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INTRODUCTION

By Udo W. Middelmann,
The Francis A. Schaeffer Foundation

The studies of the first eight chapters of Paul’s Letter to the Church in Rome you hold in your hands belong to the earliest systematic studies of Dr. Francis A. Schaeffer. These studies are of special significance because they express most of the essential ideas and truths that are foundational to all of Dr. Schaeffer’s works and the content of his later books. As such these studies provide fresh insights into Schaeffer’s work, but much more than this, they help us see the timeless significance of God’sWord for every new generation. 

In a more immediate sense, these studies grew out of Dr. Schaeffer’s personal interaction with students and the discussion of the critical ideas of our time. In-depth, give-and-take discussions such as these were typical of Schaeffer’s basic method in all that he did. Thus Schaeffer’s insights were hammered out in these often lively exchanges, where honest questions—no matter how perplexing—were given honest, compassionate answers based on the unchanging truth of God’s Word.

These studies were first given in a student flat in Lausanne, Switzerland in the 1960s. On the same day each week Schaeffer would go down the mountain to take a discussion among university students who met for lunch in the “Café Vieux Lausanne,” just a few covered steps below the twelfth-century cathedral.

There, around 1526, the French reformers confronted the views of the Roman Catholic church with the Bible’s teaching. In a famous debate, the citizens of Lausanne listened to both sides and then voted in favor of the reformers’ teaching. Their views were based on Scripture, free from the distorted traditions of Rome. Just to the side of the Cathedral lies the old Academy, where those same reformers later would place the University. The University was still there when Schaeffer gave the biblical answers to questions from students nearby in the “Vieux Lausanne.” 

At night he would teach the Roman class in Sandra Ehrlich’s flat before rushing to the station for the last train and bus home in the mountains. Harold, a Dutch economics student, and students from many nationalities joined them for the evening. On the tapes of the original recording one can hear Harro, as he was called, translate for a Swiss student and frequently ask questions himself. Mario from El Salvador, a South African girl, an Italian art student, a Czech, an American, and my wife Deborah were some of the others who spent two hours every week studying the book of Romans verse by verse. Dr. Schaeffer always made the studies interesting as he applied Paul’s letter to the intellectual questions of Paul’s day, as well as ours, often the very ones discussed earlier in the Café with agnostic and atheist students. For in the fundamentals of the problems of human existence and questions there is little difference from the Greeks to our own twentieth century. As originally given, these lectures were in the “give and take” style of lecture/discussion at which Dr. Schaeffer excelled. This text has been edited to remove repetitions and comments from the audience, while maintaining the style and content of the original tapes.

The Letter to the Romans answers all the basic questions of Man in any age about his origin, the problem of a moral God in an evil world, and the questions about significance and true humanity. In a systematic way Romans addresses the kinds of questions any thinking person has in a world like ours, where problems are often recognized, but the proposed solutions rarely go to the core of the disease. 

Schaeffer pointed out that, until recently, Romans was studied in American law schools in order to teach students the art of presenting an argument. A reasoned case is made for a foundational proposition. Counter statements are considered one by one, and refuted. Romans is not about a leap of faith but presents a comprehensive argument for the central proposition: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: The just shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:16, 17).

Paul, the author, under the direction and inspiration of God’s Spirit, addresses our relationship with God, giving real answers to real questions. What we think we know about the universe, man, meaning, and morals, needs constant nourishment and correction. Without the correction and reproof found in God’s Word, sinful man will inherit foolishness in all the central areas of life. This always begins at the place of what men believe about God. 

Schaeffer understood Romans to be a completed sermon of Paul’s, much like other sermons that he presented wherever he preached. After the introduction follows a proposition, then the exposition of that proposition. We see this in Acts 17, where Paul was unable to finish a similar sermon in Athens. He left and went south to Corinth, where he wrote Romans. In each city he visited he taught a whole circle of truth, covering the basics in a complete and integrated way.

Romans is just such a systematic teaching Paul sent to a church he had not seen in person. The church in Rome began in much the same manner as the church in Antioch. Both churches began through the witness of believers who had been present in Jerusalem during the events described in Acts 2, where 3,000 were converted on the day of Pentecost. Cornelius in Acts 10 had become a God-fearer through conversations with believers. In each case, the church was not the result of “professional” teachers but of believers reaching out to others.

