we stand condemned, condemned to the fires of hell. Who can help us? Can your mother or father? Can the prime minister? Can the richest person in the world? Can your minister or priest? No, because all the above are sinful human beings like you. Only Jesus is without sin. Only Jesus is righteous by nature; he is the unique Son of God. What was the price Jesus paid for our redemption? We see this in the next verse, which we hope to look at another day. But if you believe in Jesus today you will know that you are saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  You will know the great cost of your salvation- even though you have been justified freely. 

You will come to the Lord’s Table recognising the ransom that has been paid to set you free, that you may come into God’s holy presence. You will agree with the words of the Westminster Shorter Catechism Q33; ‘justification is an act of God free grace, wherein he pardons all our sin, and accepts us as  righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone’. 

Propitiation by Christ’s blood                                 



Romans 3:25

Our title is very stark but it is what is written in our verse. I have simply replaced ‘His’ with ‘Christ’. Blood is an essential part of our salvation. The cross of Christ is about the blood of Christ. We cannot sanitise what is a bloody sacrifice. If you want a sanitised salvation you will not find it in the gospel. ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness’ (Heb 9:22). The necessity of blood was demonstrated under the old covenant where animal sacrifices were a daily occurrence. There was a special sacrifice for sins on the Day of Atonement. These OT sacrifices were a type of the one and only perfect and effective sacrifice for sin, that of Jesus Christ the Son of God on the cross at Calvary. 

1. Mercy seat
Jesus told a parable about a man who prayed to God for mercy. He told this parable to ‘some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others’ (Luke 18: 9). In this parable a Pharisee, that is a religious teacher, went to the temple to pray. Pharisees had a whole book of laws that they said everyone must obey in order to become righteous (the Midrash).  They prided themselves in keeping these laws. So when the Pharisee stood up to pray, he could boast that he was not a sinner like other men. He was not an adulterer or extortioner. He fasted twice a week and gave tithes according to the book of laws. He was actually praying to himself (Luke 18:11). The focus of his prayer was on himself and not God. His focus was on his good works, not his sin. In the context of Romans 3 notice the term 'righteous' in Luke 18:8- those who trusted in their own righteousness. 

The second man who prayed stood at a distance, bowed his head in reverence, and in shame. Tax collectors were notorious for cheating and extortion. They were usually rich men, but this man knew his riches would not save him. As he stood and prayed he did not puff up his chest but beat his chest with sorrow and shame. He prayed, ‘O God be merciful to me a sinner’ (Luke 18:13). As these two men went to the temple it was clear who was the more upright. You could tell from watching them pray. If you asked any other worshipper they would have pointed to the Pharisee. The tax collector was despised by the Pharisee, and everyone else, for his wicked ways. Surely God would have been pleased with the prayer of the law-keeping Pharisee.   

But was this the case? No! Jesus said the tax collector ‘went home justified’ (Luke 18:14). Notice the word ‘justified’, which means right with God, the same word we find in Romans 3. Both men prayed to God but only one was justified. Which one was it? The one who prayed to God, understanding that God is holy and he was a sinner. The one who prayed admitting his sin and his inability to save himself. He saw his need for God’s mercy in order to be forgiven. The tax collector understood that in order to be right with God his sin had to somehow be removed or covered up, because God cannot look upon sin. All this man could do was plead for God to be merciful. Have you come to this understanding? Have you ever pleaded to God for mercy or are you a bit like the other man – ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men’?

The word translated ‘mercy’ has the same root as the word ‘propitiation’ in Romans 3:25, the word we will be looking at today. Boice says the word in Luke 18 can be translated ‘God, be mercy seated’- which as we will see is what propitiation refers to. So we have in this parable the very words Paul uses in  Romans 3: namely ‘righteous’ and ‘justify’- which are the same word in the Greek, and ‘propitiation’ or ‘mercy seat’; and the word ‘sinner’ of course.  

2. By blood

We come to our text and the word ‘propitiation’.  ‘God set forth or presented Christ Jesus as a propitiation by his blood’ (Romans 3:25). Propitiation is by the blood of Jesus Christ. The word ‘blood’ takes us back to the sacrifices of the OT. But before we go there we will review what we have learnt so far in this section from 3:21. 

It began with the righteousness of God apart from law being revealed. No one will be justified or declared righteousness in God’s sight by law-keeping, or good works. Nor will anyone be justified by the sacrifices of the OT. These had a place, just like the law, in pointing forward to Jesus and his sacrifice. Christ fulfilled the law and the sacrifices. Christ is the end of the law and of sacrifices as far as righteousness is concerned (Rom 10:4, Heb 9:14). We saw that justification is a legal term and that we are declared righteous by the grace of God in Jesus Christ. We then came to the word ‘redemption’ which relates to the market place where slaves are bought and sold. How did this relate to justification?  We pictured a sinner in the dock before God the judge. This man has a price on his head, a ransom that must be paid for him to set free. We might imagine this slave in chains. He is bound until the ransom is paid. This is what redemption means. 

When we come to the word ‘propitiation’ we get a different perspective on ourselves as guilty and condemned sinners in the dock. We can picture ourselves as dressed in filthy and offensive clothes. Prisoners are often dressed in drab overalls as they are led to the dock in chains. This dress is repugnant to the judge. He demands we be cleaned up. Since God looks on the heart, this cleaning up must be in the heart. ‘Propitiation by his blood’ (3:25). For the judge to be propitiated or appeased; for his wrath to be turned away, the sinner must be cleansed. Our filth is because of our sin. Even our good works are as filthy rags before God (Isa 64:6). Jeremiah says, ‘the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked’ (Jer 17:9).  We cannot please God because our hearts are polluted.

I read that the ‘Clean up Australia Day’ campaign is struggling for support. This movement was very effective in cleaning up our polluted creeks and rivers. I am not sure why it is struggling but it was wrong to have their activities on the Lord’s Day. Our focus on the Lord’s Day should be on cleaning up our hearts, not our rivers and creeks. It is time, and it is our prayer, that people will realise this truth before it is too late. Clean rivers are good but will not get anyone to heaven. Clean hearts are the greatest need of our nation. Is this what you believe? Are you making this need known in your family and your community? 
The word ‘propitiation’ was dropped from the RSV Bible in 1952 in favour of the word ‘expiation’. A scholar called C H Dodd was influential in this move. He and others did not like the idea of a wrathful God being appeased. It smacked of being primitive to them (the term ‘propitiation’ has returned in the ESV version). 

Propitiation is a term that relates to ancient religions. These viewed God as capricious or unpredictable, and as wanting to harm them. This view of God is there in religions today- as are sacrifices to appease this imagined god. The true God that we know from the Bible is gracious and compassionate, but he also hates sin and his wrath is upon the unrighteousness of men. His wrath must be turned away. We cannot do this. God does it himself by setting forth his only begotten Son to propitiate himself. He does this by the blood of Jesus Christ.  

We said this word ‘blood’ takes us back to the OT and to the Day of Atonement. What happened on this day? We read about this in Leviticus 16. The High Priest, once a year, took the blood of an animal into the Most Holy Place of the temple and there sprinkled it on the lid of the Ark. There between the cherubim the Lord ‘appeared in a cloud above the mercy seat’ (Lev 16:2). Mercy seat is the word ‘propitiation’. Propitiation can refer to the place, as in Hebrews 9:5 or to the means, as here in Romans 3:25. It refers to the means by which our sins are expiated or forgiven. Boice pictures God looking down from above the Ark of the Covenant and seeing the law that condemns sinners. The two tablets of the law given to Moses were inside the Ark. The sprinkled blood on the mercy seat comes in between, so when God looks down he sees the blood, the propitiating blood of the sacrifice. 

Jesus, we read in Hebrews 9:12, ‘entered the Most Holy Place with his own blood, once for all, having obtained eternal redemption’. In verse 14 we read, ‘the blood of Christ … who offered himself without spot to God, cleanses your conscience from dead works to serve the living God’. Only the blood of Christ can clean hearts polluted by sin. ‘To him who loved us and washed us from ours sins in his own blood… to him are glory and dominion for ever and ever, amen’ (Rev 1:5). Do you know this cleansing of your heart in the blood of Christ?  Do you thank and glorify the Lord every day for making you clean. Can you sing, ‘O precious is the flow that makes me white as snow, no other font I know, nothing but the blood of Jesus’?

3. By faith

Are the sins of every person washed away in the blood of Christ? Paul writes ‘propitiation by His blood, through faith’ (3:25). Remember, the righteousness of God is through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe (3:22). Not ‘all’ but ‘all who believe’. The matter of faith comes again in this verse. It comes again in verse 26. 

Justification, redemption and propitiation are all initiated and completed by God is his amazing grace. We who were born in sin and who commit sin could do nothing to escape the judgment of God or free ourselves from bondage. We could do nothing to cleanse our hearts of sin. Such cleansing comes only by the blood of Christ and through faith on our part. God gives us faith to believe in Jesus, who is the way, the truth, and the life.  

Like the tax collector we must be sorry for our sins and cry out for mercy- for ‘the mercy seat’. We must ask God for forgiveness, understanding that the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all unrighteousness (1John 1: 9). God is pleased with a humble and contrite heart, as David came to realize. Jesus said the tax collector went home justified, not the Pharisee, because ‘everyone who exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted’ (Luke 18:14). Our natural inclination is to exalt ourselves. It is by faith that we humble ourselves and cry for mercy. 

Just and justifier                                                  


Romans 3:25,26

In Asia a young woman was caught smuggling drugs, a crime which carries the death penalty. These drugs would damage lives and even cause death. The woman was declared guilty and the judge sentenced her to death according to the law. But people felt pity for this woman. She was urged to appeal for clemency. She appealed to the president for mercy; for a presidential pardon. What should the president do? He could be just and uphold his own law, or could set her free and break his law. Would it be justice or mercy?

1. Passed over

Paul pointed out to the Jews that circumcision in the flesh would not save them and that ‘by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified’ (3:20). What then was the use of the law they asked? Paul answered that ‘by the law is the knowledge of sin’ (3:20). 

Paul anticipates another question arising for this statement about the law. If no one is justified by keeping the law how were the patriarchs and their own fathers justified? Paul was preaching redemption and propitiation in Christ Jesus, but Jesus had only just come into the world. If their fathers were not justified by law-keeping, how were they justified? This is an important question, even for non-Jews. There are people who think that under the Old Covenant or Old Dispensation salvation was by works; but now under the New Covenant it is by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. For this reason they disregard the OT as being the old way of salvation. They do not bother with reading 75% of the Bible- apart from the children stories. Others think that salvation is by a combination of law-keeping and faith. They say we must keep the law and have faith in Jesus. The Jews would have been happy if Paul had preached such a gospel. 

In the next chapter Paul introduces the patriarch Abraham. He lived over two thousand years before Christ came. He lived long before the law was given through Moses. But he is a man who is listed among the saints or ‘righteous ones’ in Hebrews 11. In fact we read of Abraham that he ‘believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness’ (Gen 15:6). How was Abraham made righteous before God? If God was to be a righteous judge, sinners like Abraham should have been condemned. Abraham told a lie about his wife, remember. What about Jacob and his cheating. What about Moses who murdered an Egyptian. What about David and his sin? Before the law came, and even after the law was given, not all sinners were condemned by God. Where was justice we might ask? 

Paul answers this question in the second part of verse 25. God has not changed. God remains the righteous judge. What happened was that God ‘passed over the sins that were previously committed’. He ‘passed over’ or ‘overlooked’ former sins- the word is not ‘remission’ as in the KJV. He did not pardon or forgive them but let them go unpunished for a time. This was his divine forbearance or patience. Forbearance is not forgiveness. While Luther saw this as a reference to ‘the sins we have done in the past’, which is not wrong, most see it as a description of the sins of the people in the days before Christ.

They were passed over until the time of Jesus. It was at the Cross that their sins were forgiven, just like our sins. Preaching in Athens Paul said, ‘these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now commands all men everywhere to repent’ (Acts 17:30) - there is the word ‘overlooked’ again. Such times have passed. God has set forth Jesus Christ as the ‘propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but also for the whole world’ (1John 2:2). These men of old stand in the dock before the just God just as you and every human being does. Before God ‘none is righteous, no not one’. Whether they had the law or not made no difference. ‘But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets’ (3:21). It is revealed to the entire world for all time, the past included. This righteousness, the righteousness of God, has always been the basis of justification.

Propitiation by blood was understood in the time of Adam. His son ‘Abel brought the first born of his flock and of their fat as an offering to the Lord’ (Gen 3:4). This was a blood sacrifice, like the burnt offering of Noah after the flood (Gen 8:20), and like that of Abraham who built an altar to the Lord who had appeared to him (Gen 12:7). But none of these sacrifices actually propitiated God. They pointed forward to the sacrifice that did, the sacrifice of ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (1 John 1:29).     

In Hebrews 11:4 we read that ‘Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained witness that he was righteous’. He offered this sacrifice in faith. He and all the other saints among the patriarchs, ‘all died in faith... having seen afar off’ the wonderful promise of God (Heb 11:13). For sure Jesus had not yet been revealed, and they looked through a glass dimly as it were, but they saw afar off. They had faith in the promise of God that ‘the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent’ (Gen 3:15). They were sinners just like us and they will stand before the judgment seat of Christ just like us. The righteousness they have will be the same as that which we have- we who believe in the same promise of God.

God overlooked sins previously committed. God is patient not wanting any to perish. He is not slack and he will not forgive apart from the blood of Christ. God has set a day when he will judge the world in righteousness by his Son Jesus Christ. If you are not yet washed in the blood of Christ then time is running out. Every day that a sinner lives shows the patience of God. The day you die, or the day that Jesus returns in glory, God’s patience will suddenly end. You will be standing before the judgment seat of Christ. Now is the time to repent and receive the righteous of God though faith in Jesus Christ. 

2. Just and justifier

At the risk of mixing metaphors we might remember the parable Jesus told in Matthew 22 about the wedding guest. When the king entered he saw a man who was not wearing a wedding garment. The man had no excuse so the king threw him out. ‘He was cast into outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (Mat 22:13). The king has the right and he will exercise it. There will be no filthy rags in the presence of God. To be in the presence of God we must be washed clean in the blood of Christ and clothed in his righteousness.

‘Justification’ writes John Stott, ‘is not a synonym for amnesty, which strictly speaking is pardon without principle, a forgiveness which overlooks-even forgets (amnesia is forgetfulness)- wrongdoing and declines to bring it to justice... When God justifies sinners he is not... saying they are not sinners after all; he is pronouncing them legally righteous, free from liability to the broken law, because he himself in his Son has born the penalty of their law-breaking’. 

If the Asian president pardons the drug dealer he will be showing mercy but not justice. If the drug dealer is put to death, justice will be done but there will be no mercy. How can mercy and justice come together? This is the great challenge. In the gospel ‘grace and justice come together in this resounding paradox. The claims of justice as well as the claims of mercy are satisfied’ writes Morris. To satisfy justice and mercy God himself had to intervene, as he did when Abraham went to offer his son Isaac. 

As Abraham led his son to the place of sacrifice, Isaac asked his father where the lamb for the burnt offering was. Abraham answered, ‘my son, God will provide for himself the lamb for the burnt offering’ - and so he did (Gen 22:8). Abraham looked around and saw a ram, which he took and offered up as a bloody sacrifice instead of his son. 

God offered up his only begotten Son on the cross of Calvary, a substitutionary sacrifice. Jesus died instead of you because he took your sins upon himself- you who believe that is. He suffered the death sentence that was on your head because of your sin. God ‘did not spare his own Son but offered him up for us all. Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies’ (8:32,33). Notice all the legal language, as well as that of a propitiating sacrifice. It is God who declares you just in his sight and in doing so he does not compromise his own righteousness. ‘He is a just God and a Saviour; there is none beside this great God’ (Isa 45:21). In the end God does not brush your sin aside; he forgives. This forgiveness comes through the blood of his own Son. 

With the power of a spoken word God created the heavens and the earth. God simply said, ‘let there be light’ and there was light. God is all powerful. But he is also just and he could not simply say, 'your sins are forgiven'. Even though Jesus said this he did so knowing that he must go to the cross in order to fulfil all righteousness. Forgiveness of sin comes at the cost of blood, the blood of Christ. Only in this way could God be just and justify us at the same time. We are made righteous and God remains righteous – all because of the death of his own beloved Son. 

3. Faith in Jesus 

‘But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed’. ‘To demonstrate at the present time his righteousness’ (3:21, 27). God is shown to be righteous or just when he gives his righteousness to justify those who have faith in Jesus Christ. This is the message of the gospel. This is what we believe. This is what faith in Jesus is about. 

We come to the word ‘faith’ for the third time in this chapter. We will find it in almost all the remaining verses. 'Justification', 'grace' and 'faith' are words you, as a true Christian, must understand. Your faith must be based on knowledge and understanding. Faith is not an end in itself- it is a means. Our faith is in Jesus. What does this mean? Well, that is what Paul has been explaining.

Faith is not just a feeling or emotion. We cannot ‘whip up faith’ through stirring music or dancing. It is a work of God in our hearts. It is based on knowledge of what God has done to save us from sin and death, what he has done in Jesus Christ. ‘Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God’ (10:17). If you are hearing too many big words or difficult concepts you can blame the preacher if you like. But the words come from the Bible that you say you believe. Go to the Bible and check it out. Read your Bible and wrestle with these great truths. We dare not brush them aside.        

Faith                                                          




  Romans 3:27,28

‘I Kate, take you Leuluasi to be my wedded husband, and I promise before God and these witnesses to love, honour and cherish you, for better for worse, for rich richer for poorer, in sickness or in health, and forsaking all others to be joined  to you only, as long as we both shall live’. Some years ago we heard those words spoken here in this church. We witnessed a man and a woman vowing to be loving and faithful to each other all the days of their life. Do such vows mean anything, or are they just words in the wind. 

A caller on the radio said how he and his girlfriend had recently got married.  Their children had grown up and left home and so after 40 years living together they went to the registry office and got married. ‘Why?’ the man was asked. Was it just about the law and inheritance? ‘Partly’ he answered, ‘but it was more than that; it seemed the right thing to do’. ‘And did it make any difference to your relationship after 40 years’ he was asked. The radio host was surprised to get a positive answer. You mean you have lived together for 40 years and now, by just taking those vows your relationship is better? ‘Sure after 40 years I know everything about her and we get on well’ he said, but also insisted that saying the vows and making a commitment had made a difference to their relationship.  

You are not going to get a lecture about marriage today, important as it is. We are going to look at our relationship with Christ, which is of course compared to that of marriage in Ephesians 5. ‘Husbands love your wives as Christ loved the church’. ‘Wives submit to your husbands as to the Lord’. Submission involves humility, and humility is the opposite of boasting. In our relationship to Christ boasting is excluded, as we read in Romans 3:27. We have nothing to boast about because we are helpless and hopeless sinners who can do nothing to save ourselves. Our good works count for nothing. 

‘Without faith it is impossible to please God’ (Heb 11:6). We are saved by grace alone- grace excludes boasting. ‘It is by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works lest anyone should boast’ (Eph 2:8,9). Works is out and faith is in. It has been like this from the very beginning; salvation has always been through faith. Notice it is through faith or by faith. Faith is the means not the object. Faith alone does not save us. It is faith in Jesus Christ (3:26). Moreover, faith is actually given to us by the Holy Spirit. We were dead in our sin, when God through his word and his Spirit moved our hearts to believe.  

There are three elements to faith, as stated by Calvin and other theologians like Lloyd-Jones. These elements are knowledge, belief and trust; or in other words awareness of the truth, belief/acceptance of the truth, and commitment to the truth, the truth being Jesus Christ our Lord.

1. Knowledge   

‘We conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from deeds of the law’ (3: 28). This is the first and greatest conclusion reached by the apostle in his argument that began back in 1:18. Prior to this, in Romans 1:17, he stated that the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith. Only the righteousness of God imputed to us can make us righteous before the God who is the righteous judge. Being justified means being declared righteous by God. But how do we gain this righteousness that makes us right before God?  It is the gift of God. It is by the grace of God. Yet at the same time it is received by faith. We must be moved to reach out and take this life changing gift. 

It is very difficult to give a person something if they do not want it. ‘Here take this money for what you did’ they say. ‘No, I won’t take anything’ we proudly say. God does not violate man’s free will- as theologians put it. Faith is what makes us reach out and take this gift – the grace of God in Jesus Christ. We have come across this word ‘faith’ three times already in this passage (Rom 3:21-31) - faith in Jesus Christ (3:22, 26) and faith in his blood (3:25). I cut short my last sermon – the last point was ‘faith’. The word ‘faith’ comes five more times in the five remaining verses of the chapter. 
Faith is not an end in itself. People admire the faith of anyone who is committed to their religion; maybe by fasting for a whole month. But what is their faith based on? ‘Oh, that does not matter; they are sincere and that is what matters’ they say. We find this attitude in churches also - in quite different churches. Calvin had to contend with the medieval church which paid little regard to the Bible. People were actually discouraged from reading the Bible. What they were told to do was trust the church implicitly. Salvation was portrayed as being though the church. Most people, sometimes the clergy included, were ignorant of the gospel that you are hearing. Sacraments and rituals were the focus of people’s faith.  

This understanding of faith is still prevalent today, not only in Roman Catholic churches. Boice tells the story of a man standing before the elders seeking church membership. When asked what he believed about salvation he answered that he believed what the church believed. ‘And what does the church believe’ he was asked. ‘The church believes what I believe’ he said. With some frustration the elders asked, ‘and just what do you and the church believe?’ After a little thought the man replied, ‘we believe the same thing’. Do you know what you believe? 

I mentioned different churches because there are modern churches which focus on feelings rather than knowledge. Faith is a feeling that can be whipped up by stirring music. Worship is all about singing and dancing. This is how they define worship. The sermon or message is just an add-on after the worship. Faith comes through singing the same chorus over and over again. The preachers know more about psychology than they do about the Bible. 

Is your faith based on knowledge, knowledge of the truth that is in Jesus Christ? Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. That is why we must have a Bible and must read our Bibles. That is why we must attend Bible studies - so you will know what you believe. Do not say,  ‘it all too hard, I am just a simple fellow’. If it is hard then pray for understanding; come and ask questions. Your faith must be in Jesus Christ, not in the church and certainly not in yourself and your feelings. You must know why God sent his Son into this world and what Jesus said and did in this world, because your faith is in him and him alone. A man is justified by faith apart from the works of the law (3:28). 

2. Belief

Is knowledge of the Bible all that faith is about? No, that is not what we are saying. A vast knowledge of Scripture has not saved anyone- it simply puts you on a par with Satan (James 2:19); well not quite par. Satan has more knowledge of the Bible than you will ever have, but he does not believe it. Men like Dawkins and Peter Singer follow in Satan’s footsteps. They know the Bible but reject all that they read. It is all old hat for modern men like them. 

Dawkins is a self- confessed atheist. He does not claim he will go to heaven- it does not exist as far as he is concerned. But there are people who know the Bible, even know it well, and think they are going to heaven, yet they have no faith. Their knowledge has made no difference to their life. They do not worship the God they believe exists. They live for themselves. It is as if they claim to have a husband who loves them and cares for them but never see him. They are too busy living their own selfish life.

Knowing is not the same as believing. Knowledge can be in the head without being in the heart. ‘Faith is not just intellectual assent’ writes Lloyd-Jones. Calvin says you must put into the heart itself that which the mind has absorbed. What you read and hear from the Bible must sink to the depths of your heart and affect how you live, and how you love. Knowledge must touch the heart and arouse feelings, feelings of love. Love is based on knowledge we have of the One who shed his blood to cleanse us from sin. ‘This is how we know what love is, Jesus Christ laid down his life for us; and we also ought to lay down our lives for our brothers (1John 3:16). 

After many years of preaching, John Wesley, in May 1738, went to a small meeting in Aldersgate, London. He heard a man reading Luther’s preface to the book of Romans. Wesley writes, ‘as he was describing the change which God makes in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for my salvation. And an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death’. 

3. Commitment   

Have you been living with Christ for five, ten or even forty years without ever making a commitment to him? You know all about him and you love him but you do not want to submit your whole life to him. Are you missing out on the peace and assurance that comes from saying those words, ‘forsaking all others to be joined to you only, as long as I shall live’. Jesus wants to hear those words from you. With Jesus it is of course, a blessed union that stretches beyond this life and into eternity. 

Jesus has made that commitment to you, has he not? He is so committed to you that he gave his life for you. Could he give any more? The question is, ‘can you give more’? What have you given to Jesus? Lots of money? Lots of time? A job? A beautiful house? Come on now- you think that compares with what he has given you? Jesus wants you to commit you whole being- you whole life to him. Have you done this? 

Faith is sometimes described as steeping into the unknown. There is nothing unknown about faith in Jesus Christ. What more do you want to know before you put your faith in him? Thomas said he must put his finger into the nail prints, and his hand into his pierced side. ‘Here’ said Jesus, ‘put your hand into my pierced side. Stop doubting and believe’. Thomas answered, ‘My Lord and my God’ (John 20:28).  What more could he say? 

Stop doubting, stop holding back, and believe. Give yourself totally and completely to the Lord. Faith is a leap for sure; it is a leap into the arms of Jesus. If you have made such a leap there is no looking back. There is no longing to the things of this world. You will know love beyond measure, peace that passes understanding and joy inexpressible. All is yours by the free grace of God when you put your faith in Jesus Christ our Lord.  

One God, one way                                                


Romans 3:29-30

‘Therefore we conclude’ (3:28). In this passage the apostle Paul draws three conclusions from his argument, which is that all have sinned and are under the wrath of God, and are justified freely by his grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Firstly, that justification is by faith apart from the law. Secondly, that justification is open to all human beings, and thirdly, that this does not mean the law was or is useless. 

The truth that salvation is by God’s grace and not by works rules out boasting before God or men. This comment is aimed at the Jews in particular. If there was ever a group that boasts in their religion it is the Jews. They certainly were a privileged people, a people who were chosen by God and a people who were given the oracles of God. But they failed to understand the purpose for which they were chosen and for which they were given the law of God. 

They were supposed to share this divine revelation with the nations and not keep it to themselves. Was this how Jonah felt about the heathens in Nineveh? He wanted them to die in their sin. He knew God was gracious because He was gracious to the Jews and forgave them time and again. The Jews focused upon themselves and righteousness through law-keeping. 

It is all too easy for Christians to boast, especially when they become legalistic. When Christians begin to think that their good works contribute in some way to their justification they will begin to boast. Any hint of works- righteousness will lead to boasting and to exclusivity. We know churches that adopt the label ‘exclusive’. How can we be exclusive when it is by the blood of Jesus Christ that we ourselves are included? If God accepts a person, what man or church can exclude them? ‘Who are you to judge another’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls. Indeed, he will be made to stand, for God is able to make him stand’ (14:4). 

When we understand and accept that we are saved by the grace of God apart from any good work we will be humble before God and before people. We will not boast of our faith either, because faith itself is a gift of God. Humility means being meek but not weak. It does not mean we accept error. It means we speak the truth in love. ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life’ (John 3:16). This is a message Jonah should have heard and heeded. It is message we need to remember today. If God loves the world, we should also- even when the world hates us. Salvation is for ‘whoever believes in’ Jesus.

1. One God 

The creed of Muslims is, ‘there is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his prophet’. This is probably patterned after the Jewish creed called the ‘Shema’ which states, ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one’ (Deut 6:4). Jews are strict monotheists. That is why they had great difficulty with Jesus calling God his Father, ‘making himself equal with God’ (John 5:18). 

If there is but one God then he must be the God of the Gentiles as well as the Jews. This is how Paul reasons with the Jews. If there is one God, is he not the God of the Gentiles also (3:29). This being so, and given that the Jews are justified not by their circumcision or by law-keeping but by faith, then again it follows that the Gentiles must be justified by faith. Besides, the Gentiles did not have the law anyway. 

This was radical reasoning for the Jews who thought that the Gentiles had to become Jews if they were to become God’s people- if God really did want them to be saved. Even in the NT church there were Jews (called Judaizers) who said that the Gentiles had to be circumcised and obey the law to become Christians. 

At Antioch the Jewish believers even started eating separately from the Gentiles believers. Paul would not have this for a moment. Justification is through faith in Jesus Christ- nothing more and nothing less. ‘God will justify the circumcised by faith, and the uncircumcised through faith’. Therefore, there is no place for boasting and no place for separation within the fellowship of believers. 

There is only one God and there is only one way to be justified before God; that is through faith in Jesus Christ. There is no essential difference between ‘by faith’ and ‘through faith’ in verse 30, although some try to say there is. In Galatians 2:16 Paul uses both prepositions in referring to the Jews. 

2. One faith
‘There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all’ (Eph 4:5). Christ has ‘broken down the dividing wall of separation’ (Eph 2:14). Paul was adamant that this wall would not be raised in the church. We must be alert to the same danger. There are those today who want to put the Jews into a separate category- although they rarely come out and say there is a different way of salvation. Even so, Lloyd-Jones does warn against the dispensational error, by which he meant ‘the teaching that emphasises there is still a real distinction and difference between the Jews and Gentiles… Indeed, some go so far as to say it will persist throughout eternity, that the church will be in heaven and the Jews, the nation, will be on earth’. 

People teach a ‘gospel of the Kingdom’ for Jews and a ‘gospel of the grace of God’ for others. But let us be clear; there will be no Jews in heaven apart from those who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and no Gentiles in heaven who do not have the same faith. Stan Telchin is a well known Jewish convert who died recently. His biographer tells that he got ‘furious’ with Messianic leaders who placed too much emphasis on Jewishness. This convert did not look back with longing to his days as a Jew, any more than the apostle Paul did. Yet there are Christians who view the law and want to celebrate the Passover just like Jews.

Paul was a Jew and he had great sorrow and continual grief in his heart for his blood relatives, the ethnic Jews (9:2). But as God so loved the world, Paul also loved the world, in the sense of all lost souls. He preached to Jew and Gentile. The churches he planted included both Jew and Gentile without distinction, because both came in by faith in Jesus Christ. 

‘What about people of other faiths’ you might ask. Where do they fit into this picture’? Clearly they are included under the Gentile heading, but we must briefly address the matter of pluralism that we find in our society. Years ago we only knew about various forms of Christianity in our society but nowadays we rub shoulders with people of many religious backgrounds. These are often promoted as being better religions. Some think of a marketplace of religions where you can make your choice. This is nothing new. It was there in Athens when Paul visited. ‘Do you have a new god?’ they asked. Some have tried to choose the best of different religions in making their own; such as the Sikhs in India and the Baha’i in Iran.  

Pluralism teaches that all religions lead to God. Hindus speak of all rivers flowing into the ocean. Others speak of many paths up a mountain; people follow different paths but they all lead to the summit which represents God. To say that there is only one way to God is seen as being arrogant and intolerant in a pluralist society as we now have. We see multi-faith gatherings where the leaders of different religions come together to promote harmony. Each one will pray to his own god or gods. Such gatherings have nothing to do with true religion which is about salvation from sin and death. True religion is about the salvation of individual souls and the Kingdom of God which is not of this world (John 18:36). 

We must respect people of all religious backgrounds but let us not compromise on the gospel and the faith revealed here in the Bible. There is only one name by which we must be saved and that name is Jesus. There is only one faith and that is faith in Jesus Christ. Let us not be praying, ‘dear God’ and closing with, ‘in your name’. Such prayer can be said by anyone. Jesus told us to pray, ‘Our Father in heaven’. We pray in the name of Jesus. 

We must be clear and outspoken, humbly outspoken, in telling everyone that all have sinned and are under the wrath of God, and are justified freely by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ. This is good news so let us make it known to Jew and Gentile, to Hindu and Muslim, Buddhist and Secular Humanist.

3. One people

Apart from saying the ‘Shema’, Jewish men would pray thanking God that he had not made them a Gentile, a slave or a woman. This may be the background of Paul’s teaching in Galatians 3:28 where we read 'there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ’. 

He began by saying, 'you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus' (Gal 3:26). He ends by saying that if you belong to Christ you are ‘Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise’ (Gal 3:29). The proud Jew has no basis for his boasting that Abraham was his father, because in Christ we are the children of Abraham. We are the new Israel of God. Having a Jewish background makes absolutely no difference in the kingdom of heaven. Coming from England or Africa makes absolutely no difference in heaven. Coming from a respectable Christian family or from a prison cell makes absolutely no difference in heaven. All that matters is the name Jesus and faith in him. 

I still remember being invited to join the state committee of the Evangelical Graduates Fellowship in India. ‘But I am not an Indian’ I said. One man said, ‘we regard you as a brother in Christ. That is all that matters’. We had different cultural backgrounds but in Christ we were one. On the other hand, you can go to a church in Dallas, Texas, or you could some forty years ago, and find not a single dark-skinned person. 

Culture and ethnicity must be relegated second place and Christ put first. Culture must not divide the church. Difference in language may be there- but that is only here on earth. We must take culture into account when reaching out to the lost and become ‘all things to all men’, but we do not establish churches based on culture. We establish churches based on the Bible. Paul did not establish separate Jewish churches and Gentile churches because there is one God, one Lord Jesus Christ, and one faith.   

The law stands                                                  



Romans 3:31

‘Justification is an act of God’s free grace wherein he pardons all our sins and accepts us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone’ (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q33). Our own good deeds play no part in our justification. The righteousness of God comes to us apart from the law. Justification of course, is necessary because we are born in sin and we commit sin, sin against God. We are under the wrath of God and remain so until we confess our sin and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. This is what Jesus said (John 3:36) and what the apostle continued to teach.  

The apostle Paul draws three conclusions from this doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone, as set out in Romans 3:21-31. Firstly, a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law. This truth excludes any boasting before God or man. The moment you hear boasting you know that person does not understand justification. 

The second conclusion is that because there is one God, and because being made righteous is only by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, this justification must the way for all people, both Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female. You would be surprised at how many religions have a different way of salvation for men and women. In some women are saved through their husbands. 

Today we come to the third conclusion which is related to the first. Since the law plays no part in justification does this mean it is to be thrown out? Is the law made useless though faith? ‘Certainly not!’ is the decisive answer of the apostle. The law is not to be discarded. It stands where it always has as a preparation for the way of salvation in Christ.

Before we look at the place of the law we ask what exactly does Paul mean by the word law in this verse. We find the word twice, and both times without the article- it is simply ‘law’ not the ‘law’. Paul has used this word in a broad sense to include even the law that is written on the hearts of the Gentiles (2:14), and also to mean a principle or system – ‘the law of faith’ (3:27). But in verse 31 we understand it from a Jewish perspective. It would have been Jews asking this question. 

Does ‘law’ then mean the whole OT or just the ‘moral law’? Lloyd-Jones tries to narrow it down but John Murray writes, ‘the law contemplated is the law of commandment from whatever aspect it may be regarded’. Lloyd-Jones maintains there is a distinct break with the next chapter and the discussion about Abraham. But back in 3:21 we read that both the Law and the Prophets witness to the righteousness of God apart from the law, so we must see ‘law’ as at least the Mosaic law as a whole, and even the OT as a whole.

1. Given by God and good

The one God, who justifies the Jew by faith and the Gentile by the same faith, is the same God who gave the law. The Ten Commandments were written by the finger of God on stone tablets. Other laws God gave through Moses. “The Lord God said to Moses, ‘thus you shall say to the children of Israel’” (Exod 20:22). These laws stipulate how God’s covenant people must live before him. Some relate to worship and sacrifices, and others to interpersonal relationships. Obeying these laws was not optional. They came with blessings and curses attached. When the people brought blind and lame animals as sacrifices they were condemned by God (Mal 1:8), just as they were when they murdered someone or told lies. ‘One of the primary functions of the law is to reveal the holiness and righteousness of God’ writes Lloyd-Jones. He points us to the Ten Commandments. There we find the commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy. But there are other commands, such as the one just referred to about worship, which show God is holy. He must be worshipped with reverence and awe. 

God is holy and calls his people to be holy. It is written, ‘Be holy, as I am holy’ (1Peter 1:16). God’s law is holy because he is holy. His law reflects his holiness and justice, just as His creation reflects his sovereignty and power. He will not give his glory to another. Neither the idolater nor the immoral person will escape the wrath of God. God’s law is good. ‘The law and the commandment are holy, just and good’ (7:12). The law is not that of a God who wants to harm or trap us in some way. His law is not given to stop us enjoying life, as many think. God gave the law for the good of his people. This is clearly seen in Jesus’ summary of the law: ‘love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind; and love your neighbour as yourself’ (Mat 22:37f). We accept these two commandments, but do not forget they are a summary and positive statement of the same law given in the OT. Just because we are justified by faith apart from the law does not mean the law can be thrown out. Paul did not preach antinomianism. The law is given by God and it is good; but it was not given as the way by which we are justified before God.  

2. Gives knowledge of sin

‘By the law is the knowledge of sin’ (3:20). The law was not given for our justification but that we might know God’s righteous requirements and that we do not and cannot measure up to these requirements. ‘The law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith’ (Gal 3:24).  

Paul had already used the law of God to point out to Jew and Gentile that they are sinners and under the wrath of God. Gentiles who rejected the revelation of God in creation, and the law written in their human hearts, were given up to vile passions. The practice of homosexuality is but one example of a law that men and women break. People think they are free from the demands of God’s law but this is not so. God holds everyone accountable to his holy law. In preaching to the Gentiles, Paul maintained the righteous requirements of the law. ‘Do not be deceived’ he wrote, ‘neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites…, will inherent the Kingdom of God’ (1Cor 6:9-10). 

Just as a tutor teaches a child what is right and what is wrong in maths or English, so in spiritual matters we need a tutor to teach us what is right and wrong. It is utter foolishness to think a child knows these things by nature. A parent would never put their young child behind the wheel of car saying, ‘off you go; you know how to drive’, but some let their child onto the internet or go out to a party to find out about sex and drugs. The law of God is our tutor to lead us to Christ.

The Reformers first taught law and then the gospel. We must teach that all are sinners and under the wrath of God. God's law is the standard by which we will be judged. It makes us see our sin. ‘I did not know what coveting was if the law had not said, ‘you shall not covet’ (7:7). Lusting after another person’s good looks, house, car, family or whatever, is part of a sinful nature – not that the world makes this judgment. Coveting is seen as good by the world, but God law says, ‘do not covet’; law-breakers will be punished.

The law must not be neglected in our preaching. We must make it clear that God is holy and hates sin. Sin is breaking God’s holy law as written in the Bible. God will punish sinners- unless they repent and believe in Jesus Christ. Because of the blood of Jesus Christ he will forgive those who repent. We do not go around telling people how good they are, and how God loves good people. We tell people they are sinners before God and must repent of their sin and believe in Jesus Christ in order to be justified before God. 

3. Glory to Jesus

‘Rather, we uphold the law’- or ‘establish the law’ (3:31). What this means is that the law stands in its place. The law never stood as a way of salvation- as Paul will prove in the next chapter- and it must not be seen in this role today. Many confuse justification and sanctification. They teach that Jesus showed us by his life, and by his death enables us, to keep the law and this is the way that we are saved. This is not what the Bible teaches, and certainly not in Romans chapter 3.

Jesus said, ‘I did not come to destroy the law but to fulfil it’ (Mat 5:17). This is the third aspect of the law- it points to Christ. The whole Law and the Prophets point to Christ and are fulfilled in him. ‘Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes’ (10:4). He is the end in the sense of fulfilling the law. We can no longer look at the law without viewing it through Christ and his work. Christ was born under the law and lived in obedience to the law (Gal 4:4), but he was also above the law saying, ‘But I say to you’ (Mat 5:22). Christ gave a new commandment (John 13:34). The blood sacrifices as legislated in the OT pointed forward to the perfect sacrifice of Christ, and so are fulfilled in him. They showed that without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness (Heb 9:19). God set forth his Son as a propitiation by his blood (3:25). 

How we pray that Jews today would understand and accept this truth! We pray for others who, like the Jews, do not see that salvation is by the precious blood of Christ. Many see the cross of Christ as some sort of symbol to hang around their necks or adorn their worship places but do not believe that his blood had to be shed in order for them to be saved. They do not believe in the sufficiency of the blood of Christ. They want to add their own good works. 

We do not boast or glory in the law. God in his wisdom has seen that the tablets of law given to Moses no longer exist. Imagine what veneration would be given to them if they did. Hezekiah had to destroy the bronze snake when the people started to venerate it (2Kings 18:4). We see too much veneration of relics already. The only object of our faith and our worship is Jesus Christ. All glory must be given to Jesus Christ our Lord.

I close with a summary from Leon Morris: ‘The law sets a standard of living which it is not able to produce in those who try to keep it. But, as Paul will show later, those who come by faith receive the gift of God’s Holy Spirit, and in the power of the Spirit are able to produce it (cf. 8:3-4). In this second sense, too, the law is established’.  

Abraham and David justified by faith               



Romans 4:1-8

How are you going with your mortgage payments? Are you working hard to get it paid off?  How many years before that day? Imagine finding on your next bank statement that your mortgage was completely paid off. No, it is not a computer error, but rather a rich uncle has credited your account with sufficient funds to pay off your debt. Maybe he knew you were struggling and getting behind on your payments. It looked as if you would never get this debt paid off. 

We all have a huge debt with God. Our sins are like debts. In the Lord’s Prayer we pray, ‘forgive us our debts’ (Mat 6: 12). This debt is so huge we will never be able to pay it off. We can spend all our life working day and night but will never be able to pay it off. All our good works count for nothing before God (see Heb 11:6). When we ask God to forgive us our debts, as we do in the Lord's Prayer, what he does is credit to our account the righteousness of Christ. A debt has to be paid by someone. God in his grace pays the debt we have with him by transferring the righteousness of Christ to our account. How great is that! Infinitely greater than having someone pay off your house mortgage! The righteousness of Christ means life, life everlasting. 

1. What Abraham found

The apostle Paul begins chapter 4 with another question. He continues his dialogue, primarily with the Jews. He has just told them that justification by grace through faith is not contrary to the law, but in fact upholds the law. Christ said he came to fulfil the law and the prophets. If that is the case, his Jewish listeners might say, ‘but the Scriptures teach we are saved by circumcision and by keeping the law’. ‘That’s what our fathers told us and what we have always believed’. Paul answers, ‘that might be what you believe but is it what your great forefather, the man you esteem so highly, believed?’ ‘Let us look at Scripture. Let us see what Abraham found or discovered in this matter’.  Actually Paul does not say, ‘in this matter’, as I have just said, and as NIV translates. What he writes is, ‘according to the flesh’, as we have in the NKJV. Now this does not simply mean that Abraham is our biological or ‘in the flesh’ forefather, as the ESV translation would indicate. Rather it refers to what Abraham found regarding man’s ability to be justified before God. Paul said, ‘by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified’ (3:20). Is this what Abraham found? 

‘We are children of Abraham and have never been in bondage’ the Jews protested to Jesus (John 8:33). Abraham was like the founder of their religion. So in going back 2000 years to Abraham, Paul was striking at the heart of their religion. If he could show that Abraham was justified by faith and not works he might silence his Jewish opponents. Was Abraham justified by works? This is the hypothesis. If he was then he had something to boast about. Works righteousness is marked by boasting. Just look at the praying Pharisee in Luke 18; ‘I fast twice a week and give tithes of all I possess’. He was boasting even before God. Paul could not bear to think of anyone boasting before God- he writes, ‘but not before God’ (4:2). 

The Jews boasted in their circumcision and their law-keeping. Paul knew this because he once did this (Phil 3:4f). They boasted before men, looking down upon ‘sinners’, as they called non- Jews. It is not uncommon for people today to boast in their own righteousness as they tell of the prominent Christian family they came from, or the bishop who baptised them, or the pew they gave to the church. Maybe they simply boast that they are not as bad as other people. There is no record of Abraham boasting about his good works, as we might expect if he thought that God was blessing him because of his deeds or his obedience. God did not choose Abraham because he was a man who believed God, or a man whom God knew would believe. God spoke to Abraham when he was living as a pagan in Haran.

2. What Scripture says

What do we find about Abraham and his relationship to God when we look in the Bible? When Abraham was called by the Lord to leave his idol-worshipping family he took God at his word and went. The Lord promised to make him a great nation and bless the entire world through him (Gen 12).  Abraham was 75 when he came into Canaan and after ten years still had no son. One night the Lord appeared to Abraham saying he would have a son and his descendants would be like the stars in heaven. The Scripture says, ‘Abraham believed the Lord and he accounted it to him for righteousness’ (Gen 15:6). The Lord made/cut a covenant with Abraham confirming his promise.  Abraham believed God. He took God at his word. God is delighted when we obey his word. God was pleased with Abraham when he believed him, even though it was humanly impossible- a son from his own body when he was so old- not to mention his wife.  

To believe means to have faith, and faith has to have an object. Abraham was not counted as righteous in the sense that his faith was a good work. He probably had faith in his idols before he came into Canaan (Joshua 24: 2). God did not choose him because of his faith, as we have said. God spoke to Abraham, and Abraham believed God and what he said. God promised Abraham, ‘in you all the families of the earth will be blessed’ (Gen 12:3). He had no son but still he believed that somehow he would be instrumental in bringing blessing to the world. Did Abraham understand that from him would come the Messiah? God had told Adam that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). Now God was making promises to Abraham about his seed- which Paul says refers to Christ (Gal 3:16). 

Jesus told the Jews, ‘your father Abraham saw my day and was glad’ (John 8:56). Abraham saw the promises ‘afar off’ and was certain of them. Indeed he looked to the heavenly country (Heb 11:13). He knew that sin had to be atoned for by blood. He said, ‘God will provide the lamb for the burnt offering’ (Gen 22:8). Let us not underestimate what Abraham understood of Christ and his righteousness. We read of righteousness in Genesis 15:6 and here in Romans 4:3. Righteousness is about being in the right before God. It is about our legal standing before God the judge. As sinners we are condemned. Abraham was a sinner under divine condemnation. He had lied about his wife and almost lost her in Egypt. Did the Jews remember this? 

How did Abraham come to be considered righteous before God? The verse says that something was accounted to him for righteousness. ‘It’ was accounted to him for righteousness. First we note the word ‘accounted’. Whatever ‘it’ is, it was not earned by him but was credited to him. It was not a wage but a gift (4:4). The word ‘accounted’ is most important in this verse from Genesis 15. It is variously translated as imputed, credited, reckoned or counted. It occurs nine times in this chapter. The Greek ‘logidzomai’ carries the sense of logical deduction. The word refers to the task of accounting or book keeping. In book keeping you have one page for debts and one for credits. We even speak of reconciling accounts. 

Abraham had a big debt because of his sin- as we all do. He knew there was no way he could reconcile himself to God. He realised how puny and helpless he was when God spoke to him about having a son. Scripture says that righteousness was credited to Abraham's account that he might be declared righteous before God. The debt has to be covered. The books have been reconciled!

So the ‘it’ was credited to Abraham's account so that he might be righteous before God. We have seen how Abraham ‘rejoiced’ in the day of Christ and was glad. Abraham believed that God would fulfil his promise to Adam in Gen 3:16, and his promise to him in Gen 12. Abraham had the gospel preached to him ‘beforehand’ writes Paul in Gal 3:8. Abraham believed that God would atone for his sin though a blood sacrifice and that the righteousness of Christ would be credited to him. He said, ‘God will provide for himself the lamb’ (Gen 22: 8).

Through this accounting of Christ’s righteousness Abraham was declared righteous before God. This happened before Abraham was circumcised, as Paul goes on to say in this chapter. Moreover, it happened some 400 years before the law came through Moses. Abraham died in the faith and went to heaven (Luke 12) long before the law was given. It was right for the Jews to honour father Abraham, but they must also realise that he was not saved by circumcision or by law-keeping. 

The apostle found in this verse from Genesis another way to explain justification by grace alone through faith alone. He not only demolished the arguments of the Jews but we see him adopting this idea of accounting. ‘His faith is accounted for righteousness’ writes Paul in verse 5. Works means wages which God is somehow obliged to pay- ‘surely not!’ Paul would say. Grace is a gift, the gift of God which we accept by faith. This gift clears our debt before God, making us righteous before him.

3. What of David

Paul goes on to another man highly regarded by the Jews- King David (4:6). He could have referred to various other patriarchs and prophets in his effort to prove that they were justified by grace alone through faith alone- or as he now terms it, ‘crediting to our account the righteousness of Christ’. Men like Isaac, Jacob and Joseph are listed in Hebrews 11, along with Moses and eventually David. 

Why does Paul choose David? David is 1000 years closer to Christ than Abraham. David was the greatest king Israel ever had. God made a covenant with David (2 Sam 7:13). The NT opens with the words, ‘Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham’. David also gave the people many Psalms to sing. It is in one of these, Psalm 32, that Paul finds the word ‘counted/imputed’.

David describes the blessedness of one ‘to whom God imputes/accounts righteousness apart from works’ (4:6). David, like Abraham, understood he was a sinner and that to be righteous before God he must repent (see Psalm 51) and believe in God who forgives sin and accounts Christ's righteousness to us. He wrote of lawless deeds being forgiven and sins being covered without mention of good works cancelling out any sins. They are covered by God in his grace. 