Romans differs from all the other letters in the New Testament in one important way. No other New Testament writing gives such a systemization of the doctrine of the gospel. All others are addressed to churches or people who had heard sermons when apostles had visited personally. All the others address specific problems, special needs, or dubious practices. They address believers with specific teachings and admonitions against the backdrop of what they had already heard in the body of belief. 

In Rome, however, no one had ever preached the complete gospel. Therefore, the Roman letter can be said to be a unified statement of what the Old and New Testaments present concerning our situation before God and in the world. The entire truth is summed up in the theme verses in chapter 1, verses 16 and 17. The rest of the letter is an unpacking of these two verses: Why they are true, what is the dilemma, what is the solution, and how to live now. Paul declares that there is no reason to be ashamed of Christianity, neither intellectually nor in the experience of life under God. 

Through the years since Dr. Schaeffer delivered these lectures/discussions thousands of students have studied the “Romans” tapes, straining their ears to follow the study from a dismally poor recording. They were glued to it because Dr. Schaeffer applied Paul’s teachings to the basic questions of Man at any age. Schaeffer himself frequently returned to Romans in discussing the intellectual bleakness of modern life.

This is a verse by verse study of the text. Woven into it are pointers to the central problems we face in our generation. Everyone who is concerned about a supposed absence of God, or about the truthfulness of God and His moral rightness, discovers a God in the Bible who grieves over the sins of the creature, but who is not responsible for their sin. We come face to face with the anger of God due to our sin as well as His compassion in providing justice, salvation, and a future restoration through Christ. Each member of the Trinity—far from being merely an item of theological interest—is intimately and powerfully involved in our redemption through history. 

Along the way, it is interesting to see how much weight Schaeffer puts on the sinfulness of man, which provokes the wrath of God. Yet never is there a hint that this sinfulness destroys the humanity and rationality of man as created in the image of God. God is not the author of evil, and evil does not diminish the obligation of Man to seek after and choose God. Schaeffer does not fall into the theological trap of extreme Reformed advocates who say that depravity has removed humanity from Man, thereby absolving Man from the responsibility to repent or to seek after God. Like Paul, Schaeffer pleads with his neighbor to bow before the known God and to accept “the finished work of Christ” for his salvation, for his present battles against sin in the Christian life, as well as for the hope of a final resurrection and righteousness on the Day of the Lord.

Man is fallen, but he is not a zero, he is not worthless. Man has great value as created in the image of God. At the same time, however, all of our being has been tragically affected by the Fall, including our will and intellect. 

Here is a God who does battle for us. There is no arbitrary solution or esoteric mystery. Paul does not shy away from tough questions. He answers them from the wholeness of God’s work in history. By inviting people to believe God (not “in God”)—His existence, His being, and His promises about God’s solution to our guilt from sin in the finished work of Jesus Christ—Paul shows God to be the One who is morally just and the One who will justify those who believe.



1: INTRODUCTION AND THEME: (1:1-17)
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The book of Romans falls into two distinct sections: chapters 1—8 and chapters 9—16. There has been great discourse among Christians through the years as to whether there is a relationship between the two sections. One may find a relationship, but this is not the important point. Both sections are worth studying by themselves. In this study we will deal only with the first section, chapters 1—8.

In several books of the Bible there is a verse or verses that constitute a theme statement, and this is very plainly so in the book of Romans. The key to understanding this first section of Romans is found in 1:16-17:

For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth, to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith.

With that theme statement in mind, we will begin our study of Romans by looking at Paul’s introductory remarks in 1:1-15.

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, separated unto the gospel of God . . . (1:1)

Paul identifies himself as a servant, or slave, of Jesus Christ. He says this specifically and with great care. He is writing to the church at Rome, and Rome knew a great deal about slaves. Slavery was legal in the Roman Empire. The world understood what it meant to be a slave, and Paul begins by declaring himself a slave of Christ.

There was a great distinction, however, between the slavery of the Roman Empire and Paul’s slavery to Christ. Slaves in the Roman Empire were slaves not because they wanted to be, but because they had to be. A heavy iron band would be welded around a slave’s neck, something he could not possibly remove by himself. This marked him as a slave for as long he remained a slave.

Paul’s slave relationship to Jesus Christ, however, is something quite different. He is a slave not because he has to be a slave, but because he wishes to be one. Paul had an iron band around his neck, not because it had to be there but because he held it there by the fingers of his own will. We too must adopt this attitude if we are to be fruitful in the things of God.

Just as the slave must “will” the will of his master, our usefulness to Jesus depends on the extent to which we will the will of God. We are not robots. Rather, in love we choose to return to the position of obedient dependence on God in which He created us. This may seem an unpleasant idea to some, but as God’s creatures this “slaveness” is the only place of joy and the only place of usefulness. 

Paul was human. It hurt him just as much as it would hurt us to be beaten and imprisoned for his faith. It hurt him just as much as it would hurt us to be thrown to the beasts. His shipwreck was just as wet, just as windy, just as uncomfortable as it would be for us. Beheading was surely not pleasant to anticipate. And Paul could have escaped all of this simply by forsaking his servanthood. So when Paul introduces himself in this way, it is not just a pious expression. Rather, it introduces a theme central to Romans: that after accepting Jesus as our Savior, we are to live for Him.

. . . separated unto the gospel of God . . . (1:1b) 

As Christ’s servant, Paul is “separated unto the gospel.” Separation always has two actions: separation from and separation to. Separation from is easy to understand. Many things can keep us away from God, and it is not possible to be separated to God unless we are separated from such things. It is a means to the end of being separated to God to preach to the Gentiles. Paul was separated from the normal comforts of life, such as marriage (1 Cor. 7:8). That doesn’t mean every Christian will be called to forego marriage, but every Christian should be willing to do so. Nor will every Christian be asked to die for the gospel, but every Christian should be willing so to die. The willingness is the crux of the matter. 

Paul calls himself a “servant of Jesus Christ” but then speaks of the “gospel of God.” The gospel relates to all three persons of the Trinity. It is the good news of the Trinity to a lost and fallen world. Jesus is the Lord of our redemption; however, the gospel is the good news of the entire Godhead, the Trinity.

(Which he had promised afore by his prophets in the holy scriptures,). (1:2) 

The phrase is in parentheses, yet there is really no interruption of thought in the first three verses, and verse 2 is important. It expresses the unity of the Old and New Testaments, a theme emphasized constantly throughout the Bible. Paul says God promised the gospel “afore” in the Holy Scriptures. How far back does that go? Romans 16:20 will give us a clue: “And the God of peace shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly.” Surely this refers to Genesis 3:15, which states that the woman’s “seed” is going to bruise the serpent’s head. Jesus Christ is the seed of the woman (compare Gen. 3:15 with Gen. 22:18 and Gal. 3:16). He is the one who crushed the serpent’s head. Yet, by identification with Jesus, we look forward to the Second Coming and shall also bruise Satan under our feet. The gospel goes back literally as far as we can go. As soon as mankind sinned in the Garden, before twenty-four hours had passed, God promised the Messiah. And it looks forward to the Second Coming on the basis of the finished work of Christ.

People often try to pit the Old and New Testaments against each other. But the emphasis throughout the New Testament is on its unity with the Old. This was true in Christ’s preaching, in the book of Acts, in Paul’s epistles, and in all the other epistles. There are not two messages, only one. The Old Testament people of God looked forward to the Messiah revealed fully in the New Testament. Paul knew that the church in Rome included Jews as well as Gentiles, so it was important to remind them that there is just one message.

Concerning his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who was made of the seed of David according to the flesh; and declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead. (1:3-4)

Paul shows both the human and the divine side of the Incarnation.

He certainly believed in Christ’s deity, but the fact of His being truly divine does not change the fact Christ was also a true man and came down through the natural line of David. Again, Paul probably has his Jewish readers in mind. It is extremely important for them to be reminded that Christ is indeed the son of David, because the Old Testament prophesied specifically that the Messiah would come through Abraham and David.

. . . the seed of David according to the flesh . . . (1:3b)

Obviously, by “flesh” Paul means “human.” He does not have in mind the sinful connotation of that word, as he will later in 7:5.

Paul says nothing of Christ descending through David’s son Solomon. God’s promise to David was absolutely unconditional: He would be the ancestor of the Messiah (2 Sam. 7:16). Solomon wanted an unconditional promise too, but God’s promise to Solomon was conditional. In essence, God said, “If you do so and so, then you will carry on the line” (1 Kings 9:4ff.). But Solomon didn’t do so and so, and neither did his royal descendants, so God denied him involvement in the fullness of the promise. If one takes the genealogy in Matthew as referring to Joseph and that in Luke as referring to Mary, one finds that Jesus came through David on both sides. He came on Joseph’s side through Solomon, establishing a legal continuity with David. But as far as His actual conception by the Holy Spirit through Mary, He came through Nathan, a son of David other than Solomon. Both the unconditional promise to David and the conditional promise to Solomon were thus fulfilled in exquisite detail.