‘Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin’ (4:8). This is the reverse of imputed righteousness- sometimes called double imputation. The Lord actually imputes our sin to Christ and imputes Christ’s righteousness to us who believe. On the cross Jesus bore our sin. Our sin was in effect reckoned to his account and he suffered the wrath of God upon our sin in this great exchange. Christ’s righteousness was reckoned to our account so we do not suffer God’s wrath, and death for our sin, but are blessed and declared righteous in his sight. David describes those who confess their sin and believe in Jesus Christ, as blessed. Do you know what he means? Do you know the blessing of sins forgiven and of being justified by the grace of God in Jesus Christ our Lord?      

Faith and circumcision                






Romans 4:9-12

The passage before us today is difficult to read let alone understand- look at verse 10. The word circumcision occurs eleven times in these four verses.  Not only is it a big word, but why are we bothering with it anyway, you may be asking. You might be saying it was a Jewish problem, not ours. It was indeed a Jewish problem, but a problem that goes to the heart of our being right with God still today. The question is the place of works in our justification before God. Paul says works have no place at all. The Jews and millions of others still today, say they do. They maintain that works has at least some part to play in our justification- our being declared righteous in Gods sight. Paul was not talking about sanctification at this time. 

Another reason for persisting with this talk about circumcision is that the sacrament of baptism has parallels with the sacrament of circumcision. A sacrament is an outward sign of an inner reality. The application of an outward sign or symbol, like cutting the flesh or washing with water, does not change a person’s heart. It is with the heart that one believes unto righteousness (10:10). Abraham believed God and it was accounted to him for righteousness (4:3).  

1. Sequence of events

The apostle Paul continues answering objections which the Jews would have had with the truth of justification by grace alone though faith alone. The Jews revered their forefather Abraham- and saw him as their spiritual father also. It was through Abraham that God gave the covenant sign of circumcision. The Jews had come to see circumcision as an initiation rite into the faith, and indeed into the Kingdom of God. They claimed to be children of Abraham through this act of circumcision. Paul had already attacked this understanding when he wrote, ‘he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh’ (2:28). 

Here in chapter 4 Paul has already proved that Abraham was justified by grace through faith and not because of any good works. He pointed to Genesis 15:6 where there is no mention of works but only of believing or of faith, and this being accounted to Abraham for righteousness (4:9). He also pointed to the word ‘accounted’ in a Psalm of David. David wrote of the blessedness of having ones sins covered and of God's righteousness being accounted to us who believe. 'Is this blessedness for the circumcised only', Paul asks. His Jewish opponents might say, ‘okay, you have a point; Abraham did believe God, but he was also circumcised. You cannot rule out circumcision as being essential to salvation. You can preach faith in Jesus but remember everyone must be circumcised if they want to be saved.’ 

In Antioch ‘certain men came down from Judea and taught the brothers, ‘unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses you cannot be saved’’ (Acts 15:1). This matter led to the first church council or presbytery. Circumcision was a custom from Abraham not Moses, but for people focused on rites such historical accuracy was not important. Paul was about to enlighten them as to a ‘minor’ historical detail at this point. We find a disregard for historical detail in the gospel today- along with a profound ignorance of the Bible. Who cares if the NT was written in Hebrew or Greek? Even in the church we see a disregard for Biblical accuracy. We see a concern for rituals and traditions even when it is shown they have no basis in the Bible. Paul was concerned for historical accuracy. ‘How then was it accounted?’ he asked (4:10). Was it before or after he was circumcised? This is a simple question of history- not hearsay but history recorded in the Bible. Paul looks at the sequence of events in the life of Abraham. 

When God spoke to Abraham promising him descendants as numerous as the stars, which was the actual time when Abraham believed God and it was accounted to him as righteousness, he still had no biological son. If you follow the history, about a year after this he had Ishmael through Sarah’s servant Hagar. He was 86 when Ishmael was born (Gen 16:16). In the very next verse of Genesis (Gen 17:1) Abraham is 99 years old. ‘Abraham was 99 years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin’ (Gen 17:24).  So Abraham was accounted righteous; he was declared righteous and justified before God, fourteen years before he was physically circumcised. If, as is the case, Abraham was declared righteous by God before he was circumcised it cannot be claimed that men must be physically circumcised in order to be saved.  

2. Sign and seal 

‘Abraham received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith that he had while still uncircumcised' (4:11). The Jews might well turn on Paul accusing him of denouncing circumcision – just as they did with the law (3:31). ‘Why did God insist that Abraham and all his male heirs be circumcised if this was not important?’ Paul explains from Scripture itself why God told Abraham to circumcise all male descendants. ‘It shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you’ (Gen 17:11). It was a sign, not the sum of the covenant. 

What do signs do? I saw a new sign as I drove to Sydney the other day. It told me what a wonderful place this city is. I did not stop and admire the sign, or camp under it thinking I was in Sydney. I understood it was a sign pointing to the reality of the city of Sydney.  

The sign of circumcision, like the sign of baptism, points to a greater reality.  The sign given by God points to a new reality in the heart of the individual, a reality brought about by God himself. What matters, writes Paul, is ‘a new creation’ (Gal 6: 15). Circumcision signifies the cutting off of sin, the circumcision of the heart in the Spirit (3:29). Baptism signifies the washing away of sin by the blood of Christ, whether it is by sprinkling or immersion (Rev 1:4). But it does not actually remove sin and save us, any more than circumcision saved the Jew. The Bible does not teach baptismal regeneration. Baptism is a sign and seal of the new covenant in Christ Jesus.

Speaking of signs, the road sign at the end of our street keeps disappearing. There must be a number of ‘Wendy’s’ who have this sign on their bedroom door. Maybe you have your name on your bedroom door- not a stolen one I hope!  The sign is like a seal of the ownership that you have on this room. It reminds you and others that this is your room. Circumcision was also a seal of the righteousness of faith (4:11).  A seal is a mark of ownership. A ‘Wendy’ sign on the door means this is Wendy’s room. If you had a metal door you could write your name in weld. That would be a rather permanent seal would it not? Physical circumcision was permanent of course. Baptism is also a permanent sign and seal. This is why we do not take it without understanding.  
The sacrament of baptism is administered in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It is a seal of ownership by the Triune God. It trust that you who have been baptised will be both challenged and blessed  by this sacrament, which is a sign and seal of your salvation by grace though faith in Jesus Christ. Do you remember the confession you made at your baptism? Maybe you took vows when you brought your child for baptism. May you be challenged and blessed in remembering those vows. 

It is interesting that this verse in Romans 4 is the one given in support of Question/Answer 94 in the Shorter Catechism. It tells us that baptism ‘doth signify and seal our ingrafting into Christ and partaking of the benefits of the covenant of grace’. The words ‘sign’ and ‘seal’ come from this reference to circumcision. We previously mentioned parallels between circumcision and baptism. One of these is that both are a sign and seal, one for the Old Covenant and the other for the new Covenant. A sign, as we have seen, points to a reality. Baptism is the sign of ‘ingrafting into Christ’ under the covenant of grace. In discussing infant baptism we must keep in mind God’s instruction to Abraham to circumcise males at the age of eight days (Gen 17:12). 

3. Spread to all

‘That he might be the father of all those who believe’ (4:11). Paul did not in any way undermine Abraham, the father of the Jews. Like Jesus before him, he did tell some of them that they were certainly not behaving like children of Abraham in opposing Jesus Christ the Son of God (John 8:39,40). Paul sought to clarify just what Scripture said about Abraham and his faith. Abraham was indeed the father of the Jews, true Jews that is, and of Gentiles also. Paul would not have the gospel narrowed down to a particular ethnic group, namely the biological offspring of Abraham, or to a group bearing some mark on their bodies, namely circumcision. One or other of these factors is often used to exclude people from a fellowship still today. Abraham is the father of all who believe in Jesus Christ the Son of God. 

The uncircumcised to whom God accounts or imputes righteousness are children of Abraham by faith. Abraham was not circumcised when he was justified so circumcision cannot be made a requirement for salvation. All that is required- and it is a big ‘all’- is to repent of your sin and believe in your heart that Jesus died bearing your sin, and was raised from the dead by God (10:9). Some think this is too easy and want to add other requirements which the church leaders administer. But truly understood the requirement to repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ is momentous, and is detracted from, and indeed annulled, by any other requirement. It is the work of the Holy Spirit in the heart. Only the Holy Spirit can bring faith in Jesus Christ. 

The circumcised Jews are not excluded, provided they walk in the footsteps of faith shown by Abraham (4:12). While not undermining Abraham, Paul does as it were, pull the rug out from under Jews who were relying on physical circumcision. Circumcision makes no difference. ‘In Christ neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything but a new creation’ (Gal 6:15). Jews must believe in Jesus Christ, just as Abraham did, if they want to call Abraham their spiritual father. If physical circumcision saves no one then it is the same for physical baptism. Nations and churches may keep a record of baptisms and target people on this basis, but not the Triune God. God looks on the heart. Will he find faith in your heart when Jesus comes again to judge you and me?  

Faith and law                                 





Romans 4:13-17

Normally the little one goes off to sleep after a few stories and a couple of songs. But the other day she kept on wriggling about and singing along with the songs rather than dropping off to sleep. ‘I will take you to the shops for an ice-cream’ I said, ‘but you must have a sleep first’. ‘Go to sleep now if you want an ice-cream’; ‘no sleep, no ice-cream’. Actually I did not get to those last words. I realised that what I was asking was impossible because she was only two years old. She could not make herself go to sleep- even with the promise of an ice-cream. I realised that if she was to get an ice-cream I would simply have to give her one without demanding she have a sleep. 

When God made a promise to Abraham he did not attach conditions. Abraham is the focus of this chapter. The Jews regarded him as their father- both biologically and spiritually. But they misunderstood the spirituality of Abraham, with disastrous results. The apostle Paul proved from Scripture that Abraham was justified when he believed God, not because of any good works and not because he was circumcised (Gen 15:6). So circumcision cannot be a requirement for justification as the Jews claimed. 

The Jews also claimed that keeping the Law of Moses was a requirement for salvation or justification. How would Paul argue against this claim? The fact that Abraham was justified long before he was circumcised was a convincing argument against circumcision. Paul could have used the same argument with regard to the law. If fact he does so in Galatians where we read, ‘and this I say, that the law which was 430 years later cannot annul the covenant that was confirmed before by God’ (Gal 3:17). The Jews claimed that it was through circumcision and law-keeping that they were saved. Paul rejects this claim on the basis that Abraham was justified 14 years before he was circumcised and 430 years before God gave the Mosaic Law. 

1. Promise 

It is somewhat surprising that Paul does not use this powerful argument from the historical time frame here in Romans 4. What we find is the apostle referring to ‘the promise that he would be the heir of the world’ (4:3). The promise was also there in his argument in Galatians: ‘that it (the law) should make the promise of no effect. For if the inheritance is of the law it is no longer of promise. But God gave it to Abraham by promise’ (Gal 3:18).

What was this promise God gave to Abraham?  We find it in Genesis 12 when God promised to make Abraham a great nation and to bless all the nations of the earth through him. The promise was confirmed ten years later when the Lord took Abraham outside his tent to count the stars saying, ‘so shall your offspring be’. The promise was that through Abraham and his ‘seed’ all the nations would be blessed. At this time Abraham had no offspring. 

In Galatians Paul indicates that the word ‘seed’ is singular and that this ‘seed’ is Jesus Christ. ‘And to your seed, who is Christ’ (Gal 3:16). Here in Romans he uses the word ‘seed’ also but does not point to its singularity. ‘Seed’ can be singular or plural, and Paul seems to make use of this feature in his arguments. The seed of Abraham are those who are of the faith of Abraham (4:16). His righteousness was a righteousness of faith (4: 13). It was nothing other than the righteousness of Christ. So to be a ‘seed’ of Abraham a person has to be ‘in Christ’. Here in Romans 4:13 the point is that the promise did not come through the law. It was not conditional upon keeping ‘the Law’ or any law. Actually, there is no article here, so some think ‘law’ has a wider reference, even the principle of law. This may be true, but it is also true that Paul is arguing with Jews for whom ‘law’ meant the Law of Moses. 

‘Heir of the world’ is a different way of referring to the promise- ‘father of many nations’ (4:13, 17). The heir inherits property and possessions. The world is a big inheritance! The heir also becomes the king if we are talking about a kingdom- and that is what seems to be in view here. Abraham is ‘the father of us all’ (4:16). He is father of all who are declared righteous by grace through faith, just as Abraham was. The word ‘heir’ is found again in Romans 8:17- ‘if children then heirs, heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ’. By grace through faith Abraham and all who believe are joint heirs or co- heirs with Christ in his everlasting kingdom.  

2. Not of law

‘For if those who live by law are heirs then faith has no value and the promise is worthless’ (4:14 NIV). If it is those who depend on law-keeping who inherit the kingdom of God then faith is out of the picture. Faith and law are mutually exclusive. If it is by law then faith has no place – and if it is by faith then law has no place. Paul wants to make this very clear, just as he did in the letter to the Galatians. ‘Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit are you now being made perfect by the flesh’ (Gal 3:3). In other words, ‘you began by faith in Jesus Christ – do you think you have to finish by works?’ The moment you think works play a part in your justification before God you have lost the whole thing.  

‘The promise is made of no effect’ (4:14). The promise becomes worthless if it in any way depends upon law. Was the promise I made to the two year old of any use if I insisted she had a sleep first?  She could not obey my command so it was pointless in making a promise with this condition. The Lord knew it was pointless putting a condition on the promise he gave to Abraham because Abraham was not able to keep holy law. The Lord did not say to Abraham, ‘this is my promise but you have to keep the commands in order to get it’. If this was the case the promise would have failed because Abraham was a sinner. He was a fallen son of Adam. He did not have power to keep the law because he was born with a sinful nature. So the promise was by grace through faith. God said, ‘I will do this thing through Abraham’ and God moved Abraham to believe his word. 

What then was the purpose of the law? If I had insisted that the two year old have a sleep in order to get an ice-cream what would have happened? Pretty soon there would have been harsh words, ‘Go to sleep!’ and maybe even a slap on the bottom. Law brings wrath. If she was to get an ice-cream (and I was to get a coffee!), then it would have to be by grace on my part, not obedience on hers. Yes, she got the ice-cream and was very happy- ‘Thank you Poppy!’

Paul goes a bit further in saying, ‘where there is no law there is no transgression’ (4:15). Laws are about drawing a line. Cross over the line and you break the law; you are a transgressor. But the law has no power to bring about obedience. All the law can do is punish the transgressor. Almost every day our law-makers add more laws to the criminal code of our society. If the laws were effective in stopping crime we would not need more laws; in fact we would need less. We talk about reforming offenders but this does not come through law. How does reform come? That is the question. It must of course come from within and that is what the gospel is about (Rom 12:2) – if only our society would understand.    

The Jews had the Law of Moses and they kept adding to it. Why? Because the law itself had no power to change sinful hearts. They were so focussed on their law-keeping that they lost sight of the grace of God as seen in the promise to Abraham. When ‘grace and truth came though Jesus Christ’ they did not comprehend it (John 1:17, 5). We must not conclude from this verse (4:15) that where there is no law there is no judgment. Paul simply says that ‘there is no transgression’ of the law. He has already explained that ‘as many as have sinned without the law also perish without law’ (2:12). Paul is simply saying that law brings wrath because we cannot obey it. Moreover, the law actually incites sinful hearts to break the law (7:8). 

3. But of faith

‘Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it might be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring- not only those who are of the law but those who are of the faith of Abraham’ (4:16 NIV). The promise can only be sure if it is by the grace of God. The moment you add any requirement from the human side the promise is no longer guaranteed. Why? Because of sin; because of our inability to keep a righteous command. The only requirement, if we might put it this way, is that of faith. Faith is not like a work because it is itself the gift of God; as is clearly seen with Abraham. God gave him a promise and he believed God. Abraham believed because of who God is. He believed that God created the world, just as it is written. He believed God is the sovereign, all powerful ruler of the universe. This is the starting point of faith.

God’s grace is freely available to all. Whatever your background- ethnically, religiously, morally, or intellectually- whoever you are, the grace of God is yours when you come to him repenting of your sin and believing in Jesus Christ. It is yours by faith in Jesus. The promise is ‘according to grace’ (4:16), and because it is by grace alone it is guaranteed; guaranteed to you who believe as Abraham did. Those who think that law-keeping is a must to be saved will never have this certainty. They will have no assurance of salvation and of going to heaven- just ask them. They will accuse you of being arrogant if you say you have such assurance, even if you point them to Ephesians 2:6. 

Abraham is the father of us all- all who believe (4:16). Paul refers to the promise as stated in Genesis 17:5. ‘He is the father of us all in the presence of God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence things that do not exist’ (4:17 ESV). Abraham’s faith was not merely intellectual- a simple, ‘I believe there is a God' (cf. James 2:19). Nor was not merely emotional, active only when all is well. It was real and active all the time. He believed God was the omnipotent creator and giver of life. 

What lay behind the apostle’s comment at the end of verse 17 is not certain. In the context the thought may be that his body, and particularly that of his wife Sarah, was dead as far as procreation was concerned. Yet God told him he would have a son – a man who was 100 years old and his wife 90 (Gen 17:17). There is also the thought that he later received his son Isaac back from the dead in a figurative sense (Heb 11:19). Did he also believe that God would raise his only Son, Jesus Christ, from the dead? Abraham had faith to believe that God has power to do just that, to raise the dead. Do you?    

Looking into Abraham’s faith                




Romans 4:18-22

The story of Abraham and Sarah is a very human story. On this level it could be the subject of a popular novel. Here is a married couple looking forward to starting a family. But Sarah is not getting pregnant. They wait and they wait. The years go by and with each year the likelihood of getting pregnant decreases. Maybe you know the pain of such waiting and even of failing. Maybe you know people who have suffered in this way. 

It is a very human story, even if Abraham was 75, then 85 and still waiting. Which one had the fertility problem? Sarah assumed it was her and proved this by giving her maid to Abraham. At 85 Abraham fathered a son through Hagar. As was to be expected the two women became jealous and started fighting. Surely it was time for this couple to give up trying. At one stage Abraham thought that a servant boy would be his heir. But now he had a son, albeit out of wedlock. The story continues but goes beyond human possibility. It enters into the supernatural realm. This couple, now in their nineties finally have a baby. They understood and we understand that this was a miracle. God had entered into the story. In fact God had been in the story all along, as we read it in the Bible. 

This is the God who created the heavens and the earth, the God who saved Noah through a worldwide flood that he sent. This is the all-powerful God of the universe. This God spoke to Abraham and made a promise. He promised that he would have many descendants (stars in the sky are many!) and that through him all the nations of the earth would be blessed.  

There is a tension running through this story. Modern writers like tension in their stories- this is a true story of course. There is tension between the promise and the processes of nature. The tension increases as the promise becomes more and more impossible from a human perspective. Will this tension lead to unbelief and despair or will faith triumph. The story of Abraham is the story of faith in El Shaddi, Almighty God. In this passage we get one of the deepest insights into a man’s faith that we have in the Bible.  

1. Against hope 

‘In hope he (Abraham) believed against hope that he should be the father of many nations’ (4:18). Having shown that Abraham was justified by grace through faith, and that neither circumcision nor law-keeping played any part whatsoever in this justification, Paul concludes this chapter with a brief look into the profound faith of this man called Abraham. Abraham believed God when from a human perspective what he promised was impossible. He was almost 100 and his wife 90 and God said they would have a baby. Such a thing had never happened and was biologically impossible. Abraham knew this- he was not naive. But he believed God despite the evidence for not doing so. 

Some years ago I heard some Christian men talking about common sense. They thought we should always act with common sense. But living by faith is not living by common sense. Common sense led Abraham to Hagar. We must be careful in the way we speak. It was not ‘good luck’ that Abraham finally had a son, or a ‘freak of nature’. It was the will of God. It might also be claimed that Abraham was being irrational. Maybe his friends said this. ‘Rational’ can be defined as leaving God out of the picture, or it can include God. God is not irrational. It is just that his ways are higher than our ways. Boice quotes Martin Luther as writing, ‘Faith grips reason by the throat and strangles the beast. It effects that which the whole world and all that is in it is impotent to do. How can faith do this? By holding on to God’s word’. But Boice makes clear that faith is not irrational. ‘Nothing is more rational than to believe God in the face of evidence to the contrary’.

The word ‘hope’ as used in this passage is not limited to the common understanding. People use ‘hope’ in referring to the future, to things not seen, with the sense of uncertainty.  ‘I hope my friend visits’ means it is not certain. In the Bible ‘hope’ still refers to the unseen, but it does so with certainty. ‘Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the confidence of things not seen’ (Heb 11:1). Faith and hope come together in this verse as in other verses. Faith, hope and love are the three greatest gifts of the Spirit (1Cor 13:13). Faith, hope and love are fundamental to life as a child of God. No hope indicates no God (Eph 2:12). With God in the picture Abraham had hope. In faith he hoped in God despite the lack of hope from a human perspective. 

Remember Peter when he got out of the boat to walk to Jesus on the water (Mat 14). Looking at Jesus he indeed walked on the water. But when he looked at the wind and the waves he began to fear and to sink. If we cannot see above our troubles; if we do not look to Jesus, we will begin to fear and lose hope. Do you believe that with God all things are possible? (Phil 4:13). Are you looking unto Jesus, the pioneer and perfector of our faith (Heb 12:2)? Are you walking by faith or by sight (2 Cor 5:7)? Is your faith just a Sunday morning thing? Tomorrow will you be out there lying, cheating, swearing and doing whatever it takes to get ahead in this world?  

2. According to God’s word 

'Why does the minister keep on and on telling me to read the Bible and come to Bible study?' Is this what you think? Well just look at Abraham. When God spoke to him he listened. ‘He fell on his face and God talked with him’ (Gen 17:3). Abraham heard God say he would be the father of many nations, and he believed God.

You will be amazed at the things God has to say to you today. God still talks today; not in your dreams but in the Bible. Whatever God has to say to you, you will find it in the Bible. Even his own Son, Jesus, kept saying, ‘it is written’. Jesus lived, and died, according to what is written. Are you living according to what is written? You have the same word that Abraham and Jesus had. By faith stand on these words and do not be blown about by the mocking words of mere men. 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes of Abraham’s faith that, ‘it enabled him to believe it (the promise) on the bare word of God and nothing else whatsoever’. There was Abraham standing all alone outside his tent looking up at the stars when God said, ‘so shall your offspring be’. He did not consult any ‘experts’ for their opinion. He did not take a poll to find the majority view. He believed the bare word of God. He of course started from the belief that God created all things and that God can and does speak. Such truths are written in God’s word. 

3. Acted on his faith

‘And not being weakened in his faith, he did not consider his own body already dead’ (4:19). Many translations put this in the positive, that is, ‘he considered his own body, which was as good as dead’ (ESV) - the MSS evidence is divided. Strangely, the meaning is the same either way. Abraham knew the state of his body and that of his wife. Faith does not close its eyes to reality. It sees beyond to a higher reality, the omnipotence of God.

Abraham did not waver at the promise of God through unbelief (4:20). In fact he became stronger in faith and gave glory to God. God made him stronger in faith. Abraham was not whipping up faith within himself. He was not deluding himself as to the reality. He heard God speak, he believed what he heard, and he acted accordingly. When God told Abraham to ‘go to a land I will show you’, he got up and went (Gen 12). When at 85 years of age God again promised him many descendants he believed and prepared animals for the cutting of a covenant (Gen 15). When at 99 God again promised, ‘I have made you a father of many nations’, he accepted the new name given (Gen 17). He was no longer Abram meaning ‘exalted father’ but Abraham meaning ‘father of a multitude’. And that same day he acted to circumcise himself and Ishmael. 

How could Abraham take on a name meaning ‘father of many’ when he had no son from his wife and they were past the age of childbearing? Abraham became a walking embodiment of the promise. People may have laughed at such a name but he accepted it. Every mention of this name was a reminder of the promise. I wonder if girls called Faith or Grace think about the meaning of their lovely names. Have I told you about my friend in India who called his daughters (in Hindi) Prayer and Praise? If you call yourself a Christian remember what that name means- many fail to do so. 

4. Assured completely

‘Being fully convinced that what he had promised, God was able to do’ (4:21). Abraham was persuaded that God had the power to do what he promised. He faced the facts. Faith does not deny reality. Faith takes us to a higher reality. Faith took Abraham to God and the truth that God is omnipotent. What was humanly impossible was possible for God. 

It is not that Abraham did not struggle with this truth- as all sinners will. In Genesis 17 we read that Abraham laughed at the idea of him and Sarah having a baby at the ages of 100 and 90 respectively. It was not a laugh of unbelief but of incredulity. As Morris writes, ‘on the human level the suggestion was laughable'. He also writes, ‘the unbelief was momentary, the faith consistent’- but we cannot agree with this in the light of Romans 4. Abraham went on to circumcise himself and Ishmael the very same day, as we have seen.

By faith Abraham went on to offer up his son Isaac in obedience to God’s word, even though this was against all human reason and even against God’s promise, so it seemed. How did Abraham deal with this situation? He reasoned that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead (Heb 11:19). What amazing faith! There is that word ‘able’ or ‘power’ again; dunamis in the Greek.

By faith Abraham clung to the promise of God. He was 75 when God first spoke to him. He was almost 100 when the promise was fulfilled. Twenty five years he waited, each year making the promise harder to believe. But Abraham saw even further ahead than this. By faith he waited for the heavenly city (Heb 11:10). He believed that the promise ultimately pointed to a particular descendant or ‘seed’. ‘Abraham saw my day and was glad’ said Jesus.

You have faith that Jesus took your sins and died on the cross in your place- you do if you are truly saved. You believe that it is by faith alone that you are saved- you do if you are truly saved. You believe that with exceedingly great power God raised Jesus from the dead and seated him at his right hand in heaven (Eph 1:19, 20) - you do if you are truly saved. Do not waver at the promise of God through unbelief. Embrace God’s promises and cling to them every day of your life, giving glory to God.  Be like Abraham your spiritual father. 
Abraham and me                                




Romans 4:23-25
Barabbas was in prison because he had robbed and murdered in a rebellion (Mark 15:7). He was on death row. He expected to be led out to Golgotha any day and crucified. One day he heard a great commotion outside his prison cell. He heard a crowd shouting, ‘Crucify him! Crucify him!’ Had his time come? Maybe he imagined the nails piecing his hands as they shouted, ‘Crucify him!’ Maybe he imagined himself gasping for breath as he slowly suffocated on a cruel cross. Suddenly the lock on his door was rattling. Was this it? Was this the end?  The guard opened the door and, to his surprise, told him he was free to go. He explained how the governor wanted to release Jesus who had done nothing wrong but instead was releasing him, Barabbas, who deserved to die because of his wicked deeds.

Barabbas probably joined the crowd that followed Jesus as he carried his cross to Golgotha. Was he thinking, ‘this could have been me?’ He watched the Roman soldiers nail Jesus to the cross and hang him there to die. Was he thinking, ‘this should be me?’ He heard Jesus cry out, ‘Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are doing’. He heard the centurion say, ‘surely this man is the Son of God’ (Mark 15:39). Barabbas might have been saying,, ‘this man took my place’. ‘I deserved to die because I have been so wicked, but his man Jesus has done nothing wrong’. Boice, quoting Barnhouse, concludes, ‘Barabbas was the only man in the world who could say that Jesus Christ took his physical place. But all (who are Christian) can say that Jesus took their spiritual place’. 

You and I deserve to die because of our sin. This is the starting point of the gospel as outlined by Paul in Romans. We have all sinned against God (3:23). We are in fact born in sin. God sent his only begotten Son to die in our place. When you look at the cross do you see the sinless Son of God dying in your place? ‘God did not spare his own Son but delivered him up for us all’ (8:32). ‘In brief, I deserved hell, Jesus took my hell; there is nothing left for me but his heaven’. 

1. Our Lord raised from the dead

Abraham was a man of faith. The apostle Paul holds him up as the prime example faith. Many others, both before and after Abraham, are listed in Hebrews 11, but Abraham stands out. Moreover, the Jews considered this man their spiritual father. Paul discovered that Abraham was in fact justified by grace alone through faith alone. ‘He believed God and it was accounted to him for righteousness’ (Gen 15:6). Paul concluded that Abraham is the father of all who believe, whether Jew or Gentile (4:11). This conclusion applies to us today also. We want to know about Abraham’s faith because it is the same as our faith. 

What is faith? We have a definition in Hebrews 11:1 and this is followed by examples. Examples help us to better understand this truth. Abraham was a man of faith, faith that works. God promised Abraham, ‘I have made you a father of many nations’. But this was impossible. Abraham had no legitimate son and God made it clear that this promise applied to a son from his wife Sarah. But at 90 Sarah was past childbearing. Still Abraham believed God. He and Sarah had a baby when he was 100 years old. What was impossible from a human perspective was possible with God. Whatever God says, he will do because he has the power to perform the impossible (4:21).

“Now the words, ‘it was accounted to him’ were not written for his sake alone, but for ours also” (4:23, 24 ESV). As the apostle concludes his argument that Abraham was declared righteous by faith and not works, he returns to the verse with which he started this chapter- Genesis 15:6. He emphasises the word ‘accounted’ (or 'imputed' as in NKJV). This is a divinely initiated and divinely enacted transaction- as in bookkeeping. When Abraham believed God the righteousness of Christ was accounted to him and he was justified. 

If Abraham was justified in this way, and God is the unchanging God, then this must be the way we are justified. The Jews had got it wrong in thinking Abraham was justified by works, like circumcision, and law-keeping. They were tragically mistaken if they thought they would be justified by works. ‘Therefore know that only those who are of faith are sons of Abraham’ (Gal 3:7). ‘Without faith it is impossible to please God’ (Heb 11:6). No one ever has been or ever will be justified by good works. Let this word ‘accounted’ (or imputed, reckoned, credited) be firmly planted in your mind.

‘It shall be accounted to us who believe in him who raised up Jesus from the dead’ (4:24). Abraham believed what God said despite the impossibility of new life coming from a dead womb. We believe the word of God despite the impossibility of life coming from one who is dead in a tomb. We believe in the same God as Abraham but we look at the resurrection of Jesus our Lord. We look back at this ‘impossible event’, unlike Abraham who looked forward to the ‘impossible birth’. Abraham did of course look forward to the time of Jesus also. 

The resurrection of Jesus has taken place but still faith is required. Many deny the resurrection. Even at the time of his resurrection many did not believe. The empty tomb was there as evidence and Jesus appeared to over five hundred people in a period of forty days (Acts 1:3, 1Cor 15), but the natural man could not believe this ‘impossible’ event. The risen Jesus appeared to the brethren that they might believe in the power of Almighty God. Thomas was one who doubted till he saw the risen Jesus. ‘Do not be unbelieving but believing’ said Jesus (John 20:27). 

Jesus is our Lord because God raised him from the dead. He is risen from the dead and he is Lord. ‘It was not possible that he should be held by it’ - by the grave (Acts 2:24). This is an interesting statement. Many think it is not possible that a man rise from the dead. The Bible says it was not possible that this man Jesus remain in the grave. What is your idea about possibilities- resurrection or remaining dead? If you cannot believe in the resurrection you have no basis for faith in Jesus.  Faith has to have an object remember. What sort of faith is required to believe that Jesus is still in the grave?  There is no hope whatsoever is such faith. Yet there are Christians who deny the resurrection, just as they deny the virgin birth. Such faith is useless. It is futile, Paul says, because you are then still in your sins! (1Cor 15:17).

Now you have the word ‘accounted’ planted in your mind there is another word Paul highlights here- the word ‘dead’. ‘Raised …from the dead’ in verse 24 and just ‘raised’ in verse 25.  Note the connection with the deadness of Sarah’s womb, and back to verse 17- ‘God who gives life to the dead’.  With regard to Isaac, Abraham believed God could raise the dead (Heb 11:19). Abraham would have been first in line to believe that God ‘raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead’.  

Jesus is the firstborn from the dead. ‘In Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive’ (1Cor 15:22). God raised Jesus and he will also raise us who believe. ‘The hour is coming when all who are in the graves will hear his voice and come forth’ (John 5:28). Is this what you believe? It is what Abraham believed- ‘God who gives life to the dead’ (4:17). 

2. Our offenses

Jesus ‘was delivered up for our offenses/trespasses’ (4:25). The 'for' here is causal, meaning ‘because of our offenses' as we have in NKJV. The old RSV has, ‘put to death for our trespasses’ but the words ‘delivered up’ means more than 'put to death'. 

Religious people and historians argue about who actually killed Jesus of Nazareth; was it the Jews or the Romans? In his preaching at Pentecost the apostle Peter made it clear that it was God who delivered Jesus up to be crucified (Acts 2:23). It was God’s purpose and foreknowledge- not that this made those who killed him any less guilty. But it was God who delivered his only begotten Son to die on the cursed tree.

From another perspective, it is us who are guilty of Jesus’ death. It was because of our offenses that God delivered him up or handed him over. This is not the usual Greek word for ‘sin’ but a word meaning seriously offending God. ‘Against you, you only have I sinned’ (Psalm 51:4). ‘I have sinned against heaven and against you’ (Luke 15:18). All sin is against God. Verse 25 reminds us of words from Isaiah 53; ‘the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all’, and ‘he was numbered with the transgressors, and bore the sin of many’. Some think this verse was like an early creed. Whatever the background, it is an essential part of the gospel, and of our faith.  

Many believe Jesus of Nazareth was crucified. There is solid historical evidence for this event. But not so many say he was delivered up by God because my sin offended Almighty God. Not so many realise that God's wrath is upon all who offend him by their ungodliness and unrighteousness (1:18). Until you admit your sin and repent before God you will not be justified in his sight (Acts 2:38). 

3. Our justification 

‘And was raised for our justification’ (4:25). This ‘for’ is again causal but in a slightly different sense. The NKJV with ‘because of’ is not wrong but ‘for’ is better. Morris writes of this verse, ‘we should certainly not take the second clause to mean that the resurrection was the sole cause of our justification. Paul can also say we are ‘justified by his blood’ (5:9). The resurrection of Jesus is proof of our justification. Lloyd-Jones writes, ‘resurrection is the proclamation of the fact that God is fully and completely satisfied with the work that his Son did upon the cross’. Boice writes, “it is God saying, ‘I have accepted the atonement Jesus made’”. The cross and the resurrection cannot be separated. In this sense Jesus was raised for our justification. It is our divine guarantee if you like, our guarantee not only of God accepting Jesus’ sacrifice for our sins but also of our own resurrection. 

In conclusion, we see that just as Abraham believed that God gives life to the dead, so we also must believe this. Do you really believe that God raised Jesus from the dead? He did this because of his great power. Do you believe God has the power to cleanse you from all sin and declare you righteous in his sight? No sin is too big for God to forgive. No sin is too small that it does not need God’s forgiveness. God calls upon you and empowers you to confess your sin and believe in Jesus Christ. God will account you righteous through faith in Jesus. 
Peace with God                                       



         

Romans 5:1-2

A friend told me he was writing a chapter on the importance of Genesis 3 in our understanding of the gospel. Genesis 3 is about the entrance of sin into the world and the ‘fall’ of humanity. God made man in his image. He made everything good.  The relationship between God and man was perfect. What happened when Adam disobeyed God’s command? What happened when Adam sinned?  ‘Therefore the Lord God sent him out of the Garden of Eden… he drove out the man’ (Gen 3:23,24). Man was driven from the presence of the holy God. Man became an enemy of God. This is the starting point of the gospel, even if few acknowledge this. 

Some people come to Jesus looking for a friend or helper. They are looking for a better way of life, often because that is what the preacher has told them. ‘Come to Jesus and you will have an abundant or prosperous life’. How many have heard the preacher say, ‘You were born in sin, you have committed sin against God and under the wrath of God. You are an enemy of God’. People mock what they call ‘fire and brimstone’ preaching but this is the truth. This is where the Bible starts. This is where the apostle Paul started this book of Romans. Let us not be found to be preaching a lie. Yet Genesis 3 is not the end of the Bible - it is the beginning. The Bible goes on to tell of the love of God revealed in Jesus Christ. It tells us how God restored that broken relationship through the sacrifice of his own beloved Son. This was of course foreshadowed in Genesis 3 itself (Gen 3:15). 

In chapter 5 of Romans we come to a new section in this letter. Paul established the doctrine of justification by grace alone, through faith alone, in chapter 3, and proved that this has always been the only way by which man is justified before God. Jesus Christ, his death and resurrection, is at the centre of this justification. Those who do not have faith in Jesus Christ remain under the wrath of God and will not see life (John 3:36). They remain enemies of God and will be cast into the lake of fire for eternity. In this chapter Paul addresses those who have been justified in Jesus Christ. So if you have not confessed your sin and believed in Jesus these promises are not for you. You may be baptised and you may take the Lord’s Supper but you remain under divine condemnation until you are made righteous in Christ before God. 

This chapter is about the blessings that flow from being justified. It is about the fruits of justification, although some do not like this term because it has overtones of sanctification. This chapter is not really about sanctification- about growing in holiness. Justification, as we know, is a legal term. It is about being declared righteous. ‘Therefore, having been justified by faith’ (5:1). ‘Being justified’ is the first word in the Greek NT. The tense is aorist, meaning a completed action with ongoing effects. 

This second section of Romans extends to the end of chapter 8. It is all about the results of justification. Verses 1-5 are like an introduction to the section. Here in 5:2 we read of the glory of God- ‘rejoice/exult in the glory of God’. In 8:30 we read, ‘whom he justified, these he also glorified’ without any mention of sanctification. Here in 5:5 we read about the love of God. This section ends with the words, ‘the love of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord’ (8:39). 

1. Peace with God

The first result of being justified by God is that ‘we have peace with God’. We are justified through the propitiatory sacrifice of Jesus, so our peace with God is ‘through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (5:1). We are no longer enemies (cf. 5:10) but are reconciled through Christ. Our relationship with God has completely changed. It has changed from that of being enemies to being at peace. This is not a subjective feeling. It is objective, our here and now objective status before God. 

You may be surprised to hear that God has enemies and that you were once his enemy. You may have thought that God loves everyone and that in the end everyone will be saved. This is not what the Bible says. It is the devil’s deception. While ever you are an enemy of God you will not have peace in your heart. You may have times of relative peace but not real and lasting peace. Some get times of peace through drink or drugs. Others get it through religion or family. But such peace does not last. When the ‘high’ is over they are back to living in fear and paranoia. They are back to fighting to get what they want in life. True and lasting peace comes only from being right with God in Jesus Christ. Peace with God is the beginning and the end. It is what you need, and what you have if you are ‘in Christ’.   

Peace with God is not the same as the peace of God. We love the doxology, ‘and now may the peace of God that passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus’ (Phil 4:7). If our hearts are troubled or anxious God gives us peace though the Holy Spirit. Peace with God is not a feeling but a status. We are no longer enemies but are in a state of peace with God- perpetual, unbreakable peace.

2. Place of blessing 

A second but related result of justification is that we have ‘access by faith into this grace in which we stand’ (5:2). Some MSS do not have the words ‘by faith’ but the meaning is still the same- the words are in verse 1. The word ‘access’ refers to the privilege of entrance before a high ranking person. ‘The idea is that of introduction to the presence-chamber of a monarch. Christ bringing us to God has continuing effect’. I think of the story of Queen Esther when she came before King Ahasuerus. She went to him knowing the law that unless he held out his golden sceptre she would be put to death. We sinners cannot enter the presence of the holy God, the God who cannot look upon sin (Hab 1:13). We can only come when clothed in the righteousness of Christ.

The other picture given in Scripture is that of the temple itself. The presence of God was above the mercy seat of the Ark which was in the Most Holy Place. Only once a year, one man could enter this chamber- and that not without blood. When Jesus died on the cross the curtain that separated this chamber was torn in two, signifying access to the presence of God through Jesus Christ. We have access ‘into this grace in which we stand’ (5:2). We come into a new standing before God, a new relationship based on grace not law. We are no longer under the law but under grace (6:14). We enter in by Christ and we stand in Christ. We stand in this wonderful new relationship with Almighty God, the Holy One of Israel. We do not go in and out according to our feelings or our works. We are not in one day and out the next. 

I was listening to a man giving his testimony. He was so happy at being saved and being in a new relationship with God. He said he looked forward to going to heaven; ‘if I remain faithful’ he said. I felt sorry that this man did not have the assurance of salvation. He felt he could lose his salvation. How tragic. Do you see any ‘if you remain faithful' in these verses? Do you read, ‘we have peace with God if we remain faithful’? So many Christians today are unsure of their salvation. They call themselves children of God but think they can be thrown out of the family. My son does not walk around saying he is my son as long as he is a good boy and does what I say. He does not worry every day that he might be disinherited. 

Why then do men and women whom God has saved, whom God has brought into his presence through the blood of Jesus Christ, why do they doubt God’s saving grace? Is it because they think they have contributed something to this relationship? Do they think that in some way they have helped God to restore this relationship? ‘But while we were sinners’, while we were dead in sin, Christ died for us (5:8). 

Does this mean you are free to live as you like and fulfil the lusts of the eyes and of the flesh? Does this mean you can live without praying or without coming to worship? If so, you have not understood the gospel of grace. You are deluded. Paul was accused of being antinomian, and he deals with this accusation in the next chapter (cf. 3:8). Yet he pressed on preaching the gospel of grace. We live under grace not law. We stand in grace and ‘rejoice in the hope of the glory of God’ (5:2).  

3. Prospect of glory 

We rejoice or we boast in the great hope that we have as the children of God. We have a great inheritance in Christ. Seeing Christ in all his glory will be a most wonderful reward. The word ‘hope’ refers to something we do not yet see or have. But in the Bible it does not have a sense of uncertainty. ‘We hope for what we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with perseverance’ (8:25). We have complete confidence that we will see the glory of God. Why? Because we are justified by grace through faith. All we await is the transformation that will enable us to see him as he is (1John 3:2, cf. 1Cor 15:52). 

Jesus prayed that we might be with him and see his glory (John 17:24). Peter, James and John saw Christ is his transcendent glory on the mountain - for a brief moment (Luke 9:32). Stephen saw the glory of God moments before he was martyred. That glory was associated with seeing Jesus standing at the right hand of God in heaven (Acts 7:55). 

In our sin we fall short of the glory of God (3:23). Sin separates us from God so we cannot see his glory. Our very body is corrupted because of sin so we cannot see his glory while in this body. We can glimpse it. We behold his glory as in a mirror. But as we increasingly walk in the spirit, rather than the flesh, we are changed from glory to glory (2Cor 3:18). 

This glory is so certain we can rejoice in it today. Today we can have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. We have peace when we are justified by grace through faith. We have access into the presence of God. We can come boldly before the throne of grace (Heb 4:16), because we stand in the grace of God revealed in Jesus Christ. Today we can rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. We do not hope as the world with lots of worry and anxiety, but we rest and rejoice because we are safe and secure in the amazing grace of God.     
Rejoice in suffering                                       




Romans 5:3-5

Having been justified by faith we have peace with God, we have access into God’s presence, and we hope in the glory of God. All this is ours through Jesus Christ our Lord. What great blessings we enjoy as those whom God has predestined, called, justified and glorified (8:30). How wonderful it is to stand in the grace of God, to know his presence each and every moment of each and every day. We long to be with Christ and see him as he is in all his glory. ‘I desire to depart and be with Christ which is far better’ (Phil 1:23). Is this what you think? Do you pray, ‘even so, come Lord Jesus’? If not, you should think again as to where you actually stand.

Paul wrote those words to the Philippians while he was under guard in a prison. He was in this world as you are. And in this world he was suffering, as you are if you, like him, believe in Jesus Christ. This world is a fallen world. This means that Satan is active in stirring up trouble and opposition to God and God’s people. If you are standing in Christ you are being attacked by Satan and his agents. In this world you will have tribulation- unless you are being swept along by the ways of the world. 

What then of the results of justification. We have peace with God. We stop being enemies of God and become enemies of the world. The world hated Jesus. Wicked men killed him in the cruellest way they could – and he had done no wrong. If the world hated Jesus, do you who follow Jesus think you will escape the world’s hatred? ‘And not only that’ (5:3). Paul adds another result of being justified by grace alone through faith alone, namely, ‘we also rejoice in tribulations’ (5:3 -the word is the same as the 'rejoice' in the previous verse). Rejoice means to boast or be triumphant. It is confident rejoicing. ‘It is a striking word to use of afflictions’ writes Morris, ‘but the attitude is found throughout Scripture’.  

1. Rejoice in suffering     

Every human being born into this world suffers in some way – even if only at death. Suffering is a problem for all people. People respond to suffering in different ways. In our society drugs and alcohol are popular responses. Some turn to sensual pleasures and others to meditation. Some take the ultimate response, as they think - that of suicide. 

In Paul’s day the Epicureans had the idea of drowning suffering with pleasures of the flesh. They followed what could be called qualified hedonism. Another Greek philosophy was Stoicism. Stoics stare suffering in the face, refusing to be moved by it. This is another popular response today. We often hear of a person fighting their cancer. ‘I will not be beaten by this sickness’ they say. We often find accusations thrown at God in the same breath. ‘How can God allow suffering? If he is a loving God how can he let little children suffer? Either he does not love or he is not powerful to stop suffering’. Such accusations seem clever but merely display ignorance about God and sin. I often speak to a neighbour when I go for a walk each morning. The other day he started going off about religion. I told him the Bible was true and the next day offered him a gospel to read - which he refused to take. He was bitter because his son died at 38 - over twenty years ago.  
Rejoice in suffering! What is Paul talking about? Surely we all want to avoid suffering? Not so! If you have been justified by grace you will rejoice in suffering. We are not saying we look for suffering. We are saying we expect suffering and accept suffering if we are in Christ. If you want to avoid suffering ask yourself if you have truly understood the gospel. The secret to rejoicing is in knowledge. ‘Knowing that suffering produces perseverance...’ (5:3). We know from Genesis 3 that we live in a sinful world. We know that our relationship with God was broken because of sin, and that all our relationships are broken because of sin. We know that death has come because of sin (5:12). It is no use shaking your fist at God and blaming him, as my neighbour does. This leads to bitterness.

True knowledge leads to wisdom, and wisdom leads to humility before Almighty God. Those who turn to God find that he is really loving and gracious. He gave us his only begotten Son to die in our place that he might forgive us our sin. If that is not love, what is? Rejoice in suffering. Note it is not rejoice in spite of suffering. We do not put on a stiff upper lip, or grin and bear it. We do not proudly say, ‘it does not hurt’. Wisdom knows that there is someone beyond this hurting. It knows God is in control. Suffering brings us closer to God. We do not come cursing but asking God what is his will; what is his purpose in the suffering. 

2. Reasons for suffering

‘Knowing that suffering produces perseverance; and perseverance, character; and character, hope’ (5:3, 4). In this fallen world there will always be suffering but God is in control and uses it for our good and his glory. Billy Graham told the story of a man who lived during the Great Depression (see Boice). This man had lost everything- his job, his house, his money and even his wife. But as a believer he clung to Jesus Christ - even though he could see no purpose in his suffering. One day he wandered past a church in the city. He saw a stone mason out the front chiselling out a triangular piece of stone. ‘What is that for?’ he asked the mason. The mason pointed to a tiny hole in the nearly completed spire of the church. ‘See that little opening near the top’ he said. ‘Well, I am shaping this down here so it will fit up there’. Tears filled the poor man's eyes as he walked away, for it seemed to him that God was shaping him for heaven through his ordeal here on earth. 

‘Count it all joy my brothers when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance’ (James 1:2,3). Note the same words here in James- ‘knowing’, ‘perseverance’ and the word ‘testing’ is the same as the word ‘character’ in Romans 5: 4. James is saying the same thing as Paul. Suffering produces perseverance. The word for suffering means ‘pressure’. It is used for the process of crushing olives to release the oil. Our faith is put under pressure. How do we respond to such pressure? Do we give up -curse God and die? Do we try with all our strength to remove the pressure or escape it? Or do we allow ourselves to be moulded by the pressure. Do we submit by putting ourselves into the hands of the master potter saying, ‘mould me and make me after thy will’?

Let us consider some reasons for suffering. Firstly, God may use suffering to discipline or correct his children. God disciplines those who he loves, just as a loving father disciplines his children (Heb 12:6). The wise person will accept this discipline and learn from it. They will grow in their faith. Secondly, God may use suffering for his glory. Jesus said of the man born blind that the reason he was born blind was that the works of God might be revealed in him (John 9:3). His suffering was for the glory of God. Thirdly, there is the business of Satan and the heavenly realms. Job suffered because God allowed Satan to test him. Ultimately this was for the glory of God. 

Boice also identifies what he calls ‘constructive suffering’ and says this is what we have here in Romans. Suffering produces perseverance and in so doing builds character.  The word ‘character’ means ‘approved or tested’. It has the sense of maturity and fitness for the task. Remember Billy Graham’s story- the man was being honed so as to fit in the place above. Through suffering we are shaped and tempered to make us fit for heaven.  This is how the apostle Peter wrote of suffering or tribulation. He wrote of rejoicing even though distressed by various trials, ‘that your faith, though it is tested by fire may be found to praise, honour and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ’ (1Peter 1:7).  