On the human side then, Christ came through David. But there is more than the human. He was also “declared to be the Son of God with power” (1:4a). “Declared” in this place is better translated “determined.” Determined means it is certain. It is certain that Christ is also the Son of God. Why? Because of a particular “power” (1:4). Christ’s deity, to be believed, must be demonstrable. The thing that demonstrated with certainty that Christ was God was His “resurrection from (or of) the dead” (1:4). 

Before considering the resurrection itself, notice that the Resurrection was “according to the spirit of holiness” (1:4). The spirit of holiness can be seen as the work of the Holy Spirit, or as the Holy Spirit Himself. Much is said throughout the New Testament of the relationship of Jesus Christ to the Third Person of the Trinity. That relationship resulted in a holiness of life on Christ’s part. Paul says elsewhere that Christ was “justified in the Spirit” (1 Tim. 3:16). The writer of Hebrews says that Christ “offered himself without fault to God . . . through the eternal Spirit” (Heb. 9:14) and spoke of Christ, “who in the days of his flesh, when he had offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears unto him that was able to save him from death, and was heard for his piety, his godly fear. . .” (Heb. 5:7). When He was on earth as a true man, Christ operated through a commitment to the Holy Spirit. Because He did this, God heard Him. 

Jesus was declared to be the Son of God “by the resurrection from the dead” (1:4). This can be translated either “from” or “of” the dead. What is the difference? Resurrection “from the dead” would seem to refer solely to Christ’s own resurrection, while resurrection “of” the dead would seem to have in view our future resurrection as well. Either way it would be enough to prove Christ’s deity—He is determined to be, declared to be the Son of God by the marvelous fact that He has been raised physically from the dead and that there shall be the Christian’s future resurrection from the dead.

By whom we have received grace and apostleship, for obedience to the faith among all nations, for his name: among whom are ye also the called of Jesus Christ. (1:5-6)

Paul and his colleagues received grace and apostleship for a definite purpose: “for obedience to the faith among all nations, for his name.” Paul’s mission is not only to Jews, but to “all nations.” He is leading up to 1:7, where he states that he is now writing to Rome, the capital of his known world. He now faces away from himself and the “we” of 1:5 and turns toward those to whom he is writing: “. . . among whom are ye also the called of Jesus Christ.” These are the Christians, Jews and Gentiles alike, making up the church at Rome. They all have a place “among the nations” that Paul has been called to reach.

To all that be in Rome . . . (1:7a)

We are now brought face to face with the church in Rome, probably meeting in a home, a church perhaps founded by laypeople rather than by an apostle. Paul had not been to Rome, and neither, despite the traditional Roman Catholic view, had Peter. If Peter had been in Rome, it is inconceivable that Paul would not have mentioned him in this letter. Yet the church was there, a united church of Jews and Gentiles in the world capital of Rome. And this should not surprise us, for the church at Antioch of Syria, perhaps the greatest of the early churches, the one that sent out the first missionaries, was also started by laypeople (Acts 11:19-20). It is reasonable to think that the same thing could have happened in Rome. If you go to Rome today you can see the traditional site of Priscilla and Aquila’s home, where a church met. To me this is the ideal. It is the way the church would have continued to function if the Holy Spirit had been allowed to work—wherever Christians go, they proclaim the gospel and little churches spring up.

To all that be in Rome, beloved of God, called . . . saints. (1:7a) 

You will notice that I have left out the words “to be” in the phrase “called to be saints.” The KJV includes these words in italics, but they are not there in the Greek; they were added by translators to make the English flow more smoothly. When we read it as “called saints,” however, we are brought face-to-face with the fact that here in Rome, in the world capital, there are those who are saints in God sight. As soon as we accept Christ as our Savior, we are saints in God’s sight. This is based first upon Jesus’ passive work, His passive obedience in taking the punishment for our sins. But it is based also upon His active obedience in perfectly keeping the law for us. Christ’s mediatorial work for us began at His baptism, when His public ministry started. From that time on, what He did, He did not only for Himself but for us. When we accept Him as Savior, His active obedience means that we have a positive righteousness with God. We are clothed with the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Our guilt is gone on the basis of His finished work on the cross, His passive obedience. But we are also clothed with His perfect righteousness, based on His active obedience. This being so, we, like the Romans, can be called saints right now.