‘And character, hope’ (5:3). We are back at hope, the ‘hope of the glory of God’. Hope is the fruit of justification. The believer has a sure and certain hope that cannot be taken away. This hope is founded upon justification by grace though faith. As we stand in the grace of God we have this hope and it grows stronger though suffering, not weaker. Is this what you know to be true?

3. Riches in suffering

‘Now hope does not disappoint’ (5:5). ‘A believer’s hope is not to be equated with unfounded optimism’. This is not the power of positive thinking. It is hope that is based on justification. It is a hope that never fails, just as love never fails (1Cor 13). Justified by faith we are eternally safe. ‘Because the love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us’ (5:5). This is agape love, the love that God showed us in Jesus Christ. We have looked at faith and hope in this passage, and now we come to love. Faith, hope and love; these three remain. These three define the life and destiny of a believer. You cannot have one without the other.

In this passage we also have the Trinity. ‘The love of God has been poured into our hearts’. God can and does do this because of Jesus Christ. In love he gave his only begotten Son to die for us that he might make us his adopted sons and daughters. This ‘poured out’ love of God is ‘by the Holy Spirit who was given to us’ (5:5). Faith, hope and love. Father, Son and Holy Spirit. What great riches we have through justification by grace though faith.

The gift of the Holy Spirit is not something we look forward to, or strive for as believers. We have been given the Holy Spirit- the Greek is aorist meaning a single, decisive event in the past. When we are justified or declared righteous in God’s sight we are given the Holy Spirit as a guarantee (2Cor 1:22). ‘Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God by whom you we sealed for the day of redemption’ (Eph 4:30). Do not doubt the presence of God’s Spirit in your heart when you are truly saved. 

Do you know the great riches that are yours in Jesus Christ? If not then maybe it is because you are not justified or saved. When we see people walking in the ways of the world, when we see people walking in fear of Satan, or of other people, or of suffering in this world, we ask if they know the truth of salvation by grace through faith. We have been looking at the fruits of justification. Are these to be found in your life? 

Christ died for the ungodly                                     



Romans 5:6-8

The other day our Prime Minister stumbled and fell when her shoe stuck in the mud in India. It was surprising that there was no body guard or some person there to help her at the time. Years ago when President Kennedy was shot in Dallas, Texas, his body guard flung himself across the President in an effort to take the bullet himself. A body guard is there to take the bullet aimed at the President or Queen or the Prime Minister. Not so long ago a man in Melbourne was known to be in grave danger of being shot. Was he given a body guard to protect him? Actually he was in prison for drug trafficking and murder. Who would put their life on the line for such a man? For the Queen maybe, but for a gangster? Certainly not!

1. What

What are these verses all about? These are some of the most amazing verses in the Bible so we want to know what they are about. The apostle is continuing to outline the fruit of justification, as indicated by the ‘for’ at the beginning of verse 6. Moreover, the love of God referred to in verse 5 ties in with the love of God is verse 8. God’s love is set against the background of our lack of love and, in fact, our ‘unloveliness'. Paul is going back to our justification, and what this means in terms of our relationship with God- or God’s relationship with us. Having been justified, we have peace with God. Having been justified, we stand in the grace of God. Having been justified, we have hope because God has poured out his love into our hearts.

Do you ever pause to ponder the amazing love of God and the unsearchable riches of Christ? What is so wonderful about the love of God?  Some are not moved at all by the love of God. They think they deserve to be loved by everyone, including God. If it is not for their good looks, it is for their good works. They have lived a good life and even gone out of their way to help one or two people. They have given money, their hard-earned money, to help the needy; maybe even set up a foundation in their own name. Surely even God must be impressed by such charity!

Simon the Pharisee was a righteous man- in his own eyes. He did the right thing by inviting Jesus to his house for dinner (Luke 7). But he did not welcome Jesus in the proper manner. A sinful woman came in and washed Jesus feet with her tears and poured expensive oil on them. At the end Jesus said, ‘to whom little is forgiven the same loves little’ (Luke 7:47). Simon knew little of God’s love because he knew little of his own sin. 

Christ died for the ungodly. That is what these verses are about. That is what the gospel is about. Who are the ungodly? This is not a particular class or group of people; it is all people. I am the ungodly. You are the ungodly. We are all born in sin and therefore opposed to God who is holy, just and good.  We are by nature opposed to the true God- not to gods of our own imagination of course. Those who say this has nothing to do with them, that they will not bother God if he does not bother them, are ungodly. There is no neutral ground. 

We are all by nature ungodly, and rebels towards God. The sooner you realise this and tell your children this the better. Why do we keep telling our children they are little angels? Why do we tell them they are good and deserve the best of everything? No wonder there are so many disappointed parents around. This is another of the devil’s lies propagated in our society, namely that children are born good and if we can give them a perfect environment for growing up they will be good citizens. It’s a lie! They are ungodly like us. 

This world has only ever seen one sinless person; that is Jesus Christ who was born in Bethlehem some 2000 years ago. He lived in obedience to God's commands, loving God and loving his neighbour. And what did the world make of this sinless man?  They hated him. They crucified him. We the ungodly, killed the only perfect man to have ever lived. That is the sort of judgment the world makes. Christ died what the world calls an untimely death. He died young. But this verse says it was timely. He died according to God’s time. Christ’s death was timely, and it was vicarious, unlike the death of any other man. He died in our place. He died for us as we read in verse 8. Christ died for the ungodly; Christ died for us (5:6,8).

2. When     

‘In due time Christ died for the ungodly’ (5:6). Some translations have ‘the right time’ or ‘the appropriate time’. There are two aspects to the ‘rightness’ of this time. The first we have just mentioned; it was the right time for us. It was while we were weak or without strength (5:6). In our ungodly state we could do nothing to change the situation. Even if we had wanted to, we could not have made ourselves godly. This is the great fallacy of legalism. It completely misunderstands our predicament, our total lack of strength. 

Some people think they have to become good before God will help them. ‘God loves good people’ they say. Beware of teaching children such things. By all means teach them to be good, but not with the idea that God will them save them. Is this the reason so many grow up thinking that they can be saved by good works? When we were still weak or powerless, when we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  

We were in a helpless and hopeless situation in our sin. We were being swept down the river towards destruction. Our death is just one breath away. We could have died before Christ reached out to save us from this terrible end. If you are saved just imagine the timeliness of your salvation. Think of those who are leaving it too late. Think of those who, like the rich man, are now in the fires of hell and crying out for mercy. ‘Being in the torments of Hades, he cried out for mercy’ (Luke 12:23). Today is the day of salvation. Tomorrow may be too late. 

The second aspect of the ‘rightness’ of time is from the perspective of God’s eternal plans and purposes. ‘The atonement was no afterthought' as Morris puts it. ‘This was the way God always intended to deal with sin; he did it when he chose’. The day of Jesus birth, the day of his death and the day of his resurrection were set by God from the beginning. It was no accident. It was no afterthought. Beware of dispensational teaching. We should remember that at the right time Jesus will return to judge the living and the dead. God has set the day and the hour. We do not know and will not know before it happens. Beware of those who tell you they know. We must be ready at all times. If you believe Christ died for you, you will be living with this truth in your mind and heart. You will be praying, ‘even so come Lord Jesus’. 

3. Why not   

‘Scarcely for a righteous man will one die’ (5:7). This verse is not easy to follow. It is in the negative, referring to the virtual impossibility of finding a person who will die for another person, even if that person is righteous or good. These qualifications are not exactly the same. Righteous here does not mean righteous in Christ; it refers to a person who keeps the law. Paul spoke of himself when a Pharisee, ‘concerning the righteousness which is in the law, blameless’ (Phil 3:6). There are men and women who are very upright when it comes to law-keeping- most of you here probably. You may, with difficulty, find someone prepared to die for you. 

I read the story of a boy whose blood type matched that of his sister. His sister was sick and needed blood to save her life. The boy was asked to volunteer. He lay on the bed next to her and watched as his blood flowed into the body of his sister. ‘When the transfusion was over the doctor put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and told him he had been very brave. The youngster knew nothing about the nature of blood transfusion. But the doctor knew even less about the actual bravery of this boy- until the boy looked up at him and slowly asked ‘Doc, how long before I croak?’ He had gotten the idea that he would have to die to save his sister and thought that he was dying drop by drop as his blood flowed into her veins. But he did it anyway’. 

‘Perhaps for a good man someone would even dare to die’ (5:7). The good man is someone who goes out of his way to help others. Dorcas was ‘full of good works and charitable deeds’ (Acts 9:36). There have been and are other such good people. Maybe, just maybe, someone would step forward to die in the place of such a person. From a human perspective we can understand such love. One day I heard someone say, ‘I wish I had died instead of the great surgeon Victor Chang’.

This verse is followed by a ‘but’. ‘But God’. God’s love is not like human love. God’s love is not understandable in human terms (1Cor 2:13,14). Why? Because he gave his only begotten Son to die, not for a righteous man, not for a good man, but for wretched and vile sinners like you and me.

4. Why 

‘But God demonstrates his own love towards us, in that while were still sinners Christ died for us’ (5:8). This is a deeply personal statement. Paul includes himself in the ‘we’, and twice repeated, ‘us’. Are you included in the ‘us’? Can you replace it with a ‘me’? If so, this verse has touched your heart. Do you remember this verse every time you pray? This is how we know what love is; Jesus Christ laid down his life for us (1John 3:16). He died for us even though we despised and rejected him, even though we were ungodly and totally undeserving of his love. Total depravity is what this is called in Reformed doctrine. 

‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’ (John 3:16). Although God made the world and made man in his image, man rebelled against him and brought corruption to the whole world. God threw Adam and Eve out of the garden. God’s wrath is upon all sin and all sinners. ‘But he demonstrates his own love towards us’. Grace and mercy triumphed over judgment at the cross of Christ. At the cross God’s wrath was satisfied. God is just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

Notice the little word ‘own’; ‘God’s own love’. We do not agree with those who say that the love of Christ overcame the wrath of God. We do not say that the wrath of God belongs to the OT and the love of Jesus to the NT. Here, as in many other places, we read of God’s own love. In the cross we see the love of the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Reconciliation                                  




      Romans 5:9-11

In Romans 3 we learnt about justification, redemption and propitiation. Here in chapter 5 we come to the term ‘reconciliation’. You may be familiar with this word from 2 Corinthians 5. You can read more about these terms in a book by Leon Morris called, ‘The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross’. I set my students to review this book as part of their study in Romans. Your children can learn these words in a song by Colin Buchanan about the ‘shern’ words. 

We do hear the word reconciliation in our society, often in the context of marriages. When the relationship between husband and wife breaks down, reconciliation is needed. Among the most hostile of relationships in our society are those between former lovers. Most lawyers stay clear of divorce courts because of the personal hostilities. It is amazing how two lovers can become so hostile. It is usually the action of one person that breaks the relationship. The idea of parting in peace is just that – an idea and not a reality. Yet, with help, the hostilities may be overcome. This is called reconciliation.

With a number of qualifications, our relationship with God can be compared to that of marriage. Indeed this is done in the Bible, even in the context of separation. Hosea took an unfaithful wife called Gomer. Gomer went off with another man; in fact she became a prostitute. Hosea bought her back for 15 shekels of silver, plus barley to the value of another 15 shekels (Hosea 3:3). 

When God made Adam he was in a perfect relationship with God; not a relationship of equals, of course. They communed in the garden. But Adam rebelled against God. He broke God's command and God’s wrath came upon him. He tried to hide from God. Then God threw him out of the garden. The relationship became one of hostility. Some tell us that this hostility is only from man’s side. They say hostility is not compatible with a loving God. In my study Bible (NIV) I read, ‘man is the enemy of God, not the reverse. Thus the hostility must be removed from man if reconciliation is to be accomplished’. Some insist that God does not need to be reconciled to us. All he wants is for us to realise our waywardness and return to him who loves us. This idea ignores what Paul has stated a number of times about the wrath of God. It is also in danger of overlooking the significance of the cross. As Morris writes in criticism of this view, “it is hard to see why Christ need have died at all, for all that is necessary is 'a recognition of God’s gracious relation to us’”. 

In these three verses we come to the end of the first half of Romans 5. What is this section about? It is about the fruits of justification, and, as Lloyd-Jones reminds us, the assurance of salvation. Having been justified or made righteous before God we have peace with God, we stand in the grace of God and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God; and we also rejoice in our sufferings. When we looked at peace we noted that the opposite is enmity or hostility. Here in verse 10 Paul writes, ‘when we were enemies’. As ungodly sinners we were declared enemies of God and his wrath was justly upon us. This is not a matter of feelings but objective fact. War is declared between God and sinners.

1. Justified by his blood

We know what justified means because we saw it in verse 1 and in the previous chapter. But here Paul writes ‘justified by his blood’, the blood of Jesus. We last heard of blood back in 3:25 - ‘propitiation by his blood’. Propitiation means the turning away of wrath. These terms, justification, redemption, propitiation and now reconciliation, all centre upon the death of Jesus. As in verse 1, justification is now completed- ‘having now been justified’. 

In these verses Paul argues from the greater to the lesser. This is what the words ‘much more’ mean. We find him using these words and this concept repeatedly in this chapter. Theologians will tell you how this was a particularly Jewish way of arguing but we use it also. It is a type of ‘if-then’ argument, where the ‘if’ is a huge thing and the ‘then’ is smaller. If I can lift 80kg then I can lift 20kg. 

‘Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood’ (ESV). Since God has done this huge thing of justifying us – huge because it necessitated the death of his own beloved Son. We reverently could ask what more could God have given?  It was at the supreme cost, the cost of a life, the cost of a sinless life, that we have been justified. God did this because of his love for us. Since God has done this he is not going to let us be snatched away by suffering or Satan or death. ‘My Father who has given them to me is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch then out of my Father’s hand’ said Jesus (John 10:29). 

What is the lesser thing? ‘We shall be saved from wrath through him’ (5:9). Not so much lesser you might say! What is this salvation- notice another ‘shern’ word? We all know what it means to be saved. The swimmer was saved from drowning. We can also say the criminal was saved from execution. We talk about being saved from sin. What do we mean by this?  We are saved from the penalty of sin, which is death. We are also being saved from the power of sin, referring to sanctification. We can also say we will be saved from the presence of sin in the Day of Judgment.

In verse 9 we read, ‘we will be saved from wrath through him’. ‘Will be’ is future. ‘Wrath’ refers to judgment. So this verse assures us that we will be saved on the Day of Judgment when God's wrath will be poured out on his enemies, enemies of the cross. We who believe wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, even Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come’ (1Thess 1:10). Knowing that we are justified by grace alone through faith alone, let us not doubt our final salvation. Let us have faith in the finished work of Christ. 

Lloyd-Jones writes, ‘This is why Martin Luther was so moved when he realised what it (justification) meant. That is why that realisation led to the Protestant Reformation. It was no longer a matter of works. No longer a matter of penances, no longer a matter of confessing to priests, and priests doing various things for us, no longer a question of transubstantiation and depending on the so-called ‘real presence’ of Christ in the sacrament to build us up and make us worthy of forgiveness. Salvation was no longer something uncertain, something contingent. No longer was there the dread possibility that we might not be finally saved after all, but would need the church and her ministrations throughout life and indeed even after death in purgatory. No longer was there need for others to go on praying for us after our death, and lighting candles for us, and praying to saints to shorten our time in purgatory. All that was abolished’. 

2. Reconciled by his death 

‘For if when we were enemies’. This verse continues the argument, the greater to the lesser argument. Notice the ‘much more’ that comes later in this verse. The apostle moves from justification to another perspective on the cross, that of reconciliation. When we were looking at justification we said we stood in the dock before God the judge. We also said that the judge is personally involved because our offence is against him. Yet being God he remains just in his judgment.  

The term reconciliation brings out the personal aspect of our sin. Our sin offends God. It arouses his righteous anger. In fact it separates us from God and makes us enemies. We brought about this separation but can do nothing to restore the relationship. The price of restoration is too high. Besides, in our sin we are not inclined to reconciliation. We are dead in trespasses and sins (Eph 2:1). Despite the fact that the separation was entirely our doing, it is God who has acted to restore our relationship with him. This is the amazing love of God. How did God reconcile us to himself? Through the death of his Son (5:10). God sent his only begotten Son into the world to suffer the wrath of God upon sin in order to reconcile us to him. Incredible! Amazing! Who would have ever thought of making reconciliation in this way?  Only God, the God who is just and the justifier, the God who is love and justice and everything good. 

Hosea paid the equivalent of 30 shekels of silver to get his wife back. That was the value they put on the life of Jesus. But it was not with silver or gold that we were redeemed, but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish’ (1Peter 1:19). You who were aliens and without hope, ‘you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ’ (Eph 2:13).

And so we shall be saved by his life’ - or ‘in his life’ (5:10). His life refers to Christ’s resurrection. Jesus was crucified, dead and buried. On the third day he rose from the dead. He ascended into heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father. He ever lives to intercede for us, and so he is able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through him (Heb 7:25). Jesus our Saviour lives and he will ensure that we are saved when he returns. He said, ‘I will come again and receive you to myself’ (John 14:67). We shall be saved by his life. 

Moreover, Jesus even now lives in the heart of the believer. As Lloyd-Jones says, 'the ultimate assurance of salvation is the gift of the Holy Spirit'- as in verse 5 and later in chapter 8. God by his Spirit, and Jesus also, lives in our hearts (John 14:23). We are in Christ and Christ is in us; ‘Christ in you, the hope of glory’ (Col 1:27). We are heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ (8:17). Because Christ is raised we also will be raised from the dead. In Ephesians 2:6 Paul writes, ‘and raised us up together and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus’. What a wonderful picture of our reconciliation. We who were enemies are now seated together with Christ our Saviour. 

3. Rejoice in God through Jesus Christ

This section can only end on one note, that of rejoicing. ‘And not only that but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (5:11). It began with rejoicing in verse 2 – ‘rejoice in hope of the glory of God’. Now it ends with, ‘rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, though whom we have received the reconciliation’ (5:11). We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (5:1).

God has done everything for our salvation and he has done it all through Jesus Christ. We can never say it was the love of Jesus set against the wrath of God. God’s wrath is determined against all sin, but in his steadfast covenant love he ‘made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might  become the righteousness of God’ and ‘be reconciled to God’ (2Cor 5:20,21).   
Adam and Christ compared                                      


  Romans 5:12-14

The Bible nominates two men, Adam and Jesus, as the most significant in the history of humanity. They stand out because of the effect they had on man’s relationship with God the creator. Thomas Goodwin, a Puritan and member of the Westminster Assembly, said, ‘In God’s sight there are two men -Adam and Jesus Christ- and these two men have all other men hanging on their girdle strings’. 

We live in an age of rampart individualism. People think they are the centre of the world. They think they can do what they like, and set their own destiny without reference to anyone else, not even, or least of all, God. This is the great deception of our age. It is a deception that threatens the church just as it threatened God’s people in the past. ‘Everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ is how the Bible describes life in ancient Israel (Judges 17:6).

We all have mothers and fathers. We exist because of our parents. And they exist or existed because of their parents. Ultimately we are all descendants of Adam. If you think your ancestors were monkeys you are deceived. The Bible says that in the beginning ‘God created man in his own image’; ‘man’ is actually ‘adam’ in Hebrew (Gen 1:27). From this generic usage, Adam becomes the name of the first man God created.  

Adam is an historical person. He lived with his wife Eve in the Garden of Eden thousands of years ago (Gen 3:23). Humanists and some theologians dismiss this Biblical account as mythology. If this is mythology why not the rest of the Bible? Is Jesus also a mythological figure? Then what about salvation? In the passage we are looking at today Adam and Jesus are presented as historical men, men who had a profound affect upon the whole human race for eternity.

Why does Paul compare and contrast Adam and Christ? He does so again in 1Cor 15:22, 45-49, calling Jesus the second or last Adam. In Romans 5:1-11 Paul outlined the fruits of justification- peace with God, standing in grace and rejoicing in hope of the glory of God. He spoke of us being sinners and enemies of God who are reconciled through the death of his Son. In chapter 3 he concluded that all have sinned- ‘Jews and Greeks are all under sin’ (3:9). Even those without the law perish without law because of the law written in their hearts (2:12-15). Here in chapter 5 he goes deeper into the nature of sin. He goes back to the entrance of sin into the world and its spread to all men. 

We also noticed in 5:10 that, ‘having been reconciled, we shall be saved by his life’; this should read, ‘saved in his life’. The apostle has introduced the idea of union with Christ - of being 'in Christ'. He will speak more about this in chapter 6; ‘if we died with Christ, we believe we shall also live with him’ (6:8). This idea of union underpins the great truths taught in this passage. Lloyd-Jones called verses 12-21, ‘the very heart and centre of the epistle’. We must try to understand these verses, even though this may not be easy.

1. One man’s sin

We have accepted Adam as historical. We accepted that God gave Adam a command saying, 'in the day that you eat of it (the tree) you shall die’ (Gen 2:17). We accept that Adam ate the fruit of this tree, that something in his nature changed and that God threw him out of the garden. This is what is written.  But what has Adam’s sin got to do with me, you might ask? Surely God can only judge me for the sin I commit? This is what many say. This leaves open the possibility that someone may not sin. Moreover, Boice raises the question of babies; babies not old enough to commit sin still die.  

‘Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men because all sinned’ (5:12). This is one of the most profound statements in all of Scripture. We must understand this before we come to John 3:16. God's love for the world, and Jesus' death on the cross, mean nothing if there is no sin. We do not need to be saved if we are not sinners. But there is the matter of death. What is death all about? God gave his Son that we should not perish or die, but have eternal life. Romans 5:12 tells us that one man is to blame for the entrance of sin and death into this world; that man is Adam. But blaming Adam is not going to alter the fact of death for us. Death was not in the world before Adam sinned. He was created without sin, but with freedom to sin. Satan took advantage and tempted him. Sin existed before Adam but it came into this world through him. The point is that death is not natural. Everyone knows this because they fear death and fight against it. But tragically many have become ‘accommodated to death’. You tell them about Jesus who offers life, and they turn away. 

In working with poor people I learnt of what is called, ‘accommodation to poverty’. Some people are so accustomed to living in poverty that they cannot see beyond it. They cannot think of a life without hunger. They refuse any and all offers of help. ‘Here is some clean water. It will not make you sick like that dirty well water’ you tell them. But they turn away. They turn away to die. It is the same with many rich people. You offer them the gospel but they turn away to die. People can and do deny sin. ‘I live by my own rules’ they say, and by their rules they may be a good person. ‘I will be the judge of my own behaviour’ they say, ‘not you, and not God’. They may quieten their guilty consciences with such lies - for a time- but they cannot deny death. Death comes to all human beings. Why? Because all sinned. One man sinned and death came to all because all sinned (5:12). But in what way have ‘all sinned’? 

2. Death when no law

Paul suddenly breaks off at the end of verse 12. He wants to explain what he means by ‘all sinned’. ‘Death spread to all because all sinned’. He is not talking about sin that is committed by breaking the law as he explains in verse 13 and 14. He is saying that all have sinned in Adam. Some versions put verses 13-14 in brackets, but the NKJV takes the brackets all the way to the end of verse 17. It does this because verse 18 picks up from verse 12- ‘therefore through one man’s offence or trespass’.  What do these bracketed verses tell us? They tell us about the time from Adam to Moses. Adam broke a specific command, but God did not give any specific commands again until the law was given through Moses. In a strictly legal sense, where there is no law a person cannot be condemned as a law-breaker (cf. 4:15). Sin is not counted when there is no law (5:13). 

‘Nevertheless, death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those who had not sinned according to the likeness of the transgression of Adam’ (5:14). From Adam to Moses everyone continued to die; even though there was no specific law and therefore no transgression of the law. But they must have sinned because they died. How did they sin? They sinned in Adam. 

What does this mean? Firstly, some Christians deny the whole teaching of 'sinned in Adam'- whatever it means. Pelagius, who opposed Augustine in the fifth century, argued that man is free to sin or not to sin. The only sin he accepted was that which we ourselves commit. He denied any links back to the sin of Adam, either by way of guilt or a corrupted nature. Some liberal theologians take the same view; which must be hard to maintain in the light of these verses and the death of babies.  

Secondly, we are all descended from Adam and have inherited the corrupt sinful nature that came upon him - ‘I was afraid because I was naked and hid myself’ (Gen 3:10). Because of this corrupted nature we habitually sin. Calvin maintained that Adam ‘corrupted, vitiated, depraved and ruined our nature… We have, therefore, all sinned, because we are all imbued with natural corruption’. Morris puts it as, ‘we all sin but our sin is the result of tendencies we inherit’. He goes on to say, ‘some variant of this view that we have all actively committed sin of our own and that this is blameworthy is most widely held today’. While this is all true it is not what Paul is saying here. He uses the aorist tense meaning ‘all have sinned’, not 'all do sin' because of a sinful nature (5:12). F. F. Bruce writes, ‘all sin in Adam, not in imitating him. It is because Adam is mankind’. 

Paul’s conclusion way down in verse 19 is, ‘by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners’. The human race is somehow caught up in Adam’s sin. What we have here, in a third point, is the principle of headship or representation. We see this principle in the government or in the army. If the prime minister says our nation is at war, then I am at war. I do not protest to the enemy that I am innocent. We see this principle with David and Goliath. Both nations chose one man to fight for their nation. The outcome of that fight affected them all.

Adam, the first man created by God, is the representative of the human race.  He sinned against God and suffered the penalty of death. In Adam all have sinned because all suffer death- every human being! Adam as the head of the human race brought this sin and death upon all. The Westminster Shorter Catechism Q16 says, ‘all mankind, descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with him, in his first transgression’.

3. Type of one to come

Adam ‘is a type/pattern of Him who was to come’ (5:14). This one to come is Jesus Christ (5:15). Paul compares and contrasts Adam and Christ, the first Adam and the last Adam. Adam is a type in that he is the head or representative. Paul will show how Christ is the head of a new race, the race of redeemed human beings. For this to be true we must accept the principle of representation. Clinging to the principle of individualism in saying Adam’s sin has nothing to do with me, means you cannot claim that Christ’s death and resurrection saves you. As we have sinned in Adam so, we who believe are saved in Christ. ‘We shall be saved in his life’ (5:10). 

Olyott writes, “It is folly to say ‘it is unjust’, because the very representative principle that has constituted us sinners is the same principle by which one, Jesus Christ, saves sinners”. Moreover, Jesus had to be like Adam in order to represent us, but different in not having sinned in Adam. He had to be man and God.     

Adam and Christ contrasted                         



  Romans 5:15-17

Adam and Christ are the two stand out figures in the history of the world. Paul calls Christ the last Adam. There will be no more stand figures despite the popular teaching that a great prophet has come after Christ. Our relationship to God our creator hinges upon these two men, Adam and Christ Jesus. ‘As in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive’- all that is, who are made alive (1Cor 15: 22). Adam means death; Christ means life. 

The apostle began the second half of Romans explaining death. Death is a great shame, a great curse on the human race. We live in this world and work hard to make it a better place, and then we die. It is so futile. The truth of course, is that we live proud and selfish lives wanting to make a lasting mark in this world. We become popular or famous and then we die. Such futility! In the Bible we learn why we die- and how we can live. Death came through sin. How did sin come? It came through the first man Adam. Because we all die, it follows that we all have sinned- we have sinned in Adam. He is the head of our fallen race. 

Adam is a type or pattern of Christ (5:14). The Greek word is ‘tupos’ which means ‘the impression left by a blow’. It is from this word that we get our word ‘typewriter’. The metal block leaves a mark or pattern on the paper every time a key is struck. To be a type of Christ means to be like him and prior to him. How is Christ like Adam?  He is like him in the sense of headship or representation. Christ, like Adam is the head of a community or race. With Adam it is the total human race that sinned in him, and thus die. With Christ it is the race of the redeemed that he heads, those who live because of his grace and the gift of life. 

The likeness of Adam and Christ is important but limited. Far more important and more extensive are the differences between these two heads. ‘But the free gift is not like the offence’ (5:15). Morris calls this ‘but’ a strong adversative. He writes, ‘our first father brought disaster on all his progeny, but Christ procured supreme blessing’. In these verses before us Paul contrasts these two heads and their legacy for the human race. 

1. One man’s offence vs. one man’s gift

‘The free gift is not like the offence’ (5:15). Offence is also translated trespass. The literal meaning is ‘lapse’. It was just one lapse that led to Adam disobeying the command of God. And God, being true to his word, condemned him to death, along with all his progeny. Adam committed other sins and his descendants also commit sin but it is this one offence in the Garden of Eden that brought death upon the all human beings. 

Paul writes, ‘many died’ (5:15). Sometimes many means a lot but here it means all human beings- see verse 12. The 'many' here balances the ‘many’ at the end of this verse, the many which live because of the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ. Paul does not use the word ‘live’ just yet. His focus is on the way that life came to many. ‘Much more the grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ abounded to many’ (5:14). Adam did not bestow death on us as a loving gift- some gift? He left us with a tragic curse. Imagine inheriting your father’s debts; or having to serve time for his crime. How much happier we are when we inherit riches and the honour of our father’s name. 

It is God who is behind the grace that comes to us in Jesus Christ. This grace of God was announced even before Adam was thrown out of the garden; ‘the seed of the woman will bruise the head of the serpent’. ‘In the fullness of time God sent forth his Son, born of a woman’ (Gal 4:4). ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’ (John 3:16). Paul focuses on God’s gift of his Son; he gave him to die on the cross. Jesus obeyed God’s commands- this is stated in verse 19. But it must never be thought that Jesus simply came along as a man who was able to obey the law completely and so became a great example for us all- like a Mohammed or a Gautam Buddha. Jesus was sent by God into this world. He is a man like Adam but also the Son of God. 

The grace of God abounded or overflowed to many (5:15). This gift is ‘much more’ than the offence. It was not simply a matter of restoring man to his original glory. In Christ we have much more than Adam had in the garden. He was prevented from taking of the tree of life. In Christ we have eternal life. Grace is the unmerited favour of God. Paul is always amazed by this, by the fact that God reaches out to save rebellious sinners like him, like you and me. ‘While we were still sinners Christ died for us’ he wrote back in verse 8. ‘The wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (6:23). 

Death is due payment for sin. But grace is not due payment, no matter how much some think they are deserving of it. Some think that God needs good people like them and by coming to church they are doing God a favour. Such people need to think again. They have not even begun to understand this word grace. Grace is the free gift of God. Eternal life is the gift of God, not a wage. This contrast is highlighted here in these verses. Many die because of one man and many live because of one man; but there the similarity ends. Death is a wage; life is a gracious gift. 

2. Condemnation vs. justification  

‘And the gift is not like’ (5:16). The apostle continues contrasting Adam and Christ, Adam’s sin and Christ’s grace. He continues emphasising one man’s sin and the one man’s righteousness, and the outcome of these men’s actions upon the human race. That outcome centres on our relationship to God. 

In the comic strip ‘Hagar the Horrible’, Hagar says, ‘when I was younger I thought the world revolved around me. Then I got married – and learnt it revolves around my wife!’ We can commend Hagar for the progress of his learning. The truth of course is that it revolves around God. God created the world. He made it and he made us for his good pleasure and glory. The sooner we understand this the better! Removing God as creator distorts our thinking. A world that revolves around every individual sinful human being is a world of confusion and chaos. 

Judgment came from one offence and resulted in condemnation (5:16). If you look at the NKJV you will see many words in italics. These words are inserted to make sense of the Greek which in this verse is very short on verbs. Judgment is the judgment of God upon Adam because of his sin- and hence upon his progeny because we sinned in Adam. The judgment of God was stated a number of times in the opening chapters where Paul argued that all have sinned against God and are therefore under his righteous judgment (1:32, 2:2,3, 5). The judgment declared by God is universal condemnation. All have sinned and so all stand condemned- until the ‘but now’ announcing the grace of Jesus Christ.

One offence brought divine condemnation to all human beings. We are all born as condemned sinners. ‘But the free gift’ follows the word condemnation in verse 16. Paul is overwhelmed by the free gift, the gift in which is wrapped up the wonderful grace of God. Is this not the greatest gift you have ever received? The free gift came from many offences (5:16). ‘The starting point was not one act leading to many, but conversely many acts leading to one’. While sin and death spread to all because of Adam's one sin, the free gift covers many offences. It is not a case of one gift for one offence, a pattern seen to some extent with the sacrifices under the Old Covenant. The free gift of God is sufficient no matter how many offences there may be- whether we think of individual people or individual offences.

The free gift brings justification. Justification is by grace alone through faith alone. Justification changes the status of those condemned because of original sin. ‘There is now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus’ (8:1). Justification carries the same legal sense as previously indicated. And again there is no mention of human merit. It comes from being in Christ Jesus. ‘Justification is an act of God’s free grace (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q 33).

3. Reign of death vs. reign of life

We sometimes hear about a reign of terror. The Taliban have brought a reign of terror in Afghanistan. Hitler brought a reign of terror to Germany some 70 years ago. But the greatest reign of terror is that brought by Adam thousands of years ago, the reign of sin and death. Ultimately Satan is behind this reign of terror. ‘Death reigned from Adam to Moses’ (5:14). Death continued to reign because of the offence of the one man Adam- until the coming of Christ (5:14,17). No place on earth or in the universe escapes this reign of death. 

Many today live with the hope of finding life on Mars or some other planet. They get excited at the prospect of finding a drop of water or some sign of life. They dream of somehow getting immortality from life on another planet- that is when they are not dreaming of unlocking the secret to life and death on planet earth. Men and women are grasping for life, but they do so in the dark. They refuse to come to the Light of life and the Light of the world who will give them life. ‘They loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil’ (John 3:19).  

‘How much more’; how amazing and wonderful is the ‘abundance of grace and the gift of righteousness. … through the one, Jesus Christ’ (5:17). The reign of death has been shattered for those who receive this amazing gift.  This gift covers all sin residing in the heart of a child of Adam- that is when they repent and receive the gift. The reign of death ceases and the reign of life begins the moment this gift of righteousness is accounted to them. 

The idea of a reign reminds us of the two kingdoms- the kingdom of this world and the kingdom of God. We are born into the kingdom of this world which is ruled by Satan. ‘You are of your father the devil' said Jesus (John 8:44). There is no escaping this truth. We are not born as free agents. We are born as slaves to sin. If you want to be free, if you want to have life, you must come to Jesus repenting of your sin and receive the gift of righteousness. 

When you believe in Him you will reign in life through him. You will be more blessed than Adam was in the garden. You will have eternal life. You will be made alive together with Christ and be raised to sit with him in heavenly places (Eph 2: 5,6). Are you rejoicing as you sit with Christ in the heavenlies? Are you rejoicing as you reign in life through Jesus Christ, our risen Saviour and Lord?     
One man’s disobedience and one man’s obedience   

   Romans 5:18-19
The contrast between Adam and Christ, the two heads of humanity, continues in these verses. In fact the apostle brings his argument to a close in these verses. He began this section in verse 12 with, ‘therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world’. We expect such a statement to be followed by a ‘but’ or ‘even so’. This we find in verse 18. Verse 18 follows on from verse 12, and verse 19 is a closing statement of the argument. Verses 13-17 are in parenthesis in the NKJV. They are a digression. In fact there are two digressions. The first was to explain how all sinned in Adam and how Adam is a type or pattern of Christ. He is a type in that he is the head of fallen humanity. The second digression shows that this typology is limited and in fact there are fundamental contrasts between Adam and Christ- ‘the free gift is not like the offence’ (5:15).  

The one trespass of Adam lead to death for him and all his progeny- for all human beings. We all sinned in Adam. This death was God’s judgment and condemnation upon him for his disobedience. Adam’s offence brought the reign of death upon humanity. But in Jesus Christ we see the grace of God that counters and conquers the consequences of Adam’s sin. Jesus did not sin in Adam or like Adam because he is the Son of God. Jesus is spoken of as God’s gift. Through him comes justification for those condemned in Adam. Through the grace of God, and the gift of Christ’s righteousness, the reign of death has been broken and the reign of life begins. 

1. Condemnation vs. justification

‘Therefore as through one man’s offence’ (5:18). Paul is picking up where he left off in verse 12 and actually repeating what he said in that verse. Sin entered the world, and sin entered the heart of every human being when Adam disobeyed the one specific command God gave to him. Through this one lapse of one man condemnation came to all men, because this man was Adam the first. The NKJV unnecessarily inserts the word ‘judgment’ and later the words, ‘the free gift came’, in this verse. The verse is short on verbs but the translation given by the ESV adequately gives the meaning: ‘Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men’. Condemnation is the outcome of divine judgment. God condemned Adam to death for his disobedience. Death was the penalty God set down when he gave the command so it was justice. Is it justice for the penalty to come to us? Yes, because we are children of Adam and he is our head. 

This death was both physical and spiritual. Adam did not physically die immediately because God is merciful. He is merciful to us also. God allowed Adam to have children, sinful children though they were. He also announced that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent. Christ would ultimately overcome Satan. Adam was cast out of the garden to live under the curse. Separation from God is the essence of spiritual death. At the final judgment this separation will be ‘set in concrete’. It will be separation for eternity. This is the condemnation that is upon us all because we have sinned in Adam. We are born with this condemnation upon us. ‘Even so’ tells us that this is not the end of the story- for which we are deeply thankful. ‘Even so’ introduces another man, a different man, a man who brings life. 
‘So one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men’ (5:18 ESV). This part of the verse needs some explanation. The literal reading is, ‘one righteousness or one justification’- the word is the same as that translated ‘justification’ at the end of verse 16. But in this context it is antithetical to the one offence so we can understand it as an act. But does the word ‘one’ refer to the act or the man? The literal translation is, ‘even so, by the righteousness of one upon all men unto justification of life’. It could be one act, although in the next verse we read of one man’s obedience. We will come to this shortly.  

The ‘one man’s righteous act’ or just ‘one righteous act’ (this being Christ of course), leads to justification of life – not justification and life as in ESV. The lexicon puts it as, ‘a righteous act that sets free and gives life’. To justify means to declare that person in the right. It means to declare them not guilty and to set them free. Christ’s righteousness when applied to us is powerful to set us free from the condemnation upon us because of our sin in Adam. That condemnation was death, so to be set free means to be given life. ‘The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (6:23). 

There is no mention in these verses of us committing sin, nor of us doing good works. It is all about condemnation coming from Adam’s sin, and justification coming from Christ’s righteousness. This is the nature of our being justified before God and obtaining eternal life. It is all by grace through faith. It is the gift of grace in Jesus Christ.

One righteous act leads to justification of life for all men (5:18). ‘All men’ here means ‘all who are in Christ’. While justification is the free gift of God, it would be a mistake to conclude that this gift is given to every single human being. Some try to preach universal salvation from a verse like this but they can only do so by taking it out of context. As Paul compares and contrasts Adam and Christ his conclusion is that Adam’s offence brought condemnation to all, but that justification of life through Christ is a gift to many, not all (5:19). 

2. Disobedience vs. obedience   

One man’s disobedience we clearly understand- even if some do not agree with the conclusion. Verse after verse in this passage refers to Adam’s offence or trespass. The disobedience of this one man, the man who is the head of our race, plunged us all into sin. ‘The many were made sinners’ does not indicate that some escaped this condemnation. The ‘many’ balances the verse, as we saw with the ‘all’ in the previous verse. What about the ‘one man’s obedience’ and the ‘many will be made righteous’? This verse is in perfect balance. But what do we identify as Christ’s obedience? Paul has not used the word obedience until here, preferring to highlight the grace of God that came in the gift of Jesus Christ. 

God created Adam from the dust of the ground. He breathed into him the breath of life and he became a living being. But Jesus was not created. ‘The second man is the Lord from heaven’. ‘The last Adam became a life- giving spirit’ (1Cor 15:47,45). Jesus is like Adam, and like us, in that he took on flesh and blood (Heb 2:14). ‘God sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh on account of sin’ (8:8) - not 'in' sinful flesh. Jesus was tempted as we are, yet without sin (Heb 4:15).

Jesus identified with humanity when he came to John to be baptised. John did not want to baptise him because he had no sin to repent of, but Jesus said, ‘it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness’ (Mat 3:15). Jesus did this to become our representative in salvation. Jesus was tempted to sin like Adam but he did not heed the voice of Satan as Adam did. Jesus obeyed the law completely. ‘Which of you convicts me of sin’ he said to the Jews (John 8:46). ‘The ruler of this world has nothing on me' he said (John 14:30). 

Theologians call this active obedience. Jesus actively resisted the devil’s temptations. Passive obedience is another thing. This term is used to refer to Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. It was there that the consequences of being our representative became real and almost unbearable. ‘He who knew no sin became sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in him’ (2Cor 5:21). There is the word ‘righteous’, just as we have in Romans. 

In the garden Jesus prayed, ‘Father, if it is possible take this cup from me, yet not my will but yours be done’ (Mat 26:39). Jesus was not asking to escape a painful death on the cross. He was deeply troubled by the fact that his Father was turning his back on him as he took our sin upon himself. There in the garden Jesus submitted himself to the will of God, resolving to go to the cross bearing the sin of the world. In this obedience he would overcome the condemnation that came from Adam not obeying God in the Garden of Eden. In his obedience ‘many will be made righteous’ (5:19). Lloyd-Jones writes, ‘give to the word ‘made’ its full content- ‘constituted’, ‘put in the category of’, ‘judicially regarded as’. That is what it means here, as it meant the same thing on the other side in our relationship to Adam’.  

God sent Jesus into this world for the very purpose of reversing the curse, of setting the elect free from the condemnation of Adam. Jesus fulfilled this task perfectly. He set us free and gave us his own righteousness, making us righteous in the sight of God- and doing this once and for all. He gave us eternal life. He gave us life even more abundant than that which Adam had. Remember the words ‘much more’. Never again will those who have this life enter into condemnation and death. The future tense of, ‘will be made righteous’ (5:19) may refer to the Day of Judgment or, as Murray suggests, ‘this act of God’s grace is being continually exercised and will continue to be exercised throughout future generations of mankind’. 

Judgment Day will of course be just that. It will be the day when the sons of Adam are separated from the sons of God in Christ Jesus. It will not be a separation of those who have lived a good life and those who have not. It will be a separation of those made righteous in Christ- by grace through faith- from those who have done nothing apart from being born- being born in Adam. The righteousness of Christ is the free gift of God’s grace. It is not earned by good works. It is not inherited from your father. It is not bestowed upon us by a sacrament. It is the gift of God, and God is free to give it to whomever he chooses. He is free to give it to a young person or an old person. He is free to give it to a baby- remember the baby is born in sin and needs this gift like anyone else. 

Why does Paul tell us all this? So that we will understand sin and the way of justification. It is so we will be assured of our justification in Christ Jesus. As Lloyd-Jones says, ‘the purpose of the paragraph (as indeed of the entire chapter) is to show us the completeness and the fullness of justification by faith’.

Law and Grace                                                  



     Romans 5:20

We come to the closing two verses of Romans 5. There is a great deal for us to learn from these verses. We will learn about sin and grace and the place of the law. We will learn more about death and life. The great preacher of last century, Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones, preached no less than five sermons on these verses. We will try to cover them in just one sermon today (maybe two).

In the second half of Romans 5 we have seen Paul comparing and contrasting Adam and Christ. He concluded that because of Adam’s sin we are all born in sin. This is why we all die. But then came another man, Jesus Christ, the gift of God’s grace. He was without sin and obeyed God’s command. Jesus became the head of a new race, the race of redeemed sinners. He brought justification of life to many. This comparison concluded in verse 19. What then do we make of verse 20 -21? Are they like a postscript? Do they transition us into the next chapter? Adam is not referred to in these verses, although the subjects of sin and grace continue. What we notice is the word ‘law’. Why does Paul bring up the matter of law at this point? 

We last read about the law back in verse 13- and in earlier chapters also. The law was given through Moses in the interval between Adam and Christ. The law had nothing to do with the sin of Adam that brought death to all men; nor has it anything to do with God’s gift of grace in Jesus Christ and the righteousness reckoned to believers. Why then did God give the law?  What is the place of the law? Converted Jews in particular would be asking his question. 

1. Giving of the law 

For the Jew the law was everything. He was not concerned about Adam or Christ; his only concern was Moses and God. He believed that through keeping the law he would be saved. This was the focus of the rich young ruler who asked, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ (Luke 18:18f). He told Jesus he had kept the commandments- the second table at least. Paul the Pharisee could say, ‘concerning righteousness which is in the law’ he was blameless (Phil 3:6). The Jew was a legalist. He believed that keeping the Law of Moses was the way of salvation. 

It is not just the Jews who are legalists. Many in the church today are similarly focussed on law-keeping- Lloyd-Jones calls them moralists. To them being a Christian is all about being good and kind and going to church when it is convenient. They begin and end with the law and the rituals. They have no understanding of what Paul has been teaching in this chapter about original sin and the grace of God in Jesus Christ.  

If the law was not meant for our salvation why was it given? It was given by God but why? Paul writes, ‘the law entered that the offence might increase’ (5:20). Literally, the law came in alongside. Some translate as ‘slipped in’ or ‘intruded’. It came in, as we have seen, after Adam and before Christ. It does not have primary place in God’s plan of salvation. Morris writes, ‘it was not concerned with preventing sin (it was too late for that), nor was it concerned with salvation from sin (it was too weak for that). The law can only condemn (4:15)'. 

No one has ever been saved, or ever will be saved, by keeping the law. This was not God’s purpose in giving the law. His purpose, writes Paul, was that ‘the offence might increase’. Increase is a better word than abound. If we use the word ‘abound’ here we should use ‘superabound’ when we come to grace. The two words differ in the Greek.             

The Bible gives us at least three reasons why God gave the law, none of which is for our being justified before God. Firstly, as Paul writes here, ‘the law entered that the trespass/sin might increase’. Does this mean so that there might be more sin in the world? Certainly not. God hates sin. He does not tempt anyone to sin (James 1:13). What this means is that the law shows up or reveals sin. It defines sin. ‘By the law is the knowledge of sin’ (3:20). ‘Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God’ (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q14). Original sin is another matter, as we have seen. 

‘Where there is no law there is no transgression’ (4:15). The Law of Moses sets the standard required by God. Sin is missing the mark set by these standards. Man, as made in the image of God, has laws written on his heart. He wants to set his own moral standards. As a sinner he wants to lower the standards to escape a guilty conscience. But certain things remain if he wants to live in a civilised society. The law of God establishes standards for all people for all time. Failure to measure up means we miss the mark and sin. 

The law increases sin by revealing it. It also increases sin by provoking sin. This is the second effect of the law. Far from containing sin, the law actually stimulates sin because of our sinful hearts. Laws are made for whom? For lawbreakers- ‘for the lawless and the insubordinate’ (1Tim 1:9)! Paul writes, “I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, ‘you shall not covet’” (7:7). Did knowing what coveting was stop him from coveting?  No!  He writes, ‘sin taking the opportunity by the commandment produced in me all manner of evil desire’ (7:8). 

Our sinful hearts do not like being told what to do. If a speed limit sign is put on the road we want to go faster. If you tell a child not to watch a show on the TV that is exactly what they want to watch- right? Our sinful nature is a rebellious nature. You may be on the verge of doing something and someone suggests you do that very thing. How do you respond? Do you rebel and stop what you were going to do- the washing-up for instance?  

The law does not curb sin; it provokes it. Think of taxation law. It provokes a whole industry bent on avoiding tax. Think of the Sabbath law of the Jews. It provoked a whole raft of laws designed to get around this law; even though the law was given by God for their good. The law reveals sin. The law provokes sin. Thirdly, the law convicts of sin. You see the speed limit and want to go faster. Then the policeman stops you. Everything changes. You realise you are a rebel and a law breaker. You start making excuses. You start pleading for mercy. You are about to be convicted of an offence and will be punished under the law.

God uses the law to convict of sin. ‘The law was our tutor to lead us to Christ’ (Gal 3:24). Like the prodigal son we may go off and do our own thing. But in the end we come to grief and return saying ‘Father I have sinned against you’. David tried to cover up his sin but was convicted by the prophet and confessed to God, ‘against you, you only, have I sinned.’(Psalm 51:4). 

The law does not save but we preach the law in order that people will know what God’s standards are, and how we fall short of these standards. We do not say ‘keep these commandments and you will be saved’, because we cannot keep them. Sinners are like addicts to smoking or drugs or gambling. They need help if they are to be delivered. We preach the law in order to drive people to the place of help. Jesus says, ‘come to me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest’ (Matt 11:28).  The law is meant to convict us of sin and drive us to the throne of grace where we will ‘find grace to help in time of need’ (Heb 4:16). ‘Man’s greatest need is to realise what is his greatest need’ as they say. The law is given that we might realise this greatest need- the need of life. 

2. Grace superabounds  

‘But where sin increased, grace abounded all the more’ (5:20 ESV). We like the word superabounded because the picture is that of an overwhelming flood or tsunami of grace. There is no sin so great that it cannot be covered by the grace of God. Sin might increase and increase until a person is destitute or in the gutter. Indeed not a few have ended up in such a place because of drink or drugs or divorce or gambling. But as the hymn says, even the ‘vilest offender who truly believes, that moment from Jesus a pardon receives’.  

The apostle Paul knew the superabounding grace of God in Jesus Christ in a personal way. He was a legalist and a persecutor of the church of God. He called himself the chief of sinners. But ‘the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ was exceedingly abundant, with faith and love which are in Christ Jesus’ (1Tim 1:14-15). The apostle Peter knew the superabounding grace of God in Jesus Christ in a personal way. This somewhat brash disciple fell badly; so badly that he denied Christ saying, ‘I do not know the man’ (Mark 14:71). But the risen Jesus came to restore him - ‘Simon, do you love me more than these’, he asked, and then said, ‘follow me’. Paul and Peter knew what it meant be convicted of sin. They knew what it meant to repent and have ‘your sins blotted out so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord’ (Acts 3:19). The question is, do you know in a personal way this conviction of sin and the superabounding grace of God? 

You know the law and you know you have broken God’s law. Your sins may be mountainous- but remember Peter and Paul. Have you repented? If so, may you know this superabounding grace of God that overcomes all sin. Maybe you are burdened trying to repay the debt in some way. Stop and find rest in this grace of God. Know that ‘the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin’ (1John 1:7). 

The grace of God does not mean that we can sin with impunity or walk in sin. This will be made clear in the next chapter. Sin is serious. Sin brings death, both physical and spiritual. God hates sin and we must hate it also. We must turn to God for mercy, repenting and setting right things in our lives that are contrary to God’s holy law. When we do this we will know something of the depths of his amazing grace. 

May you know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, and be filled with all the fullness of God. ‘Now to him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly, above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever, Amen’ (Eph 3:19-21).      
Grace reigns to eternal life                                       



 Romans 5:21

Syria is currently engulfed in a bitter civil war. The fighting is fierce and brutal. It is a fight to the end. All hope of a unity government is gone. The opposing sides refuse to talk. They are in a battle to destroy the other. There will be no compromise. Can you imagine being caught up in the battle? If you are a believer in Jesus Christ you are caught up in a battle just as hostile and desperate. You are in a battle where there is no compromise, and no peace deals. It is battle to the end. What is this battle you ask? It is a spiritual battle. ‘Though we walk in the flesh we do not war according to the flesh’ (2Cor 10:3). We are in a spiritual war. ‘Your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour’ (1Peter 5:8). Satan is your adversary if you are in Christ. He may raise his head in physical attacks like those on churches in Nigeria and Kenya. But most churches are brought down by more subtle and sinister attacks – false teaching or internal division. ‘Our battle is not against flesh and blood but against powers and rulers of the darkness of this age’ (Eph 6:12).

As we recognise and understand this spiritual warfare let us not begin to live in fear of Satan, as too many Christians do. Some see Satan around every corner. You disagree with them and they say you have the spirit of the devil. They think they are standing against Satan in their own strength. But the Bible says, ‘the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God’ (2Cor 10:4).  We are to put on the whole armour of God and stand firm (Eph 6:11). We stand in the victory of the cross of Christ. In the grace of God we can resist the devil and he will flee from us (James 4:7). Since we are justified by grace through faith, Satan cannot bring any charge against us (8:33). Be aware of this spiritual battle- it can be fierce, as Job discovered. But remember that in Christ we have the victory. 

1. Reign of sin

If you speak to unbelievers about this spiritual battle they will laugh at you. You can find out if a person is a true believer by asking them about Satan- as well as Jesus of course. If they do not know about Satan, and his reign through sin unto death they will not understand the grace of God, and the reign of grace though righteousness. 

The unbeliever is a slave to sin but does not know it. ‘We are not slaves to anyone’ they will say. They will say they are free to believe what they like. But does anyone choose to believe in Jesus? Martin Luther would say, no. People who choose their religion and say they chose to be a Christian must be further instructed. We are born in sin, we are dead in sin, and we are in bondage to the devil until a greater power, namely God through Christ, delivers us. When Jesus told some Jews they were slaves to sin and that he could set them free they rejected the idea. Jesus went on to say, ‘you are of your father the devil, and the desires of your father you want to do’ (John 8:44). 

Years ago I pointed a young believer to this verse in John’s gospel. ‘You mean my boyfriend who is not a Christian is a slave to sin and child of the devil’ she asked? ‘That’s what the Bible says is it not!’ I replied. ‘If you know the truth and believe in Jesus you are set free from this bondage, but without Christ your friend is in another kingdom altogether. He is in the kingdom of Satan and under the reign of sin and death. It may be hard to accept but it is the truth’. There are just two kingdoms. You and every other person are in one or the other. In fac, you are born into Satan’s kingdom and remain there unless and until you are transferred into Christ’s kingdom. 

Why all this talk about kingdoms when we do not see the word here? Is this what you are asking? We do find a related word, the word ‘reign’. Reign refers to one who is in power, with authority over people. It points to a king on a throne. In our text sin and grace are personified as being on the throne; although at the end of the verse Jesus is called Lord or Master. Sin and grace (or righteousness) refer to the nature of reign within the kingdoms. Some kings, as we know, rule through corruption and fear, while others can be just and kind. 

‘As sin reigned in death’ (5:21). The word 'reign' links this verse back to verse 14 and 17- like the word 'law' in verse 20 going back to verse 13. The word 'grace' of course links it to the previous verse. It is an explanation of abounding grace. Death reigned from Adam to Moses. Death reigned because of one man’s one sin. It was Satan who tempted Adam through his wife Eve and brought his fall. Adam was no longer under God’s gracious rule; out side the garden he came under the deathly rule of Satan. 

The word 'grace' is unknown to Satan. It should be no surprise that it is unknown to his slaves. No other religion knows the word ‘grace’. Humanists do not know the word ‘grace’. Evolutionists do not know the word ‘grace’. What is the basis of evolution? ‘Survival of the fittest’ is vastly different to grace! Grace is linked to forgiveness and you do not find true forgiveness in other religions either. Just look at the Middle East! 

2. Reign of grace  

‘As sin reigned in death, even so grace might reign through righteousness’ (5:21). We saw that death reigned from Adam to Moses. It continued to reign after the law was given. The law had no effect upon the reign of death. It had the effect of increasing, not decreasing sin. By the law no one was declared righteous- or will be declared righteous (3:20). Death remains the destiny of legalists. The law has not power to free us from the deadly grip of sin. Those seeking to be saved by keeping the law have no assurance of salvation because they have no salvation. Salvation is by grace through faith apart from the law (3:21). 

We see another ‘even so’ in this verse; the verse began with ‘so that’ or ‘just as’. The reign of death is not the last word. In fact, the end of death’s reign was announced the very day it began (Gen 3:15). But this end did not come until God sent his only begotten Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  It did not come until Jesus died and rose again. It was there at the cross that sin was dealt with. It was there at the tomb that death was defeated, defeated by Jesus, our new head or representative.  

‘Even so, grace might reign through righteousness unto eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (5:21). We might have expected a simple ‘righteousness might reign unto eternal life’ as the antithesis of sin reigning in death. But Paul wants us to remember how this righteousness comes. It does not come by works of the law but by grace. So he writes, ‘grace might reign through righteousness’. The ‘might’ here is one of comparison and contrast, not one of doubt or uncertainty for those who are in Christ. Moreover, the word ‘righteousness’ clarifies the reign of grace. Grace does not mean anything goes; it is not a licence to sin - Paul denounces such a conclusion in the next chapter. Grace reigns through righteousness. We must keep these two words together, just as we must keep them separate from the law.

We said earlier that the word ‘grace’ is not known in other religions. The word ‘righteousness’ is not known either. What we find in the word ‘tolerance’. What we find is the philosophy of, ‘you do what you like and let me do what I like’. This is said in the context of doing what is evil, not good. Tolerance is not grace. Grace is positive. Tolerance is about going to the lowest common denominator. Grace is about the righteousness of God. 

The grace referred to in this verse is the grace of God. The righteousness referred to is the righteousness of Christ. The God of grace is also the God who is holy and just. As the holy God he hates sin; he cannot look upon sin. As the just God he cannot simply dismiss sin and day it does not matter. God may overlook or pass over sin, as we saw in 3:35, but in the end has to deal with our sin. The just God had to punish sin. When Adam sinned he was justly punished with death. We were born with this same penalty- we have also sinned by breaking God’s holy law. God dealt with our sin at the cross. ‘He who knew no sin became sin for us that we might become’ - listen for it- ‘the righteousness of God in Him’- in Jesus (2Cor 5:21). God is just and justifies the one who has faith in Jesus (3:26). 

When we come before the throne of God, as we are invited to do in Hebrews 4:16, we do so boldly or with confidence because it is a throne of grace. Jesus is on the throne, the same Jesus who showed us marvellous grace when he went to the cross for us. He rules over a ‘bountiful kingdom’ as Boice calls it. It is a kingdom of riches, spiritual riches. From the throne of grace God gives and keeps on giving bountifully from the inexhaustible  riches of his grace, ‘that in the ages to come he might show the exceeding riches of his grace in His kindness towards us in Christ Jesus’ (Eph 2:7). God is also a consuming fire (Heb 11:29). Jesus is also the judge. We do not have a cuddly ‘Father Christmas’ on the throne. We come before the throne with reverence and godly fear. A throne is always a throne; the one on the throne rules with all authority. God's reign is one of grace through righteousness. 

3. Righteousness unto eternal life

In verse 17 we read of grace ‘reigning in life through the One, Jesus Christ’. In verse 21 life is spelt out as eternal life. With righteousness comes eternal life. God in his grace gives us his Son Jesus Christ, and through him we receive righteousness. So eternal life is the gift of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (6:23). Eternal life is the opposite of the death that came from the reign sin.

What is eternal life? It is literally ‘life through the ages’. But in John 17:3 Jesus prayed, ‘this is eternal life, to know you the only true God and Jesus Christ whom you have sent’. Eternal life is new life. It is life from the dead. It is everlasting life. It is life bound up with Jesus Christ. There is no eternal life apart from Christ.

How do we know we have eternal life? It comes to us through Jesus Christ our Lord (5:21). God raised Jesus from the dead with great power, ‘loosing the pangs of death’ (Acts 2:24). Jesus brought to an end sin’s reign in death. He defeated death, not just for himself but for all who are in Christ. Death no longer has the victory. ‘Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1Cor 15:57).  

Grace and sin                                                  




Romans 6:1-2

My wife took the call. A man wanted to know about our church and its pastor. What did we believe and how did we worship. Then came the real question- ‘does the pastor sin’ the caller asked. ‘Well, yes’ my dear wife said, ‘he sins all the time’. I wished she had handed the phone to me at this point, but there it is! I would still have had to answer ‘yes’ , but maybe ‘yes, sometimes’ rather than ‘yes, all the time’!
This caller is not alone in thinking that Christians never sin. Perfectionist teaching rears its head from time to time. The reality of sin in the life of a believer is a big question, as is the nature of forgiveness of this sin. Some think that when you are baptised your sins are forgiven – your sins up to that point in time. If you accept that you sin after this time (contrary to the man on the phone) what you have to do is go to confession and Mass where drinking the blood of Christ anew (transubstantiation) will cleanse you of your recently accumulated sin. 

When Martin Luther taught the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone, he was accused of giving licence to sin- or what is called antinomianism. Wherever the doctrines of grace are preached this charge will arise. Maybe you feel concerned at what you have been hearing already as we have opened up the book of Romans. Maybe you say we are saved by grace through faith but must also do good works. Maybe you feel uneasy with this teaching that good works count for nothing in your salvation.  

The doctrines of grace revived at the Reformation continue to be attacked even in Protestant churches. A theologian called N.T. Wright says the Reformation got it wrong. He is one among others teaching the New Perspective on Paul. They say that we get into the kingdom by grace but stay in by works. I recently heard an evangelical scholar speak of good works as ‘contributory’ to our salvation. Many have the idea that we are saved by grace but good works still make a contribution in the end. 

In Romans 6 we come to serious questions asked of Paul’s teaching on justification by grace alone through faith alone. The question, you may remember, arose back in chapter 3 as he was concluding that Jews, like Gentiles, are under sin and that by ‘deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight’ (3:20). He mentioned there that some were saying his teaching amounted to saying, ‘let us do evil that good may come’ (3:8). The doctrines of grace will always leave us open to such a charge. Boice says Romans 6:2 is the key to living a holy life, the key to sanctification, and that this is the ‘most important verse in the Bible for believers in evangelical churches to understand today’. 

1. Law and grace

This chapter begins with the question, ‘shall we continue in sin that grace may abound’? The answer is an emphatic, ‘Certainly not’! or ‘by no means’! It is not, ‘God forbid’! as in the KJV. But Paul goes on to expand on his answer. He does so in verses 3-11 using the image of baptism, followed by an exhortation. The question is put again in a slightly different form in verse 15 and again he explains his emphatic answer, this time using the imagery of slavery. You will notice that ‘law’ comes into this second question. The law is behind the first question also, a carry over from 5:20. The law is the subject of two further questions in this section- in 7:7 and 7:13. Notice the repetition of the words ‘certainly not’ in these questions. This gives us some indication of the structure of these two chapters.

In chapter 6 we come to a major new section in the letter often entitled, ‘the way of holiness’. Morris labels from 1:18 the ‘way of deliverance’, and from 6:1 the ‘way of godliness’.  There is a lot in this section about Christian living and sanctification (eg 6:11-13), although Lloyd-Jones cautions against seeing chapter 6-8 as only about sanctification. The actual section on Christian living begins in chapter 12. Chapter 6 is clearly linked with the previous chapter. It follows on from Paul’s dealing with the place of the law. He wrote, ‘the law entered that the offence might increase’ (5:20). As we have seen, law-keeping has no place in justification. God gave the law to reveal sin. Sin increased but where sin increased grace abounded (5:20). 

The question then comes within his argument, if not directly from the Jews, ‘are we to continue (lit. remain) in sin that grace may abound’? In other words, more sin brings more grace which is good and to the glory of God. This might lead to antinomian ideas that were being followed by some so-called ‘libertines’. Note that Paul does not start apologising saying, ‘no, that is not what I meant’. He does not say ‘no you must keep the law if you are to be justified in the end’. He did not say, ‘you get in by grace but stay in by works of the law’. To the Galatians he wrote, ‘are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by the flesh’ (Gal 3:3). Paul stood by what he had just said. What he does is explain the consequences of what he said. 

Before we come to a second (and final) point, notice the word ‘know’ in verse 3, and again in verse 6 and 9. Paul is speaking to our minds and understanding. He does not use the word ‘feeling’ or ‘experience’. He will come to the work of the Holy Spirit in chapter 8, but this chapter is about knowing. This means we have to apply our minds to what he is saying. I hope you are managing so far!

2. Died to sin  

‘How shall we who died to sin live any longer in it?’ (6:2). After his exclamation of horror at the suggestion put forward about continuing in sin, the apostle gives this brief answer. He answers in the form of a rhetorical question, focusing on death and life, matters addressed in the previous chapter, especially verse 21- sin reigned in death but grace reigns through righteousness to eternal life’. 

There is no greater contrast than that between life and death. For many people that is the order- life followed by death. When a person is dead there is no life in them. This is the physical reality. But spiritually, and for the believer, the order is death then life; you who were dead in your sin have been made alive in Christ (Eph 2:5). Jesus made this point long before the apostle Paul. Jesus said, ‘He who hears my words and believes in Him who sent me has everlasting life and shall not come into judgment but has passed from death into life’. ‘Those who hear will live’ (John 5:24, 25). You cannot be dead and alive at the same time. Nor can you reverse the process despite the claims of some (apart from Jesus). Jesus referred to the judgment – ‘he shall not come into judgment’ (John 5:24). When you believe, you receive everlasting life and will not come into judgment on the last day. 

If you are alive in Christ- and you are that if you truly believe he took your sin in his own body on the cross and then rose from the dead - if you are alive in Christ you are no longer dead. You have passed from death to life. Olyott writes, ‘It was when Jesus died on the cross that you died to sin. He did not just die for you (a truth covered in chapters 1-5). You died with him’.  Paul writes, ‘we’ – note the personal assurance he had - ‘we who died’. The tense is the Greek aorist meaning a completed action. It is not dying to sin but having died to sin. ‘Died to sin’ or ‘death’ is mentioned in almost every verse of this section.

Boice lists four misleading teachings based on misunderstandings of this verse. Firstly, ‘the Christian is no longer responsive to sin. This is a very popular view, though a harmful one’. It is the view of the person who called my wife, and many like him. They think the believer is immune to sin. They take being ‘dead to sin’ in this analogical way, but this fails to take into account that we are still in an earthly body.  

Paul writes about the ‘mortal body’ and ‘not offering your members to sin’ in verse 12 and 13- matters which would be meaningless if we were immune to sin. We continue to be tempted and we still sin, but are no longer under the reign of sin. We no longer sin habitually, we no longer walk in darkness, yet if we say we have no sin we deceive ourselves (1John 1: 8).

The second misunderstanding of verse 2 is that ‘the Christian should die to sin. This view has been common in a certain type of holiness meeting, where Christians are urged to die to sin’ writes Boice. It is right that we must not let ‘sin reign in our mortal body’ (6:12), but verse 2 is not about what we do but what Christ has done. 

Thirdly, ‘the Christian is dying to sin day by day’. Again it is true that we must be alert to temptation and put on the whole armour of God, but this verse is not to be understood in this way - the word is ‘died’ or ‘have died’ not ‘dying’. 

Fourthly, ‘the Christian cannot continue in sin because he has renounced it’. Charles Hodge writes of this verse that we have renounced sin. He writes of dying to sin as something we do, not something done in us. Again, while this is true and he recognises the aorist tense, he comes in for some criticism from Lloyd-Jones and Boice who say this is not what Paul means in this verse. Lloyd-Jones says that Hodge may have been afraid of the charge of antinomianism. We must keep in mind that ‘justification is an act of God’s free grace’ and that we who died to sin did so by the abounding grace of God and through the imputed righteousness of Christ. 

What a great change came into the life of Mary Donaldson from Tasmania the day the Prince of Denmark said to her, ‘I take you, Mary, as my lawfully wedded wife’. She is no longer just Mary but Princess Mary, the wife of a prince. She who was a commoner started a new life as a royal. Her whole life changed the moment she married Prince Frederick. She no longer lives in a house in Hobart but a palace in Denmark. Does she live in the way she lived before? Does she want to return to her old life in Tasmania?  Certainly not!       

‘How shall we who have died to sin live any longer in it’?  ‘Died to sin’ is the key to Paul’s rejection of antinomianism. He does not advocate a return to the law. If we died with Christ we shall also live with him (6:8). Being in Christ we are a new creation – the old has gone and the new has come.  

Christ has taken us into a new kingdom. We are under the reign of grace. We are ‘citizens of heaven, from which we eagerly wait for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may be conformed  to his glorious body, according to the working by which he is able even to subdue all things to himself’ (Phil 3:20-21). 
Baptised into Christ                                                



Romans 6:3-5

Not so long ago I attended the baptism of a young man in backyard swimming pool. It was a joyous occasion. The family was thankful to see their son profess faith in Christ. Family and friends were there to rejoice with them. The scene in India would be quite different, and not just because it would be in a dirty river rather than a swimming pool. For a young man from a Hindu family, being baptised would mean his family may no longer speak to him and he would be cut off from any inheritance. He would be shunned for bringing shame on the family. 
In Kenya we met a teenage convert from Islam. After fleeing his village he had recently returned under cover of darkness to see his sick father. When a Jew becomes a Christian - and baptism is the mark of such a change- the Jewish family holds a funeral service for the convert. They consider this member of the family dead. In the early church baptism would have been a defining moment, the moment of turning away from an old religion to the new way in Christ. It would have meant public humiliation and persecution. Baptism was not taken lightly.

Having said these things about water baptism, we now say that these verses in Romans are not about water baptism at all. The Greek word, ‘baptizo’ means to dip or immerse, but it does not always mean in water. When Jesus said, ‘I have a baptism to be baptised with’, he was talking about suffering death on the cross (Luke 12:50). In 1Corinthians 10:2 we read, ‘all were baptised into Moses in the cloud and in the sea’. The Israelites did not get wet in the Red Sea, but they passed though from one country to another. They did so as they identified with Moses as their head or leader. ‘As many of you as were baptised into Christ have put on Christ’ (Gal 3:27). This verse speaks of being baptised into Christ and of putting on Christ which has the sense of union with Christ. Here in Romans 6:3 we read the same thing, namely being baptised into Christ. 

Before looking into this further in terms of dying, being buried and raised from the dead with Christ, we must say that this verse is not a proof text for any particular mode of water baptism. It is not about water baptism as such. All we can say is that Paul is using baptism as an image to help us understand the truth that we ‘died to sin’ in verse 2. And this truth is to answer the question, ‘shall we continue in sin that grace may abound’ in verse 1- context, context! This verse is about baptism into Christ not baptism into water. On this same note, it is not a proof text for baptismal regeneration as, Roman Catholics and others might want to understand it. It does not say that being baptised in water means we are baptised into Christ. The case of the thief on the cross who believed in Jesus proves water baptism is not essential to salvation. 

Water baptism follows a change of heart; it does not cause it, as we see with the Ethiopian eunuch. With Cornelius the Holy Spirit was clearly given before he was baptised. The Holy Spirit quickens dead hearts and makes them alive in Christ. Water baptism is but a sign and seal of this inner change. Here in Romans the apostle is focussed on this inner change, this change from death to life. 

We are born in sin because we sinned in Adam, as we saw in chapter 5. We were united with Adam in his sin. The principle is that of union. And Adam is a type of Christ (5:14). This means that when we are united with Christ, as we are when we are justified (5:16), we are set free from Adam and from the reign of sin and death. Being in Christ, or being united to Christ, we are transferred to the realm and reign of grace unto life (cf. Col 1:13). This has consequences in regard to continuing in sin or letting ‘sin reign in your mortal body’ (5:12). 

1. Baptised into Christ’s death
‘Do you not know’ (6:3). Paul is speaking to our minds not our emotions. He is not talking about what we might experience or feel; he is talking about what we know. This is where many Christians get mixed up. They put the emphasis on feelings. One day they feel very close to Jesus but the next they feel a long way away. Paul says ‘know this’. Know that you were baptised into his death. 

Again, it is not water baptism but justification that is central here. The focus is on what God did in your heart by his grace in Jesus Christ. It is not on how or when or by whom you were water baptised. I remember a boy on beach mission telling me he was a Christian and he had a baptism certificate to prove it. I hope he has a proper understanding of justification today. Baptised into Christ means identification and union with Christ. 
What in particular about Christ do we identify with? He was totally obedient and without sin; we cannot identify with him in this way. In what way are we united with Christ? We know that our old life was ruled by sin. When we were in Adam we had no power over sin. But Jesus took our sin in his own body when he went to the cross. Our old self was crucified with him (5:6). Our old self, our old life that was full of sin, died with Jesus on the cross. We were baptised into Christ and into his death (6:3). Remember we said that ‘died to sin’ was aorist tense, an act completed in the past but with ongoing effect. There on the cross with Jesus you died, if you are a believer. Your old self was crucified. ‘And those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires’ (Gal 6:24)

2. Buried with Christ 

Why does Paul talk about being buried? Is not the simple picture of death and life sufficient? The gospels make it clear that Jesus was buried, as do the creeds - ‘crucified, dead, and buried’. When a person dies they are buried in the earth. They are cut off from the world of the living. They no longer belong to this world. Some dead bodies are embalmed or frozen to keep them in this world longer though they are dead. Burial removes the body from this world. 

Jesus was removed from this world when he was buried in the tomb. The stone was rolled across the entrance and that was it. That was how it was expected to stay- no more touches and no more teaching from this man, so it was thought. But as Psalm 16 says, and as Peter preached at Pentecost, his flesh did not see corruption or decay (Acts 2:31, Ps 16:10). Jesus himself spoke of death and burial as necessary before new life can come. He spoke of this with regard to a seed. ‘Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies it remains alone, but if it dies it produces much grain’ (John 12:24). If you want corn seed to produce a crop of corn you must bury it in the ground. Here is a picture of death and burial leading to life. 

We must be dead to this world, to the lust of the flesh and lust of the eyes, if we live in Christ and have eternal life. This is what happened to the believer when he/she was justified. We who have repented and believed in Jesus Christ have been justified by grace through faith. We have died to sin through our union with Christ. Our sin was dealt with on the cross. Moreover, we were buried with Christ. We effectively left this world, this world meaning the reign of sin and death. We left to be raised again in a new world, a world under the reign of grace and righteousness in Jesus Christ our Lord. Paul writes of the cross of Christ as that by which ‘the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world’ (Gal 6:14).

3. Raised with Christ

In his great love and his almighty power God has ‘raised us up together and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus’ (Eph 2:6). What a precious and wonderful truth this is! Do you know this truth? Do you ever see yourself as seated with Christ in the heavenlies? In Hebrews 12:21 we read, ‘you have come to the heavenly Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels… to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant’. Many Christians are too fixated on the earthly Jerusalem to know this wonderful truth.

This verse does not say, ‘we will sit with Christ’ but, ‘are made to sit with Christ’. Jesus says the believer has passed from death to life. The hour has come when ‘the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God; and those who hear will live’ (John 5:25). This refers to the first resurrection not the second. Paul writes, ‘just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father’ (6:4). He does not say we are raised with him because although this is true spiritually, it is not yet true physically. We will be raised in the likeness of his resurrection (6:5). We are spiritually resurrected, spiritually born again, and we must remember this. We are a new creation in Christ Jesus (2Cor 5:17).

The resurrection of Jesus is unique and it is central to the gospel. No other major religion worships a risen, living Saviour- they all revere dead prophets or gurus. It was with great power, the almighty power of God, that Jesus was raised from the dead (Eph 1:19,20). Paul uses the words, ‘glory of the Father’ here in Romans 6. Power and glory can be seen as coming together in the resurrection. When God reveals his power it is for his glory and praise.  

‘Even so, we should walk in newness of life’ (6: 4). Here is the apostle’s answer to continuing in sin. The believer has died with Christ and been buried with him, as may be pictured in baptism. He is baptised into Jesus Christ (cf. baptism into Moses). We were united with Christ in his death, his burial and his resurrection.

As Christ died for us, taking our sin in his body on the cross, we also spiritually died with him. We were buried with him and were raised with him. This means we now live a new life, a life free from the reign of sin and death. This being the case we ‘should walk in newness of life’. 

We walk as men and women who are united to Christ. Christ is our head, our new head, since he delivered us from the headship of Adam. We have been delivered from the penalty and the power of sin. This is who you are in Christ Jesus. And being such a person in Christ you can and should walk in the new way, the way opened up by Christ, the way in Christ leads us and guides us by the Word and the Spirit.
If you think that having been saved by grace you can continue in sin you have not comprehended the great truth of union with Christ. If you think you must be keeping the law in order to be saved in the end you have not comprehended this great truth either. May we all know more deeply this great truth of being united with Christ in his death, his burial and his resurrection and walk before him in newness of life.             
United to Christ                                                  



    Romans 6:5-10
Before we come to our passage in Romans let us remember what the gospels tell us about Jesus Christ. The angel told Mary that the one who is to born will be called the Son of God (Luke 1:35). Jesus came from the place of no sin to be born into, and live in this sinful world. He was tempted to sin, he suffered at the hands sinful men, and he was crucified and buried- even though he never sinned. He died the death of a sinner because he carried our sins to the cross. Jesus died and was buried like all men but there the likeness ends- at least for the present. Jesus did not stay in the grave. By the power of God he was raised from the dead. As Paul writes here, ‘He was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father’ (6:4). The power of God is a manifestation of his glory. The risen Jesus ascended into heaven after forty days. He returned to the place of no sin. The historical fact of the resurrection is behind all the truth of the gospel. 

What about us? We were born as children of Adam; born in sin and under the reign of sin and death. We live in this sinful world and we will die here. We will be buried to await the bodily resurrection on Judgment Day. But what Jesus did in his death and resurrection is of vital importance to you who believe in him. Paul presents Christ as the second Adam, the one who reversed the curse, the one who brought life through imputed righteousness. ‘As in Adam all die, so in Christ all shall be made alive’ (1Cor 15:22). When we are in Christ we are alive – not half alive but fully alive. We have passed from death to life (John 5:24). It is important to know all this when we come to the question of, ‘shall we continue in sin’. We do not back track to say we are still under the law, or that we must keep the law in order to be saved in the end. What Paul says is, ‘we died to sin’ so how can we live any longer in sin. In Adam we were dead in sin, but in Christ we are dead to sin. 

1. Old man

We could have made this first point, ‘united in death’, but in verse 6 we find the words, ‘our old man’; ‘knowing this, that our old man was crucified with Him’. Christ died for us- he died to take away our sin, but we also died with him- our old man died with him. The word ‘crucified’ emphasises the connection. In the reckoning of God you, your old self, was on the cross with Jesus when he died.

The picture is that of being united with Christ – united together in the likeness of his death and the likeness of his resurrection (6:5). The word ‘likeness’ is important because Christ’s death was unique in that it was vicarious. Yet death means the end of a life. It means the end of suffering in this sinful world. It means the end of the reign of sin in death. Sin has no power when you are dead.

In verses 6-10 the apostle expands on what he said in verse 5 about being united with Christ. ‘Knowing this’ means he expected the believers in Rome to know what he was saying. We are expected to know it also. To know what? To know that our old man was crucified with Christ and that we are born again by the spirit of God. Nicodemus, a teacher in Israel, was expected to know this but he did not. He did not know what Jesus meant when he said, ‘unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God’ (John 3:3). What does Paul mean by ‘our old man’? If you are like Nicodemus you might say, 'but I am not old, I am not ready to die!' Paul is referring to the old self, the self that came from Adam and was ruled over by sin. You had no power to resist Satan and his attacks. You were effectively a puppet, a slave to sin. 

Sigmund Freud who was an atheist saw human beings as being ruled by desires or egos. Like those who say we have descended from monkeys he believed that we are just animals, driven by lust. He defined these as lust for food and for sex. He saw humans as controlled by such drives for survival. Although Freud’s theories and treatments are no longer considered valid by psychologists, his observations are sadly true. Food and/or sex rule the life of many people in this world.

Where do these sinful desires come from? They come from the corruption brought by Adam’s sin. They come from his surrender to Satan. They come from within a man or woman. Desires are conceived in the inner man and they give birth to sin (James 1:15). This is why it is no good locking yourself away in a monastery thinking you can escape this sinful world. Sinful desires remain. Sin goes with you. The only way to escape this sinful world is through death.

The old man must die. This is what happens when we are saved, when we are born again of the Spirit of God. The old man is crucified with Christ and we become a new creation in Christ Jesus- the old has gone and the new has come. We who were far away are brought near by the blood of Christ (Eph 2:13) and united with him in his death. What we must understand is that this old man has died; has been crucified. Paul does not write, ‘crucify the old man’ but ‘know that our old man was crucified’. We cannot crucify what is already dead. When you find yourself in a struggle against sin do not despair. Understand that your old self has been crucified with Christ. Know that the power of sin has been broken. Know that you are no longer a slave to sin (6:6). 

‘That the body of sin might be done away with’- or brought to nothing, or nullified. What does Paul mean by the body of sin? The word ‘body’ must tie in with our physical body. Morris thinks Paul is referring to the physical body which so easily responds to sinful impulses. Lloyd-Jones says it means our sinful nature. He writes, ‘sin remains in its influence upon the body… the body is not yet delivered from the effects of sin and the Fall- but I am delivered’. As we say this we must not get the idea that the body is inherently sinful, and separate from the real me. Such ideas belong to other religions. God made us in his image - men and women. The Fall, however, did affect the way we see ourselves (pride) and our bodies (lust). This present body must be changed before we can enter heaven. But when we are united to Christ in his death we are freed from the power of sin, meaning that sin no longer rules in our mortal bodies. We can say ‘no’ to temptation.

Have you ever met one of your old school teachers?  If so, what do you call this person who once ruled over you in the classroom? I have former students who are now college professors still call me ‘sir’. Are you tempted to say, ‘yes sir, anything you say sir' to your old teacher? But then you realise that you are no longer in the classroom. You are no longer under the rule of this person, this old teacher. You were once under the rule of Satan. You were a slave to sin. Even as you live in this world your old ruler confronts you from time to time. If you are now a believer in Jesus Christ you must know that you are no longer under the rule of Satan, the rule of sin, the rule of the flesh. Do not say to him, ‘yes sir, whatever you say sir’. Say, ‘I am no longer your slave. I am in Christ. I have a new master and I do what he wants’. 

‘For he who has been freed from sin’ (6:7). The word ‘freed’ has the same root as the word translated ‘justified’, meaning to declare righteous or in the right; but only the old Revised Version adopts this translation. Most translations have ‘freed’ because of the link to slaves in the previous verse. But to be set free is a judicial act, or in this case is brought about by death. A dead man cannot be charged in a court of law. At death one passes from the authority of the law, the law of sin and death. 

2. New man  

The old has gone and the new has come. The old man was crucified with Christ and the new man is raised with Christ. ‘Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him’ (6:8). As with ‘knowing’, this is a matter of ‘believing’; and ‘knowing’ again in verse 9. There is no mention of doing or feeling something. 

If we are united with Christ in his death, it follows that we will be united in resurrection like him, as we saw in verse 5. Verses 8-10 are an explanation of verse 5. His resurrection was about defeating death, and about life. It was about new life, about eternal life. So we can talk about a new man, a new man in Christ (Col 3:10). The new man is no longer under the rule of sin and death. 

John Stott wrote an excellent book on Romans 5-8 entitled, ‘Men made new’. In this he looks at what is said of Jesus in verse 10- ‘the death he died to sin once for all but the life he lives, he lives to God'. It is not 'Jesus died for sin' as we might expect but that he died to sin. Jesus never sinned so he did not die to sin as we do, yet the same thing said of him is said of us (cf. 6:2, 11). What it means is that in his death Jesus left the realm or sphere of sin. When he rose again he rose in a new realm. He cannot die again. ‘Death no longer has dominion over him’ (6:9).

The cross and the resurrection of Jesus are historical fact and all these truths are based on those events. If Christ is not risen your faith is futile and you are still in your sins (1Cor 15:17). The risen Christ ‘dies no more’. He is not like Lazarus who was raised to live again in this world. The risen Jesus was not subject to this sinful world, even though he appeared for a time after his resurrection. He was raised in a body that was no longer subject to death. He was raised to live in the realm of heaven. 

You and I are not yet raised physically. We are still in this earth-bound body. That is why Paul writes, ‘we shall be in the likeness of his resurrection’ and, ‘we shall also live with him’ (6:5,8). But we have died with Christ and been resurrected spiritually. The old man died and the new man is alive, although he is still in this body. What the apostle wants us to know is that, because Christ died and rose again we who are united with Christ have died and will be raised like him. This is who we are in Christ.

Is this what you know? We are still in this world but are no longer under the power of sin. We are alive in Christ. In God’s redeeming grace we have been transferred from the realm of sin and death into the realm of grace and life in Jesus Christ. We are no longer slaves to sin but are free, free to live as to God, free to obey his word and please him in all that we think, all we say and all we do.   
Dead to sin, alive to God                                               

Romans 6:11-14
How is your Latin? Augustine, writing in Latin, made four points about sin 

posse peccare, non posse non peccare, posse non peccare, non posse peccare. Posse mean possible or able. Peccare means to sin. The translation therefore is as follows: able to sin, not able not to sin, able not to sin, not able to sin. 

Where do you fit in this spectrum? In the first box? Only one man has fitted this box and that was Adam. The second box refers to the human condition after Adam- not able not to sin. It is the category into which we were all born.  What about the third box – able not to sin? If you are a believer in Jesus Christ you have been united to Christ in his death.  As such you are in this category. In Christ you have the power not to sin. If you think you are in the fourth box you need to think again. While ever you are in the present body in this present world you are able to sin. Only when you enter heaven will there be no temptation and no sin. 

When Christ died he ‘died to sin once for all’ (6:10). We know that Christ died for our sin in that he took our sin. But what does Paul mean by saying Christ died to sin? He uses the same expression with regard to man in verse 2 and again in verse 11. Christ had no sin so he could not die in the sense of stopping from sin. In this world he was tempted in every way as we are yet without sin (Heb 4:15). When he died he left this world. He left the presence of sin.  He left all relationship to sin.  

When Christ rose from the dead he was alive to God. He was free from the reign of sin and death, and once again in the reign of righteousness. He is in fact the ruler who reigns in this kingdom of righteousness. What has all this got to do with our relationship to sin?  Paul is still answering the question, ‘shall we continue in sin that grace may abound’ (6:1). He is still explaining his answer in verse 2- ‘we died to sin, how can we live any longer in it?’ 

1. Dead to sin 

‘Likewise you also, reckon yourselves to be dead indeed to sin’ (6:11). What does ‘likewise’ mean?  It means like Christ, as in verse 5 – ‘in the likeness of his death’. Like Christ died to sin when he died on the cross, you also reckon yourself dead to sin. We have not yet left this sinful world through death but as those who, by the grace of God through faith, are now in Christ, we have died to the reign of sin. Our old man was crucified with him (6:6). We are a new person in Christ. 

When you became a Christian you may not have changed on the outside but you did inside- some do change outwardly by washing their hair or not being drunk. That inner change will have affected who you are. It will have affected what you say and what you do. Instead of cursing and swearing you will use your tongue to praise God. Reckon yourselves dead to sin. We came across this word ‘reckon’ back in chapter 4; the Greek word ‘logizomai’. We saw it was a bookkeeping term which means reckon or count.  It refers to logic. Here in verse 11 we can best understand its meaning as ‘recognise’ or ‘consider’ the truth of your situation. Christ's death and resurrection has changed your relationship to sin. Being united to Christ in his death you must recognise that you are dead to sin. Morris writes, ‘this does not mean you are immune to sinning. Paul does not say that sin is dead but that the believer is to count himself dead to it. He feels temptation and sometimes sins’. But unlike the situation of an unbeliever, who is not able not to sin, the believer is able not to sin. 

This passage is the first exhortation in this letter to the Romans. Paul has spent five chapters teaching about the reality and universality of sin, and about the particularity of salvation by the grace of God in Jesus Christ. Now he urges believers to recognise who they are in Jesus Christ. Just as Christ’s death was followed by life, so also we must regard ourselves as alive to God in Jesus Christ (not through Jesus Christ as in the KJV). We are not in limbo land doing nothing – that would indicate we are still alive to sin. We are not dead and waiting to be made alive. We must consider ourselves alive to God because we are united to Jesus Christ our Lord (6:11). Here is the word ‘Lord’ or ‘Master’ again. When we were justified we left Adam behind to come under the headship of Christ. God now “sees us not as we are ‘in ourselves’ but as we are in Christ” writes Morris. We should see ourselves in the same way. We should look upon ourselves, and other people, as God looks upon us and them. 

2. Do not   

This exhortation continues with a couple of ‘dos’ and a couple of ‘do nots’. ‘Do not let sin reign in your mortal body’ (6:12), is followed by, 'do not present the parts of your body as instruments of wickedness' (6:13). These are matched by ‘do’ statements but we will look at the 'do nots' first. Note that these statements are meaningless if you think that you cannot sin. Some Christians believe they cannot sin – they are called perfectionists. Paul wrote, ‘our old man was crucified with Christ’ (6:6), but he does not mean that the believer is no longer tempted and cannot sin. 

‘Therefore’ means these instructions are a consequence of what has just been said, a consequence of reckoning yourself dead to sin. Knowing this to be true, and having this matter settled in your mind, do not let sin reign in your mortal body. You will be tempted but you can stand against it because you are in Christ. As one evangelist said, ‘you cannot stop the birds flying over your head but you can stop them nesting in your hair’.  You are no longer under the reign of sin. You are no longer a slave to sin.  Murray writes that to say to a slave, ‘Do not behave as a slave' is to mock his enslavement, but it is a meaningful and proper thing to say to a slave who has been set free. 

Jesus told his disciples, ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’ (Mark 14:38). The mortal body is still subject to the lusts of the flesh. You still get thirsty and when you get thirsty you take a drink. But you can rule over this desire- not that you need to in regard to water. But what about alcohol? The desire of the flesh is there- I am tired and need a little help to relax. But your renewed mind will say, ‘this drink may get hold of me and destroy me and my family'. The Bible warns us about the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes (1 John 2:16). The mortal body has needs, which sin turns into greeds. The mortal body has desires which sin turns into lusts or evil desires. Do not let sin reign so that you obey its lusts (6:12). Let grace reign through Jesus Christ and you will have life, life to the full. The reign of sin, the reign of lust leads to death.  

Do not present/offer/sacrifice your members/parts to sin as instruments for unrighteousness/wickedness (6:13). Jesus said that if your hand causes you to sin cut it off. Although he was speaking with hyperbole he was indicating the seriousness of sin. That sin done by the hand originates in the mind. You cannot say, ‘it was my hand that sinned, not me’. You cannot say it was my hand that hit my wife, or my tongue that abused my child, not me. If you are hungry and steal some bread a magistrate may excuse you but not God. Between your hunger and your hand is your mind, a mind in which Christ and his Spirit rule. 

3. Do  

The ‘do nots’ are followed by a strongly contrasting ‘but’ (6:13). But present yourself to God and present the parts of your body as instruments of righteousness. ‘Presenting’ is in the aorist tense meaning an action done now not one we keep on doing. Morris writes, ‘the aorist tense signifies a wholehearted and total commitment’. In view of God’s mercy, ‘offer your bodies a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service’ (12:1). These words echo what Paul writes here in chapter 6. He goes on to say 'be transformed by the renewing of your mind (12:2). Here in chapter 6 he is speaking to our mind. He is saying ‘know who you are in Christ and then do what is right’. 

When God made Adam he was good or perfect. He was made in the image of God. When he sinned his mind was corrupted, and he also saw his body in a different light. But we are not told that his body changed in any way apart from being subject to death. What happened was that he used the parts of his body for evil purposes – as seen with his son Cain. Being taken from the reign of sin and brought under the reign of Christ we are to use our bodies for righteous purposes. We are to offer our members to God as instruments of righteousness. ‘You have been bought with a price, therefore glorify God in your body' (1Cor 6:20). The tongue which you once used for swearing and cursing should be used to praise God. The hands which you once used for stealing or bashing, you should use to help and to give. 

Christ is our new Lord and Master. Let us be pleasing him, and not our old sinful self. We have a new heart and mind. Let us be filling our mind with godly things, not with the trash of this world. In our society it is all too easy and all too common to be doing the latter. Some people leave the TV to come to church and then return home to the TV. 

4. Dominion

The apostle draws this section of his argument to a close with a ‘because’. He has been exhorting believers to reckon themselves dead to sin and alive to God. He has been telling them what to do and what not to do in the body. He makes this exhortation on the basis of clear teaching about our status in Christ. As he concludes he restates the reason why believers must recognise who they are, and what they must do and not do. The fundamental truth is, ‘sin shall not have dominion over you’ – this is not in the future but now (6:14). Just as death no longer has dominion over Christ (6:9), so sin must no longer have dominion over you. Sin, as personified by Paul, must not be lord or master in your life because you have died to sin. Christ Jesus is now your Lord and Master. 

‘For you are not under the law but under grace’ (6:14). These words take us right back to the reign of grace in 5:21 – as sin reigned in death even so grace might reign through righteousness’, and the verse before this about the law. The law did nothing to stop the reign of sin in death. The law is powerless. Those who think of themselves as under the law are still under the reign of sin. Paul may have been targeting the Jews, but many people think of themselves as under the law. They think that by keeping the law they will be saved, or that to be saved they must keep the law. In chapter 3 verse 21 Paul wrote, ‘but now the righteousness of God apart for the law is revealed’. Here he writes, ‘you are not under law but under grace’. Having been saved by grace (Eph 2:8) we come under the reign of grace.
If the US army saved us from cruel domination by communist Russia we would not start obeying the Russians would we? We must not return to the law because this would amount to a return to the reign of sin. Clearly we cannot be under the reign of law and grace at the same time. ‘Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes’ (10:4). Just as we are to look at ourselves and others from a new perspective, namely God’s perspective, so we look upon the law from a new perspective, namely Christ’s perspective.    
Slaves to righteousness                                 



Romans 6:15-18
Whose slave are you? ‘I am no ones slave’ you say. The very question might be regarded as an insult. The word slave has negative connotations; it is rarely heard these days. All we hear about is freedom and rights. But is anyone truly free? Is the politician free? They have a lot of power and for some that power goes to their head. They think they can do what they like. But then they have to face the ballot box. They are really slaves to the people, unless they avoid the ballot box. But even dictators end up suffering like slaves- Saddam Hussein was found in a fox hole. Company CEO’s think they are free but they have to answer to boards and shareholders. Company workers are slaves to those who give them a job; they are not free to do as they like. Even the super rich are slaves to someone or something. Is anyone really free, free to do what they like all the time?

1. Shall we sin?

Coming to verse 15 of Romans 6 we find another question, the first being in verse 1. ‘What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?’ The apostle’s answer is a definite- No! It is the same as the answer given to the first question. In fact the question is much the same. There it was about continuing in sin ‘that grace may abound’. Here it is about sin ‘because grace abounds’. In both cases it is about persistent or habitual sin. Believers are not immune to sin. 

Furthermore, this question comes after Paul has just stated that we are ‘not under law but under grace’ (6:14). He anticipates someone accusing him of giving license to sin. The Jews will make such an accusation because they think that law-keeping is essential to salvation. Besides, if you take away the power of law you are opening the flood gates to degenerate living. There are many others who think the same way. They do not like what Paul is saying. On the other hand, there are the antinomians who think the liberty that Paul is preaching is indeed a license to sin. Antinomians say, ‘since we are free from the law we can do anything we please. We are free to go on sinning. In fact, we can wallow in sin’.  ‘Freedom from the law does not mean freedom from God but freedom for God’ writes Morris. 

But Paul does not stop with, ‘you are not under law’. ‘You are not under law but under grace’. Being ‘under grace’ is not a license to sin. It is not freedom to do what you like. You are still under something or someone. You came under grace when you were justified by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. You were united to Christ in his death to sin and his resurrection to life, as already explained. The apostle goes to great lengths to explain the new way of grace, the reign of grace not law. That is why he looks at this question using a new picture, the picture of slavery.  

2. Someone’s slave

Do you have a mother? We all have a mother who brought us into this world. We are all the child of our mother. Just as we have a physical mother we all have a spiritual father. We were born in sin; we were born in Adam; we were born as a child of the devil. Jesus told some unbelieving Jews that they were of their father the devil (John 8:44). You may not like the idea but this is what Jesus said.

In this passage Paul does not use the word ‘child’ but ‘slave’. Those who are children of the devil are his slaves. Adam brought us into this position of being slaves to Satan. You may not like it but it is true. The Jews Jesus spoke to thought they were free. They were descendants of Abraham they protested. But Jesus said, whoever commits sin is a slave of sin (John 8:34). Whoever habitually sins and is outside of Christ is a slave to sin. You may say, ‘I am no one’s slave; never have been and never will be’. Such words betray the truth that you are a slave to sin. You are a child of the devil. We are all slaves to someone whether we acknowledge it or not. 

The apostle continues to address our minds and understanding as he writes, ‘do you not know’. He does not ask what you think but tells you what you must know. He does not ask how you feel. You may feel free as you go about doing what you like, but in the end you will have to give account to God. And the point here is that you are being manipulated, being driven by a mind under the control of sin. 

Satan wants to keep people in the dark in this matter. He wants people to think they are free when they are not. His deception began in the Garden of Eden. He deceived Eve into thinking that if she ate of the forbidden fruit she would be like God, knowing good and evil (Gen 3:5). Wow, to be like God, to be free and with no one telling me what to do! So she went ahead and ate, and what did she get? Freedom? Her life became a misery. Pain in childbirth. A murdering son! Adam, who disobeyed with her had to toil and sweat to get some bread.  Some freedom! This is the ‘freedom’ of all human beings who remain in sin and remain as slaves of sin.  

In the ancient world there were many slaves. In fact to get food one had to get work, work as a slave. People agreed to become slaves. They had to sign their life away we might say. Even today in India there are many bonded labourers. They have to do whatever their master says if they want to be paid- often in food. They have debts and they need food so cannot run away. Slaves do what their master says. If he wants a meal at midnight the slave has to get it even after a full days work. He does not say ‘no’ to his master. Paul writes, ‘you are that ones slave whom you obey’ (6:16). If Sir John is your master you answer to him, not to Sir Frank. To put it on a lower level, my dog obeys me not my granddaughter, even if she thinks she is his master. You know the dog’s owner by the one he obeys. 

Jesus said, ‘no one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other or else be loyal to one and despise the other’ (Mat 6:24). Jesus was comparing God and money. But the same truth applies to God and Satan or sin. You cannot serve God and Satan at the same time. You must understand or know that you are a slave, and that in the spiritual realm you are either a slave to sin or a slave to God.