Paul likewise addresses the Ephesian and Philippian Christians as saints (Eph. 5:3; Phil. 1:1). The Ephesians passage is especially intriguing: “But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you, as becometh saints.” This speaks of something quite different than the traditional Roman Catholic view that a saint is someone special. The New Testament teaches that you are a saint as soon as you accept Christ as your Savior. Christ has taken your guilt and you are clothed with His perfection. If a little boy puts on his father’s overcoat and buttons it above his head, you see nothing but the overcoat. Likewise, when God looks at us, He sees nothing but the righteousness of Jesus Christ that covers us. 

But since you are a saint, says Paul in Ephesians, you should live like a saint. Likewise he says elsewhere, “If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25). Be what you are in the sight of God. This is the very antithesis of salvation through works. Everything depends upon the finished work of Jesus Christ. Our calling is to live in keeping with what we already are in God’s sight—and as we will be one day in history, at Christ’s Second Coming. This is the great lesson of chapter 6, where Paul explains sanctification. There we will learn more about this great truth.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ. First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all, that your faith is spoken of throughout the whole world. (1:7b-8)

News of the little church at Rome and the reputation of their faith had become known throughout the Christian world. It must have been a great encouragement as word came back that in Rome, the capital of the world, there was a faithful church of Jews and Gentiles.

For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I make mention of you always in my prayers; making request, if by any means now at length I might have a prosperous journey by the will of God to come unto you. (1:9-10)

There are three steps in Paul’s prayer for the Roman believers: He thanks God for them (1:8), then prays on their behalf (1:9), then makes a specific request regarding them: that he might get to see them soon (1:10).

For I long to see you, that I may impart unto you some spiritual gift, to the end ye may be established; that is, that I may be comforted together with you by the mutual faith both of you and me. (1:11-12)

Paul is not distant or aloof from the people he writes to. Rather, he longs to be with them. His desire that they be “established” parallels Luke’s desire that his friend Theophilus might “know the certainty of those things, wherein thou hast been instructed” (Luke 1:4). Paul knows that such maturity will bring sweet and wonderful fellowship between himself and the Romans. He expects to receive a blessing from them as well as giving one to them. This is surely true among Christians always. When the relationship is what it should be, the blessings run in both directions.

Now I would not have you ignorant, brethren, that oftentimes I purposed to come unto you, (but was let hitherto,) . . . (1:13a) 

The educated reader should have few problems with the King James translation, but “let” is one such problem. It meant “hindered.” Today it means the exact opposite. Its meaning of “hindered” survives only in tennis: When the ball strikes the net we have a “let ball,” meaning that the ball was hindered. Paul was “let,” or hindered, in his desire to visit Rome.

. . . that I might have some fruit among you also, even as among other Gentiles. (1:13b)

Paul has expressed his desire to impart a spiritual gift to the Romans (1:11), but he expects from them a harvest of spiritual fruit. It is two ways of saying the same thing: The gift is the cause, while the fruit is the effect.

I am debtor both to the Greeks and to the Barbarians, both to the wise, and to the unwise. (1:14)

Paul considers himself a debtor to both educated and uneducated, the wise and the unwise. This is an entirely different mentality than that of most Christians. Most Christians think they are doing something special when they tell others about the gospel. But Paul understands that such witnessing is not something special, for he is a debtor (1:14) or a “servant” (1:1) of the gospel. We, like Paul, should feel ourselves indebted to preach the gospel to everyone. It is a debt we can never escape. There is no neutrality or convenience in Him, for we are debtors to preach the gospel. At the end of this introduction to Rome, Paul then concludes:

So, as much as is in me, I am ready to preach the gospel to you that are at Rome also. (1:15) 

He is ready to preach the gospel wherever the Lord takes him, regardless of the cost. There’s no doubt that Paul was eventually killed in Rome, so his desire to preach the gospel there did, indeed, cost him greatly. Yet there is really no other way to preach the gospel to a lost and dying world. As you give your life to the Lord, there will be a cost. “Paul, a servant . . .” (1:1). “I am debtor” (1:14). “So, as much as in me is . . .” (1:15). We are not playing games.

For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth, to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith. (1:1617)

With these verses we begin the first main section of Romans, chapters 1—8. These chapters are really an exegesis of 1:16-17. You never get beyond these two verses. 1:1-15 is the introduction; 1:16-17 is the theme; then 1:18—8:39 is the exegesis of that theme.