Paul does not use these exact terms in verse 16, although he does in the following verses. Here he puts the alternatives as sin leading to death or obedience leading to righteousness. We think of sin and righteousness as opposites but he uses the word ‘obedience’. Why? Paul sometimes joins the dots in different ways for emphasis as we saw back in 5:21 where sin was opposed to grace. Some call this the obedience of faith. Obedience or lack thereof was the key to Adam’s sin and death. Adam was free not to sin, unlike us who are born in sin. Sin is disobedience. Lloyd-Jones writes, ‘his (Paul’s) object is to show how utterly ridiculous and monstrous it is to suggest even for a moment that there is anything about the Christian faith and the Christian message which should ever lead a man to live a life of sin’.  

Sin reigns in death. Sin leads to death. But obedience leads to righteousness (6:16). Why not leads to life? Paul is careful not to suggest justification by works, which obedience leading to life would suggest. Obedience leads to right living. Boice writes, ‘one reason Paul uses the word obedience is that it comes through the image…of being a slave to sin or to Jesus Christ. It is the function of a slave to obey his/her master…obedience is the very essence of believing. It is what belief is all about’.

3. Slave to sin 

In writing to the saints in Rome, Paul rejoices with thanks to God that, ‘though you were slaves of sin, yet you obeyed from the heart the form of teaching to which you were entrusted’ (6:17). He reminds them that they were slaves to sin. Maybe some, like their Gentile brothers in Corinth, were thieves, drunkards, idolaters or sexually immoral (1Cor 6:9-10). They were driven by the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes. If they were Jews they were similarly slaves to sin, with hearts full of pride. 

But thanks to God they were such no longer. The change in their life was not their doing but God’s. It is by the grace of God in Jesus Christ that you are what you are today, if you are indeed a child of God. It was through the preached gospel that they were saved- the Holy Spirit working through that preached word. It is the same today. They obeyed not just by intellectual assent but from the heart. Not only did they take hold of the word but the word took hold of them. Notice it is not simply, ‘form of doctrine delivered to you’ but ‘to which you were delivered’. The word of God is living and active (Heb 4:12). It takes hold of us and changes us. Some speak of the word being like a mould that shapes us – it shapes us into the likeness of Christ. If you want to stay a slave of sin do not read the Bible. 

Believers in Jesus Christ look back to a previous day of slavery to sin. They look back to a life that was leading to death- for some it was spiralling downwards at a great pace. They were not able to stop. Maybe they reached out to all that this world offers but nothing helped. They may have revelled in sin for a while as a man revels in a lion cub. But thanks be to God for delivering us from this bondage to sin and to death. 

4. Slaves to righteousness

‘And having been set free from sin you became slaves to righteousness’ (6:18). ‘Believers are free from the condemning power of sin and from its enslaving power’ (Shedd in Morris). Sin is no longer the master of the believer. Before Christ came we could do nothing but obey sin as our master. We were not able not to sin. When Christ came into our life we were set free. ‘When we stand in the name of Jesus Satan will have to flee’ as the hymn says. But as with so many hymns and so much teaching, the important truth of this passage is overlooked. The truth is that we have been set free from sin. It is a completed act in the past that Paul is pointing to. He points to what we must know and understand as to who we are by the grace and power of God. 

Jesus is our redeemer because he has redeemed us from the penalty and the power of sin. This is what redemption is. We are redeemed with the precious blood of Christ (1Peter 1:19). We do not have to obey sin any longer. Sin is our old master. Sin was a tyrant we are glad to be free from. ‘You became slaves of righteousness’ (6:18). Here we have sin and righteousness as opposites, both personified as masters. This is not self-righteousness of course but the righteousness of God. This means we are slaves to God (6:22). God delivered us from slavery to sin, not to be left in limbo to find our own way; he brought us into the kingdom of his Son, Jesus Christ (Col 1: 13). God does not set us free to leave us in a moral vacuum, to leave us vulnerable to another tyrant – not that there is one worse than Satan. We have a new master, the Lord himself, a kind and gracious master- but master nevertheless. 

We spoke earlier of being children of God. God is our Father. God is righteous and holy so we must be righteous and holy. This is what is demanded and it is what we desire from the heart. We delight to obey and please our new master. We call him Lord, so let our lives reflect what we say.   

Where is the fruit?                                                


  Romans 6:19-22

Jesus said, ‘Enter by the narrow gate, for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction’ (Mat 7:13). Jesus spoke of the way that leads to life, and the other way that leads to death. We might picture these two ways as roads, not only narrow and wide but also as going up (the narrow road) and going down (the wide road). The broad way is a slippery slope leading to destruction (Psalm 73:18). Those on the broad road seem to have all the fun and none of the troubles you have, but the end of this way is destruction. 

Jesus used illustrations to explain spiritual truths and so does Paul. He is speaking about deep spiritual truths, truths which the natural man cannot understand – hence the question, ‘shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace’ (6:15). The question is totally out of order but Paul deals with it in a manner that ‘weak human flesh’ can understand. 

The natural man lacks spiritual discernment and Paul evidently fears that this was the case with some of his readers. We are thankful that Paul does use this illustration from slavery because we also struggle with these spiritual truths. Yet we must not stop with the illustration but see beyond it. As we listen to the parables of Jesus and this illustration by the apostle we must pray for illumination by the Spirit.

It is a wonderful thing that the truth of the gospel can be understood by the schooled and the unschooled, both men and women. It can be understood by a child. We hear men with letters before and after their name denouncing the logic of the gospel, but in the power of the Holy Spirit a child can step forward and refute their arguments. Remember the man born blind telling the learned Pharisees, ‘One thing I know; that though I was blind now I see’ (John 9:25). 

This man in John 9 could point to the fruit of Jesus’ work in his life. So also we can point to the fruit of Jesus' work in our life. As believers we will point to changes in our life that came about when we were justified. To repent and believe means a complete turn around. Lloyd-Jones emphasizes two things about this change: it is complete, and it is something done in us. There are no half-way Christians. The change is not just an outward change. The outward change is the fruit of the inner change. 

1. Change of boss

The apostle continues using the picture of slavery to explain that it is unthinkable for a believer to continue in sin. It is a total misunderstanding of God’s grace to go down the path of antinomianism. We are not under law and must not return to the law. We are under grace and must understand what that means.

Paul pictures two slaveries, a slave to sin or a slave to righteousness, a slave to Satan or a slave to God. A slave cannot serve two masters. Stuart Olyott writes, ‘the issue is that one of these masters is your master; one of these services is your service; one of these outcomes is your outcome. If you live in deliberate sin and uncleanness it is obvious who your master is, and where you are heading. But those who belong to God just do not live like that.’  You were a slave of Satan. As such, ‘you presented your members as slaves of uncleanness, and of ever increasing lawlessness’ (6:19 lit. lawlessness unto lawlessness). Paul is making the same point as in verse 13 where he was using the illustration of baptism. 

When we were in Adam and under the reign of sin, sin directed our proud, self-centred hearts. We thought only of ourselves and how to satisfy the lusts of the flesh and of the eyes. Our wickedness was very great and ‘every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually’ (Gen 6:5). This was God’s assessment of everyone, apart from Noah.

You may want to disagree. You may say that so and so is not a Christian but he is a good man. I will answer two things. Firstly, do you really know what is in the heart of this man? He may do good works but be horrible to his wife and family. Besides you do not know his motives?  Secondly, all our good works are as filthy rags in God’s sight anyway. Paul was a very upright man before he believed. After he was saved he said all his good works were as dung (Phil 3:8). Be careful not to praise what Paul calls dung! Do not present your members as slaves of uncleanness (6:19).

Lawlessness is another way Paul describes the life of a slave to sin. Have you ever worked for a harsh, unfair boss? If a boss mistreats his workers what happens?  They say ‘we will get back at him’. They start cheating on the time sheet, or stealing what they can. They disregard the rules and become a law unto themselves. More and more lawlessness prevails. This is the state of affairs in the life of the unbeliever. Stott speaks of a ‘grim process of moral deterioration’. Think about addictions to alcohol, to gambling, to pornography or even to food and money. It is always a matter of getter more and more. It may begin with a sip at the bar, a flutter on the races, a peek on the website, or that first cigarette. Soon the slavery is evident and destruction is just around the corner. 

It is not just those with these obvious addictions that are on the slippery slope. All who are without Christ are on the broad way to destruction. They are becoming more and more lawless. They do not see themselves as such because they keep changing the rules. They reclassify sin to suit themselves. ‘A small lie is okay; it may even help at times’ they say. Soon we have the situation we have now where telling lies is common place, especially in politics. Some take comfort from the fact that there are many with them on this road – some comfort! The end remains destruction. I am reminded of India where it is not a sin to lie but a sin to get caught. When we were lost and asked for directions we learned to ask at least three people and see if two agreed on the matter.

‘When you were slaves of sin you were free in regard to righteousness’ (6:20). What does this mean? Are slaves to sin free from God’s righteous judgment? Certainly not! They are slaves to Satan but ultimately God will judge all human beings who have ever lived (2:16). Paul simply means that as slaves to Satan they were not slaves to righteousness. They paid no respect to righteousness. They were not able not to sin because sin ruled over them. The lawless life appears to be a life of freedom. We resent being constrained by laws. Why do we have to wear seatbelts when we drive? In the USA drivers are free not to wear them. They are free to kill themselves. Some want to be free from drug laws so they can enjoy taking drugs and harming themselves. Freedom to sin looks like fun but there is always a sting in the tail.

By grace, the grace of God in justification, we have been transferred to the reign of grace through righteousness (5:21). We are no longer slaves to sin but slaves to righteousness. ‘So now present your members as slaves of righteousness leading to sanctification’ (6:19 ESV). Being saved by grace you are now on the narrow road, the road that leads upwards to glory. ‘You were bought with a price therefore glorify God in your body’ (1Cor 6:20). Offer yourself to God as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to him. Like Jesus be saying to God, ‘not my will but yours be done’.

A slave belongs to his master in totality. It is terrible to be a slave; but not always. What if your master is loving and kind? When the slaves were emancipated in America some wanted to stay. They did not want to be on their own and vulnerable in the world. They realised the blessing of a kind master. There is no greater blessing than being a slave to God. Paul called himself a bondservant of Jesus Christ (1:1).

2. What fruit?

‘What fruit did you have then in the things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of those things is death’ (6:21). I was listening to the testimony of a man on the radio. He went into great detail of how he got onto drugs and then became a drug dealer. He spoke of the fights he got into and how he was almost killed. His wife had been a stripper. Unlike him she was reluctant to share her testimony because she was ashamed of her past; but to his delight she changed her mind. Converts should be ashamed of their past life. The Psalmist tells how he envied the wicked (Psalm 73). They seemed to enjoy life and have no troubles. But then he thought about their end. We hear a lot about people enjoying a profligate lifestyle, a life of pleasure and riches, but we rarely hear about their end. When we do what is it? ‘Found dead in their room from suspected overdose’.  

‘The end of those things is death’ writes Paul, referring to the fruit of sin. In Galatians 5 he lists some ‘works of the flesh’ as he calls them: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, drunkenness and so on.  The fruit of such works, sooner or later, is disaster, destruction, and death. Do not be fooled like Adam and Eve into thinking that the word of God is not true. The horrors of death and hell are clearly portrayed in the Bible. Will you gamble with your eternal destiny? 

‘But now having been set from sin’ (6:22). Here is the ‘but’; here is the alternative. It is ‘but now’. It is now that we have been set free from sin. Here and now you who believe in Jesus Christ are free from the power of sin. You are free not because of anything you have done but because of the grace of God. This is where so many fail. They think they can step off the slippery slope by sheer will power, by beating their body, by medication or psychology. They may seem successful for a while but it is all Satan’s deception. They remain slaves to sin. Only in Christ can you be set free from the power of sin and death. It took the death of the sinless Son of God on the cross to set you free. Only a fool would think they can do it themselves. 

As a slave of God ‘you have your fruit to holiness, and the end everlasting life’. The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, etc. (Gal 5:22). If you are in Christ you have this fruit. Lloyd- Jones writes, ‘you have got it! This is true of every Christian. There is no such thing as a Christian who does not bear fruit; you cannot be a Christian without bearing fruit’. Those outside of Christ bear no fruit. They live meaningless, fruitless lives and the end is death. Being in Christ you will bear much fruit, fruit to the glory of God (John 15:5). Not only will your life be fruitful, but your end will be glorious. The end is eternal life in the presence of God the Father. In heaven you will be free from not only from the power of sin but from its very presence. 

Two ways, two ends                                               



Romans 6:23
When you go to work you want to be paid. You tell the boss, ‘I have worked hard and want my wages’. You get paid at the end of the day, at the end of the week or the fortnight? Have you ever gone to work and have the boss give you your wage at the start of the day?  Maybe you have such a trusting boss. What about if you go to work and the boss pays you and then tells you to go home? Have you seen such a thing? Maybe if your boss if your father. Could you call that payment a wage? Surely it is a gift. You have done no work. 

Most people understand that to get paid they must work, and vice versa – if they work they expect to be paid. They carry this thinking over into the spiritual realm. They think their good deeds in life deserve a reward. They often get rewards in the form of a certificate, a trophy, cash or some honour and praise. Sometimes they want God to recognise their good deeds also.  They think they deserve something from God. Surely God will reward their good deeds in the end with entry into heaven.

It is amazing how many people like the idea of heaven, and think they will end up in heaven but hate the idea of worshipping God here on earth. If you find no joy in worshipping God in this life, what makes you think you will enjoy worshipping him night and day every day in heaven? That is the picture of heaven found in the Bible.  The idea of going to the only alternative place is not pleasant. The Bible speaks of weeping and gnashing of teeth, of torment in the flames and of the fires of hell. This is the only alternative; it is one place or the other for eternity. 

In Romans 6:23 Paul speaks of everlasting life and of death as the alternative ends. Everlasting life means being in the presence of Christ. ‘When Christ who is our life appears you also will appear with him in glory’ (Col 3:4). By death Paul does not mean the physical death that we all experience. He means alienation from God and eternal punishment. He means the second death, the lake of fire for ever and ever. This is the end of everyone who thinks their good works deserve a reward from God. 

Our eternal destiny is fixed when we stop breathing. There is no purgatory, no second chance, no way of being delivered from the flames after death. There is a great gulf fixed between the two places (Luke 17:26). But while you are alive in this world there is hope. Where there is life there is hope.  There is hope in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the way, the way to life everlasting. Are you on this way? Paul tells how we get into this way- and it is not by works. It is by grace through faith. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved. This is the glorious gospel Paul preached and we preach today. Paul sums it up in this amazing verse – ‘the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord’. 

1. Two masters

This verse brings Romans chapter 6 to an end. It is a summary of what the apostle has been teaching since verse 15, and indeed since the beginning of the chapter. From verse 15 he uses the picture of a slave to explain that those who are justified cannot continue in sin. As Jesus said, a slave cannot serve two masters. How we live betrays whose slave we are. As human beings we are all slaves to some higher being and power. You are tragically deluded if you think you are your own boss and can do what you like without consequences. We teach our children the basic truth that their words and actions have consequences. Yet when we grow up we seem to forget that disobedience has consequences – sin has consequences. 

Who are the two masters in this verse? The image of slavery continues into this verse as we have said. It is an amazing verse, a summary of the gospel, but it still has a context. In the context we are either slaves of sin (6:6) or slaves of God (6:22). We are all born in sin because of Adam. Adam obeyed Satan rather than God and in doing so became a slave of Satan. So being a slave of sin is being a slave of Satan. It is sin that pays the wage of death. Sins only power is death, but it cleverly covers up this truth. ‘Sin promises life but delivers death’ as someone has written. Sin offers instant rewards and tantalising treats. Sin offers pleasures for the body; it makes us feel good even if it is only for a moment.

Sin not only plays on bodily pleasures like food and sex; it also plays, or should we say preys, on our pride. Those certificates and trophies satisfy our pride – for the moment. We even get immediate satisfaction from our good works. We like to help people, providing they show some gratitude. Lloyd-Jones writes of the danger of being a ‘good man’ without knowing Christ. He says this is the ‘centre of the great fight for the Christian faith today’ (that was some 50 years ago but it is still true). He was referring to so-called ‘fine men’ who do good for their fellow man. We hear of this at so many funerals. We see it all the time. A sportsman goes to India and is horrified at the poverty. He starts a foundation in his name to help poor kids. 

Christians are doing the same. Look and listen at the Christians who get all the praise in the press. They have started an orphanage in Africa or a school in India. There is nothing wrong with such works but in and of themselves they are works. They mean nothing to God and count nothing towards eternal salvation if they are for self-glorification. Beware of getting praise from men and rewards here on earth.

The alternative master is God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. When you are justified by grace through faith in Jesus Christ you become a slave of God, a slave of righteousness. What is this slave master like? He pays no wages. He does not reward your work here on earth. If you are looking for earthly treasures and pleasures, God is not your master. If you want a fast car, a fancy house or a fun-filled life then go to work and buy it. If you want it now then get a lottery ticket or rob a bank. This is the way of sin.

Sin promises life but delivers death, whereas God actually delivers life, eternal life. Eternal life is your possession here and now when you believe in Jesus. In this world you will have tribulation (John 16:33). With God as your master you will suffer in this world as Jesus did. ‘All who want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution’ (2Tim 3:12). ‘But be of good cheer’ said Jesus, ‘I have overcome the world’. 

If you are in Christ, if you are united to Christ as Paul has been explaining in this chapter, you will not be going after the things of this world. You will not be serving Satan and seeking the pleasures and treasures of this world. You will be looking beyond this world; you will look to Jesus who has overcome this world of sin and death.  

2. Two terms of service

We have touched on the terms of service whole contrasting the slave masters. But Paul uses two specific words to make this contrast. The first is ‘wages’ – the wages of sin. This was the Greek word for the ration paid to Roman soldiers, either food or money or both. Lloyd-Jones makes the interesting point that these wages were determined by the master or boss. ‘Who decides, or what decides, the rations to be given to the slaves of sin? … The answer, of course, is ‘the Law’. It is the Law that decides the wages. The Law has lain down plainly and clearly what the result of such a life and conduct is to be…sin and Law always go together’.  In 1 Corinthians we read, ‘the sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law’. Sin and the law are against us. They have their wages but these are not what they seem. They are not at all pleasant. If you are expecting a bag of sugar you get a bag of sand. It may be in a beautiful package and say ‘sugar’ but what is inside will not be pleasant.  

What are the terms of service for a slave of God? There are no wages. Wages are paid for work done. We do not become slaves because of our works, and we do not get wages for our service. ‘These are not very attractive terms of service’ you say! But read on. ‘But the gift of God’. There are no wages but there is a free gift. That gift is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

What more could you want? Do you want paltry wages when you already have such an amazing gift, the gift of eternal life with Christ? Some people pay a lot of money just to have dinner with the Prime Minster. You can sit with Jesus, the King of kings and Lord of lords for free. And you can do so for ever and ever. Will you lift your eyes and see beyond this world. Realise the riches that you have in Jesus Christ. 

3. Two ends

‘The wages of sin is death’ (6:23). The truth cannot be more clearly stated. A slave of sin or a slave of Satan may enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season but the end will come as surely as day follows night- it is the day that brings an end to the sins of many. We must all die and after that face the judgment, the judgment of God in Christ Jesus. It will be death for those who, having being born in Adam remain in sin. Jesus said, ‘he who does not believe the Son will not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him’ (John 3:36).

‘But the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’. Eternal life is a gift. It is yours now! You do not have to wait as you do for the wages of sin. It is to know the only true God and Jesus Christ whom he sent (John 17:3). The gift of God is ‘in’ or ‘through’ Jesus Christ our Lord (6:23). Note that the previous chapter ends with the same words – there is no real difference between ‘in’ and ‘through’. 

The apostle seems to get caught up in praise and thanksgiving as he thinks of the gift of eternal life. Eternal life is to live with Jesus as Lord. It is to live in Christ today and for ever. How he loved the name of Jesus. ‘Jesus Christ our Lord’ he said. Lord means master. He is confirming that Jesus is our master. We must remember this when we call him Lord; and we should always be calling him Lord.    
Till death do us part                              




       Romans 7:1-4

The apostle Paul uses an illustration from marriage as he continues explaining to the believers in Rome that they are not under the law but under grace (6:15). Although we have come to a new chapter we have not really come to a new section - chapter divisions were not in Paul’s letter. It is questions that mark any divisions in chapter 6, questions found in 6:1, 6:15, 7:7 and 7:13. Chapter 7 brings a challenge to commentators and hence controversy. This is mainly in later sections, although some get tied up in this simple illustration.  Barclay calls it a difficult and complicated passage, while Dodd says it is ‘confused from the outset’. Problems arise when we go beyond the simple illustration and regard it as an allegory.  

1. Freed by death - marriage

‘Or do you not know brothers’ (7:1). The ‘or’, which is left out in the NIV, shows that this is a continuation from the previous chapter. The illustration used in that chapter was of slavery, of being a slave to sin and becoming a slave to righteousness. This picture remains in the background here as we see with the word ‘serve’ in 7:6. Paul is writing more intimately, calling them brothers. He also says he is speaking to those who know the law (7:1). What is this law that they know? It is Jewish law, it is Roman law, and it is even natural law. Gentiles are a law unto themselves (2:14) - as are all who are outside of Christ. All who are outside of Christ, including all man-made religions, seek salvation in law-keeping. They are ruled by law.

It is a universal principle that the law no longer applies to a dead person. A dead person cannot be prosecuted or punished under the law. The moment a person dies the law no longer has power over him. As with the illustration of baptism, the great teacher Paul starts with what people know. You know the law is binding on a person only as long as he lives (7:1). 

Marriage makes a great difference in a person’s life, especially a young woman. In India some girls weep at their wedding because they do not know what life will be like after marriage- they have arranged marriages. Sometimes a girl in her teens is married off to a man old enough to be her father. She may well be mistreated and live a miserable life. I guess her one hope is that her old husband will soon die and she will be free. Marriage, as we know, involves a man and a woman making a solemn commitment to be husband and wife ‘till death do us part’. They sign a legal agreement in the presence of witnesses. The only way of release from this contract as written is by death. When a wife dies the husband is legally free to marry again. Marriage is only for this life; there is no marriage in heaven. 

Paul uses this illustration from marriage to show that death brings release from the law. It is of course sin that reigns in death and sin to which we were slaves. But the law empowers sin (7:8, 1Cor 15:56). When we were in sin we were under the rule of law. The law has authority over a man as long as he lives. Some have a problem with the woman being bound by law to her husband (7:2). The ‘binding’ is of course mutual, but in that culture, and indeed in the Bible, the husband has authority over his wife. The wife is bound to her husband and under his authority as long as he lives. 
Another difficulty with the illustration, if we go looking, is that it is the husband who dies and sets the wife free. If the law is the first husband, and is replaced by Christ, it is not strictly true that the law dies. The law remains, as later stated. It is an illustration, not an allegory, as we said previously. The wife is released or set free from the law of her husband, or the law of marriage, when he dies (7:2). ‘Release’ is a strong word carrying the sense of destruction, like light destroying the darkness. The contract is effectively shredded and burnt we might say. The law is abolished on his death. The apostle fills out this illustration saying that if the wife marries another man while her husband is alive she is guilty of adultery- with the penalty of stoning under Jewish law. But if her husband dies and she then marries another man she is not guilty of adultery. 

The death of her husband drastically changes her status before the law. The label ‘married’ becomes the label ‘widow’. The status of a widow is actually no status and is not contemplated by the apostle. Olyott writes, ‘another marriage is immediately contracted. That is the whole point of this section. The moment you died to the law, you entered into another marriage. The Christian is not in a non-committal limbo’.

2. Freed by death - the law

‘Therefore my brothers’ (7:4). Now comes the application of this illustration. Paul was not teaching marriage law as such; he was teaching the principle that death sets us free from the law. Remember, he is dealing with the question of 6:15, which came out of his statement in 6:14, ‘for you are not under law but under grace’. 

You were under law, but no longer. Why? What happened?  ‘You also have died to the law through the body of Christ’ (7:4 ESV). Sin no longer has dominion over you (6:14). The law no longer has authority over you. Law means all law as a way of salvation, Mosaic Law included. Paul was probably getting most criticism from the Jews- and he understood this because he once sought salvation though the law. He was once in bondage to the law. The Jews regarded the law as a yoke on their neck (Gal 5:1, Acts 15:10).  How do we get out from under this yoke - by dying! How do we die to the law? Through the body of Christ. This does not mean the church as the body of Christ. It has nothing to do with membership of the visible church. It refers to the body of Christ nailed to the cross. 

Jesus was sent by God the Father into this world, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law (Gal 4:4). When Jesus died he was freed from the law. Neither the law of the Jews nor the Romans could do any more to Jesus. And so we who were baptised into his death (6:3) are also free from the jurisdiction of the law. The law no longer has authority over those united to Christ. We have died, died to the law. The law can no longer condemn those who are in Christ, those who are justified by God (8:1, 8:34). The law only has power to condemn. It never brings life. ‘Believers are through with the law’ writes Morris. ‘He is dead from all forms of legalism. He will engage in upright living as the result of, not the cause of his salvation’. Calvin writes of believers that they are released ‘from the rigid demands of the law and from the curse which follows from its demands’. 

‘That you may be married/belong to another’ (7:4). This ‘another’ is none other than Jesus Christ our Lord. In God’s grace we are brought into this wonderful relationship with Christ; this union with Christ. ‘Faith does not just love Jesus but is the promise to be his forever’ writes Boice. We spoke of the teenager married to a horrible old man who treated her badly. When he died she was free from his tyranny. She finds joy and happiness not in being a widow but in marrying a man who loves her more than himself, who treats her gently and with kindness, and takes care of her. 

Being in Christ, being united with him in death, you are set free from the law and become married to Christ himself- ‘to him who was raised from the dead’ (7:4). There is no ‘till death do us part’ here because Christ is risen and dies no more (6:9). We are bound to the most loving and protective husband for eternity. Again we see the centrality of the resurrection as well as the cross to our faith. We are not married to a dead man on a cross. We are married to him who is raised from the dead. We do not go around wearing a crucifix as a wedding ring. We are married to the risen Jesus. We call him Lord, meaning Master, because he is our master. We no longer answer to the law, to a written code. We answer to a person who lives, to Jesus Christ our Lord. 

3. Fruit to God

‘That there should be fruit to God’ (7:4). This marriage to Christ is for the purpose of bearing fruit to God. Some get carried away with the analogy and start talking about the fruit as ‘offspring’. They picture the law as impotent, unlike Christ. But the fruit spoken of here refers to holiness in the life of the believer, just as in 6:22. 

It is the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22. It is good works that God has prepared for us to do (Eph 2:10). It is God working in us ‘to will and to do for his good pleasure’ (Phil 2:13). The outcome of this new relationship to Christ will be a life that is pleasing to God. 
The law is indeed impotent to produce fruit. When we were under it we produced no fruit- except death. But now, being in Christ and under grace not law, we bear fruit to God. We speak and act and even think in ways that are pleasing to God. We have been transformed by the renewing of our minds. The apostle suddenly includes himself in this fruit bearing – switching to the pronoun ‘we’ (7:4). All his life as a believer he sought to bear fruit to God.  He sought to imitate Christ in whom the Father was ‘well pleased’ (Mat 3:17). Are you living in a way that is pleasing to the Father? You will not be doing so if you are still under law, and living the life of a legalist. You can only please God when you die to the law and are united to Christ. 

Remain in Jesus and you will bear much fruit. Jesus said, ‘I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should remain, that whatever you ask the Father in my name he may give you. These things I command you, that you love one another’ (John 15:16, 17). Here we see that Jesus chose us to be his. He chose us to be united to him as to a second husband. He is your new master and Lord. Do not regard the law as your master any longer. You cannot obey it, and it will only condemn you.  But in Christ you will bear fruit, fruit to righteousness and holiness, fruit to eternity.

You are now married to the King of kings. He will give you all you need to bear fruit to God. His grace is wonderful. You have the privilege of prayer, of someone who listens and answers you. You have his word the Bible. You have a loving and caring husband who provides all your needs and protects you day and night. In this assurance of his love and protection, and in the power of the Holy Spirit, you can please him by obeying his commands. His command is, ‘love one another as I have loved you’. 

Flesh and Spirit                                                    


     Romans 7:5-6

 ‘We are not under law but under grace’ (6:15). The apostle Paul defends this truth using an illustration from slavery. You cannot serve two masters. You are either a slave to sin or a slave to righteousness; you are either under the authority of law or the ‘authority’ of grace. In a second illustration he likens the respective relationships to being in a marriage. A wife can only have one husband of course, but if that husband dies she is free to marry again. The law is pictured as her first husband. This was so because she was born in sin and hence under the rule of law. How can she be released from this marriage bond? Death terminates a marriage contract. 

Paul teaches that when we are justified by grace through faith we die to the law. When we are united to Christ we die to the law. When Christ died on the cross the law could no longer touch him. So it is with you who believe. Christ was raised from the dead to become our new husband, our Saviour and our Lord.  

The two verses we come to today conclude this section from 6:15 to 7:6. They summarise what the apostle has been teaching in this section. He talks of, ‘when we were in the flesh... but now… in the newness of the Spirit’. He does so with new words, ‘flesh’ and ‘Spirit', words that will become prominent in the following chapter. They mean much the same thing as being under the law, and under grace, respectively. He again speaks about bearing fruit. There are outcomes from both these relationships, very different final outcomes.  

1. In the flesh

As we have just said, this word is frequently used in the next chapter so we must understand what it means. ‘Flesh’ literally means what we call flesh- the soft tissue that covers our bones- as in flesh and blood (1Cor 15:50). It means the physical body. Human beings are not only flesh of course - we have a spirit or soul. And so the apostle extends the word ‘flesh’ to cover body and soul, as it is in the sinful unregenerate state. NIV paraphrases the word ‘flesh’ as ‘sinful nature’ 

The flesh is weak (6:19), and ‘the thought of physical weakness leads on to that of moral weakness’ (Morris). The flesh is sensual, with desires or passions. These passions are not evil in themselves but they are corrupted by the sinful nature- hence ‘sinful passions’ (7:5). Put simply, needs become greeds. These passions were ‘at work in our members’ or, as the NIV puts it, they ‘controlled us’.  

Not only are these passions corrupted by sin, not only do they control the natural man, they are aroused by the law (7:5). The law actually stimulates sin in the unbeliever. ‘Sin taking the opportunity by the commandment (law) produced in me all manner of evil desire’ (7:8). Laws actually provoke sin. It may seem strange but it is true. Boice tells a story about when he was at school. One day at assembly the headmaster warned the students not to bring any firecrackers to school. If any were found the student would be immediately suspended. Boice said he had never thought about bringing firecrackers to school but after the talk he went with his mates to get some. He brought the firecrackers to school to show-off and scare other students. The idea was to pinch the wick so that it would stop burning when it got to the boy’s fingers. The burning wick got hot of course and he had to let go. The cracker then went off in the school corridor. The prank backfired big time. The point Boice makes is that the headmaster’s warning actually provoked him to do this wrong. Law arouses sinful passions. 

We think that laws are the way to curb evil in our society. We are always making new and tougher laws to curb crime. Does this work? Our police are as busy as ever. Our jails are full. I am not suggesting we do away with laws but pointing out that laws do not really change people’s behaviour. 

What about teaching? The school teacher is given the task of teaching children about drugs, about alcohol, and about sex. Do lectures on drugs stop a person from taking drugs? Do lectures on alcohol stop young people getting drunk? Does not the young person respond by saying, 'I must try these things and see for myself'. Lloyd-Jones writes about the dangers of this moralistic approach. Our society wants morals and ethics without so-called religion. There is a push to replace Scripture in schools with ethics classes. Many see no real difference.  But there is a vast difference. As we have just said, teaching children about sex or about drugs actually stimulates their interest, their sinful passions. Teaching them about ethics (what sort of ethics we are not told!) only stimulates their desire to cheat or to lie. Moralism fails both in the school and in the church.

What is needed? What are we to teach our children? We are to teach them the truth as revealed in Jesus Christ. Teach them the Bible. Teach them that they are sinners who need to repent and be saved. Teach them that they need the power of Jesus, the power of the Holy Spirit to help them stand against peer pressure and the temptations of the devil. Teacher them the Lord's Prayer- ‘forgive us our sins and lead us not into temptation’. Telling them to be ‘good little children’ will not work. Laying down the law all the time will not work.

Sinful desires or passions are aroused by the law and lead to sin, and ‘sin when it is full grown leads to death’ (James 1:15). Some sinful passions lead to actual physical death- the passion for drugs or alcohol for example.  Others lead to death in relationships – adultery for example, and to death in the soul – idolatry for example. Passion for the things of this world leads to emptiness in the soul because it is never satisfied and never content. Material things, things that are passing away, cannot satisfy the soul because the soul is stamped with eternity. 

Look around and see those who are greedy for the things of this world. You will see them being brought down by emptiness and despair. We have needs but let these not become greeds. This is exactly what our sinful passions once did. Greed kills. We have road signs saying, ‘speed kills’. We should have signs saying ‘greed kills’. Think about it when you next see one of those signs, and tell your fellow passengers. 

2. In the Spirit 

‘But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive’ (7:6 ESV). Here is the ‘but now’, the complete change that we saw in 6:22- ‘but now having been set free from sin’. We are now released from the choking grip of sin and law. We are no longer held captive by the law. This change is both temporal or in time, and also logical. We were captive at an earlier point in time – before we were delivered and translated into the kingdom of the Son (Col 1:13). We were taken out of one slavery, and put into another. 

We were born in sin and born under the law. Law was our master. We were like orphans in a boarding school, with a tyrant for a headmaster. Any and every move we made was met with condemnation. We were used and abused. But we knew no better. We never saw outside the walls. Still we rebelled against this treatment. We got up to all sorts of mischief. One day a man came to adopt us and take us out of this place. He showed us love and kindness; he was not harsh and cruel like the old law-loving headmaster. It was like starting a new life. We responded to the love of our new master by obeying him and trying to please him. We died to the law through the body of Christ. We died to what once held us captive, namely the law. We have been discharged or released. We have said goodbye to that old tyrant for ever and ever. The law can no longer touch us.  

The Wiki-leaks man decided to escape British law by fleeing to another country- he got to their embassy. He has a problem in that that country is not powerful enough to get him out of the embassy and give him complete freedom. When God delivers us through Jesus Christ he has power to deliver us completely. It is the power of the resurrection. We were carried out in a coffin as it were, and raised to life in our new country. Mr Wiki-leaks should think about this as he languishes under the law.

‘That we should serve in the newness of the Spirit’ (7:6). We last saw the word ‘newness’ in 6:4- ‘just as Christ was raised from the dead… so we should walk in newness of life’.  We were rescued by our all-loving and powerful God that we might serve him and glorify his holy name. How do we do this? By walking in the Spirit; by saying, ‘not my will but yours be done’; by saying, ‘here I am Lord, send me’. When some people have a religious experience, and then call themselves Christians, their life does not change. They continue to live as they did before, going after the things of this world. All that changes is the label. Now the things they acquire are ‘blessings from God’. Now their selfish ambitions are ‘God’s will for me’.

When the Holy Spirit comes upon the believer, as he does upon every true believer, our minds are transformed. There is newness in our thinking. We have a new purpose, new aims, new objectives, and new desires. The old sinful passions no longer rule. That is why we want to be here worshipping the Lord and not at a party or at the sport on Sunday. Dear friends, such things show where your heart is; they show whom you serve. Are you serving your new master, or the old self and the rule of Satan?

For the first time since Romans 5:5 we find the word ‘Spirit’ referring to the indwelling Holy Spirit (most versions have capital ‘S’). When we are justified we are given the Spirit of God to rule in our hearts. We should serve in the newness of the Holy Spirit (7:6). Morris writes that this service ‘demands our human spirit but it cannot be carried out without the help of the Spirit of God’. Our new master actually gave us his Spirit that we might be able to serve him acceptably; in contrast to our old master who only gave a written code. The law was written on tablets of stone. It said, ‘do this and live’ but we did not have the power to do it. Instead we rebelled, just like the people who were led by Moses. Jeremiah recognised this when he wrote of the new covenant, ‘I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts’ (Jer 31:33). Another prophet called Joel wrote, 'On my menservants and on my maidservants I will pour out my Spirit in those days’ (Joel 2:28). 

Menservants and maidservants of the Lord sitting here today, you have been given the Holy Spirit. You have the power to walk in newness of life, the power to know and to do the will of God; his good, pleasing, and perfect will (12:2). Are you actively seeking the will of God in your life? Are you coming before the Lord in prayer saying, ‘your will be done on earth, your will be done in my life’. You serve the risen Lord, not the old letter of the law. 
Is the law sin?                                                        


     Romans 7:7-12

Religion is something firmly implanted in the hearts of many people. Beliefs taught in childhood are very difficult to change. Some people go to extremes to defend their beliefs. It is humanly impossible to get them to understand the flaws, and indeed fallacies, in their beliefs. But thanks be to God that he has the power to touch human hearts and open them to receive the truth. The apostle Paul was once fixated on the law and he went to extremes to defend his religion. He violently targeted those who he thought were speaking against the law. But God touched his heart when he was confronted by the risen Christ. He saw the truth and became a preacher of the truth that is Jesus Christ; the truth about sin and salvation. 

In preaching the truth that justification is by grace alone through faith alone, Paul made it clear that no one will be justified by ‘deeds of the law’ (3:20).  He went on to make a positive connection between the law and sin. He said the law entered that the offence or sin might increase (5:20). Further on he said, ‘you are not under law but under grace’ (6:14). Then here in chapter 7 he declares that in Christ we have been delivered from the law (7:6). 

His readers might be coming to the conclusion that the law is evil and should be thrown out. This is what the religious Jews thought he was saying. They accused him of preaching lawlessness or antinomianism (3:8, cf. 6:1). Even believers from a Jewish background may have been disturbed to hear Paul saying, ‘you are not under law but under grace’. Paul anticipates this concern with another rhetorical question: ‘Is the law sin?’ And again his firm answer is, ‘Certainly not!’ Just because the law has no power to save from sin or to control sin does not mean it is sin in itself. Just because it has no power to justify or to sanctify does not mean it useless.

Sin was in the world before the law came in, but it was not seen as sin (5:13). There was no standard for judgment. When God gave the law to Moses on the mountain he did not give it as the way of salvation. He gave it that sin might be seen as sin. He set forth the divine standards of judgment. In this passage Paul denies that the law is evil or in any way at fault. God gave it for a purpose and he explains this purpose. 

1. Law reveals sin

When Paul wrote that no one is justified by law-keeping he added, ‘for by the law is the knowledge of sin’ (3:20). ‘Where there is no law there is no transgression’ (4:15). The law reveals sin. ‘Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God’ (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q14). The law is the standard demanded by God. 'Do this and you shall live' he declared (Lev 18:5). But this declaration does not mean it is possible to keep the law. Only one man has done that, namely Jesus. 

The law defines sin. It shows sin to be sin. All sin is against God. Man may make his own laws. He may set his own standards, which will always be lower than God's. But God’s judgment is based on his own laws. Only God’s law can be said to be holy and just and good (7:12).

Paul, writing in the first person, says, ‘I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said ‘you shall not covet’’ (7:7). He could have chosen any of the Ten Commandments but he chose the tenth. Why? It is interesting that the rich young ruler told Jesus he had kept five of the commandments. Most of us can say we have not murdered – although Jesus went beyond the letter of the law saying, ‘whoever is angry with his brother' is guilty (Mat 5:22). 

The command not to covet is special in that it focuses on the heart; no outward action is involved. It is not, ‘do not take your neighbours house’ but, ‘do not eagerly desire or covet your neighbour’s house’. Paul refers to covetousness as idolatry in Colossians 3:5. It is a lust for things that you do not have. This lust becomes an idol that turns your focus and your worship away from God.  

It is of the nature of sin that we desire something we do not have or cannot have. As believers we are to glorify God and enjoy him forever. A sinner’s chief end is to glorify self and enjoy the world today. The person who does not know God’s law about coveting thinks it is okay to go after the things of the world with all his being. He loves the world with all his heart and all his strength. 

Far from condemning covetousness, our society promotes it. The law in our society is, ‘keeping up with the Jones’ as we say. The advertising industry is largely based on coveting. I still remember our first year in India. We wanted some furniture for the house. I had no idea where to get it. One man showed us the small shops where craftsmen made tables and chairs. We waited weeks for him to make what we wanted. Back here we get advertising material in the mail box and in all the media. We have no trouble finding a furniture shop with a vast array of items on sale. Australia has the fastest take up rate of new gadgets of any country in the world- things like colour TV, computers and the like. While such gadgets, like the neighbour’s donkey in the tenth commandment, are not bad in itself, the desire to have such things may be. Beware of idolatry.

Without going further into this particular commandment, the point the apostle is making is that the commandment made him aware of his sin, just as you have been made aware of covetousness and other commandments today. You may have thought nothing of wanting what someone else has just because they have it, but you now know this is coveting. Will you now stop desiring things you cannot have? The truth is the law has no power to help you obey.  

2. Law provokes sin 

Far from helping us to obey, the law actually stirs us up to sin. The law arouses sinful passions as Paul said back in verse 5. We see something we cannot have and we want it all the more. We have a law that sets the minimum age for drinking alcohol. Yet underage drinking is a huge problem. They want to drink because the law says ‘no’. It is the same with homosexual marriage. Homosexuals despise the institution of marriage but because the law says ‘no’ they want to change it. F. F. Bruce writes, ‘Prohibitions, as a matter of common knowledge, tend to awaken a desire to do the thing that is forbidden; the smoker may forget how much he wants to smoke until he sees the sign which says ‘no smoking’.  

In his confessions Augustine writes of a time when he went with his friends to steal pears from an orchard. He did not steal them because he was hungry- he gave them to the pigs. He stole the pears for the sake of stealing. He writes ‘But since my pleasure was not in those pears, it was in the offence itself, which the company of fellow sinners occasioned’. 

‘But sin seizing an opportunity through the commandment produced in me all kinds of covetousness’ (7:8 ESV). Remember the very first commandment God ever gave – it was to Adam. Eve knew it and so did Satan. He came to Eve saying, 'did God really say’. He took the opportunity of the commandment. He deceived her and she ate and she died. Paul writes in verse 11 that, ‘sin taking occasion by the commandment, deceived me, and by it killed me’.

3. Law brought death

‘Apart from the law sin was dead’ (7:8). Four of the six verses in this passage refer to death. The law condemns; it condemns to death. The law reveals sin, it provokes sin and it condemns sin. ‘The law gives something to sin against and in this way is an ally of sin’ writes Morris. Paul recalls a time when he was alive and that was before he became aware of the law (7:9). This may have been in his youth, before he was made a ‘son of the commandment’ at age 13 (bar mitzvah), or to the time before his conversion ‘when the true rigour of the law became clear to him’. There was a time in his past life when he did not realise the ‘force of the laws demands’. Like the young ruler he thought he was keeping the law. 

It is said that ignorance is bliss. The ‘happy pagan’, as Morris calls him, is not troubled by the law. He lives a ‘happy’ worldly life and rarely if ever thinks of death and the judgment. It is also said that a little knowledge can be dangerous. With a shallow understanding of the commandments the moralists and legalists think they are keeping the law. ‘But when the commandment came sin came alive and I died’ (7:9 ESV). When Paul met the risen Christ he suddenly saw sin for what it is - the breaking of God’s holy law. ‘Sin revived and I died’. He saw he was guilty and condemned under the law. The penalty for breaking God’s command is death, as we see with Adam. 

‘Sin through the commandment killed me’ (7:11). It was not the fault of the commandment- it was sin that caused his death. The commandment, acting upon his sinful nature, brought death (7:10). The commandment was good and meant to bring life but coming up against his sinful heart it brought death instead. The commandment ‘killed for ever the proud Pharisee’. It killed the happy sinner for it showed him the seriousness (of sin), not so much of sin in general but of his own sin’ writes Morris. 

As Paul opens up his own heart to us, telling us how the commandments revived his sin and also provoked him to sin, let us be honest and admit our sin. Going on in blissful ignorance, or in self-denial, will prove fatal. We must see our sin and confess our sin if we are to live. We must admit to being dead in trespasses and sins if we are too be raised with Christ. People who are not dead cannot be raised. 

The law serves the purpose of killing the sinner not saving him. It is the person who is deeply aware and ashamed of their sin, the person who knows what total depravity is, that Jesus came to save. The Puritans preached the law and we must do the same today. They spoke of slaying men by the law that they might be raised up by the gospel. May the law slay each one of us, and as our hearts are filled with guilt may we cry out for forgiveness and salvation in the name of Jesus Christ.       
The law versus indwelling sin                                            
           Romans 7:13-14 

Many years ago I read Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ series of sermons on Romans. Although lengthy, with sometimes two or three sermons on a single verse, I value these greatly. They have led many to the truths of the Reformed faith. But one thing I remember from that study was disagreeing with his conclusion as to the person Paul is talking about in Romans 7. It is a poor Bible student who agrees with absolutely everything a preacher says. You will find people who latch on to a preacher or writer and blindly follow everything they say. 

Who then is the person Paul is describing here at the end of Romans 7? This is the subject of much debate among students of the Bible, although you may be like a lady in a Bible study many years ago who said she found no problem with the passage. But if we are reading and trying to understand the passage we must ask who Paul is talking about. He keeps on saying ‘I’ all the time so it must be himself, but how can a mature Christian say the things we find here. 

Have you asked this question, especially in the light of what he has been saying in the previous chapter? He says here ‘I am carnal, sold under sin’, when back in chapter 6 he said the believer is no longer a slave to sin. The apostle describes a fierce inner struggle between the law and sin when he had earlier spoken about be delivered from the law and being dead to the law (7:6). Note that the Spirit is mentioned in verse 6 but not in this passage from verse 13-25. The Spirit comes into focus in chapter 8; Stott and others include the first four verses of chapter 8 in this section. 

I hope I have not confused you or put you off with this brief introduction. It is a very important passage because, as Boice says, it deals with two important questions: How can I live a triumphant Christian life, and how can I achieve victory over sin? He says further that, ‘the Christian life is warfare, warfare within against our inherently sinful natures, as well as warfare against external forces’.

1. Who is the man of Romans 7?

Maybe we should save this question till we have studied the passage, but we have read and it will help us to understand the passage if we can look at this question now. We are familiar with the terms non- Christian and Christian, although the term Christian is widely misused these days; and with the terms unbeliever and believer. We also have the terms unregenerate and regenerate, the latter referring to one born again of the Spirit of God. 

Paul began referring to himself in verse 7- ‘I would not have known what sin is’. He continues saying I, I, I in this passage but he moves from the past to the present – ‘I am of the flesh’ (7:14). He spoke of how the law revealed his sin, provoked him to sin and condemned him. The law continues as the focus of this passage, as we will see shortly. But how are we to understand this, ‘I am of the flesh’. 

Paul is a mature believer, an apostle writing to the church. But some say he is speaking of a time before his conversion when he was unregenerate.  Others say he is referring to a time when he was under conviction of sin but not yet regenerate. Still others add the category of a carnal or immature or un-surrendered Christian, but just where this fits within the time frame of Paul’s life I am not sure. 

So we have these options as to the man described in Romans 7:

1. An unbeliever or unregenerate man. Many of the church fathers, including Augustine, held this view, although Augustine later changed to see it as referring the Paul the mature believer.  

2. A carnal Christian. This idea comes from verse 14 and also from 1Cor 3:1-3. They see Romans 7 as the carnal Christian and Romans 8 as the mature, spiritual man. They say, 'get out of Romans 7 and into Romans 8'. This understanding is very common and is associated with teaching like the ‘second blessing’ or certain formulas that we must follow in order to get into Romans 8.

3. A person who is under conviction of sin by the Holy Spirit but not yet born again. This is what Lloyd- Jones concludes. Here is a man ‘who is experiencing intense conviction of sin, a man given to see by the Spirit the holiness of the Law; he feels utterly condemned’. ‘They may remain like this for days or weeks or even years, being neither the one nor the other, neither unregenerate nor regenerate’. We cannot agree with this. 

A believer or regenerate man. Most Reformers, including Luther and Calvin, had this understanding of the man in Romans 7. Men like F. F. Bruce, Stott, Morris and Boice have the same understanding. The difficulties of understanding a mature believer like Paul saying he is ‘sold under sin’ and seemingly defeated by sin are huge, but not insurmountable. On the other side we must consider seriously such facts as 

-The present tense used throughout this passage

-Paul’s view of his pre-conversion state as found in Philippians 3. He speaks of being self-righteous, self-confident in his ability to keep the law. There is no hint of him being under conviction of sin.

-It cannot be said that anyone but a believer agrees with the law or delights in the law of God (7:22). The unbeliever is hostile towards the law.

-‘The tension between 'will' and 'action' agrees with Paul’s view of the Christian experience’. He speaks of beating his body (1 Cor 9:27) and of an inner conflict between flesh and spirit (Gal 5:17). The Christian life is one of victory, but not victory without conflict. We still live in a sinful world and in a body with a sinful nature. Jesus said to his disciples, 'the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak'.

4. - Even after Paul’s exuberant thanks to God for Jesus Christ our Lord, which is surely the cry of a believer, he goes on in verse 25 to speak of his inner conflict, a conflict between mind and flesh ruled by law and sin respectively. 

2. Law is good but…  

Having established that the passage applies to believers, we proceed to examine what the apostle says and to see how it applies to us today. We need to remember that we are not immune to temptation or sin. We are not yet perfect. We wrestle against the world, the flesh and the devil. We cannot fight in our own strength because the flesh is weak. We need the power of the Holy Spirit, as will be seen in the next chapter. All believers are given the Holy Spirit but the question is that of walking in the Spirit. For now Paul is still focussed on the law.  

In verse 13 we come to another question with the same emphatic answer- ‘certainly not!’ ‘Has that which is good become death to me’. He has just said that the law is holy, just and good (7:12). How then does it condemn us to death? It is not the law that brings death but sin. Sin is the villain. Lawbreakers might blame the law but that is no excuse. They have to take the blame and pay the penalty. Where there is no law they cannot be punished, but the law has come and sin is revealed.   

He has pointed out that the law is not evil – it is good (7:13,16). The problem is that sin uses the law as a base for operations. The law entered that the offence might increase (5:20). It provoked sin. The law made sin to be exceedingly or utterly sinful (7:13). The law nailed sin for what it is; rebellion against God’s holy law. Unbelievers take sin very lightly. They do not even like to use the word.  They see sin in terms of harming another person. If what they do does not harm anyone then it is not sin. If I tell a lie and no one is hurt that is okay. Sometimes Christians start thinking like this. But the law is God’s law and it is under this law that all people will be judged. All sin is against God. Joseph would not sleep with Potiphar's wife because it would be a sin against God. It may have been the way of life in Egypt. It may have assisted him in his career and kept him out of prison. But Joseph did not reason like this. He knew it was breaking God’s good and holy law. The law shows sin to be offensive in God’s sight.

The unbeliever, like Paul the Pharisee, might say they have kept the law but a believer cannot say that. Why? Because the believer knows the God who gave the law. He knows God looks on the heart. Far from simply not hurting another person (a very subjective measure), Jesus said that our thoughts can be sin. To hate is sin. To lust is sin. God's law is not wishy washy but is clearly stated. 

Before he believed, Paul said of the law that he was blameless (Phil 3:6), but after he believed he said he was the chief of sinners – actually, ‘I am chief’(present tense, 1 Tim 1: 15). The more a believer looks into God’s holy law the more they realise how they fall short. The closer we get to God the more we realise our utter sinfulness. Seeing the Lord on the throne in the temple, Isaiah said, ‘Woe is me… I am a man of unclean lips’ (Isa 6:5). In the presence of Jesus after the miraculous catch of fish, Peter cried, ‘Depart from me Lord for I am a sinful man (Luke 5:8). The more a Christian matures the more they know the depths of their own sin. 

Consider a man who, while walking home on a dark night, falls into a puddle and gets covered in mud. He gets up and walks on not realising how filthy he is. There is a street light up ahead and the closer he gets to this light the more he sees of the filth that covers him. Similarly, the nearer a believer draws to God the more he sees his sin. God’s holy law penetrates the heart, as Paul explained when he spoke about coveting in the previous section. 

‘O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? This is the cry that comes from this believer as he realises the depths of his sin, and the power of his sinful nature as it is confronted by the holy law of God. It is the cry that comes from a man who realises that he is carnal and sold under sin. This is the cry of every true believer; it is not the cry of an unbeliever. Every believer will experience this inner struggle, this struggle between their sinful nature and the law. It is only the believer of course, who will answer that cry with thanks to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! (7:25). If you are experiencing this struggle, do not be dismayed. Victory is assured. It comes through Jesus Christ. It will come fully and finally when we put off this earthly body and arrive at the place where there is no sin. 

Wretched man - I thank God                                

             Romans 7:14-25

We continue looking at these difficult verses in Romans 7. Although some competent commentators have suggested otherwise, we have concluded that the man the apostle Paul is referring to is himself in the present. It is very difficult to get around the fact that he is speaking in the present tense. In describing himself, what does he say? He says that ‘in me (that is in my flesh) nothing good dwells’ (7:18).  

He moves to the point of crying out, ‘O wretched man that I am’ (7:24). Some make a big deal of saying that this cry could not come from a believer or a regenerate person. But then we ask, could it come from an unbeliever. What unbeliever do you know who cries out ‘wretched man that I am’?  Moreover, this cry is answered in the next verse; ‘I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord’. 

It is disappointing that Lloyd-Jones, who says that this man is neither unregenerate nor regenerate but under conviction of sin, does not take this answer into account. Stott on the other hand includes the first four verses of chapter 8 in this section to show that the power of the Holy Spirit subdues the sinful nature. We do not need to do this if we listen to the answer that comes to the apostle, with its assurance of triumph in Jesus. 

We must also keep in mind that the focus of this passage is the law. Is the law sin?  Certainly not! The law is good; the villain is sin. Sin dwelling in the flesh is aroused by the law. The law is spiritual. It is not opposed to the Holy Spirit but it does not have the necessary power to rule over sin. ‘I am carnal, sold under sin’ writes Paul (7:14). When he sums up this section in verse 25 he writes of serving in the flesh the law of sin. This appears to contradict what he said back in 6:22, but he also says here, ‘in my mind I serve the law of God’.  

The carnality, the flesh, the body of death remains with us when we believe – like an unwelcome visitor we cannot get rid of.  Our mind is renewed and we delight in the law of God, but an inner struggle against our sinful nature ensues. The apostle Paul knew the weakness of the flesh and this presence of the sinful nature. He wrote of beating his body into subjection (1Cor 9:27), of spiritual warfare, and of wrestling against the spiritual powers of darkness (Eph 6:12). Satan is our enemy, but he would have no impact if it were not for our sinful nature. Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

1. Not stop doing evil

We must look more closely at what is written. ‘We know that the law is spiritual but I am carnal, sold under sin’ (7:14). This is the difficult verse in a difficult passage. It is the verse in which the apostle shifts to the personal pronoun in the present. He is still dealing with the question about the law being good. The law is spiritual. This points to its ‘divine origin and character’ according to Murray. It is God’s law and God is Spirit, infinite and eternal. 

Man by contrast is carnal or made of flesh. This flesh is weak. Man is weak in the face of spiritual attack. In the flesh he is sold under sin and under sins control.  ‘I myself, and if left to myself, I am its (sins) slave, its reluctant, resistant slave’. What Paul desires in his mind, what he wills to do, is completely different, as he says in the next verse.

This inner conflict comes to the fore in verses 15-17. Paul admits he does not understand his own actions. He is not making excuses but trying to explain just what is going on in his life. He wills not to do evil yet does it.  He does what he hates to do as a believer. Why?  It is not that he disagrees with the law. ‘I agree with the law that it is good’ (7:16). What then? ‘But now it is no longer I who do it but sin that dwells in me’ (7:17). A fallen human nature still resides in his flesh, or as Morris writes, ‘sin is pictured as having taken up residence in Paul… it is like a squatter, difficult to get rid of’.  This is certainly not a true picture of an unbeliever. It is true of a believer; sad but true. The believer is not immune to sin but sin is foreign to him. He hates breaking God’s holy law. He hates sin but will not be rid of it while in this present body in this present world. 

2. Not able to do good

In verses 18-20 Paul basically repeats what he has just said in verses 14-17. His conclusion is exactly the same- ‘it is no longer I who do it but sin that dwells in me' (7:17, 20). He knows and admits that in his flesh or body no good dwells. He does not want to listen to his body with its desires and lusts (cf. Gal 5:17); he wants to listen to his heart or mind which has been renewed by the Holy Spirit (he does not say as much here but speaks about his will). The trouble is the flesh speaks loud, very loud and he cannot in his own strength silence the flesh. 

When in his mind he wills to do good he finds he does not do it, because of the weakness of the flesh. When the opportunity to do evil comes he capitulates. A fierce inner struggle is going on in the apostle, as in every believer. It is a conflict that too frequently ends in defeat. This sense of defeat is not only the experience of the immature Christian. The mature Christian knows this sense of defeat more acutely because, ‘a sensitive conscience and a genuine sorrow for every sin are the prerequisites of spiritual depth’ (Morris). ‘What is sanctification?’ asks Boice. ‘Is it an awareness of how good we are becoming?  Or is it a growing sense of how sinful we really are, so we constantly turn to, and depend upon, Jesus Christ. If we are mature in Christ we know it is the latter’.

Such teaching would be foreign in many churches today. Why? Because there is a tendency to go for quick fixes. People know in their hearts the reality of this struggle against sin but they are told they must get beyond it. Remember the comments we made about getting out of Romans 7 and into Romans 8. People are told to get the ‘second blessing’ in order to get to a higher spiritual level. They are told to read a certain book that has the remedy, the right formula as it were. 

On the other hand some people give up the fight; they give in to sin and become antinomian. Yet others return to legalism to fight in their own strength. Remember Peter saying to Jesus that he would never deny him (Luke 22:33) - that was just before he denied Jesus. We never say, ‘I thank God that I am not like so-and-so who fell away’. We say, ‘I thank God for Jesus Christ my Lord’.  

3. Law of mind and law of sin

We move to verse 21 where Paul speaks about a law or a principle. In fact there are two laws, a law of sin and a law of the mind. The law of sin is stated as, ‘when I want to do right evil lies close at hand’ (7:21 ESV). After describing an inner conflict in two parallel statements the apostle puts it in terms of a principle or law.

Firstly, there is the indwelling sin or evil that is present. This is in his members or his body. This is the law of sin (7:23). Paul faced the fact that he is able to sin and does sin. He told Timothy he was the chief of sinners (1Tim 1:15). ‘An honest and humble acknowledgement of the hopeless evil of our flesh, even after the new birth, is the first step to holiness’ writes Stott. The day you think you can no longer sin is the day that you are defeated. 

We must not admit defeat. Paul is not admitting defeat in the end. He is not saying the battle is hopeless. What he does is face the facts which are that he still has a sinful nature and is in a weak mortal body. This body is that through which sin makes its suggestions. These suggestions, and acquiescence to them, come even though in his mind he delights in the law of God. 

This is the second law that he speaks of in these verses. In his mind he delights in the law of God and desperately wants to obey and to please God. There is a war going on (7:23).  The unbeliever has no such war in his soul. He is completely given over to his sinful nature and under the reign of sin unto death (5:21). The believer, however, is under the reign of grace. He or she knows the grace of God in justification and knows deliverance in Jesus Christ. But he still exists in an earthly body and in a fallen world- that is, in the presence of sin. ‘My mind and my flesh, my renewed mind and my old unrenewed flesh (are in conflict). The conflict is a real bitter, unremitting battle in every Christians experience; his mind simply delighting in God’s law and longing to do it, but his flesh hostile to it and refusing to submit to it’ (Stott).  

4. Cry of dismay and triumph 

The inner struggle between the law of God and the law of sin as experienced and described by the apostle climaxes in the outburst ‘O wretched man that I am!’ (7:24). He realises his own depravity and his own impotence. He realises he cannot win the struggle without help. To arrive at this point of admitting the need for help is a huge milestone. The law, though good, is of no help. It only showed up his sin. It could not deliverer him from sin. Believers must not revert to the law thinking that having been saved by grace they are sanctified by law-keeping. We are justified and sanctified by grace alone, as stated in our Catechism (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q33 and 35). We do not get into the covenant by grace and stay in by works of the law, as proposed in the teaching of ‘New Perspectives on Paul’. 

‘Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ (7:24). The cry is desperate but it is in the right direction. You as a believer must know the reality of this cry. When you fall into sin what do you do? Do you brush it under the carpet saying it was nothing really? Do you resolve to do better next time? Or do you cry out to the Lord for forgiveness and restoration? (This does not preclude taking steps to flee temptation). Paul identifies the body, the physical body, as the problem. The flesh is weak. The mortal body is ‘that in which sin operates and so brings death to us’ (Morris). 

First comes the cry of wretchedness; then the plea for a deliverer. Is this a vain plea? If we cannot help ourselves, who can? Do we go to a counsellor? Do we look for a mature Christian to help us? Well, yes we can, and they will understand our cry because they know the same plight. What they will do is pray with you because the only one who can help you is Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Again we say that this passage is autobiographical. Surely only a person who knows the grace of God in Jesus Christ, a person who knows the work and ministry of Jesus, can say, ‘Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord’. The victory is God’s and he gives it through Jesus Christ. Paul knows this victory now, victory after an intense but not necessarily prolonged struggle. This is not to say it will be the last cry he makes. Our cries will not cease until we are fully and finally delivered from this body of death.   

Now no condemnation                                       


     Romans 8:1-4

Here we are in Romans 8, one of the greatest chapters in the Bible. In this chapter we learn about living the Christian life. We learn about the gift of the Holy Spirit and about walking in the Spirit and about victory through the Holy Spirit. It is a chapter primarily about sanctification, or growing in holiness, which is a work of God’s grace through his word and his Spirit. Sanctification is the fruit of justification; the necessary fruit. Good works play no part in our justification but they must flow from it. ‘For we are God’s workmanship created in Christ Jesus for good works which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them’ (Eph 2:10). 

In his introduction to this letter Paul said he was ‘not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God to salvation. In it the righteousness of God is revealed’ (1:16, 17) which is by grace through faith. Righteousness by faith has been fully explored. Paul showed that all have sinned, even the Jews who had the Law. The righteousness of God is apart from the law. It is by grace through faith. But as yet he has not talked about the power of God in the gospel. This power is associated with the Spirit of God or the Holy Spirit.   

The first wonderful outcome of justification by grace through faith is that we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (5:1). The other wonderful outcome is that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (8:1). Christ has set us free from condemnation by the law. Chapters 6 and 7 were a digression answering specific questions about grace and the law. Many see the 'Therefore' of chapter 8 as linking up with chapter 5. The word ‘condemnation’ has links back to chapter 5, as does mention of the Holy Spirit. 

Yet the immediate context must also be kept in mind. In chapter 7 Paul described the struggle he experienced between his mind and his flesh, between the law of God controlling his mind and the law of sin controlling his flesh. How would he be delivered from the body of death, or how would he get victory? Not in his own strength but through Jesus Christ. Being in Christ, he has been given the Holy Spirit, with the necessary power to deliver him in the inner struggle against sin. 
‘No condemnation’ means deliverance from the penalty of sin. This we see in verse 1-4. The following verses (5-14) are about deliverance from the power of sin. The Holy Spirit who was sent by Jesus gives us the power to overcome sin in our daily life. We are not yet delivered from the presence sin because we are still in this body in this world.

1. No condemnation

The first verse of this chapter is not the shortest verse in the Bible but it is close to it in the Greek- just 8 words. The NKJ translation is 13 words, excluding the second part of the verse. Notice that the second part is the same as the end of verse 4, so we will deal with it there. The Greek begins with the word ‘No’, an emphatic No. The ‘No’ is followed by the word ‘now’. It refers to the present time and also to the present standing of those who are in Christ Jesus. It is a ‘then and now’ scenario, a ‘before Christ and after Christ’ scenario. Before we were condemned because we were born in sin or in Adam. Adam sinned and brought condemnation upon himself and all human beings. 

Condemnation here means the sentence and the punishment. No condemnation means no guilt and no punishment. While in the secular world we say, ‘innocent until proven guilty’, we must understand that spiritually and before God we are guilty until forgiven. Few people know what it is to be condemned in a court of law but we can think of a building that is condemned by law. By law it must be destroyed. 

People condemned in a human court are not the same group as those condemned in God’s court. Tragically there are many more under divine condemnation. Who are those who escape divine condemnation? The apostle describes such people as being ‘in Christ Jesus’ (8:1). Those who do not know Christ remain under condemnation. Jesus said, ‘He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life but the wrath of God remains on him (John 3:36). It is not a matter of nationality, not a matter of family, not a matter of good works or obeying the law; it is a matter of believing in Jesus and of being ‘in Christ Jesus’. 

In chapter 6 Paul spoke of being united with Christ in terms of being buried with him and being raised with him. Paul writes of being ‘in Christ’ or ‘in Him’ some 164 times in his letters. We must understand what he means when he writes, ‘I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal 2:20). Here is Romans 8 he talks about the indwelling Spirit of God, or Spirit of Christ (8:9). All who believe have the Spirit of God. Peter identified Cornelius as a believer ready for baptism because he had been given the Holy Spirit (Acts 10:44f). Water baptism is done by man; Holy Spirit baptism is done by God.

‘I am the vine and you are the branches’ (John 15:5). This is how Jesus pictures being ‘in Christ’. Paul illustrates being in Christ Jesus in terms of a body with Christ as the head, in terms of a building with Christ as the cornerstone, and in terms of a marriage with Christ as the husband. Ponder these illustrations as you examine your relationship to Christ and your being in Christ Jesus. Remember that being in Christ means being indwelt by the Holy Spirit with the necessary signs of such indwelling.

2. For- the law of the Spirit of life

The declaration of no condemnation is followed by two explanatory statements- two ‘fors’. While the declaration is based on what has been said in previous chapters, Paul briefly restates this here. He does so with mention of the Spirit who he has not really spoken of previously, except briefly in 5:5 and 7:6. The Holy Spirit is most active in ongoing sanctification, but was also active in our justification. Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit who would ‘convict the world of sin and of righteousness and of judgment’ (John 16:8). It is the Holy Spirit or the Spirit of God who quickens dead hearts, making them alive unto Christ. Here in verse 2 Paul writes of ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus’ or the life-giving Spirit. The Spirit is the source of power in setting us free from sin and death. No condemnation means no more bondage. 

In 7:25 Paul spoke of the law of sin which controls his flesh, and the law of God in his mind. So in this verse he continues to speak about laws or principles; the law of the Spirit of life has made me/you free from the law of sin and death. The vicarious work of Christ is applied to the heart by the Holy Spirit. In Christ Jesus the Holy Spirit acts to overpower sin and death. 

3. For- to walk in the Spirit

Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as the Paraclete or Helper. He is the third person of the Trinity. He applies the work of Christ to individual hearts, as we said. He does not act on his own. He does not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak (John 16:13). While John speaks of the in-dwelling of the Father and the Son (John 14:23), Jesus spoke of the Holy Spirit indwelling the believer. Paul writes of the indwelling Holy Spirit in this chapter. He continues to speak of the law but teaching about the Holy Spirit overtakes that of law in this chapter. The law remains as God’s holy law but it has no power to save. The law came up against the flesh or sinful nature. God overcame the weakness of the law by sending his Son into this world to die ‘for sin’. 

God sent Jesus ‘in the likeness of sinful flesh for sin’ (8:3). Every word in this sentence is important. Stott makes this clear by saying it is not ‘in sinful flesh’, because the flesh of Jesus was sinless. Nor is it ‘in the likeness of flesh’ because the flesh of Jesus was real. It is ‘in the likeness of sinful flesh' because the flesh of Jesus was both sinless and real. God did this ‘for sin’ or to deal with sin. NIV translates, ‘to be a sin offering’, based on the link this word has with the Hebrew through the LXX. ‘God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us’ is what Paul writes in 2 Cor 5:21. Jesus was like us in every way except he had no sin. This must be the case if he was to take our sin and be sin for us. 

In this way God condemned sin in the flesh that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us (8:3, 4). We have no condemnation because God condemned our sin in his Son Jesus. This is the way we would read ‘in the flesh’ in verse 3 - in the flesh of Jesus, although it could also be understood as our flesh. ‘Paul is picturing sin as a litigant in a law court; the verdict goes against sin and thus sin is condemned’. So there is now no condemnation on us.

‘That the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us’ (8:4). Jesus suffered the penalty that was upon us for failing to keep the law of God. The demands of the law were fully and finally satisfied in Jesus for us. This is our justification. This is why we are no longer condemned. While this is true, it is also possible to understand this fulfilment of the law in terms of sanctification. The latter part of verse 4 which speaks about walking in the Spirit suggests this. It is not by walking in the Spirit that we are justified of course (as might be understood by reading verse 1 as in NKJV) but by walking in the Spirit we are sanctified. F F Bruce, writes ‘God’s commands have now become God’s enabling’. Morris writes ‘Reformed theologians have stressed that justification and sanctification are not to be separated, and it seems that is what Paul is saying here. 

Believers are enabled to obey God’s law by the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is our guide leading us in the way of truth and holiness in Jesus Christ our Lord. Paul pictures this new life as walking according to the Spirit rather than the flesh, which was his problem in chapter 7. Earlier in chapter 7 he wrote of ‘serving in the newness of the Spirit, not in the oldness of the letter’ (7:6).

All who are justified by grace through faith receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. They are given the Spirit of life, the Spirit of power. It is the Spirit that helps us in overcoming sin in the flesh. It is the Spirit who enables us to serve God acceptably with reverence and awe (Heb 12:28). It is the Holy Spirit who helps us understand the will of God and do it. The law of God is an expression of the will of God. As believers we delight in God’s law, in our minds at least. In the power of the Holy Spirit we can walk according to his will and serve him. The righteous requirement of the law can be fulfilled in us and so please our heavenly Father.

The law plays no part in our justification (3:21) but obedience is a necessary fruit of our justification. Stott makes the interesting conclusion that while we are free from the law, we are at the same time fulfilling the law. ‘We are set free from the law as a way of acceptance, but obliged to keep it as a way of holiness’. In the power of the Holy Spirit we can obey the will of God. We must walk in the Spirit and not in the flesh. We must fix our eyes on Jesus who has gone before us, seeking to honour and please him in all we say and do. He gave himself for us that we might no longer be condemned but be free to live as his people. 
Mindset                                                                 

              Romans 8:5-11

One day the Pharisees set a trap for Jesus hoping he would break the law and they could charge him. They brought to Jesus a woman caught in adultery- in the very act. They knew Jesus was compassionate, doing good and healing people, and that he was ready to forgive sinners. So with the woman standing there they challenged Jesus, saying the Law commanded she be stoned to death. If Jesus said, ‘No, let her go’ they would have charged him as a law breaker.  If he called for her to be stoned it would have been a very different Jesus to the one who went about healing the sick and calling people to follow him. Could the gracious and compassionate Jesus uphold the Law? Jesus said nothing for a while. Eventually he looked at her accusers and said, ‘He who is without sin, let him throw the stone at her first’ (John 8:7). The law required at least two witnesses and these were to throw the stones first. Jesus simply asked that they be without sin. They were of course guilty of deceit and plotting against Jesus whom they hated. Jesus waited. No one stepped forward. The woman waited, but no one condemned her. 

Listen to what Jesus said as he sent her away; ‘Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more’ (John 8:11). No condemnation! Jesus anticipated his death on the cross for the forgiveness of sin. The demand of the law would be met by Jesus vicariously. Jesus also told her to stop sinning. He told her to live a righteous life, not in order to be saved but because she was saved, literally saved from death by Jesus. ‘No condemnation’ must be followed by ‘walk in the Spirit and not in the flesh’. 

1. What’s on your mind?

The verses we are looking at today are about living the Christian life. This life begins in the mind. Those who are justified by grace through faith, those who are now ‘in Christ’, are a new creation in Christ Jesus (2Cor 5:17). Our flesh has not changed but our heart and mind has. We are born again of the Spirit of God. Are you a new person in Christ Jesus? How do you know? How are you different to the person next door? The person next door goes to work each day like you. He has a lovely family- kids well dressed and going to school. He helps fund raise for the school and trains the kid’s footy team. He is a good man. How are you different? Is it that you go to church on Sunday? But he went at Easter! Is coming to church the only way you are different from your neighbour? A believer will be so totally different to his unbelieving neighbour that it will be hard to find any similarities. You will have a totally different outlook on life. You will be walking on different paths; you will be walking in the Spirit and he will be walking in the flesh. There are two ways of living and you are walking in one of them. Which one?

Paul referred to these two paths at the end of verse 4. He tells us more about these two paths in the verses before us today. The path of the flesh is the default condition for all human beings. In Galatians Paul calls this walking in the lusts of the flesh; ‘Walk in the Spirit and you will not fulfil the lusts of the flesh’ (Gal 5:16). He goes on to list some of the works of the flesh: idolatry, sexual immorality, murder and drunkenness. But he includes envy, jealousy, anger, hatred and selfishness as works of the flesh. These things come from proud hearts, hearts controlled by the flesh or sinful nature. People may do good works but they do them with proud hearts. Proud hearts long for recognition. They want to be praised or given medals. Or maybe they just want to feel good. Whatever the unbeliever does is from the flesh because his thinking is confined to this body and this world. 

How did Jesus live? He did not seek praise from men. He lived to please God, not men. And Jesus knew that while men look on the outside, God looks on the heart. Sanctification is literally growing in holiness. Being holy means to be set apart. The Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q35) says, ‘We are renewed in the whole man after the image of God and are enabled more and more to die to sin and live unto righteousness’. The whole man includes the inner man, and God is of course holy. We are to grow up into Christ who is the head (Eph 4:15). When the Spirit of Jesus dwells in you, your greatest desire is to be like Jesus. You see life in this world from Jesus’ perspective. Does your unbelieving neighbour see life in this way? You are seeking first the kingdom of God and his righteousness (Mat 6:33) – right? You have your mind fixed on things above not on things on this earth (Col 3:2) - right? Those who live according to the Spirit have their minds set on the things of the Spirit (8:5).

One day when Jesus told his disciples he must suffer and be killed and raised on the third day, Peter took him aside to say, ‘this will not happen to you’.  In Peter’s mind such talk was out of order. Jesus was only young and he was doing great work. Why should he suffer and die?  Still today people think Jesus should have kept on doing good work and that his death was a great loss for the world. ‘You are not mindful of the things of God but the things of men’ said Jesus (Mat 16:21-23). In fact, Jesus’ rebuke was much stronger; he said to Peter, ‘get behind me Satan’. The mind controlled by the flesh or sinful nature is in fact controlled by Satan. But Paul’s point is that the Spirit- controlled mind is focussed on spiritual things rather than earthly things. 

Boice refers to a Gallup Poll done in America some years ago. Over 95% of the population believed in God and some 50% went to church each week. The atheist Peter Singer, was shocked went he went to America. But the preacher James Boice was shocked that only 20 % said religion was the most influential factor in their life. Just over 10% said they would sacrifice everything for God; 50% going to church but only 10% ready to live totally for God. How much of your life is controlled by the Spirit of God? Is it family, friends, money, pride, or self-interest that influences your decision making? Or is it the Spirit of God?

2. What of the mind directed by the flesh?

‘To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace’ (8:6 ESV). Paul goes into the consequences of these two opposing mind sets. The natural man thinks on the earthly plane. His focus is on the things of this world and what satisfies his body. Being religious makes no difference if you do not have the Holy Spirit. Apart from the Holy Spirit, religions are man-made and focus on rituals and ceremony- things that appeal to the senses. These things give the appearance of life but they end up being empty and dead.  

The mind controlled by the flesh is death (8:6). Those outside of Christ live without hope. They are surrounded by defeat and death. ‘To be bounded by the flesh is death itself. It is cutting off of oneself from the life that is life indeed’ (Morris). In contrast, the mind directed by the Holy Spirit is life and peace. The Spirit is the Spirit of life (8:2). Human life, as created by God, is meant to be lived in God or in the Spirit. Without the Spirit something is lacking and that something is true life. This life is associated with peace. The Spirit brings peace with God and then peace with self, peace with other people, and peace with the creation. This is ‘a peace that pervades the whole of life and cannot be dispelled by the conflicts that life brings’ (Morris). If you are restless and worry a lot, if  you are easily upset and quick to get angry, ask yourself what is controlling your mind, the Spirit or the flesh. 

The flesh-directed mind has no peace. Why? As Paul tells us in the next verse, ‘The mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God’ (8:7 ESV). This is the mind controlled by Satan, as Jesus said. It hates to hear God's name. They refuse to submit to God and to his law. Isaiah said long ago: 'there is no peace for the wicked’ (Isa 57:21). Try talking to your good- living neighbour about God. I did this and he flew into a rage - ‘don’t talk to me about God!’ he said. I hope you do not get the same response, but this is the so-called good man- he hates to hear God’s name. 

The mind directed by the flesh is hostile to God. It cannot submit to God’s holy law and cannot please God (8:8). It is not possible for the unbeliever to keep God’s law or to please God even if they wanted to- which they do not because they are enemies with God. We must understand that the greatest benefactor in the world, the man who gives all he has to the poor, and even goes to live with the poor, impresses only himself and his friends if he is not spiritually minded. God is not impressed. Again I quote Morris, ‘People may do good with completely wrong motives’ He says of a Christian man that he was ‘concerned lest his good deeds be tainted with self -seeking motives, a danger to which we are all subject’. 

3. What of the mind directed by the Spirit?     

‘But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit’ says Paul, writing to the church in Rome. He is not referring to every individual sitting in the meeting but to the true church of believers. He says, ‘if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you’ (8:9). The Spirit of God or the Spirit of Christ or the Holy Spirit dwells in every true believer. If you do not have the Holy Spirit you do not belong to Christ. I know this verse well because I have pointed it out to many ‘Pentecostals’, people who believe that the Holy Spirit is given as a second blessing. There are people who say you believe in Jesus and then at a later date you are given the Holy Spirit. Along with this verse I point out that water baptism is done in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It is not that there are Christians today who have not heard of the Holy Spirit. 

What does having the Holy Spirit and being directed by the Holy Spirit mean?  It is the same as having Christ in you and even the Father in you, as we saw last time.  With the Holy Spirit dwelling permanently in the believer, ‘the body is dead because of sin’ (8:10). Boice speaks of the ‘seeds of literal death in our body’. This is physical death that still comes to us because of sin. Our bodies still die but this is not the fear and tragedy it once was. There is a strong ‘but’ in this verse. This effectively cancels what was just said. ‘But the Spirit is life because of righteousness’ (8:10). Righteousness has come from Jesus Christ; imputed righteousness in justification and righteous living in sanctification. The NIV has a small ‘s’ spirit here and Boice argues that this is the human spirit. But the context is all Holy Spirit, so NKJV and ESV have ‘Spirit’. ‘The Spirit is life’ must be the Holy Spirit.

The last thing Paul says of the Spirit-directed mind is that it is in-dwelt by the Spirit of God, who raised Jesus from the dead (8:11). It was with great power that God raised Jesus. That ‘exceedingly great power is at work in you who believe’ (Eph 1:19). ‘He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies’ (8:11). This is an assurance that we will be raised from the dead to live with Christ forever. But this is not all future. Through the indwelling Holy Spirit we are already raised with Christ in the first resurrection (John 5:25). Back in Romans 6 Paul said, ‘if we died with Christ we believe we will also live with him’ (6:8). ‘He died to sin once for all; but the life that he lives he lives to God. Likewise you also reckon yourselves dead indeed to sin but alive to God’ (6:10,11). Paul is saying the same thing here, except now he is telling us that the indwelling Holy Spirit empowers us to do this- to die to self and to the world, and to live for Christ. Christ gave his life that we might live to serve him in the newness of the Spirit (7:6).       

Debtors who follow                                        


          Romans 8:12-14
Each year a few men and women in our country receive bravery awards. A worker who went into a burning house to rescue a child, a young man who dived into the sea to rescue a drowning fisherman, or in one case a man who died while saving a hospital patient from an attacker- he received a posthumous award. Sometimes the person saved is there to express their appreciation. What would it be like meeting the person who saved your life? You would have a huge sense of debt towards that person. You might say, ‘how can I ever thank you? If there is anything that I can ever do to say thanks, please let me know’. You would be ready to do anything for the one who saved you, would you not?

We all owe a great debt to our mothers for all that they have done for us and continue to do. In our country a special day is set aside to remember mothers and thank them. I remember asking my mother once what she wanted for mother’s day. Do you know what she answered? She said, ‘I just want you to be a good boy’. She was a believer and I knew what she meant.

1. Debtors

Romans 8 began with the words, ‘Now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus’. How do we get to be ‘in Christ Jesus’?  We could not keep the law – it was weak through the flesh. It was God who did everything to free us from us from sin and death, and make us alive in Christ. Paul went on to say that we are now in-dwelt by the Holy Spirit. God has enabled us to live in the Spirit; to be spiritually minded and to please him. Moreover, God ‘who raised Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies’ (8:11).

At this point we could jump back to chapter 6; ‘Present yourselves to God as being alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God’ (6:13). We could also jump forward to chapter 12 and read, ‘Therefore brothers, I urge you by the mercies of God (or in view of God’s mercies) that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service’ (12:1). Note the word ‘bodies’. This includes the physical body, as well as the heart and mind. We give our whole self as a living sacrifice; not a dead, once only sacrifice but an ongoing living sacrifice. 

We could also jump to the end of 1Corinthians 6 and read, ‘Do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not your own? For you were bought at a price, therefore glorify God in your body’ (1Cor 6:19-20). What was the price, the cost of our salvation? It was the precious blood of Christ. We were saved, not by good works, but unto good works. We were saved to honour and glorify our wonderful Saviour and Lord. 

If you have been saved from divine condemnation and the Holy Spirit dwells in you,  then you have an obligation- and this is not to live according to the flesh (8:12). Paul goes with the negative at first. Before you were saved by the grace of God you were obligated to the flesh; you were actually a slave to the flesh. But this is no longer the case if you are truly saved. You must not be living under the rule and power of your sinful nature. You are a debtor to God, to Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who now dwell in you. You must live under the rule and power of the Spirit of God.

With grace and great power God rescued the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. He set them apart as a holy people. He made a covenant with them saying, ‘I will be your God and you shall be my people’. As his people they were to obey his commands. They were to live under this covenant relationship when he brought them into their own rich and fertile land. Did they keep their covenant obligations? No. They looked to idols and to other nations. They failed to trust God and live in a way pleasing to Him. And so he gave them over to their enemies.

‘For if you live according to the flesh you will die’ (8:13). Paul is not saying this will happen to the Christians in Rome because they were living unregenerate lives. It is a general statement, as Lloyd-Jones says; like we say, ‘if you put your finger in the fire it will get burnt’. But it is a strong note of warning. Sinful living has consequences. Not giving glory to God has consequences, as King Herod found out when an angel of the Lord struck him (Acts 12:23). 

Brothers and sisters, we are debtors. We have an obligation to holiness. Stott writes, ‘It is an obligation to be what we are, to live up to our Christian status and privilege and to do nothing which contradicts it. In particular, if we are to live in the Spirit we have an obligation to walk according to the Spirit’. Let us be very clear in this matter. Do not say, ‘I am not sure where I am walking, or I hope to get on that path one day’. Some try to keep a foot on each path, a foot in the world and a foot in the church, a foot in the flesh and a foot in the Spirit, but this does not work. The two paths quickly diverge leaving you where? If you are walking in the Spirit you cannot and will not walk in the way of the world, trying to please yourself and other people. ‘We ought to obey God rather than men’ is what the apostles said and did.

‘If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live’ (8:13). This is called mortifying the flesh. Boice writes, ‘the Holy Spirit subdues the flesh as we mortify it in his power and as we set our mind upon things of the Spirit’. Stott writes of mortification as, ‘a ruthless rejection of all practices that we know to be wrong; a daily repentance, turning from all known sins of habit, practice, association or thought’. Flee what is evil and cling to what is good. You have been given the Spirit of power so do so, now.  

Jesus said, ‘If your right eyes causes you to sin pluck it out… If your right hand causes you to sin cut it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go to hell’ (Mat 5:30).  We might not take this literally but Jesus was deadly serious in what he was saying, just as Paul is here. Sin is serious. Salvation is serious. 

You may remember the story in the news of the trekker who got pinned by a falling rock. A huge rock fell on his arm and he could not move it. He was alone. He was running out of food. The weather was harsh. The prospect of death loomed large. So he took out his pocket knife and cut off his arm. He was free. He bandaged the wound and moved on without his arm, but a free man, a man who was alive. It was radical surgery but it was a matter of life and death. 

Turning away from sin is not easy, especially if it has become a habit. It requires radical surgery. You must ‘bite the bullet’ as we say, and do it, if you are to live in the Spirit and be assured of eternal life. The indwelling Holy Spirit will help you. In the power of the Holy Spirit you can stand against the power of the world, the flesh and the devil. 

On the positive side is the setting of our minds in the things of the Spirit. The closer we are to the Lord the further we are from Satan. This is why the ‘means of grace’ are critical; prayer, worship, Bible reading and the Lord’s Supper, all strengthen us in our walking in the Spirit. We must keep ourselves spiritually fit. ‘Strengthen the hands which hang down and the feeble knees and make straight paths for your feet… pursue peace with all people and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord’ (Heb 12:12-14).  

2. Led by the Spirit

‘For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God’ (8:14). This short verse is packed with truth. It is the first of four proofs of being sons of God, according to Haldane. The first of these is being led by the Spirit; we will not be able to cover the others today. You will notice how Paul keeps writing ‘for’ as he brings in all these points for our teaching and growing in righteousness. 

The NIV has, ‘those who are led’ and the ESV, ‘all who are led’. 'As many as are led' includes all believers without exception. It is not that some believers are led by the Holy Spirit and others are not as yet. Remember, if you do not have the Holy Spirit you do not belong to Christ. The leading of the Spirit is a distinguishing sign of God’s sons. ‘Because you are sons, God sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts’ (Gal 4:6). Some want to say ‘driven’ but the word is ‘led’. Did you know that sheep are followers, so must be led? They will not go through a gate until one takes the lead, and then they all follow. I guess they fear what is on the other side. When one goes before them they know it is safe- as long as they can trust that one.  

Jesus, the good shepherd, said, ‘My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me’ (John 10:27). He said to the fishermen and the tax collector, ‘Follow me’, and they did. After his resurrection and ascension Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to lead his people. By his Spirit he connects with his people and leads them still today. Are you being led by the Holy Spirit? Remember, ‘as many as are led by the Spirit, these are the sons of God’.  

Following Christ and being led by the Spirit means being on the narrow path that leads to life. This narrow path is not always smooth or easy. There are obstacles along the way but none so great as to stop us following. The narrow path goes through mountains. Do you fear when you look over the edge of a mountain road? People will tell you not to look there but look at the road. Do not let fear stop you moving ahead; Jesus is up ahead. 

The other danger on this narrow path is temptation. You see a sign inviting you to stop for a drink and to stay the night in a comfortable bed. Your body is tired and you long to stop but the Spirit is leading you on. Jesus knows the dangers of stopping. You will be tempted to stay and enjoy the pleasures of the world and the flesh. ‘Walk in the Spirit and you will not fulfil the lusts of the flesh’ (Gal 5:16). Beware of being led by the lusts of the flesh or by the crowd. Children of God are led by the Holy Spirit.   

If you are a believer the Holy Spirit dwells in you. But is he active in leading you in your life; or are you quenching the Spirit (1Thess 5:19). The Holy Spirit leads you by the ‘means of grace’ as we saw. Are you attentive in reading the Bible and prayer? Are you regular in the fellowship and the sacraments?  Those in the early church were ‘devoted’ to these things. They ‘continued steadfastly’ in the teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and prayer’ (Acts 2:42)
Children of God by adoption                                         

  Romans 8:14-17

Are you a Christian? Before you answer this question you need to know what a Christian is. The term Christian was given to the disciples in Antioch (Acts 11:26). What are disciples?  Disciples are those who attach themselves to a spiritual leader and follow him, or they set their mind on a particular teaching.  So a Christian is a person who follows Christ and his teaching. Christ was not in Antioch so they were not following him physically. But he is risen and is alive; they were following him spiritually, a living not a dead leader. Today the term Christian has been reduced to a socio-political title, so much so that practicing adulterers and homosexuals will call themselves Christians. 

Here in Romans 8 we have learnt that a true Christian, a believer in Jesus Christ of Nazareth, has the Holy Spirit dwelling in them. They have been born again of the Spirit of God. They are a new creation in Christ Jesus, with their mind set on things above where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. A true Christian knows the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. They walk in the Spirit and are led by the Spirit of God. 

Jesus said, “not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven but he who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Mat 7:21). It is by the power of the Holy Spirit that a person says, ‘Jesus is Lord’. Lord means master or leader. Those who say that Jesus is Lord follow him and seek to please him by obeying his commands. The fruits of the Spirit are an essential evidence of your being in-dwelt by the Holy Spirit as a child of God. 

These basic questions are not meant to cause you to doubt that you are a child of God. Rather, what we learn from this passage is that we can, and should be, assured that we are a child of God if we truly are. If you have been redeemed by Jesus Christ you have been adopted as a son of God. ‘And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying out ‘Abba, Father!’ (Gal 4:6) 

Last time we spoke of four proofs of being children of God in these verses, as set out by Haldane: being led by the Spirit, having the Spirit of adoption, the witness of the Spirit with our spirit, and our suffering with Christ. We looked at the first last time, as found in verse 14. A child of God listens to the voice of Jesus and follows him (John 10:27).  They do not listen to the voice of Satan to follow the adversary of God. They do not listen to the world, the flesh or the devil. 

1. Spirit of adoption

What does it mean to be called a ‘son of God’? As with the title ‘Christian’, this title is widely misunderstood and misused. Some say that everyone is a child of God. This is true in the sense that all human beings are created by God. This is what Paul meant when he agreed with the poets that we are the offspring of God (Acts 17:29). But what he means by ‘sons of God’ in Romans 8:14 is entirely different. The sons of God are those who are led by the Spirit of God. The Holy Spirit is given to every believer. The believer is elected by God and justified by God – by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ. Prior to being justified we were slaves to sin and condemned by the law. This is the default status for every human being- under condemnation. Jesus refers to this condition as being sons of the devil (John 8:44).

How do we become children of God? This is not the question here because Paul has dealt with this. The question is how do we know, and how do we show we are the children of God. God of course has only one begotten Son- Jesus was born without sin as the Son of God. You who believe are an adopted son of God, and as an adopted son you have been given the Holy Spirit (Gal 4:6). Adoption is not so common today but we all know what it means. In fact there is a move to have more adoption and less fostering of children. When a child is formally adopted they know they belong to the family and cannot be removed. Like a child born into the family they are secure in the life-long relationship they have with their parents. There is no law for un-adopting children. 

Jewish law had no provision for adoption, but Roman law did. There is no mention of adoption in the OT but it was widely practiced by wealthy Romans and Greeks. A man would adopt a child to be his son and heir. Morris writes, ‘It is a useful word for Paul for it signified being granted the full rights and privileges of sonship in a family to which one does not naturally belong. This is a good illustration of one aspect of what it means to become a Christian’. The doctrine of adoption gives us a richer understanding of who we are as believers in Jesus. It teaches us of assurance or the perseverance of the saints. Along with questions on justification and sanctification, the Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q34) asks, ‘What is adoption? Adoption is an act of God’s free grace whereby we are received into the number, and have a right to all the privileges of the sons of God’. 

The most secure of human relationships is that between a parent and a child- we speak of a blood relationship. Adoption is just as strong and secure as a blood relationship. The blood of Jesus Christ is the means by which we are brought into this relationship. No wonder Paul concludes the chapter saying that nothing shall ‘be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (8:39). 

The apostle contrasts this Spirit of adoption with the spirit of bondage/ slavery (8:15) – or does he? What is this spirit of bondage?  Spirit with a small ‘s’ refers to the human spirit which is a mood, a frame of mind or disposition. Most translations have a small ‘s’ for this ‘spirit of bondage again to fear’. When we were without the Holy Spirit, as slaves to sin and death, we were in fear. We were slaves to Satan. But not all agree with this small ‘s’ spirit translation. It is better to contrast in terms of the Holy Spirit delivering us from this fear and not bringing us back into fear- fear of the law. The law remains but our relationship to it is entirely different. Being in Christ frees us from the yoke of bondage. We are no longer debtors to the law but to the One who delivered us by his blood. So with Murray, Morris, Stott and others we see this as a reference to the Holy Spirit and agree with the paraphrase of Murray: ‘Ye did not receive the Holy Spirit as a Spirit of bondage but as the Spirit of adoption’. The Holy Spirit does not make you slaves but sons. The Holy Spirit does not make you legalists but gives you liberty as adopted sons. 

The Spirit of adoption is the Spirit by whom we cry out ‘Abba, Father’ (8:15 cf. Gal 4:6). The children of God have the right to call God 'Father'. Those who call God ‘Father’ do not call another man father in this sense of being spiritual disciples (Mat 23:9). On the other hand, to call the creator and the judge of all people ‘Father’ is a special privilege afforded the adopted child of God. Jesus gave this right when he told us to pray, ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name’.  

In Gethsemane Jesus himself prayed, ‘Abba, Father’ (Mark 14:36). Abba is the Aramaic word for father. The following Greek word is the translation.  ‘Abba’ expressed intimacy; it was the mother tongue of the Jews. It means ‘Daddy’, but we must be careful in our understanding of this term. Morris reminds us that the head of the family in the first century was an august figure, and that the father even had the right to put a member of his household to death. Still, the term ‘Abba’ expresses love and intimacy with Almighty God, a love and intimacy that law-keeping Jews did not know. This cry from the adopted child of God expresses dependence on God. The self-sufficient son would not cry out like this- remember the brother of the prodigal son in Luke 15. 

I urge you to be clear in your prayers as to whom you are praying. We are talking about proofs of being sons of God and being led by the Holy Spirit. 'Dear God’, or even ‘Dear Lord’ prayers, are not clear proofs; unbelievers can pray like this. When you pray, ‘Our Father in heaven’ and close, ‘in Jesus’ name’, it is clear to whom you are praying. Indeed, the Jew and the Muslim will be offended by such a prayer. They have no concept of being adopted sons of God and praying with such intimacy. 

2. Spirit’s witness

The third proof of being a child of God is again associated with the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are the children of God’ (8:16). This follows from the previous point, namely of being adopted children of God- the same as sons of God in verse 14. This proof is to yourself rather than others. It is a witness in the heart or ‘to our spirit’- here a small ‘s’ because it is our spirit. 

What is this witness with our spirit? It is hard to explain because it is deep in the heart. It is an inner experience and hard to express. We see it later in Paul’s reference to  prayer- ‘we do not know how we should pray but the Spirit himself makes intercession for us with groaning that cannot be uttered’ (8:26). You who have the Holy Spirit will know times when you cannot find words to express yourself in the presence of God. You will pray with tears rather than words. This is not about the power of music or song to touch your heart; it is about the power of the Holy Spirit to assure you that you are a child of God. 

‘And if children then heirs- heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ’ (8:17). The picture of adoption continues. The children of God have this inner witness of the Holy Spirit and they have the assurance of being heirs of God and co- heirs with Christ. We are brought into the family of God with the full privileges of a birth child. Jesus is a birth child, the only birth child. 

We struggle to comprehend this great truth but Jesus pointed to it in telling us to call God ‘Abba, Father’, just as he did. He also pointed to it in his prayer in John 17. He prayed for the Father to glorify him and also for the Father to bring them with him into this glory, that ‘they may behold my glory which you have given me’ (John 17:24). In Hebrews we read of Jesus ‘bringing many sons to glory’ (Heb 2:10).

As adopted sons of God we have an inheritance. What is it? We look to our heavenly mansion, to the marriage supper of the Lamb, and to ruling with Christ, but Boice calls these ‘lesser items’. He says the greater item is our being glorified together with Christ. ‘Heirs of God’ can be understood as God being our inheritance (objective genitive). The Levites did not receive an inheritance in the land of Canaan like the other tribes because ‘the Lord God of Israel was their inheritance’ (Josh 13:3). Morris reminds us that God does not die so this is not like a human inheritance. He says this inheritance is more about relationship than ownership.  

‘Beloved, now we are children of God’ and we know that when Jesus appears ‘we shall be like him for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as He is pure’ (1John 3:2, 3). We are back to looking at purity and holiness. We have a great and glorious hope in the Lord. This hope is assured by the word and the Spirit. Let us have our hearts fixed upon this hope, a hope we do not see, yet eagerly wait for (8:25).  As adopted children of God and co-heirs with Christ let us be walking in the Spirit, honouring and glorifying God our Father in all we think, say and do.    
If we suffer with Jesus                                         


Romans 8:17-18

‘Heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him’ (8:17). Why does this verse have to end in this way? It is tempting to skip this part of the verse but we hit suffering again in the next verse. We must accept what is written and try to understand it. Besides, the verse ends on the note of glory: ‘that we may be glorified together’. Suffering and glory go together for the child of God. The path of suffering is the path to glory.

We have been considering proofs of being sons of God which are associated with being in-dwelt by the Holy Spirit. The first of these was being led by the Spirit. A child of God must be following or walking in the Spirit and not in the flesh. Secondly, the Holy Spirit confirms our adoption as sons of God. As God’s children by adoption we call God our Father; we cry out ‘Abba, Father’ just as Jesus did. We have all the privileges of a natural son- the natural son is Jesus. Thirdly, we have the inner witness of the Holy Spirit with our spirit. The indwelling Holy Spirit has quickened our dead hearts and made us alive in Christ. He gives us assurance of being in God’s family and of an inheritance, which is God himself (Josh 13:33). The fourth and final proof of our sonship is suffering- suffering in this present world.  