Paul is “not ashamed” of the gospel. Later, he will say that “hope maketh not ashamed” (5:5). He uses basically the same Greek word in both places, but with a slightly different emphasis. After we have accepted Christ as our Savior (in Chapter 5), we experience a hope that will not disappoint us or make us ashamed. But even at the beginning, there is no need to be intellectually ashamed of or disappointed in the gospel as a system. Paul is not speaking to backward or primitive people. He is surrounded by the Greek and Roman world with all its intellectual understanding, yet he is not ashamed of what he is preparing to speak about.

Jesus warned us not to be ashamed of the intellectual content of His teaching (Luke 9:26). As if answering Jesus, Paul says, “I am not ashamed of the gospel.” Paul was not ashamed as he stood on Mars Hill (Acts 17). He was not ashamed when confronting the religious leaders of his day. He was not ashamed to preach while imprisoned in Rome. So also we, surrounded by our intellectual world, should not and need not be ashamed.

It is a very serious thing to be ashamed of Jesus and His teaching (Luke 9:26). In his last letter to Timothy, Paul reminds us that this includes not being ashamed of those who truly stand for Jesus and His word: “Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner” (2 Tim. 1:8). We should proudly identify with all who identify themselves with Christ. Paul cites the example of Onesiphorus, who “oft refreshed me, and was not ashamed of my chains” (2 Tim. 1:16).

Paul tells Timothy of his own suffering for the gospel’s sake, concluding, “Nevertheless I am not ashamed: for I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed unto him against that day” (2 Tim. 1:12). “That day” is the Second Coming of Christ. We should be unashamed of Christ for as long as we live (2 Tim. 4:1) or until He returns, not just when things are going well, but even when the gospel is in ill repute. And we shall not be ashamed in experience either. That was certainly the case with Paul as he wrote to Timothy from prison.

We should then not be ashamed of the practice of Christianity, but also not of the teaching of it in its intellectual concepts. There is an imperative here, not just a passing thought. It is a lifelong experience not to be ashamed.

For . . . the gospel of Christ . . . is the power of God unto salvation. (1:16)

We often use the word salvation as though it were parallel to justification. Perhaps we ask, “Are you saved?” when a more accurate question would be, “Are you justified? Is your guilt gone?” There are biblical reasons for using “saved” in this way, yet when Paul is being explicit he uses justification for this concept. When we accept Christ as our Savior, we are justified. Justification addresses a legal problem. It means God declares that our guilt is gone on the basis of the finished work of Jesus Christ. But our salvation is much wider than justification.

Salvation includes three tenses: past, present, and future. Romans 1—8 covers all three tenses of salvation. Chapters 1-4 deal with the past act of salvation for the Christian, which is justification. Romans 5:1 through 8:17 deals with salvation’s present aspect, which is sanctification. Then, in a brief but very striking way, 8:18-39 speaks of the future aspect of salvation, which is glorification.

Salvation includes all of this on the basis of the finished work of Christ.

. . . for it is the power of God unto salvation. (1:16b)

Literally from the Greek, the gospel is God’s dunamis, His dynamite by which He brings about salvation, all of it: justification to remove guilt, sanctification in the present life, and at the Second Coming glorification.

. . . the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth, to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. (1:16b) 

Paul’s next words make this concept of salvation very large but also very limited. It was very large: “. . . to every one . . . to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.” The Jews had thought of salvation as applying only to themselves. Paul emphasizes that this is not so. Salvation, he says, applies to Gentiles as well as Jews. But it would be just as correct for us to say that salvation applies to Jews as well as Gentiles. It is a completely open circle. The whole world, people of all skin colors, people under all flags, the door is open to them all for salvation. The circle of salvation is as big as one can imagine. It includes the world’s entire population, throughout all time. It is totally universal. It is the power of God unto salvation, to everyone. Earlier Paul spoke of the Greeks and Barbarians (1:14), meaning the educated and the uneducated. The circle of salvation is as large as us. It’s the whole world. The educated, the uneducated, the Jew, the Gentile; wherever you find a lost person, the circle of salvation is as big as that. 

Paul says the gospel is “to the Jew first,” and of course his practice, as seen throughout Acts, was to preach in the synagogue first and then, when they rejected him, to turn to the Gentiles. Today, unfortunately, we Christians often just leave the Jewish community alone. Even if we don’t follow Paul’s practice of going to Jews first, we certainly should not leave them till last or ignore them altogether.

The circle of salvation is large, but it is also very small. There is a definite limitation: “. . . to every one that believeth.” The circle is as big as the world, but includes only those who believe. Each individual has the choice of either accepting or rejecting the gospel.

The gospel is the power of God for that total salvation to all who believe that to them accrues the active and passive obedience of Christ. But it is limited to those who believe.

For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith, as it is written, The just shall live by faith. (1:17)

This carries us along to see that salvation involves more than justification. We are justified by faith, but we are also to live in the present by that same faith—not just concerning finances but in all areas of life. Martin Luther proclaimed justification by faith alone, and of course that is taught throughout the Bible and is included in what Paul says here. But he goes further: After being justified by faith, we are to live by faith. It is the second aspect of salvation, our sanctification, that Paul will explain in 5:1 through 8:17.

“The just shall live by faith” is a quotation from Habakkuk 2:4 in the Old Testament and occurs two other times in the New Testament (Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38). As we observed in 1:2, there is a unity in the message of the Old and the New Testaments. There are not two religions in the Bible, not two ways of salvation, only one. Habakkuk says, “Behold, his soul which is lifted up is not upright in him: but the just shall live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4). He is contrasting the person whose soul is “lifted up” on the basis of his or her good works with the person who lives “by faith.” Paul is drawing the same contrast. It isn’t only the contrast of becoming a Christian through faith rather than through moral or religious works; it applies to the present aspect of salvation as well. The person who waits to be saved on the basis of his or her own righteousness will wait forever. Likewise, if we wait to grow spiritually on the basis of our own prideful efforts, there will be no spiritual growth.

“The just shall live by faith.” Beginning in 4:17 and especially in chapter 5 and on, life and death will become key words. Paul will constantly contrast being dead and being alive. And though he doesn’t really begin to develop that theme till then, it is at the very heart of what he is teaching in these introductory verses. Already we have seen the phrase, “the resurrection from the dead” (1:4). If, as we suggested, this is translated “the resurrection of the dead,” then Paul is already thinking in terms of our complete salvation—the total life that is ours in Jesus Christ. We are to “live by faith” now. In chapters 5 and 6 Paul will develop this into a call to fullness of life on the basis of the blood of Christ, by faith, now. It isn’t just being justified, it is something much more than that. 



PART ONE: JUSTIFICATION: (1:18—4:25)
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2: THE PERSON WITHOUT THE BIBLE: GUILTY (1:18—2:16)
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For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness. (1:18)

When Paul says that the gospel is “the power of God unto salvation” (1:16), the unsaved person may well ask, “Why do I need salvation?” Luther pointed out that the gospel really includes both gospel and law: There is no use telling men that they must be saved (the gospel) until they feel a need for salvation (a need that the law reveals). Christianity in the Old and New Testament teaching is unique in emphasizing the need for salvation. Other religions stress that you need a guide or some other kind of help to teach you how to live or how to die. But these other religions do not emphasize the need for salvation from guilt. Our problem is not metaphysical, but moral.

In 1:18 Paul begins explaining why all people need a Savior. He explains the need for salvation first as it applies to Gentiles (1:18—2:16), then as it applies to Jews (2:17—3:8), then as it applies to all humanity, Jew and Gentile alike (3:9-20). I like to describe it this way: Paul speaks first to the person who does not have the Bible, then to the person who does have the Bible. That, after all, was the main difference between the Jews and Gentiles of Paul’s day, and those two categories will certainly help us apply Paul’s teachings to our world today. Why does everyone in the world need a Savior?

To the Gentile (the person without the Bible) who asks, “Why do I need salvation?” Paul says, with finality (v. 18), Because “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness of men who hold the truth in unrighteousness!” You are under the wrath of God—that’s why you need salvation. Mankind needs a real salvation. We don’t need a spiritual guide or the inspiring example of a martyr. We need a real Savior because we are under God’s very real wrath. In mentioning God’s wrath, Paul introduces the first key word of the Christian vocabulary: guilt. He discusses guilt in 1:18—3:20. Then, in 3:21—4:25, he will discuss the second key Christian word: substitution, that is, Christ’s substitutionary death for our sins. People of other religions have no concept whatsoever of the Christian significance of these two words. 

We need salvation because we are under the wrath of God. We need a real salvation because we are guilty. That wrath of God will come to fruition at the judgment at the Second Coming of Jesus (2:5). The Second Coming in the future is our focus point in the same way as we look back to the day of Jesus’ death. This is parallel to the Lord’s Supper with its emphasis on the death of Christ in the past and the looking forward to the day He will come again. 