1. Reason for suffering  

Human suffering is universal, but it has not always been so and will not always be so. Suffering came into the world with sin, as did death. Suffering is common to all people but not all deal with it in the same way. Man-made religions, philosophies and science all attempt to deal with suffering but not at its root cause. They seek to avoid suffering but suffering, either physical or mental, comes to all. The Bible tells us that death came as the penalty for sin. Suffering came at the same time, according to Genesis 3. For instance childbirth became painful- presumably it was not so beforehand. Human relationships became painful with blame-shifting, anger and even murder. Relationship with the creation became painful after the ground was cursed. Without this knowledge from the Bible suffering is a mystery. The ungodly try to fathom this mystery but do so in the dark. They are without God and without hope in this world.

There was no suffering before the fall and there is no suffering in the new heaven and new earth (Rev 21:4). Jesus came from heaven into this world. Even the sinless Son of God suffered in this world. He suffered bodily with hunger as well as from beating and crucifixion. He suffered mentally from betrayal, denial and desertion by friends. Followers of Jesus are a new creation in Christ Jesus, yet we continue to live in this earthly body in this fallen world. This body is subject to suffering, to disease and death. If the sinless Son of God suffered in this world so will we, even when our sins are forgiven. 

But something amazing happens when we believe and receive the Holy Spirit. See what happened in the early church. The believers were glad to suffer for Christ. They rejoiced in being counted worthy to suffer shame for his name (Acts 5:41). The apostle Paul was told he would suffer much for the name of Jesus and he did (Acts 9:16). He was not discouraged. He did not try to avoid suffering. He listened to what Jesus said: ‘In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world’ (John 16:33).

2. Response to suffering  

While we are in this body and in this world what are we to do about suffering? People respond in different ways. We mentioned man-made religions. Buddhism says suffering comes from desires so we must overcome these desires. Human passions must be extinguished, and this is done by following the eightfold path, which focuses on morality and concentration. But success on this path cannot be completed in one lifetime- hence the need for reincarnation. The materialist looks to avoid suffering and science helps him in this. It gives him drugs. Then there is the Stoic who stares suffering in the face; he grits his teeth and says, ‘I will not suffer’. Few people see any good coming from their suffering. But God, who works all things together for good to those who love him (8:28), uses suffering for the good of his people. Suffering came because of sin but God uses it for good in our lives. It is, in fact, a confirmation of our being ‘in Christ’ when we suffer as he did. The world had a special hatred for Jesus, the righteous Son of God. Jesus told his disciples the world would hate them also. He said, ‘If they persecuted me they will also persecute you’ (John 16:20).

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (Mat 5:10). Suffering persecution for the name of Jesus is a cause for rejoicing. Is this what you believe? What is your attitude towards those who mock your faith in Jesus?  What if you lose your job or get bashed for your faith in Jesus? ‘My brothers, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces perseverance’ (James 1:2). 

God also uses suffering to discipline and train his children. Some in the church at Corinth who were taking the Lord’s Supper in an unworthy manner got sick ‘for this reason’- God was chastening them (1Cor 11:30). Paul had a thorn in the flesh that God did not remove because it kept him humble and depending on God’s grace. God does not always heal us, and not immediately, in order to teach us to follow him. Pain and suffering draw God’s children closer to him. 

Suffering is actually a mark of the Christian life, a proof of being a child of God – despite what you hear in a lot of popular preaching. Not only are we disciplined and trained by suffering but we are purified and made fit for the Kingdom of God. We are like gold being refined in the fire. We know that our suffering is but for the moment and that we have ‘an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled that does not fade away, kept in heaven for you’ (1Peter 1:4, 7).

3. Revealing of the Holy Spirit   

How can suffering be a witness of the Holy Spirit dwelling in us? Boice writes, ‘Physical suffering gives particular clout to the witness of Christians. It means something special when a person can testify to God’s grace when he or she is suffering from acute bodily pain or while dying. It is even more convincing when Christians bear witness to Jesus when they might suffer the loss of all things for it’. In India new believers were often taken into mission compounds and given good food and new clothes. This resulted in a negative witness to outsiders who called them ‘rice Christians’. It was a better witness for them to stay in the village, even if they suffered deprivation and persecution. Boice relates the story of a young pastor in China who was put in prison from 1960 to 1979. What happened to the church during those 19 years he was in prison? It actually grew from 300 to 5000 members. Such was the witness of this man suffering for the name of Jesus. He relates another story from China about a 14 year old girl who believed. She was one of nine young evangelists arrested and forced to kneel in one place day and night. On the third day she fainted and was released. The others were to continue this suffering for nine days. When they were released and reunited with this young girl she started to cry. When asked why she was crying she said it was because she had been called to suffer for only three days.

What is the witness of the church in our country? Many seek church growth by promising abundant blessings from God in the form of health, wealth and happiness. But if we look not only to China but to the Bible itself we see the church growing through persecution and through the suffering of the children of God. We see the witness of suffering when we look to our Lord. As he hung dying on the cross- the sinless Son of God dying in silence- the thief next to him believed. Seeing Jesus on the cross the centurion glorified God saying, ‘certainly this was a righteous man’ (John 23:43,47). Joseph and Nicodemus came out of the Jewish council to bury Jesus. Suffering for Christ is a powerful witness. It is the Holy Spirit who empowers us to endure hardship and suffering and be such witnesses. ‘This is a faithful saying’ writes the apostle Paul, ‘If we died with him we will also live with him. If we endure we shall also reign with him’ (2Tim 2:11-12).  

4. Resulting glory 

Jesus did not shrink from suffering for us. Paul did not shrink from suffering for the name of Jesus. Will you shrink from suffering for the name of Jesus? The answer must be 'yes' or 'no', not 'maybe'! Do you believe that suffering is an essential part of the Christian life? Do you believe that through suffering we attain glory? We are not promised freedom from suffering but freedom, and indeed glory, through suffering. When we suffer with Christ we are assured of being glorified together with him (8:17). 

In a letter that Paul must have found difficult to write, because of personal attacks from within the church, he speaks of the Holy Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee (2Cor 1:22). He goes on to say, ‘For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory’ (2Cor 4:17). In Hebrew ‘weight’ and ‘glory’ come from the same root.

‘For I consider/reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory which shall be revealed in us’ (8:18). We have seen the word ‘reckoned’ before; it is a bookkeeping term, a tallying of accounts. There is also the picture of weighing things on a balance. Present suffering is far outweighed by future glory. Paul does not lose sight of eternity and of heaven when he is called upon to suffer. This is the mark of a person having the inner witness of the Holy Spirit. They give outer witness to Jesus at the same time, bringing glory to his name. 

What is this glory that will be revealed in us? Glory is very difficult to define, because it is difficult to comprehend. It is defined as splendour, radiance, brightness, and beauty. Three apostles saw the glory of Jesus when he was briefly transfigured on the mountain. Glory really belongs to heaven. Paul was caught up into heaven and heard inexpressible things (2Cor 12:4). John was given a vision of the throne in heaven and the One on the throne (Rev 4). The glory to be revealed in us relates to Jesus- we will be gloried together with him (8:17). This glory belongs to the risen Jesus and to his returning to heaven. In John 17 Jesus spoke of being glorified together with the Father.  Jesus is glorified with the Father and we are glorified with Jesus- if we can grasp something of this!  

What Jesus does pray is that we may behold his glory, glory which he has given us (John 17:24,22). We glimpse this glory now as we reflect on the love of Jesus, and as the Holy Spirit enlightens our hearts and minds to spiritual realities and to the coming of Jesus. He will come on the clouds of heaven in power and great glory (Mat 24:30). Are you ready?  He will gather his elect and we will be changed. We will see him as he is and be like him (1John 3:2). If you are led by the Spirit you will keep these marvellous truths in your heart and mind. You will not be discouraged by suffering or persecution.  You will actually become stronger in your faith and more powerful in your witness as you walk on the pathway to glory. ‘Turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in his wonderful face, and the things of earth will grow strangely dim, in the light of his glory and grace’. 

Creation will be delivered                              



   Romans 8:19-22
Those who repent of their sin and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ are forgiven and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. It is God who, in his grace, brings about this change in the hearts of his elect. Those whom he predestined, these he also called (8:30). Those who receive the Spirit and are led by the Spirit are children of God- and if children then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ (8:17). This is the high calling, this is the inheritance, of those who are justified by grace alone though faith alone. It is a sharing in the glory of the risen Lord Jesus Christ. 

While speaking of heirs and glory Paul also speaks of suffering. To some it seems incongruous to mention suffering in the same breath as glory, but this is not the case. It is through suffering that the children of God are revealed. It is through suffering that the children of God attain glory. This was the case with the only begotten Son of God. It is also the case with the adopted sons. All who are in Christ will suffer in this world (2Tim 3:13). Suffering belongs to the present time (8:18). Suffering is not just for others in another time. Suffering belongs to this present life in this present world. Suffering comes because of sin. Our bodies, which God made perfect in his image, became subject to death.  As our bodies get old they get weak and we die. Born in sin, we have a sinful nature. This proud nature leads us to rebel against God. In this rebellion we suffer. God uses suffering to mould us and conform us to the image of his Son, Jesus Christ (8:29).

We are fallen creatures living in a fallen world. When Adam sinned the whole creation was subjected to the curse along with him - or in him. The ground was cursed so that weeds began to grow. God gave Adam the responsibility of ruling over his creation. His fall meant creations fall. Violence and killing broke out within the creation- both man and animals. Survival of the fittest it what evolutionists like to call this. So man not only suffers because of a sinful nature, but also because of a sinful world. Weeds, disease and sickness, hostility and fighting all bring suffering. Only in a new body, a body that cannot sin, and in a new creation where there is no sin, will the children of God be freed from suffering and enter into the fullness of the glory of God. 

In the verses before us Paul continues teaching about sanctification and assurance of salvation but digresses to speak of the created universe or cosmos in which we presently exist. He gives us a rare insight into the nature of the creation, an insight which supplements that given in Isaiah and then in Revelation. Paul tells us that it was subjected to futility and that it is also in bondage to decay but that it will be delivered when the sons of God are revealed. 

1. Creation in frustration  

Mankind’s relation to the world of plants and animals is a vexed issue. There are people who worship the creation, who worship the sun or the moon, the trees or the animals. The cow is an object of worship in Hinduism. The whale is a favourite with some. On the other hand there are those who exploit the creation. They see trees as well as animals a merely a source of money. They will cut down the last tree if there is a dollar to be made. Both these attitudes towards creation stem from a lack of understanding of the creation and the truth that it is God’s creation. 

Years ago I visited a tribe in NE India. The people practised slash and burn agriculture. They hunted in the forests, killing all manner of wildlife. They were also head-hunters. When the gospel came to this tribe and the people believed in Jesus their attitude towards the creation changed- not immediately but as part of their sanctification. As a new creation in Christ Jesus they had to learn anew how to manage the God-given resources of land and water, plants and animals. 

Paul writes ‘The creation was subjected to futility/frustration’ (8:20). The word is the same as that translated 'vanity' or ‘meaninglessness’ in the book of Ecclesiastes. Just as mankind is born, lives and dies, so the animals and plants follow this cycle of life and death. Human beings are different in that we have ‘eternity in our hearts’ (Eccl 3:11). Yet creatures also suffer and die- not to mention the fighting and killing that goes on.

Why was the creation subjected to futility? It was not the doing of the creation. It was not willingly. The futility came about because of sin - Adam’s sin. God subjected it to futility because of man’s sin. Man, who was made to rule over the creation was cut off from God. He was no longer able to rule over the creation as God’s steward. God drove Adam from the harmony of Eden to hostility ‘east of the garden of Eden’. But God ‘subjected it in hope’. This was not the end. The futility was not the finality. Just as Adam and Eve were given hope with the promise bound up in the seed of the woman (Gen 3:15), so the rest of animate creation was also given hope. This hope is bound up with the revelation or the making known of the children of God (8:19). 

2. Creation in bondage

The creation is in bondage just like mankind. It is in bondage to sin through man- directly and indirectly; indirectly in that creation is itself corrupted, and directly in that corrupted man manages the creation corruptly. Both worship and exploitation of the creation are corruptions in God's sight. It is not surprising to read that the ‘whole creation groans’ (8:22). It began groaning when Adam sinned and continues to groan today. 

Many people think that this creation is all there is and so their only hope is in this world. How tragic! They grab their little portion – or big portion- of this creation and make it theirs. Some want to return it to its pristine beauty - which is weeds, decay and death. Others want to create their own version of glory. There is beauty in this world of course. The creation, like man, bears the vestiges of God’s perfect creation. God created everything good. But this beauty is not to be compared with what will appear in the new heavens and the new earth. When Peter writes of the heavens passing away and the  elements melting with fervent heat, it seems to be more than a makeover of the present creation, as some Christians, influenced by environmentalism, tell us (2Peter 3:10). 

The present creation is in bondage. It groans as with birth pangs (8:22). This is a potent metaphor used of creation, and also of us (8:22, 23). The groan and the pain is not that of death but of the coming of new life. A mother suffers excruciating pain but knows that it will end with the joy of a new baby. This is the marvel of a new creation by God. The mother knows this marvel. So we believe the pain and suffering of this present creation will come to an end with a new creation, a new heaven and new earth. 

The apostles and women who followed Jesus were filled with sorrow when they saw him die on the cross. They deeply mourned the loss of their master. But it need not have been this way. Jesus told them again and again that he must suffer and die and rise again on the third day. Their sorrow came from not believing what Jesus told them. Jesus endured the physical pain and even the spiritual agony of the cross because he knew what God the Father was doing through him. ‘For the joy that was set before him he endured the cross, despising the shame (Heb 12:2). 

We will suffer physical pain but will be spared much sorrow if we believe what God tells us in his word. If we believe that this world is not all there is, if we believe that there will be a new heaven and new earth, we will be like a woman giving birth. We will know that joy will come in the morning (Ps 30:5). We have a sure and certain hope based on the promise of God. We have a ‘living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead… an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not pass away, reserved in heaven for you’ (1Peter 1:3-4). 

3. Creation delivered      

In some marvellous and mysterious way the rest of creation shares in our hope of a new creation. It will be delivered from the bondage to decay. It will be brought into the glorious liberty of the children of God as a renewed creation. Isaiah said, ‘all the trees of the field will clap their hands’ (Isa 55:12), and the Psalmist sang of the rivers clapping hands (Ps 98:8) when God’s great salvation or deliverance is made known. 

What will this be like you ask? In some ways it will be like before it was subjected to bondage. In Eden Adam tended the garden and enjoyed its fruit. He did not battle weeds or disease or other disasters. He was a peace with the animals that God brought for him to name (Gen 2:19). Isaiah speaks of the lamb and the wolf feeding together and the lion eating straw like the ox (Isa 11:6-9, 65:25). Maybe it was like this in Eden. 

But the creation will be even more glorious than Eden. God visited Adam but his throne was not in Eden. In Eden Adam was able to sin. He had not taken from the tree of life. In the new heaven and new earth the tree of life again appears (Rev 22:2). There will be a whole company of angels (Heb 12:22, Rev 5:11). In this place there will be no sin and no possibility of sin, for we shall be changed into the likeness of Christ. The creation is eagerly waiting for this day. It is standing on tiptoe, as this Greek word literally means, eager to see this revealing of the sons of God. It is waiting for the resurrection and the judgment. 

It is not clear today just who is and who is not a child of God. But on that day there will be no mistake for Jesus ‘will separate them one from another as a shepherd divides his sheep from the goats’ (Mat 25:32). His ‘sheep’ will be raised with new bodies- they will not be souls without a body. This body will dwell in a new heaven and new earth in which God himself also dwells. This is the glory that will be revealed in us (8:18). It was this thought that gave rise to this wonderful description of the whole creation waiting for the children of God to be revealed.
Believers groan, but persevere                                      

  Romans 8:23-25

Mangoes are a delicious tropical fruit. They are difficult to find in winter but in summer they are plentiful. At the local markets there is a tradition of auctioning off for charity the first box of mangoes for the season. It fetches thousands of dollars. In Israel the people were commanded to bring the first fruit of their harvest to the house of God (Lev 23:10-11). This first fruit was a sign of more to come. It pointed to a rich harvest. 

In teaching about the gift of the Holy Spirit to each and every believer, Paul spoke of the Holy Spirit being a witness with our spirit that we are the children of God (8:16). The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of adoption (8:15). Elsewhere he refers to the Holy Spirit as a guarantee of our inheritance (2Cor 1:22, 5:5, Eph 1:14). He uses a commercial metaphor; that of a deposit given as the guarantee or pledge of full payment. In Modern Greek this word (arrabon) is used for an engagement ring- the pledge of marriage. 

Firstfruits is more an agricultural than a commercial term. It would be well understood by Jews with their background in agriculture and the law. Paul says that those who believe have received the Holy Spirit as the firstfruits. He then speaks of the full fruits, redemption of our body and full adoption as sons (8:23). But these are in the future. 

1. Awaiting with groans

These verses follow on from the description of the creation groaning as it awaits the sons of God to be revealed. ‘We know that the whole creation groans and labours with birth pangs together until now’ (8:22). Birth pains are real pains but they are positive pains, unlike death pains. The whole creation fell because of man’s sin, and it awaits the redemption of man from sin. Man's redemption restores his relationship to God; ‘having been justified by faith we have peace with God’ (5:1). It also restores his relationship with fellow human beings, and with the rest of God’s creation, both animate and inanimate. 

This restoration however, is not yet complete. We continue to live in the presence of sin. We continue in this decaying body. We continue to struggle against sin. In the previous chapter we heard the apostle cry out, ‘O wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ (7:24). The deliverer has come and effected our deliverance but this is not yet fully realised and revealed. Stott says that we are only ‘half saved’ because our souls are redeemed but not our bodies. But such words can easily be misunderstood. Morris is a bit more circumspect in his words when he writes, ‘what we have now is real, but it is not the whole (cf. 1John 3:2), and our foretaste leads us to look forward with eager longing to the completion of what God has already begun in us (cf. 8:19)’. 

We groan within ourselves as we await this full redemption, redemption which includes bodily resurrection- or instant change if we happen to be alive when Jesus returns (1Cor 15:51). Believers of course, grieve and groan at the wickedness and idolatry in the world around. But the groaning here is because of our own weakness; it is because we so easily fall into sin. We hate sin and want to please God in all we say and do, but so often we fail. 

We know that a new day is coming when we will get a new body. ‘In this tent we groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling’ (2Cor 5:2). Paul calls this present body our earthly house or tent. He longed to exchange this earthly tent for a heavenly tent. He longed to be absent from the body and present with the Lord (2Cor 5:8).  He longed for mortality to be swallowed up by life. The present body is not only frail and decaying; it is not fit for heaven. ‘Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God' (1Cor 15:50). 

This waiting and groaning does not mean we are to go about with long faces, much less to lock ourselves away, waiting for Jesus to come. On the contrary, we are to wait with eagerness, fervently praying, ‘Maranatha’ or ‘O Lord come!’ ‘The Spirit and the bride say ‘Come’ (Rev 22:17). Is this a case of the Holy Spirit bearing witness with our spirit? Note that the bride of Christ is the church in these verses. We are like the bride eagerly awaiting the coming of the bridegroom. In Indian weddings the bride may not even have seen the bridegroom- much less have lived with him for years. Her father is responsible for choosing her bridegroom. They also use the term ‘life partner’ rather than our vulgar ‘partner for now’. Like the early Christians we should be praying ‘Maranatha, even so, come Lord Jesus’. We are to be looking to hasten the coming of the day of God (2Peter 3:12). We ought to be living lives of holiness and godliness. We ought to be praying and labouring in the preaching of the gospel. It is when the gospel is preached throughout the whole world that the end will come (Mat 24:14).

2. A certain hope

‘For we are saved in this hope’ (8:24). The creation was subjected to futility and frustration, but not without hope (8:20). When hope goes, so does life. I was reading of a young footballer who injured himself at training and could not play. It was not that he could never play again but just for a few months. But he took his own life. His hope was so shallow- it was easily shattered. 

Hope in the things of this world is very uncertain. Many die with their only hope shattered. Hope that is in things that are seen is no hope at all (8:24).  But you who believe in Jesus have a sure and certain hope. You do not see it but you know it is real. You know it is there in the Lord Jesus Christ. You have the Holy Spirit as a guarantee, remember. You have the inspired and infallible word of God in the Bible.  

Faith, hope and love remain (1Cor 13:13). These are the three great virtues of the Christian life. They are three gracious gifts of God by his Spirit. Paul has dealt with faith. ‘The righteousness of God is through faith in Jesus Christ’ (3:22). In the verse before us he speaks of the Holy Spirit and of hope. We are born again of the Spirit of God into a living hope (1Peter 1:3). 

Hope is an essential ingredient in the Christian life. This hope is not based on things that are seen but on things that are unseen (2Cor 4:18). Hope for things in this world is not hope because these things will not last. If your hope is in riches or fame you will be disappointed. Did you read that Rupert Murdoch is to get paid a few million dollars more each year? Do you think he is a happy and contented man because of his riches? Can he take his riches with him when he dies? May he, and many trusting in their wealth like him, realise that their hope in things that are seen is no hope at all. 

True hope is located in things that are not seen. True hope waits with eager expectation. Christmas presents should be opened on Christmas day – right? If a child sees their present before this day they no longer have the same eager expectation. They have seen what they are getting. They might say, ‘I do not want that, I want something else’. We have not seen what the Lord has is store for us, but we know that it will be wonderful because God our Father loves us beyond measure. He has given us his Son Jesus to die in our place. How can you doubt his love? 

We must not think of this inheritance as things belonging to this world. We must not think of it in terms of things at all. Our inheritance is about being changed. It is about the redemption of our body. It is about being fully adopted as children of God. It is about seeing Jesus as he is in all his glory (1John 3:2). We, along with the rest of creation (excluding unbelievers of course) eagerly wait this new day.

3. Adoption and redemption   

‘We are eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our body’ (8:23). We have been talking about the redemption of our body but let us come back for a moment to these two promises. They are very important since they are the things we are eagerly waiting for, with groans like labour pains. 

Firstly, the adoption. This goes back to the Spirit of adoption in verse 15. The indwelling Holy Spirit makes us cry out, ‘Abba, Father’.  We call God our Father but we cannot as yet enter his house or his kingdom because of our earthly body. This body prevents us from having full access to our Father’s house. ‘While we are in this body we are absent from the Lord' (2Cor 5:6).  

We are the children of God. We are not orphans without a Father- it is just that for now we cannot enter his home which is in heaven. We are being prepared for this day, the day when we will see his glory and we will be glorified in his presence. In Galatians Paul speaks of the heir who is a child (Gal 4: 1-2). He is under guardians and tutors until the time appointed by the father. When he is made ready he will enter into his inheritance. Even so, we will be fully delivered from bondage under the elements of this world (8:21, Gal 1:3).

Paul cried out to be delivered from the body of death (7:24). It was in his flesh that sin persisted. Believing in Jesus we are born again of the Spirit of God. We receive a new heart (spiritually) by which we love God and desire to serve him. But this earthly body keeps getting in the way and tripping us up. We long for the day when we will be free of this body and clothed in a body like that of our Saviour. Jesus took on an earthly body when he came into this world. But he is raised from the dead and has returned to glory in his resurrected and heavenly body. Christ is the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep or died (1Cor 15:20). 

The redemption of our body refers to bodily resurrection and change. Corruption must put on incorruption. The natural body will become a spiritual body. Dishonour must put on glory and weakness must put on power. Paul writes these encouraging truths to the Corinthian Christians. Do you find these truths encouraging? Are they truths that you know, truths that you often meditate on?  ‘Therefore my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labour in the Lord is not in vain’ (1Cor 15:58).  
Holy Spirit helps in prayer                                       

          Romans 8:26-27

Do you pray regularly? Do you find it hard to pray? As children of God we are commanded to pray- ‘pray without ceasing’ (1Thes 5:17). Jesus prayed, and he taught his disciples to pray (Luke 11:1). He gave them the Lord’s Prayer, but this was not to be the sum total of their prayers. In Gethsemane Jesus prayed and told his disciples to pray. He was about to be arrested and crucified. In the upper room Jesus prayed to his Father (John 17). He prayed for himself and his disciples. He specifically told Peter, ‘I have prayed for you that your faith should not fail’ (Luke 22:31). Jesus interceded in prayer for Peter. Jesus is now at the right hand of the Father in heaven and continues to intercede for us (8:34).

Prayer is essential to our sanctification. It must be central in the life of every child of God. God has given us the Holy Spirit to help us in prayer. Jesus promised his disciples that he would not leave them as orphans but would send them ‘another Helper’, the Holy Spirit (John 14:16). The Greek word he uses is ‘Paraclete', meaning 'one who comes alongside'. The Holy Spirit in fact dwells in you who believe (John 14:17). He is with you always to help.

1. Weakness in prayer

In this great chapter we have seen how the Holy Spirit subdues our flesh, witnesses to our sonship, and guarantees our inheritance. The fourth and final work of the Holy Spirit, as we find in these two verses, is that of helping us in our prayer. We are weak in this matter and need help. What child of God does not struggle in prayer?  Even the apostles struggled.  They struggled just to stay awake to pray- which may be your problem! Or maybe you have a problem finding time to pray. If so, then you must do something about it. The devil hates to see a child of God on their knees in prayer. If Satan can stop you praying he has almost won the battle. 

The weakness Paul refers to here is not in the knees however; it is a weakness in the heart. It is about not knowing what we should pray for when we are down on our knees. Such weakness in prayer is not sin. Paul felt something of this weakness when praying in his prison cell in Rome. He said, ‘For me to live is Christ and to die is gain’ (Phil 1:21). But he could not choose which one was the Lord’s will. ‘I am hard pressed between the two’ he said. There he is on his knees praying for the Lord to take him to his heavenly home, and at the same time knowing God would have him remain on earth. Do you know what Paul is talking about?  

Have you ever been so overcome at being in the presence of God, that you are lost for words? Maybe you cannot express an intense joy in your heart as you bow to thank God.  More often it will be an intense pain or sorrow that you cannot understand. You cry, ‘Abba, Father’ but that is as far as you get. You bow in silence, maybe with tears, because you cannot find words to express what is deep in your heart. More than once my prayer has been a simple, 'Lord, have mercy’. I remember one occasion in India when a poor woman’s baby was dying. As my wife and I rushed them to the hospital our prayer, in between periods of silence, was, ‘Jesus have mercy’. Sometimes it was, ‘Jesus make everything okay’ because that was all we could say in the local language. The Lord heard our prayer and the baby lived.  Apparently he heard the unspoken prayer of the mother also because soon afterwards she confessed Jesus as her Saviour and Lord. 

2. Work of the Holy Spirit 
The Holy Spirit, the third person of the Godhead, helps in this weakness we experience in prayer. How does he help us?  The Holy Spirit is there in our heart as a witness that we are the children of God (8:16). The Holy Spirit reminds us of what Jesus said. He brings to mind the word of God. The Holy Spirit, like the Father and the Son, is kind and gracious. Years ago I was in a charismatic prayer meeting. The people were waiting for the Spirit to speak. Suddenly one person said that they had a message from the Spirit. The message was, ‘Be still and know that I am God’. I was thankful that the ‘message from the Spirit’ was actually written in the Bible (Psalm 46:10), but was wary about going back to this group. This verse in Romans is used in support of speaking in tongues (glossolalia) in the fellowship, but this is not what ‘groanings which cannot be uttered’ refers to.

The work of the Holy Spirit goes further than just reminding us of what is in the Bible. The Holy Spirit intercedes for us. The Holy Spirit is sent by God to dwell in our hearts. For the apostles he replaced the physical presence of Jesus. Whereas Jesus interceded for Peter in Luke 22:32, the Holy Spirit now intercedes for saints (8:27). Jesus is at the right hand of God as our advocate, and the Holy Spirit is in our hearts as our advocate. Dear brother and sister, you are not without help in living the Christian life. Are you making use of this help?

A courtroom is not a familiar place for most people. If you choose to represent yourself in court you may not even get a hearing because you do not know the procedures. You must take an advocate to help you in presenting your case. When you come before God, the judge of all people, you can only come through Jesus Christ. His intercession is essential. You do of course, come before a gracious God, but a God whose thoughts and whose ways are far beyond you. You have the Holy Spirit with you and in you to help in making your requests to God. 

What are these groanings that cannot be uttered? Before we come to the nature of the groaning we ask who is groaning. Every translation I have consulted has the Spirit himself making intercession for us with groanings, or words to this effect. The straightforward understanding is that the Spirit groans. Yet so many commentators start talking about us groaning. Stott writes, ‘It seems to be this. Sometimes when believers do not know how to pray in words they groan without words’. I have spoken in this way and this is true (8:23), but it is not what this particular verse says. Lloyd-Jones is adamant that ‘the Godhead does not groan’, but look at Jesus when he stood before the grave of Lazarus (John 11:33- it is not the same Greek word but still means deeply moved or groaned). The NIV study Bible, however, clearly notes, ‘In verse 23 it is the believer who groans; here it is the Holy Spirit’. Boice agrees, pointing to the creation groaning (vs. 22), us groaning (vs. 23) and now the Holy Spirit groaning (vs. 26). These groanings are all related. It is groaning because of sin and the limitations upon our fellowship with God because of this earthly body. 

The groaning is associated with unspoken words or inexpressible words, words that cannot be put into human language. It is not a reference to speaking in tongues, as already pointed out. We are looking at a most intimate relationship. As relationships become more intimate fewer words are needed. Communication in a sense goes on without words. Boice relates this groaning back to the helping. Helping has the sense of bearing a burden. Jesus speaks of us being yoked with him (Mat 11:29). His yoke is easy because he bears the burden. So the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, bears the burden for us. While bearing a burden groans are more appropriate than a mass of words. Boice writes, “the bearing of our prayer burdens does not have to be in words because, as the passage goes on to say, God ‘who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit’ and answers accordingly”. 

3. Will of God

The intercession of the Holy Spirit for the saints is according to the will of God (8:27). God searches our hearts and knows the mind of the Spirit. ‘The Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God’ (1Cor 2:10). The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God. There is a common mind in the Godhead. Moreover, we also have the mind of Christ (1Cor 2:16) because we have been given the Holy Spirit; as well as God’s revelation of himself in the Scriptures. 

God has spoken. In the Bible we find his revealed will. His sovereign, all-encompassing will is far beyond us to know or comprehend, but we know he has such a will. In the next verse we read that he works all things together for good according to his purpose, or his sovereign will. The Westminster Shorter Catechism Q7 tells us, ‘The decrees of God are his eternal purpose, according to the counsel of his will, whereby for his own glory, he had foreordained whatsoever comes to pass’. Along with God’s sovereign will, some speak of his moral will. This is revealed in Scripture. They also speak of God’s individual will or God’s plan for your life. Our prayers often revolve around knowing God’s plan for our life. Many get consumed by such prayers, wanting to know God’s will for every detail of their life- including what they will wear each day. But this is not how we are to live. We must recognise God’s sovereignty; we must search the Scriptures and understand them, but not be ‘throwing out the fleece’ and looking for divine signs all the time. 

As we draw nearer to God through the means of grace, and as our minds are transformed by the work of the Holy Spirit, we will know God’s good, pleasing and perfect will (12:2). Let us be assured of the intercession of the Holy Spirit and pray in the Spirit. We are told to continue steadfast in prayer (12:12), and not just to run to God when we get into trouble. We are told to walk in the Spirit, so let us keep in step with the Spirit. Morris writes, “As God searches the hearts he finds ‘unutterable groanings’ which are the intercession of the Spirit. He knows the Spirit's mind, and the implication is that he answers the prayers so offered”. 

God hears your every prayer. If you pray according to his will he hears and answers (1John 5:14-15). The Holy Spirit, along with the word of God, helps us to know God’s will. God hears your every prayer when you come to him humbly confessing your sin, and he will answer. Do not be anxious. If you are walking in the Spirit you are not walking in the dark but in the light. 

Remember the lessons found in the Bible. Remember Job who suffered so much but persisted in prayer, waiting upon the Lord. God had a purpose in all his suffering. Remember Elijah who feared he was the only man left and was about to die; God assured him otherwise (1Kings 19:18). God was working out his sovereign purposes through Elijah. He is working out his sovereign purposes through you his child- for your good and for his glory.   
All things work together for good                        


        Romans 8:28

We come to one of the most well known and most comforting verses in Scripture. ‘We know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to his purpose’ (8:28). We take hold of this marvellous promise when we are going through hard times; and rightly so. We may be finding it difficult to ‘see the light at the end of the tunnel’, as they say. This verse tells us that God will bring us through; and more than just bring us through, he will make this hard time a blessing. He will use it for our good. He will use it to bring us closer to himself and make us more like Christ. Do you recall times when this verse has been a comfort to you? 

The young Joseph certainly had some trying times in his life. He was a happy and healthy teenager, growing up with a loving father. Suddenly his brothers turned on him and threw him into a pit with the idea of leaving him to die. But then some slave traders came by and they sold their brother to these men. They carried him off to a foreign in country, to people of a different culture and language. Joseph was sold to a man called Potiphar. He was an honest worker but was falsely accused of trying to rape this man’s wife. He was thrown into prison, where he languished for over two years. He was let down by his prison mates; they were released but forgot about Joseph. Suddenly he was taken from prison to stand before the Pharaoh. He was made prime minister of Egypt. What a roller coaster ride Joseph had in life: a free young man, a slave and then a prime minister. 

If Joseph was looking for someone to blame for his troubles he could point the finger at his brothers. They were to blame for his suffering. Would he get even with them at the first opportunity? Who is blame for your setbacks in life? Do you blame someone for this? Some turn against loved ones; a spouse or a parent. But not Joseph. Looking to the Lord he saw the big picture. He saw the hand of God working all things together for good in his life. He said to his brothers, ‘You meant evil against me; but God meant it for good’ (Gen 50:20).   

1. Know 

There are a number of key words in this verse and the first of these is ‘know’- ‘we know’. It is not ‘we think’ or we ‘hope’ but we ‘know’. There is certainty in the mind of the apostle. Just look at what he has been teaching in the preceding verses. He was teaching about the gift of the Holy Spirit to those who believe. By the Holy Spirit we know we are adopted children of God and heirs of God. We know that suffering is part of life in this mortal body, in this fallen world. We know that glory awaits those who suffer with Christ. Paul is not saying suffering is pleasant (Heb 12:11) or that we should look for suffering. What he says is that God works through suffering for our good. 

We know these things because God has revealed himself in his word, the Bible. He has revealed himself in his Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus spoke with authority; he spoke as no other man. Moreover, he died and rose again. The resurrection was crucial to Paul’s knowing these things. ‘He who raised Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies’ (8:11). When you say, ‘I know because it is written in the Bible’ people will laugh at you. They say, ‘we know because most experts say so’, but some experts change their opinion. In fact they pride themselves on having an open mind, and being ready to say something different. The word of God does not change. We can say, ‘I know’ with confidence, even if the world says we are ignorant and arrogant. 

2. All things

The second key word or phrase is ‘all things’. This is an all-encompassing term. It is not just some things in our life but all things. It is not just about suffering or bad things, though this is what we tend to emphasise. God works all things together for good. Nothing in our life or in this world is outside the scope of God’s working. He works in and through all the good things and all the bad things that come upon us. 

God is not the author of bad things but he works through such things. We this with Job. We see it with Joseph. His brothers meant to harm him but God worked this out for good. Trouble may come upon us suddenly, as with Joseph. We speak of unforeseen circumstances or chance happenings, but nothing is unforeseen by God. God sees from beginning to end, from eternity to eternity. He not only sees but foreordains whatsoever comes to pass (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q 7). 

3. Good

God works all things together for good. The NKJV does not have the name ‘God’ at this point in the text, but some translations do. The NIV reads, ‘in all things God works for the good of those who love him’, but also has the marginal reading as in the NKJV. A few Greek MSS read, ’God works all things’ and the RSV adopts this reading; although the new ESV does not. The reading we have in the NKJV (and ESV) is the best translation of the Greek text. But this does not leave us to imagine fate or some ‘force’ working things together for good- as some suggest. Clearly it is God who is working. Satan never works anything for good, as we see in the book of Job. God on the other hand is our Father, who gave his Son to save us (8:32). He never purposes to harm us.

What is this good that is spoken of? Good can be thought of in different ways depending on the context. You will say your weekend was good because you went to church and worshipped God, but your neighbour may have a very different idea about a good weekend. Here the context is ‘those who love God’. The focus is on God not on this world. The good is not about pleasures and treasures in this world.  This is not a promise of a healthy and wealthy life in this world. It is about a ‘final good’ or ‘true good’ as Morris puts it. It is about our good but also about the purpose of God, as we see later in the verse. 

God’s will is good, pleasing and perfect (12:2). God’s will is our sanctification (1Thes 4:3). This chapter is about sanctification, or growing in holiness. The next verse (8:29) refers to being conformed to the image of his Son. 

The good for which God is working all things together in your life is not simply that you might be successful and prosperous in this world. God’s will for your life goes way beyond what you are or what you have in this world. He is working all things together for your eternal good. 

4. Love God

In preaching on this verse James Boice began by setting out some qualifications or ‘boundaries’ for the verse. The first of these boundaries is that it only applies to Christians. If you do not believe in Jesus Christ, if you do not belong to the family of God, then this wonderful promise is not for you. 

It is not a matter of, ‘God’s in heaven; all’s right with the world’, as Robert Browning wrote in a poem back in the nineteenth century. It is not a matter of, ‘all will turn out okay in the end’ or, ‘she’ll be right mate’. There is no promise here for those who do not love God. The apostle has a word for such people; it is found in 1:18 – ‘the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men’. 

‘Those who love God’ is not Paul’s usual way of speaking about believers. It is usually ‘those loved by God’. But the commandment to love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind is well established in the Bible. Jesus said, ‘if anyone loves me they will keep my word’ (John 14:23). Love speaks of an intimate relationship. When we believe and are given the Spirit of God to dwell in our hearts we are in an intimate relationship with God; a relationship ruled by love. God’s love for us is understood. 'In this the love of God was manifested towards us, that God has sent his only begotten Son into the world that we might live through him’ (1John 4:9). We no longer live for ourselves but are living to please our heavenly Father and glorify his holy name. The promise of God working for our good belongs to this context of loving God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind, and loving your neighbour as yourself, as commanded by God. 

5. Called 

Just in case anyone thinks that being brought into the family of God depends on us choosing to love God, Paul adds the words, 'to those who are called'. F. F. Bruce writes of this call, 'this is not in the general sense in which many are called but few are chosen; but in the sense of that ‘effectual calling’ which is the work of God’s Spirit’. Bruce goes on to quote from the Westminster Shorter Catechism Q31- ‘effectual calling is the work of God’s Spirit, whereby convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ and renewing our wills, he  persuades and enables us to embrace Christ Jesus, freely offered to us in the gospel’. This statement from the Westminster Shorter Catechism is a good commentary on this verse from Romans as it speaks of ‘knowledge’ and of ‘our will’. This effectual call is not based on any inherent goodness in us or any good work that we have done. Jesus said, ‘all that the Father gives me will come to me’ and, ‘no one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him’ (John 6:37, 44). 

6. Purpose

‘According to his purposes’. God has a sovereign plan and purpose for the whole creation- a ‘master plan’ if you like. We saw a reference to this is the previous verse where it was called the will of God; ‘the Holy Spirit makes intercession for the saints according to the will of God’ (8:27). We do not know God’s sovereign will and purpose- apart from what he has revealed. In Romans 8 we see important aspects of God’s revealed will. We see his purpose for the creation in verse 21. We see his purpose for us- our adoption and the redemption of our body (8:23). Moreover, he has predestined us to be conformed to the image of his Son. 

Man was made in the image of God but this image is marred by sin. Jesus, as the sinless Son of God, is in the image of God. Through his death on the cross and his resurrection, Jesus has opened the way for you to be made a new creation in Christ Jesus. You are that now, when you are effectually called by God. ‘If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new’ (2Cor 5:17).

You have been justified by grace through faith and are being sanctified by grace. God is working to conform you to the image of his Son that you might be the first born among many brothers (8:29). This is why God is working all things together for good in your life. 

There is nothing in your life today, nor will there be anything in the future, that is outside the will of God. He will allow you to suffer and go through trials of various kinds to test your faith (James 1:3), to bring you closer to himself as his child, and finally to make you like his only begotten Son, Jesus Christ our Lord- to the glory of God the Father. 
A chain of five links                                       



Romans 8:29-30

A childless couple we know were longing for a child of their own. It is not easy to adopt children these days. It so happened that a baby girl was left on our doorstep one day. This was in India. We made enquiries but the mother could not be found. We cared for the baby with help from others because it had suffered from exposure. After some time the childless couple came to know about this baby.  Even before seeing her they had a sense of joy; were their prayers being answered?  When they actually saw this tiny, helpless baby they loved her. After some time they determined that they would make this child their own precious possession.  With love and determination they proceeded to fill out the adoption papers. In a sense they issued a call saying this baby will be ours. This was easier said than done. They were English and the baby was Indian.  There were many laws that had to be satisfied before they could legally take this child home to England. This child had to change from being an Indian citizen to a U.K citizen. She did not change on the outside but in many ways she became a new person when she was adopted. Moreover, this couple went through a lot of suffering in order to adopt this baby girl. Running from office to office in the scorching summer heat almost killed them. But they finally got to take this child to their home in England.

We often reflect on the life that this girl is now living just outside of London, compared to the life she would be living in a poor village just outside Allahabad in India. This story in some ways reflects what we read here in Romans 8- ‘whom God foreknew, he also predestined … whom he predestined these he also called; whom he called, these he also justified; and whom he justified, these he also glorified’. The main point of this story is that the baby was helpless. She did nothing to expedite her adoption. The Lord says of Israel whom he chose to be his own possession; ‘when I passed by you and saw you struggling in your own blood, I said to you in your blood, Live!’ (Ezek 16:6). They were like an abandoned baby in the field when the Lord chose them and took them as his own.

Five steps to glory 

In these two verses a series of five verbs are linked together in an outline of what God has done in fulfilment of his sovereign purpose. These verbs are, foreknow, predestine, call, justify and glorify. They are like five links in a chain, a golden chain of grace. Glory hangs on the end. Break any link and glory goes. There are no short cuts to glory, and as you look closely at these verbs you will see that there is no place for you own good work or merit. This order or chain follows the declaration that God works all things together for good ‘to those who are called according to his purpose’ (8:28). Paul is explaining this calling of God according to his sovereign purpose. Our first point deals with this call, and the second (time permitting) will look at the purpose of God. 

The call of God is at the centre of this list of five acts of God. God was acting before he called us and he continues to act after he calls us- although these acts are not in a time sequence as we know time. Notice that these are all definite acts of God. There is no reference to acts of man. Looking at this list you might ask, ‘where is sanctification’? Sanctification, which follows justification, is a process, a work of God’s grace rather than an act, and it is something we are commanded to do (Westminster Shorter Catechism Q33, 35). This list shows how God fulfils his sovereign plan and purpose. This is the big picture. This is looking into the master plan of Almighty God. As we look at this list, remember we are standing on holy ground. We are like Moses listening to the voice of God from the burning bush.  
Stott quotes from a man called Vaughan saying of these verses, ‘everyone who is eventually saved can only ascribe his salvation from the first step to the last to God’s favour and act. Human merit must be excluded; and this can only be by tracing back the work far beyond the obedience which evidences, or even the faith which appropriates, salvation; even to an act of spontaneous favour on the part of God who foresees and foreordains from eternity all his works.’ 

Foreknew: This word, which simply means to know beforehand, has generated a lot of theological debate. It is not as simple as it seems. It does not simply mean that God knows whatever is going to happen- in other words it is not just omniscience. Yet this is the popular understanding of the term. Many say it simply means that God knows in advance those who will have faith in him. There is a teaching called the ‘Openness of God’, which says that God cannot even know such things in advance because they have not yet happened. This we reject. We also reject the idea that God’s foreknowing is limited to knowing that a person will have faith. Faith is not mentioned. God foreknows people, not just what they are going to do.

How then are we to understand this word ‘foreknowledge’? Lloyd-Jones says it is the same as ‘foreordained’, but this latter word is more like predestination, which is the next word in the list. The apostle is not repeating himself with these terms- which is also why ‘predestination’ is not simply ‘foreknowledge’ as in popular understanding. John Murray, in rejecting the understanding that ‘foreknowledge’ means ‘foresight of faith’ writes, ‘knowledge on God’s part is not simply to know as we do’. For God to know means to act- he is not a passive, impotent observer. Haldane writes, ‘God foreknows what will be, by determining what shall be’. In the OT, to be known by God refers to an intimate relationship- ‘you only have I known of all the families of the earth’ (Amos 3:2). Again, Murray writes of this word, ‘It is used in a sense practically synonymous with ‘love’, to set regard upon, to know with peculiar interest, delight, affection and action’. In Romans 11:2 the word ‘foreknow’ is certainly associated with election. There is no reference to man’s activity in this word ‘foreknow’ – or in any other words in this list.  

Predestined: ‘Whom he foreknew he also predestined’ (8:29). We come to another widely misunderstood word in the Bible. It is found often enough in the Bible (twice in this passage), even if it is not often heard from the pulpit. ‘He chose us in him before the foundation of the world… Having predestined us to adoption as sons by Christ Jesus’ (Eph 1:4,5). And a few verses on, ‘Being predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will’ (Eph 1:11). Predestine means to determine beforehand. Foreknow ‘focuses attention upon the distinguishing love of God whereby the sons of God were elected’. Predestine moves further ahead to inform us of the destiny for which they were elected. Predestine includes the purpose of God’s electing grace, which is explained in the rest of this verse (8:29). Verse 9 in 2Timothy reads, ‘who has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works but according to his own purpose and grace which is given us in Jesus Christ before time began’. Here we see purpose and grace in the same sentence. We also have a reference to time, or before time began. 

If God determined before the world began to save you, how can you claim it was ultimately your decision or that you contributed to your salvation? You were like that baby struggling its own blood. It was only when Almighty God set his love on you and determined to adopt you as his own child that you were saved. This truth is very important when it comes to the matter of assurance of salvation, which is what this passage is about. Those who deny the truth of God’s electing grace and predestination, like those who think that their works contribute to their salvation, do not have such assurance. 

Some dislike this truth, claiming that it is not fair for God to choose some and not others. It does indeed rule out universalism, the idea that all will be saved in the end. The Bible clearly teaches that God chose Israel out of all the nations of the earth (Amos 3:2). Jesus said, ‘Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord! Lord!’ will enter the kingdom of God’ (Mat 7:21-23). In fact, many will come and He will say, ‘I never knew you’. He also said of those whom the Father gives to him that they will never be lost (John 6:37, 10:29). If God was fair or just in this sense none would be saved. It has already been stated in Romans that all have sinned, and as such deserve divine condemnation. It is only by grace that any are saved. Moreover, who are you, O man, to question God’s justice and mercy (9:20). ‘In order to be saved we need mercy not justice, which is what predestination is all about’ (Boice).

Called: The next link in the chain is ‘called’. He we come to God’s electing grace in action. This is the effectual call of God in his sovereign purpose. It is amazing grace in its extent and its depth. Do you ever stop and wonder that in passing by, God stopped to save you- while you were thrashing about in your own foetal blood! Maybe you have wondered at how God saved Moses. With thousands of baby boys being butchered, and maybe hundreds hidden in the reeds by the river, it was Moses whom Pharaoh’s’ daughter saw and saved.    
Jesus said, ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you’ (John 15:16). How then can you say you chose or you decided for Jesus? If you think that you have chosen God it is like claiming merit of your own. There is still pride in your heart. You bow before God on one knee as it were- one knee for grace and the other for works- which as we are saying may be your decision for Christ. If this is what you think, you have completely misunderstood your salvation and need to get down on both knees of grace and repent before the sovereign God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Justified: God never starts a work that he cannot finish. ‘He who began a good work in you bring it to completion in the day of Jesus Christ (Phil 1:6). The God of grace is the God of power, almighty power. His power is displayed in raising Jesus from the dead. After calling us God justifies us. We are familiar with justification from the earlier chapters of Romans. It is a judicial term. We are ‘justified freely by God’s grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God set forth as a propitiation by his blood’ (3:24-25). Justification is based on the sacrifice of Jesus, the Son of God. Again we understand that we were enemies of God because of sin and deserving of condemnation, but there is now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus (8:1). 

Glorify: This word is interesting not only in its meaning but also in its tense; it is in the past or aorist tense. We think Paul should have said, ‘these he also will glorify’ but he writes, ‘these he also glorified’ or has glorified. 

Again we must keep in mind the sovereignty of God and not get into human reasoning or philosophy. ‘Since this final stage is firmly grounded in God’s set purpose, it is as certain as if it had already happened’ (NIV study notes). ‘It is the plan of God and that means it is as good as here’ writes Morris. 

Glory is the end of the chain. It is the ultimate purpose for which God foreknew, predestined, called and justified us. Jesus prayed that the Father would glorify him; ‘glorify me together with yourself’. He also prayed for our glory; our glory comes from being with Christ (John 17:24). God’s purpose for us is that we will be conformed to the image of his Son (we will have to take up our second point next time).