There is another question that the unsaved person without the Bible asks. It has been asked in every generation, though perhaps never shouted louder than in our own generation: If God made me, why am I now under His wrath? If God made me as I am, how can He consider me guilty? Is He not unjust in doing so? Where does evil come from? God is unjust if He made us this way and holds us guilty. This takes us right back to the words of the Bible’s teaching of a historic Fall. If you remove the record of a historic Fall in Genesis we will lose all contact with the Christian message. Without that answer to the origin of evil, the book of Romans would have no meaning, the death of Christ would have no meaning. Why should God hold us under His wrath if He made us the way we are? If He had made us all four feet tall, would He judge us for not being six feet tall?

Paul answers that question:

Because that which may be known of God is manifest in them [those without a Bible]; for God hath shown it unto them. (1:19) 

That which is known of God is obvious, even to the person without the Bible—for God has shown it to them. He has shown it, first of all, through their conscience, as Paul explains later: “Which show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another” (2:15). Everyone has a conscience. Paul will speak later of the fall of Adam and Eve, but he begins by dealing with the individual non-Christian and non-Jewish reader, the lost man or woman. He is dealing with individual man as significant. He is dealing with the individual man or woman standing before him in the Roman world, or with the individual man or woman reading his words in the twentieth century. And he says to that person, “You ask why you are under God’s wrath, but look at you! Don’t you have a conscience? Don’t you know very well that you are not the person you should be?” Paul doesn’t allow the distraction of endless arguments. He keeps it on the level of the individual, a significant man.

He says to the Gentile nonbeliever, “Even though you have never seen a Bible, you have a conscience and you know that you have violated it. You’re not a machine. You’re not a robot. You’re not an animal. You can’t excuse yourself by animal psychology. You know you have a conscience and you know that you have violated it.”

For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse. (1:20) 

Not only does the nonbeliever have a conscience, he should know there is a God simply by observing the amazing creation all around him. He is not living in a dark cave. He can see creation all around him and surely he must wonder where it all came from. And yet, men would rather believe a gigantic lie that they are really nothing than believe the reality that there is a God. The Bible emphasizes many times that creation is a testimony to God. Even those who do not have the Bible should be able to conclude from creation that there is a God. As the psalmist says, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament showeth his handiwork. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night showeth knowledge” (Psalm 19:1-2). Notice it is knowledge that creation reveals. As Paul shows, creation reveals knowledge to the rational person—who can’t escape his rationality even though he is a rebel. “There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not heard” (Psalm 19:3). There is one voice that is heard wherever humans live, with or without the Bible. It is the voice of creation. And creation is not speaking to the sticks and the stones, it is not speaking to the animals, it is not speaking to machines; creation is speaking to the rational creature who is a rebel against the Creator, even while he is still a rational creature.

In its original language Psalm 19:3 reads, “There is no speech nor language without their voice heard.” It doesn’t make smooth English, but the thought is that you can just feel it. It comes like a great weight against you. “There is no speech nor language without their voice heard.” 

Paul quotes from this Psalm in Romans 10:18 and expressed similar thoughts about creation’s witness to God when speaking at Lystra: “Nevertheless he left not himself without witness, in that he did good, and gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:17). Here Paul focuses not so much on creation as a past event, but on creation as the present good providence of God. Jesus likewise speaks of the rain falling on the just and the unjust (Matt. 5:45). Paul is challenging nonbelievers, not just on the basis of the creation’s witness as a past event, but also on the basis of the witness of a creation that bathes them with sun and bathes their fields with rain and dew. So often Christians argue intellectually for the existence of God, using arguments such as the need for a first cause, and this has value; but the truth is much deeper than this. It isn’t just that our world had a first cause, but that we are surrounded with the good things of God. He fills our every human need, and this should be ample testimony to His existence.

Paul clearly states that even though mankind is fallen, man is still a moral and rational being. He is not dehumanized. He still has a conscience (1:19), and he can still appreciate the wonder of creation all around him (1:20). He hasn’t become a machine, even though he may choose to think of himself as a machine rather than acknowledge the Creator. A book on the Dutch painter van Gogh points out that from the time he arrived in Paris till the time of his suicide, his self-portraits grew less and less human. But the Fall didn’t stop van Gogh or anyone else from being human. Each human is still an image-bearer of God, and we can speak to him or her of the gospel. He is still a person, though he dehumanizes himself. If the Fall of mankind had resulted in men and women being nothing but machines, they would not be guilty before God. Yet whether in this life or in hell, man continues to be a rational, moral creature. He never becomes a machine. 
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