For now let us remember this golden chain of five links, a chain of grace, of God’s grace from beginning to end. Stott calls these links, ‘five undeniable affirmations’. They are affirmations on which our eternal security is based. They are the basis of the perseverance of the saints. Do not deny or stumble on any of these links lest you lose your assurance. If God says you are glorified then this is true in the mind of God. May we have the mind of God!
The purpose of God in predestination




  Romans 8:29-30

Should men with lots of children be happy and proud? If this question were asked in India they would say it depends- it depends on whether they are boys or girls. There is a saying that even a king, if he has five daughters, will be a poor man- this is because of the dowry system. In days gone by large families were common- my father was one of thirteen children. In those days children contributed to the family business and activity, but there was also a sense of pride in having a large family. Today we hear about the huge cost of raising a child, but is this the main reason we do not see large families? It is interesting that while people did not want a lot of children, they do want a lot of admiring fans. They want to be the centre of attention in sports or politics. They want to be the head of a business or a country, but are not so keen on being head of a large family. 

While small families are seen as normal today it was not so in OT times. We do not read of anyone complaining of having too many children. With Abraham and Isaac it was the opposite.  With twelve sons Jacob was called a blessed man. If we go way back we see that when God made man in his own image he blessed them saying, ‘be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth’ (Gen 1:28). The same blessing was given to Noah and his sons after the Flood (Gen 9:1). Abraham was promised that his descendants would be as the stars in heaven and the sand on the beach (Gen 22:17). What has all this got to do with this passage in Romans 8?  It is related to the purpose of God that Jesus might be the firstborn among many brothers (8:29). It is not God’s purpose that Jesus be the only one to honour and glorify his holy name, but that there might be many.  

We continue looking at the big picture or the master plan of God.  We continue to look at Paul’s explanation of the purpose of God in calling people to himself. We remember how God called Abraham, promising that he would be the father of many nations- and indeed, that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through him. Abraham was called out of an idol worshipping family. He was called to be a man who honoured and worshipped God alone. 

It was in Egypt that Abraham’s descendants, through Isaac and Jacob, became a great nation- great as in numerous. God chose a people and made a covenant with them that they would be different to other nations, that they would live righteously and worship him alone.  The promise to Abraham is fulfilled in Jesus Christ. It is in Jesus that all the nations of the earth are blessed. Jesus said, ‘the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand’ (Mark 1:15). He is the king of this kingdom. He said that this kingdom, otherwise known as the invisible church, would grow and the gates of hell would not prevail against it. It is God’s purpose that his church will grow through the salvation of many. Many does not mean all.  It means those whom he predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son.  Only Christ-like people will be in this kingdom. 

1.Similar to Jesus

Jesus is the only begotten Son of God. He was born of the Virgin Mary. He was born without sin. As such he is unique.  Yet he did come into this world ‘in the likeness of men’ (Phil 2:7).  He suffered at the hands of sinful men according to the determined foreknowledge of God (Acts 2:23). There is no human temptation or hardship that Jesus did not experience. Yet Jesus did not sin. He is the perfect Son.  He always was, and always is, perfect and without sin. As such it was fitting that God highly exalt him. It was fitting that he be the founder or captain of salvation. 

God’s purpose in saving us is that we might be conformed to the image of his Son. Adam was made in the image of God but sin corrupted this image. It is as if the mirror was shattered. God no longer saw his image or likeness in the man and woman he created. But when he looks at Jesus he sees that image once again in a man. And more than this, he has determined and predestined that other men and women be conformed to this image of his Son. This is amazing!  God has predestined you, if you are in Christ, to be like Jesus. This is a very high calling as you will agree. He has not called you to be like your earthly father but like the heavenly Father’s Son. He has not called you to be like your sporting hero, or your political hero but he has called you to be like Jesus. We are not, and will not, become divine like Jesus but we will share his glory. 

 ‘We all with unveiled faces  beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord’ (2Cor 3:18). John writes that when Jesus is revealed we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is (1John 3:2). Jesus is coming again in glory on the clouds of heaven. It is then that we will be raised from the dead or changed, putting off this earthly body and putting on a glorious heavenly body. Calvin wrote, ‘the Son of God became the Son of Man that the sinful sons of men might become the sons of God’.  

We expect a child to bear some resemblance to its earthly father, in behaviour as well as looks. Even so we expect a child of God to show some resemblance to their heavenly Father.  If Christ is dwelling in you, you will be showing some ‘Christ-likeness’ in your life. In fact, this is your destiny according to the will of God. Does this truth make any difference to the way you are living today? 

Boice writes, ‘a man who has an eye on his future state of glorification will spend his time preparing for it’.  If you are going to meet the king you will be busy night and day preparing for this great day.  If Jesus is your king you will be preparing for the day you will meet him.  There will be no greater day in your life- or death!   

How tragic it is that many people, especially the young, are focused on being like some sporting hero or celebrity. They will wear the same clothes, have the same hairdo and say the same things.  That is as far as it goes of course. They will never be like that person even if they do become a celebrity. And this human hero will of course fail. The desire to be like this hero will turn sour- and then what? Choose another human hero? Make being like Jesus your passion whether you are young or old. Remember that God called you for this purpose. He did not simply call you and adopt you as his child so you can live to please yourself in this world, or live a healthy and wealthy life. He called you to be conformed to the image of his Son. If this is not your idea of the Christian life then start reading and understanding what God says here, and elsewhere in his word.

2. Supremacy of Christ 

‘This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased’ (Mat 3:17). God the Father was well pleased in his only begotten Son, Jesus, even before he completed the work he sent him to do.  Having completed that work God raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in heaven. ‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation… He is before all things and in Him all things consist. And he is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things he may have the pre-eminence’ (Col 1:15-18).

‘Firstborn from the dead’, or simply ‘firstborn’, implies that there will be later born.  God’s purpose is that there will be many such sons, adopted sons and brothers (and sisters) to Jesus.  God knows the exact number. Paul refers to the ‘fullness of the Gentiles (Rom 11:25), and John to ‘the number of fellow servants…was completed’ (Rev 6:11). ‘He is not ashamed to call them brothers’ (Heb 2:10), ‘them’ being those whom God calls and gives to him. God wants a big family, a family of children who honour and glorify his holy name. He is a jealous God who will not give his glory to another. There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents. There is a great multitude in heaven from all nations, tribes and peoples and tongues (Rev 7:9). In heaven they are praising God and the Lamb on the throne, day and night saying, ‘You are worthy O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power’ (Rev 4:11). 

The church is the body of Christ. Christ is the head of the church, to the glory of God. God’s sovereign and eternal purpose is in his church, the true or invisible church.   The church is central to God’s purposes. 

Jesus told a parable about a wedding arranged by a king for his son.  He invited many but when he sent his servants to call them they all came up with excuses for not coming. The king was furious and destroyed them.  He did not want a wedding feast without people, so he went all over town inviting  people to come and the wedding  hall was full (Mat 22:10-14). It was a glorious occasion - except for the one man who was not wearing the wedding garment provided. He was promptly thrown out.   

God has given us the gospel and we proclaim this good news to the ends of the earth. All are invited to come to Christ in what is a general call- many are called but few are chosen (Mat 22:14). This is not the effectual call that Paul speaks of here in Romans. Those who God effectually calls, through the work of the Holy Spirit, come. They are justified and glorified by the grace of God. Jesus reminds us of this grace in the parable. Those who contemplate entering by their own good works are like men clothed in their own filthy rags. They will be cast out into outer darkness. 

Are you aware of God’s great purposes for this world, his world and his universe?  Are you aware of your place and your role in his great plan? If you are a believer, you know that you have been predestined from before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4), to be conformed to the image of God’s precious Son and your Saviour, Jesus Christ. You are called to be joined to Christ, and to worship and adore him as the head of the church – that in all things he may have the pre-eminence.   

God on our side




                                          Romans 8:31-32

In the year 312AD the Roman Emperor, Constantine, was engaged in a civil war against Maxentius at the river Tiber.  Constantine had become a Christian but it is thought that a dream he had led him to have all his soldiers put the sign of the cross on their battle shields. Despite having an army only half the size of his enemy Constantine won the battle. Constantine may be the first leader to claim that God was on his side, but he was not the last. In wars, in battles, in fights and disputes of all kinds, people will claim that God is on their side. In many such situations it seems that God is not aware of the claim being made.      

War with men is one thing. Spiritual war is another matter. The battle against death is the greatest struggle we all have to face.  Pray that  men and women would take this  battle seriously, and above all understand  that after death comes the judgment, judgment before the throne of Almighty God (2:15, Heb 9:27).  Almighty God, the God of creation who rules over this universe is loving, but also just. He is powerful to save and powerful to destroy. Born in sin, we are all enemies of God and under divine condemnation. But there is a way to change sides, to change from enemy to friend. Through Jesus Christ we can change sides. He is the way, the truth and the life. There is now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus (8:1). 

Romans chapter 8 comes to an end with eight verses that take us to the glorious heights of our salvation in Jesus Christ. If you are still claiming any merit of your own in your salvation you will not be able to ascend these heights. If your only assurance of salvation is that at some time you believed in Jesus and were baptised you will not be able to ascend these heights. If your only assurance is based on any sacrament or on being a member in the church, you will not be able to ascend these heights. These heights are only ascended by being in Christ, by being saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. 

While these triumphant verses are a conclusion to all that Paul had said up to this point, they are most directly a response to what he has just stated in verses 28-30. We saw there that God works all things together for good to those who love him, but furthermore, who are called according to his purpose. The sovereign God has a master plan, a plan that takes in all time and all space, all his creation. Within this plan there is a place for you who are called by God.  

We learnt that the call of God is preceded by predestination and that those he called he also justified and also glorified (8:30). From beginning to end our salvation is of God- it is by the grace of God. Our peace, our joy, our comfort and our assurance come from knowing that God has done all this for us and in us. He has done it through the cross and the resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. The apostle wants believers in Rome to have this assurance of salvation and to live a triumphant life. Such a life does not depend on our outward circumstance or on our inward feelings. It depends on knowing who we are in Jesus Christ.  

Paul returns to the style of argumentation that we saw back in chapter 6 and 7- ‘what shall we say then?’ Here it is, ‘what then shall we say to these things?’ He goes on to answer this question with a series of five further questions which are all rhetorical in nature. They are all profound, unanswerable questions. They are unanswerable because they are truths based on the grace of God in Jesus Christ. It is impossible to argue against grace because it is unmerited favour or love. Many arguments and questions can be brought against claims to good works, as Satan and his agents well know. But when it comes to grace they are silenced.

1. God as champion

Did you have a brother ahead of you at school?  Were you able to say to those who picked on you, ‘you look out or I will tell my big brother about you’?  It was great knowing that my big brother would come to my defence. The class bullies were wary of picking on me. Such circumstances are not just found in the school playground.  They are there in the workplace and is the wider society. ‘It is not what you know but who you know’ as they say.  Nations align themselves with more powerful nations- although such alliances can breakdown and backfire, as we see with Israel in the OT and in modern history. 

Paul is talking about an even bigger arena than world superpowers. He is talking to believers about their salvation and eternal security. Believers have many ‘things’ against them in this life. We battle against the world, the flesh and the devil. We face opposition from without and within. ‘Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour’ (1Peter 5:8). Paul faced opposition from Jews, just like Jesus. He was flogged and stoned (2Cor 11:25). He struggled against weakness of the flesh, crying out, ‘O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ (7:24). He does not deny all such opposition here in verse 31. What he does is put all this into context. He puts it into the bigger picture of God’s great plan; the great plan of the great God.

The children sing a chorus which says, ‘My God is so big, so strong and so mighty, there’s nothing my God cannot do’. I pray that they remember this all their lives, and that we all remember it. Paul’s first rhetorical question is, ‘if God is for us who can be against us?’ It means, ‘since God is for us’; there is no doubt associated with the ‘if’. 

The God who created all things, the God who works all things together for good, and the God who calls us to himself, gives us the victory in all situations. James Boice sees God as champion- hence our subtitle. David knew God as champion when he went out to battle Goliath. Daniel knew God as champion when he was thrown in the lion’s den. Daniel’s friends knew God as champion when they were thrown into the furnace. Paul knew God as champion when he went up to Jerusalem where the Jews were waiting to kill him. Victory in Christ does not necessarily mean avoiding death; it means bringing glory to God. ‘Man’s chief need is to glorify God and enjoy him forever’. Those God justified he also glorified. 

2. God as benefactor

The second unanswerable question put by the apostle points to another attribute of God, namely his love, and to proof of that love. God is not only all powerful, he is also the God of amazing love. God’s power is seen in the creation. Jesus said to the storm, ‘Be still’ and it was. His power is seen in the resurrection of Jesus. His great love is seen in sending his only begotten Son into this world in the first place. 

‘This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased’ he said. He gave his beloved and sinless Son to die such a cruel death on the cross. Why was this? It was because, ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life’ (John 3:16). ‘God did not spare his own Son, but delivered him up for us all’ (8:32). The ‘us all’ refers to believers or ‘God’s elect’ (8:33). It is an ‘all’ of completeness, all whom God effectually calls. It is not an ‘all’ of universalism or ‘all will be saved in the end’. ‘Delivered him up’ means ‘given up to die’, the supreme act of love. 

The idea of not sparing his own Son reminds us of Abraham and his son Isaac. Paul probably had this story in mind as he wrote these words; the same word is used in the LXX of Gen 22:12 for ‘spare’ or ‘withheld’. Abraham took what was most precious to him. He bound his son and put him on the altar and was ready to sacrifice him to God. God did the same this with his Son but went all the way to sacrifice him. He did this for us. This is how we know that God loved us. ‘This is how we know what love is, Jesus Christ laid down his life for us’ (1John 3:16). God gave Jesus up, and Jesus laid down his life- both these statements are true. 

Since God has already given that which is most precious to him in order to save us from sin and death, will he not with him freely give us all things. This is an argument from the greater to the lesser. If your father gives you a new car surely he will give you a new shirt if you need one. Jesus said, ‘If your son asks for bread will you give him a stone?’ ‘How much more’, he said, ‘will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him?’ (Luke 11:11-13). Paul’s argument is even more powerful. If God gave his Son, how much more will he give us all things? 

Before jumping to the conclusion that this is a promise about worldly things, look carefully at the qualifications. Sure it says ‘all things’, and God is powerful to give us material things but there is the qualification, ‘with him’ or with Jesus. As believers we are united to Christ (6:5, Gal 2:20). As believers we are adopted children of God and co-heirs with Christ. We have been blessed with every spiritual blessing in Christ Jesus (Eph 1:3). This is a promise to give us whatever we need to live as the children of God. 

What things do we need to live as the children of God?  We will face many obstacles and much opposition as already mentioned. We need help in overcoming such things. God gives us the Holy Spirit to help us. He is our guide and our comforter. Jesus said, ‘how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him’. This is one great gift we have from God, who first gave his Son as the sacrifice for our sin. What more can you ask for?

The other qualification in this giving of God is that he gives freely. He does not give grudgingly. We do not have to twist his arm to get things from his hand. The God who gave us his own precious Son is eager to shower blessings on us. Any limit to the blessings we receive is on our side, not God’s. 

Do not question God’s love for his chosen ones. He loved you before you loved him (1John 4:10). Christ died for you while you were a still in your sin (5:8). You are very special to God as his adopted child. ‘If God is for us, who can be against us’. Take this wonderful truth and remember it all the days of your life. It will be a great comfort in times of suffering.        

Favourable judge and advocate          

                                Romans 8:33-34

The radio interview with the retiring archbishop was a respectable and reasoned interaction. The archbishop gave his testimony and explained how in the evangelical church the word of God is placed above the church, contrary to Roman Catholic teaching, and above feelings, contrary to much Pentecostal and popular teaching. 

With the interview over, listeners were invited to communicate their opinion- with the anonymity of social media. The vitriol of some was astounding. They called him an arrogant, old fashioned so and so. He was called a deluded dinosaur and a danger to society. A man explaining the simple truths of the Bible was called a danger to society!

What do you think of what the apostle Paul says in these concluding words of Romans chapter 8. Is it arrogant to say, ‘if God is for us who can be against us’? Do you accept that as a Christian, people will be against you?  Do you accept that Satan is against you? Such teaching is offensive, even to some who call themselves Christians. Some do not believe that Satan exists anyway. They believe that being a Christian is about doing good works, so why should anyone be against us. Christian leaders who only talk about helping the poor, and who condone homosexual practices, do not get called a danger to society. Where do you stand as you read this passage? Do you love these words? Do you find great comfort in these words? Or are you happy to quickly pass over them and get down to more practical issues of the Christian life? 

1. God as judge  

The third question put forward by the apostle takes us into a court of law, the court of God’s law, the court where God is judge. The word ‘justifies’ brings us into such a place, just as it did back in chapter 3. God is judge of all people. He is judge of all the earth and all creation. Paul made this clear in all his preaching. Preaching to pagans in Athens he did not simply say, ‘God loves you and wants you to come to him’. He said, ‘God commands all men everywhere to repent because he has appointed a day on which he will judge the world’ (Acts 17:30-31). 

God is a just judge. ‘He is just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (3:26). Paul does not speak of faith here in chapter 8, even though one scholar entitles these verses ‘the triumph of faith’. It is the triumph of grace, the grace of God historically demonstrated in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. God is the judge of all the earth, as Abraham declared: ‘shall not the judge of all the earth do right’ (Gen 18:25). If the judge of all the earth declares us ‘not guilty’, who can accuse us? How can anyone appeal this decision? 

People like to appeal to higher courts; we have the Supreme Court and then the High court. I would have thought the Supreme Court would be the top court but for historical reasons this is not the case. Anyway, the court over which God presides as judge is the supreme or all-supreme court. There is no higher court. This is the court of absolute and ultimate judgment for all human beings, for all time. 

‘Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect?’ (8:33); some translate as ‘God’s chosen ones’. This may sound partisan but be assured God does not show partiality. We have all have sinned and deserve to be condemned to death. But God in his love sent his Son to die in our place. If you believe this you are one of his elect. Paul does not often refer to believers in this way but he certainly teaches divine election, and in this context this is what he is emphasising. Our assurance is based entirely on what God has done in predestination, in calling, in justifying and in glorifying us.

As a believer you will face accusations from people in the media, from academics, from fellow workers and from people anywhere in society. You may, like the archbishop, face fierce accusations and ridicule. But remember, if you are standing in Christ and on the word of God they will not be able to bring you down. When you are justified by God you are fully and finally justified. But this is not all. You will be accused by Satan. He is the ‘accuser of the brethren’ (Rev 12:10). He came with accusations against God’s servant Job, and he will come with accusations against you- as well as with temptations. Will any of his charges stick? No! They will not even be admitted to court because God’s servant is justified on the basis of grace not works. God’s elect are justified by God the judge. Those he justified he also glorified. There is no going back. 

But this is not all. Our own hearts may condemn us (1John 3:20). We may tell ourselves that we are failures and that we are not good enough. It may be sin in our life, or it may be because we are comparing ourselves to others, that these doubts arise. Our hearts may condemn us. But ‘God is greater than our hearts, and knows all things’ (1John 3:20). God’s word is a greater authority than our own reasoning! The ‘Who’ of Romans 8:33 includes anyone and everyone who dares to bring a charge against God’s chosen one. This includes other people, Satan and even your own conscience. It is God, and God alone, who justifies.  

2. Jesus our advocate

The fourth unanswerable question is much the same as the previous one; ‘who is he who condemns?’ Paul raises the possibility of someone bringing charges against us or condemning us. When God justifies his elect they are no longer under condemnation. The difference with this question is the focus on Christ.   

Going back to the second question that we looked at last time we saw it was unanswerable because of the fact that God did not spare his only begotten and beloved Son, Jesus. This question here in verse 34 is based on the fact of Jesus death, resurrection and ascension. Our assurance, our eternal security, is not based on our reasoning, our feelings or even the decision we make. It is based on the grace of God displayed in undeniable facts of history. Boice writes, ‘Paul had earlier asked whether the good purposes of God towards us could change, concluding that they could not, since God has already given us Jesus, the greatest of all gifts (8:32). Now Paul seems to go a step further, asking whether the attitude of Jesus could change. Verse 34 asks the question ‘Who is he that condemns?’ It answers, ‘Christ Jesus who died- more than that is raised to life - is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us’.   

God’s justification is based on the sacrifice of his Son, Jesus Christ. His propitiation was by the blood of his Son (3:25). To be sure that this sacrifice did actually satisfy the justice of God we look to the resurrection. The claim made by Jesus, and later the disciples, that his death was for the sins of the world was vindicated by his resurrection. God raised him from the dead on the third day and he was seen by many people. After this he ascended into heaven. The disciples saw him taken up. He is now at the right hand of God (8:34). What is he doing there? He is making intercession for us.

Jesus is alive. He is seated at the right hand of God, the place of greatest honour and authority. He is there as our advocate or lawyer. ‘If anyone sins we have an advocate with the Father’ (1John 2:1). What hope does the accuser have with our advocate holding up his nail-pierced hands saying, ‘I took the punishment for this chosen one’s sin? You cannot bring any accusation against him/her’. What hope does the accuser have when the judge sees the pierced hands, and the pierced side of his own beloved Son? He declares that the sins of the accused have been atoned for. The advocate has paid the penalty for their sin, past, present and future. 

Such judgment in the Supreme Court is spoken of by the prophet Isaiah. In the second half of Isaiah we find a number of so-called ‘servant songs’, prophecies about the coming messiah. The detail in these prophecies is amazing. In the third song we read, ‘surely the Lord God will help me, who is he who will condemn me’ (Isa 49:9). Many accusations were made against Jesus but none could be proven. He was innocent and all knew it. 

Yet the following ‘servant song’ in Isaiah 53 speaks most clearly of his death, the death of the righteous servant of the Lord. He dies because the ‘Lord laid on him the iniquity of us all’ (Isa 53:6). He ‘bore the sin of many and made intercession for the transgressors’ (53:12). 

Knowing this prophecy like the back of his hand, and knowing that Jesus is risen and is alive, Paul tells us that Jesus continues making intercession for us. ‘He ever lives to make intercession for them’ (Heb 7:25). Because of this Jesus is able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through him. What a great word- ‘uttermost’. What a great truth! 

In conclusion, take note that all these questions are unanswerable because they are met with the grace of God in Jesus Christ. God did not spare his own Son. It is God who justifies. It is Christ who died and is also risen. There is no mention of good works or even of faith. Faith is necessary of course, but our assurance of salvation, our eternal security is not based on our faith but on the grace of God.

God knows our hearts better than we do ourselves. He knows how weak we are and how changeable our feelings are. He wants us to know that he is the one who draws us to himself. Jesus said, ‘My Father who has given them to me is greater than all, and no one will snatch them out of my Father’s hand’ (John 10:28). With additional words of explanation about the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the apostle Paul is saying the same thing in these concluding verses of Romans 8.  
Binding love





       


Romans 8:35-36
Is there anything more powerful than love? Think of human love for a moment. I recently watched a documentary on the life of King Edward VIII. He became King of England after the death of his father George V. But he was madly in love with Wallis Simpson, who was pursuing a divorce from her second husband. He was told that the people would not accept her as queen. He ended up abdicating in the same year. For the love of this woman he gave up the crown of England. Even stronger than this love, but still human love, is that of a woman for her child. Mothers give their bodies to pain in order to bear children. They give up sleep, give up a job, and in some places give up their food in order to feed their child. Such is the love of a mother. 

Isaiah understood this love when he wrote, ‘Can a woman forget her nursing child and not have compassion on the son of her womb?’ (Isa 49:15).  But he understood something else also. He understood that God’s love for his children is even greater than a mother’s love. There is the possibility that a mother will forget her own child but it absolutely impossible for God to forget his children. ‘Yet I will not forget you. See I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands’ (Isa 49:16). God gave his own beloved Son to die for you and make you his child - how can he possibly forget you? How can he possibly fail to love you? In the OT there is a special word to describe God’s love for his people. The Hebrew word is ‘chesed’ meaning covenant love, which is strong, steadfast and unfailing love. This love is generous and kind- it is love from the heart. It is also the love of commitment and obligation. 

‘The entire history of Yahweh’s covenantal relationship with Israel can be summarised in terms of ‘chesed’. It is the one permanent element in the flux of covenantal history’. God’s covenant love towards his elect continues into the new covenant. The blood of Jesus Christ makes it even stronger – if that is possible! This covenant love underlies this fifth and final question posed by Paul in Romans 8.  ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’ In the previous unanswerable questions he spoke of God giving up his own Son; he spoke of Jesus ‘who died and furthermore is risen, who is even at the right hand of God interceding for us’. He has not mentioned the word ‘love’ till this point, but we emphasised that all these were acts of God’s; they were God acting in power and grace to save us from sin, and make us and keep us as his own special  children. 

‘Separate’ is the other word we need to understand in this verse. Again we turn to Isaiah and read ‘Your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God’ (Isa 59:2). Our sin, both original and committed, separates us from God. Separated from the creator and redeemer we are lost. We are helpless and hopeless, like sheep without a shepherd.  We are weak and vulnerable to all manner of attack from the world, the flesh and the devil. Think of a baby left by its mother to fend for itself. That was you in your sin- and is you if you are still outside of Christ. Sin separates us from God, but by the blood of Christ he draws us near; ‘but now you who were once far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ’ (Eph 2:13). When God sets his love on you, you are his forever. He loves you with an unbreakable, everlasting love. Having been justified by faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (5:1). Nothing ‘can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (8:39); nothing here, nothing there, or anywhere. Nothing today, tomorrow or ever. 

The apostle goes on to list seven things we might think could break our relationship to God. They are all masculine or feminine gender in the Greek- maybe for this reason they are called ‘who’ rather than ‘what’ at the start of the verse. Such things may well break a relationship that is based on our own works or decisions. They may well break a relationship we think leads to a life of health, wealth and happiness in this world. Let us take a moment to ponder the things that Paul considers part of the Christian life, yet which cannot break the bond of love that God has made with us in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

1. Tribulation  

Are you under pressure at work, or at home? We often speak of our troubles in this way. The word tribulation actually comes from the Latin ‘tribulum’; a tribulum is a threshing sledge used to thresh grain from a crop. I still remember my first visit to a tribal village in India where I saw two oxen pulling a heavy roller around and around on a threshing floor. We sometimes feel we are being crushed by the weight of things beyond our control. The loss of a loved one by death or divorce, the experience of child abuse or a persistent illness. Are you under pressure at the moment? If so these words are for you? Paul is saying that such pressures cannot separate you from the love of Christ.  

Christ is with you in your troubles. He is saying, ‘Never will I leave you or forsake you’. He is saying, ‘I understand because I have been there’. Christ will keep you from going under because he has overcome the world. Paul wrote earlier that ‘we also glory in our tribulations’ (5:3). Christ’s love becomes very real; it is of course there all the time. We might picture two mountaineers going up a ridge to Mt Everest. They are roped together so that if one falls he is helped by the other. As a believer you are bound to Christ in love. He will lift you up when you fall and hold you to the end.  

2. Distress/hardship

Distress is somewhat different to tribulation?  The Geek word means to be confined to a narrow space. This is a very common state of mind these days. There may be no great pressure but we feel confined and inhibited. We get restless and want to break out. Maybe we are not being recognised and promoted in our job, or in church. Maybe we feel confined at home to cooking, cleaning and caring for kids. ‘Why did you leave your husband and kids’ the woman was asked. ‘I just wanted to be free and do what I want’ she answered. Maybe the distress Paul speaks of is more than this, but many feel these things, in our society at least.  

What is the underlying problem? It is a failure to understand and appreciate the love of Christ. It is failure to look beyond your present circumstances to the beautiful horizon of Christ’s grace and glory. The love of Christ takes us above and beyond our present circumstances in this world. Paul said, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me’ (Phil 4:13). Many take this verse out of context. The context is that of being content in all situations. He was not talking about great feats in his personal life. Many people are lost and searching for a meaningful life. Maybe they are wanting to be loved. Paul was glad to receive human love but he knew the love of Christ which is far better- and far more secure- totally secure.

3. Persecution     

Have you been persecuted for your faith in Jesus? If you have spoken about Jesus at your work, at college, or at school, you may well have faced ridicule. If you hold to the truths of the Bible you will be mocked and even called a danger to society. Satan has his agents, men like Richard Dawkins and other atheists. Persecution is increasingly coming through the courts of our land as laws in conflict with God’s law are set in place. For example a doctor refusing to carry out an abortion may find himself in court. A school refusing to countenance homosexual practices may be taken to court.  

Brothers and sisters in Christ in other countries are already facing intense persecution. Under atheistic, communist regimes they are being imprisoned, while is some religious regimes they are being hunted and executed. Churches are bombed in Kenya, and Christian schools full of students are burned in Nigeria. The apostle Paul was in prison; he was in chains for Christ when he wrote the words, ‘For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain’ (Phil 1:21). Persecution did not separate him from the love of Christ- far from it! Men and women down through history bear the same testimony. What about you? Read about Corrie ten Boom and Richard Wurmbrand. Read about Latimer and Ridley, and consider today where you stand?  Will persecution separate you from the love of Christ? If you know the covenant love of Christ you will know that it cannot. 

4. Famine

Famine is not something many of us have experienced. We rarely go to bed hungry, but millions do. Millions live by subsistence farming, eating what they grow from year to year. It was like this in ancient Israel. When crops failed due to drought, disease or disaster, food became scarce. A lady we know was often hungry, along with her children. She was a poor, sad woman. When she was saved she became a much happier person. She was still poor but knew the love of Jesus Christ. She still struggles but has a part time job and manages to provide for her family. Even without famine we see people complaining and fighting over food. The children of Israel complained about food just days after their mighty deliverance from Egypt. They began to doubt God’s covenant love. Let us not be like this. 

5. Nakedness

This again is not something we experience – except by choice. Paul was referring to nakedness from poverty or from persecution. In India hundreds of people die each winter because they do not have warm clothes or shelter. Nakedness was part of suffering of the Jews and others in Nazi concentration camps. Yet even there, the elect of God knew the steadfast love of the Lord that never ceases. 

6. Peril

This refers to particular dangers faced by God’s people in this fallen world. David was hunted like a wild animal for many years, but still refused to trust in his own strength and kill the Lord’s anointed, King Saul. He entrusted himself into the Lord’s hands. He could lie down in sleep even with thousands of enemy soldiers camped around (Psalm 3:5-6). Paul was in perils of robbers, perils of his own countrymen, and perils of the Gentiles (1Cor 11:26). But like David he knew the covenant love of God. He did not fear what man could do to him but entrusted himself into God’s loving arms and powerful hands. 

7. Sword

With number seven we come to the end of the list. Seven is a number of completeness, and the sense of a complete survey of all possible dangers may be understood. The sword refers to the ultimate suffering, death. It refers to martyrdom. Not even death can separate us from the love of Christ; this is a truth repeated in the following verses. Martyrdom came quickly and often in the NT church. In response to his preaching, the Jews grabbed Stephen and stoned him to death. There have been martyrs in their thousands in every age of the church. Boice writes, ‘a trail of Christian blood marks the progress of the gospel from land to land through history’. In Paul’s day, in the time of the Reformation, and in some places today, believing in Jesus Christ meant not only persecution but death. Paul was not surprised by this. He found it written in Scripture that martyrdom was to be expected: ‘for your sake we are killed all day long; we are counted as sheep for the slaughter’. ‘Suffering and persecution are not mere evils which Christians must expect and endure as best they can; they are the scene of the overwhelming victory which Christians are winning through Christ’. 

The last of the five unanswerable questions focuses on suffering for our faith in Christ. Paul considers the possibility that we might fail, rather than the possibility that God may fail to keep us to the end. It is here that many have their doubts, as they will, if they are depending on anything in themselves. ‘I do not know what I would say if a man puts a gun to my head says to deny Christ’ one preacher said. This was not what the great preacher and teacher Paul said. He said, in a rhetorical question, ‘who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’  What do you say? 

More than conquerors                                                                         Romans 8:37
The job of a sporting coach is very uncertain. In any contest there will be a winner and a loser; we cannot expect a team to win all the time. But still he may lose his job if his team loses. While these matters make headline in the media, there is a contest that is rarely reported in the media. It is the ultimate contest in life, the contest between good and evil, the contest between life and death- or if it is reported it seems that evil and death always win.  

This is the contest that we read about in the Bible. These are the headlines you come to read each Sunday morning. Many are at home reading the newspaper but you are here reading the Bible, reading about bigger issues than a sacked coach. You are reading the most important news you will ever read. You are reading news for the whole world, for all time. The Bible is called good news. The word ‘gospel’ means ‘good news’. Why is it good news and not bad news? It is good because the forces of good, the forces of life, have won. These are not just forces of course, even though many in their limited understanding think like this. We are not dualists like some religions (e.g. Zoroastrians). We are not waiting to see if our good works will outweigh our bad works. God, in Jesus Christ, has won the battle. The battle against death is won. What great news!

God is the uncreated creator. He created all things visible and invisible, including spiritual beings like the fallen angel, Satan. He allowed Satan to tempt Eve and bring sin and death into this world. ‘Evils occur either by God’s permission, as in the story of Job, or by God’s own agency, as in the stories of the punishment of the cities on the plain. And sin and evil are conquered by the work of Christ’. In this world we are engaged in a spiritual battle, but it is a battle that is already won- it is just that Satan and his agents will not acknowledge this- they will be destroyed in the end. We gather today to proclaim victory, victory in Christ, victory through his death and resurrection. At the cross Jesus ‘disarmed principalities and powers; he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them in it’ (Col 2:15). 

We gather to say, ‘Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ’. We gather to say to one another, ’Therefore brothers, stand firm, let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, knowing that your labour in the Lord is not in vain’ (1Cor 15:58, 59). We come to another great verse here in Romans 8. Is it the greatest of all these verses?  ‘But in all things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us’ (8:37).  We will look at this verse in context and under the headings; all conquering, all these things, and amazing love. 

1. All conquering   

One of the first Bible commentaries I owned had the title ‘More than conquerors’. It was not on Romans but on the book of Revelation. The last book of the Bible is certainly one of victory, with the Lamb of God on the throne and Satan the dragon being thrown into the lake of fire. It is incredible that the Lamb overthrows the dragon; many will not believe this but it is true. The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world is now on the throne. He has won the victory. 

Jesus died but is risen and is at the right hand of God interceding for us (8:34). Jesus conquered death and we in him have also conquered death. Those who refuse to believe in the resurrection of Jesus miss out on this great victory. It is no wonder that liberal theology emptied the gospel of its power and sense of victory. It is no wonder that the Jews who think someone stole the body of Jesus have so little to rejoice in. They cannot say, thanks be to God who gives us the victory’ because that victory is through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

‘We are more than conquerors’. These five words are just one word in Greek- ‘hypernikosen’. ‘Hyper’ means ‘super’. It means there is none or nothing greater. The word ‘Nike’ you also know. You may have pair of shoes with this label. It is the Greek word for victory or ‘to conquer’. You are not just a ‘Nike’ but a ‘hyper Nike’ if you are one of God’s elect, one whom God predestined, called justified and glorified (8:30). This is what the apostle Paul calls you- a super conqueror.     

Before you start to get a swelled head and start thinking in terms of ‘superman’ or the like, remember that this is what you are ‘through Him who loved you’. Remember also that this victory has nothing to do with success or prosperity in this world. This victory will be seen in tribulation and suffering in this world. It may be seen in death- in martyrdom. The world will not see you as a super conqueror- it will see you as a loser. What believer has ever been applauded by the world as a believer?  Sure some have done good works but if they do these in the name of Christ, and preach the gospel as they are commanded, they will be rejected by the world. What apostle was applauded by the world? Many were martyred.  

Murray writes,’ Martyrdom seems to be defeat; so it is regarded by its perpetrators’. When the Jews got Jesus crucified by the Romans they thought they had won the day, and silenced their enemy for good. But this was not the case. Their apparent victory was very short lived. Jesus rose from the dead; he went to heaven and sent his Spirit upon his disciples. The church began to grow and soon the Jews were stoning Stephen to death. Then the persecuting Paul was converted and the church continued to grow, and so it has been down through history. As we heard earlier from 1Corinthians 15, ‘your labour in the Lord is not in vain’. Persecution and death in the Lord are never in vain. Murray goes on to say, ‘too often we look upon the outcome of conflict with the forces of iniquity as mere escape, perhaps by the skin of our teeth. In truth is victory and that not merely but completely and gloriously’. 
Do you understand what Murray says? We should not be trying to avoid suffering or simply gritting our teeth and bearing it. As followers of Christ we should be ready to suffer, holding firm to the victory that we have in him. On the cross Jesus said, ‘Father forgive them for they know not what they do’. Stephen knelt as he was being stoned and cried out, ‘Lord do not charge this sin against them’ (Acts 7:60). Who got the moral victory? Who was the conqueror in these situations?

2. All these things

All these things must refer to the list in verse 35 of things that might separate us from the love of Christ. These things separate people from their employers, their coach, their political leaders, their nation and even their wife and family.  We live in an age of separation. We see people running away from the smallest of hardships. Sadly, we also see so-called Christians giving up on their relationship to God. But Paul says in effect that nothing will separate us from the love of Christ. The ‘us’ is the elect of God. The ‘us’ is the believer who knows the saving grace of God and the love of Jesus Christ. God is faithful. God is great. No matter what the world throws at us he is greater. Boice writes, ‘From the moment we are made partakers of the divine nature we are targets of the world, the flesh and the devil. There is never a moment’s reprieve’. The Christian life is one of suffering. But the paradox is that it is also a life of victory and joy in the Lord.

As Jesus looked to the cross he said to his disciples, ‘you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world’ (John 16:33). A man who was about to suffer mocking and beatings and execution on a cursed tree said, ‘I have overcome the world’. This man says to his followers that if the world hated him it will hate them also. Are you ready for tribulation, hardship, persecution and even death as a result of being in Christ? For Job it was one disaster after another that threatened his relationship to God. He lost all his possessions, then his house and all his children. This was because of satanic attack. Under such pressure his wife said, ‘curse God and die’, but Job stood firm in the love of God, accepting tribulation along with good things (Job 2:9, 10). In the end God blessed him with more than he had before. In the end God will bless you with heavenly glory. ‘Those he justified he also glorified’. 

The accuser ‘accused them before our God day and night’ but they overcame him. They ‘overcame by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, and they did not love their lives to death’ (Rev 12:11). Those who love their life more than they do Christ will not know what it means to be more than a conqueror through him who loved us. 

3. Amazing love

Our victory against the world, the flesh and the devil, our being more than conquerors in all these things, is not because of anything we say or do. We do not rely on clever arguments to win the battle against enemies of the cross. We do not rely on violence or the sword. We rely on the steadfast love of the Lord. We entrust ourselves into the arms of Almighty God. We depend up the holy word of God. Jesus answered Satan by saying, ‘it is written’.  

We hear clever philosophers and professors of science attacking Christians. The church tends to put forward clever men to answer these critics. If these are learned men who depend on the word of God, well and good. But this is not always the case. Some get caught up in their arguments. When the archbishop was asked about homosexuality he began talking about health issues and was soon floundering. It would have been better to say, ‘it is written’. This is a sin listed along with many others in the Bible (1Cor 6). All sin is against God, and God commands all men everywhere repent (Acts 17:30). 

‘Put on the whole armour of God’ says the apostle Paul ‘so that you may stand against the schemes of the devil’ (Eph 6:11). We are in a spiritual battle and we need spiritual weapons like the gospel of peace, and the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God. All these weapons are given by God. We fight knowing that Christ has already won and that we are more than conquerors in Christ. It is through Him who loved us that we are conquerors. The victory we rest secure in was won not by us but by another. Who is this ‘Him who loved us’? Is it the Father or is it the Son?  Paul speaks of the love Christ in verse 35 and the love of the God in verse 39. Morris writes, ‘perhaps Paul is not distinguishing sharply between them’. 

You may ask why ‘loved’ and not ‘loves’ us in the present tense. It seems that the focus here is on the cross. It was on the cross that Jesus conquered sin- ‘he became sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in Him’ (2Cor 5:21). In his resurrection he conquered death. The sting of death has been removed. 

Perfect love casts out fear. Knowing the love of God in Jesus Christ we do not fear the world, the flesh, or the devil. We do not fear anything the ruler of this world or his agents may throw at us. As the Psalmist said, ‘even though the earth give way, and the mountains fall into the sea, we will not fear’ (Psalm 46).  We are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.    

Separation Impossible                                                    

Romans 8:38-39

Have you had any bad dreams lately?  Children sometimes have scary dreams. I remember pushing my bed hard against the wall so no bulls could get me in my sleep (I grew up on farm). And then it was snakes that might slither up and get me. As adults we have fears- fears of seen and unseen things- fears of things we cannot control. In order to get to sleep we are told to count sheep jumping an imaginary fence- although talking to the shepherd is a better idea.

‘For I am persuaded’ (8:38). We come to the end of chapter 8 and the end of the first section of this letter to the Romans. We come to the climax of this section which was mostly about sin, justification, and assurance. We have listened to Paul state five great truths regarding our status before Almighty God. We are those whom God predestined, called, justified and glorified. We belong to God because of his grace. We belonged to him before we were born and then after we die. 

We have listened to five unanswerable questions which focused on the Supreme Court where God is judge and Jesus is our advocate. God the judge gave his own Son as a propitiating sacrifice for us. Jesus gave himself to die on the cross. From the courtroom we move to the cosmic scene in these verses. Jesus is risen and is on the throne in heaven. Jesus conquered sin and death, and ever lives to intercede for us. In fact, we are conquerors, more than conquerors through him who loved us (8:37). 

The great theme of these verses is our eternal security. No one can bring any charge against us. Nothing can separate us from Jesus Christ our Saviour when we are justified by God and become his child. More than conquerors in all things pretty much says it all. We do not fear what man can do. God’s people have suffered horrific deprivation and torture in this world. Our fellow believers are suffering today for their faith in Jesus. We don’t know when such suffering might come to us.  

But most importantly we do know that nothing can separate us from the love of Christ. Paul says, ‘I am persuaded’. He is convinced. He has no doubts about the love of God because he has shown his love; he has proved his love by giving Jesus to die on the cross. Paul has no doubts about the love of Christ who willingly went to the cross bearing our sin. Eternal security is important for the believer- and not only because it is one of the five points of Calvinism. The ‘P’ in the acronym ‘TULIP’ refers to the perseverance of the saints. It is important to our Christian life. 

Job security is a great problem these days. Some have the idea that insecurity leads to greater productivity- work hard or you will get the sack. But with job security comes loyalty and commitment and a cooperative workplace. It is the same in marriage and in family. An insecure marriage cannot be a happy marriage. Insecure people are not willing to give themselves totally to a relationship because it may end at any time. 

Many Christians do not accept this truth of assurance despite the clear teaching of this passage. They live with insecurity and ongoing doubts regarding their final destiny. ‘Am I good enough. What if I sin?’ Some doubt their final destiny because of these very doubts that they have. Paul said, ‘I am convinced’. He had no doubts as to his destiny because it was God who predestined, called, justified and glorified him. He did not doubt God’s love and God’s power to keep him through whatever the world, the flesh and the devil may hurl at him. 

In these closing, climactic verses Paul speaks personally- which he has not done since verse 18. Boice points out that personal testimony is important sometimes- here coming after an extended theological argument. It reminds us that Paul was not simply talking theory or academic theology. He was teaching truth from the heart, theology that touched his own heart. What was Paul convinced of?  He was still thinking of the amazing love of God in giving his Son, and the love of Christ so wonderfully demonstrated at the cross. He has already dismissed seven things that might separate us from Christ’s love. Here he lists ten things as definite negatives rather than as rhetorical questions. These things take us into every realm of existence; he looks into the physical and the spiritual universe. He scans all space and time to see if there is anything that might sever the relationship God made with us in Christ. Of these ten things there are four pairs and a couple of single items.  Well look at these now.

1. Death nor life

We face all sorts of separations in life. Maybe you, for some reason, are separated by distance from a loved one. Children hate separation from mum on the first day of school- and sometimes mums shed a tear also. Then there is the painful separation of a divorce. But no separation is so certain, so total and so final as that of death. Death is the end of life in this world- but is it the end of everything? Is it the end of existence and all relationships? 

If you watch the TV serial called ‘MASH’ you may recall an episode in which Major Winchester after having a bullet just miss his head became fearful of dying. He started frantically asking men who were dying on his operating table what is was like, and did they see or hear anything from the other side. Such questions are the basis of numerous books you can find today- and that in Christian book stores! Why don’t people listen to
Jesus, who died and rose again to walk on this earth?

Paul says death is not the end of God’s relationship with him. In another letter he says, while contemplating his own death, ‘I desire to depart and be with Christ’ (Phil 1:23). John speaks of seeing Christ as he is when he is revealed (1John 3:2). So even death, which appears to be so total and so final, does not separate us from Christ and his love. We know that Christ rose from the dead and is alive today. You who believe will be raised to live with him.   

‘Neither death nor life’ (8:38). Why does Paul add the word ‘life’? It is, as we said, a pair, with life being the natural opposite of ‘death’. He is speaking in cosmic and eternal terms, and life is what we are in now- a brief but important period of our existence. How can life separate us from Christ?  Maybe not life in itself, but the fact of being alive leaves us open to dangers such as those listed in verse 35.  We can be just as afraid of life as of death. Sadly some take this view and end up taking their own life. Paul was bound in chains when he wrote, ‘for me to live is Christ and to die is gain’ (Phil 1:21). He had been though all manner of suffering in his life, but he never contemplated taking matters into his own hands. His life was in God’s hands, and so is yours. He was convinced that neither death nor life could separate him from the love of Christ. Will you remember this when you are afraid of death- or of life?

2. Angels nor rulers

Angels are heavenly messengers or ministering spirits (Heb 1:14). Angels were active at the time of Jesus birth, but not only then. Angels are around the throne of God in heaven. But how can angels threaten to separate us from the love of Christ? Lloyd-Jones and others say these must be evil angels, but then how can the opposite be rulers- or demons, as some translate (NIV). In Galatians 1:8 Paul writes, ’even if we or an angel from heaven preach any other gospel’. Angels are heavenly, yet created beings. Paul can imagine an angel preaching another gospel. Moreover, worship of angels was a threat in some NT churches (Col 2:8). Good angels refuse such worship (Rev 22:9). 

‘Nor angels nor rulers’ (8:38). While rulers may be earthly, there are also spiritual rulers and these are the focus here. Jesus’ death and resurrection was a victory in the realm of spiritual beings and rulers (Col 2:15). Our salvation, our being in Christ, has implications in this realm, as well as here on earth. There is rejoicing in the presence of angels when one sinner repents. Satan also belongs to this spiritual realm. Although the word ’power’ does not come at this place in the Greek text, it is appropriate to include it here (cf Eph 1:21). We must remember that there are spiritual powers that are against us, just as they were against Christ. We cannot stand against them in our own strength but can stand in the victory of Christ. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you’ (James 4:7). Resist him, standing firm in the grace of God ‘who called us to his eternal glory by Christ Jesus’ (1Peter 5:10). 

3. Things present nor things to come

Here is a reference to time, to infinite time or eternity. ‘God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable in his being’ our Westminster Shorter Catechism tells us. We live in a changing world and many fear the future. Not so long ago we feared nuclear war. Now we fear climate change. We fear being hit by an asteroid.  We do not know what the future holds, but as the song reminds us, ‘we know who holds the future’.  

Maybe you fear the present as well as the future. Maybe you live in fear every day. Some are living under the threat of losing their job, or their health, or even violent attack. Many are brought low by fears of things in the present and fear of what may happen in the future. But not the apostle Paul. He knew ‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever’ (Heb 13:8) and that his love remains the same yesterday, today and forever. 

Lloyd-Jones writes, ‘The Lord’s character, and what he has done in the past, are guarantees of what he will do, because he does not, and cannot change. So I am no more afraid of the future than I am of the present’. 

4. Height nor depth

Psalm 139 is a great Psalm. I was given the task of analysing this Psalm in an entrance test to seminary. It speaks so clearly of God being all-knowing (omniscient), all-present (omnipresent) and all-powerful (omnipotent). ‘If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in hell, behold, you are there’ (Psalm 139:8). There is nowhere on earth, nowhere in the heavens above and nowhere below the earth where you can flee from God’s presence. God is everywhere. So it is that there is nowhere in the universe that you can be separated from God and his love. Morris writes, ‘We can feel very small in such a vast environment, and Paul may be assuring us that God’s love is greater still’.

The terms height and depth were often used in astrology. With its star charts and all its predictions based on these, astrology often rules the lives of those who do not know God and his love. They are ruled by fear of what some person predicts from the stars. It is surprising the number of people who believe not only that life exists out there in the universe, but that this life is superior to ours. They believe that someday this life will come and save us. Is this the idea behind the so-called Jedi religion? It is absolutely clear that whatever exists out in space it is created by God. Paul adds the covering statement- ‘nor any other created thing’ (8:39). There are just two categories of things- things created and the Creator himself. 

It is this creator God who loved us so much that ‘he gave his only begotten Son that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life’ (John 3:16). God loved us so much that he gave us his one and only Son to die for us. His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, loved us so much that he died in our place that we might live- live forever! Do you believe this? Are you, like the apostle Paul, convinced that nothing seen or unseen in the entire universe, nothing from the  beginning to end of time, and not even death itself, can separate you from the amazing love of God, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit? 
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