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    During John Stott’s life from 1921 to 2011, he was one of the world’s master Bible teachers. Christians on every continent heard and read John Stott’s exposition of Scripture, which was at once instructive and inspiring. With over eight million copies of his over fifty books sold in dozens of languages, it is not surprising that Time magazine recognized him in 2005 as one of the “100 Most Influential People in the World” and Christianity Today called him “evangelicalism’s premier teacher and preacher.” At the core of his ministry was the Bible and his beloved Bible Speaks Today series, which he originated as New Testament series editor. He himself contributed several volumes to the series, which have now been edited for this Reading the Bible with John Stott series.


    The purpose of this volume is to offer excerpts of Stott’s The Message of Romans in brief readings, suitable for daily use. Though Stott was himself an able scholar, this series avoids technicalities and scholarly debates, with each reading emphasizing the substance, significance and application of the text.


    Following each set of six readings is a discussion guide. This can be used by individuals to help them dig more deeply into the text. It can also be used by study groups meeting regularly. Individuals in the groups can go through the six readings between group meetings and then use the discussion guide to help the group understand and apply the Scripture passage. Discussions are designed to last between forty-five and sixty minutes. Guidelines for leaders at the end of this volume offer many helpful suggestions for having a successful meeting.


    If you are a group member, you can help everyone present in the following ways:


    
      	Read and pray through the readings before you meet.


      	Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader won’t be lecturing. Instead all will be asked to discuss what they have learned.


      	Stick to the topic being discussed and focus on the particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This will allow everyone to participate on equal footing.


      	Listen attentively to what others have to say. Be careful not to talk too much but encourage a balanced discussion among all participants. You may be surprised by what you can learn from others. Generally questions do not have one right answer but are intended to explore various dimensions of the text.


      	Expect God to teach you through the passage and through what others have to say.


      	
        Use the following guidelines and read them at the start of the first session:

        
          	We will make the group a safe place by keeping confidential what is said in the group about personal matters.


          	We will provide time for each person to talk who wants to.


          	We will listen attentively to each other.


          	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about others.


          	We will be cautious about giving advice to one another.

        

      

    


    John Stott had an immense impact on the church in the last half of the twentieth century. With these volumes readers today can continue to benefit from the riches of the Bible that Stott opened to millions.
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    Ever since I became a Christian, I have enjoyed a love-hate relationship with Romans because of its joyful-painful personal challenges. It began soon after my conversion, with my longing to experience that death to sin which Romans 6 seemed to promise. I toyed for many years with the fantasy that Christians are supposed to be as insensitive to sin as a corpse is to external stimuli. My final deliverance from this illusion was sealed when I gave a series of talks on Romans 5–8. Next, Paul’s devastating exposure of universal human sin and guilt in Romans 1:18–3:20 rescued me from that superficial evangelism which is preoccupied only with people’s “felt needs.” Then there was Romans 12 and its demand for our wholehearted commitment in response to God’s mercies, and Romans 13, whose teaching about the use of force in the administration of justice made it impossible for me to remain a total pacifist. As for Romans 8, although I have declaimed its final triumphant verses at innumerable funerals, I have never lost the thrill of them.


    Paul, although a man of his age who addressed his contemporaries, also speaks to all people of every age. I have not been surprised to observe how many contemporary issues Paul touches on in Romans: enthusiasm for evangelism in general and the propriety of Jewish evangelism in particular; whether homosexual relationships are natural or unnatural; whether we can still believe in such unfashionable concepts as God’s wrath and propitiation; the historicity of Adam’s fall and the origin of human death; the fundamental means to living a holy life; the place of law and of the Spirit in Christian discipleship; the distinction between assurance and presumption; the relation between divine sovereignty and human responsibility in salvation; the tension between ethnic identity and the solidarity of the body of Christ; relations between church and state; the respective duties of the individual citizen and the body politic; and how to handle differences of opinion within the Christian community. And this list is only a sample of the modern questions which, directly or indirectly, Romans raises and addresses.


    Paul probably wrote the letter to the Romans from Corinth during the three months he spent in Greece (Acts 20:2). He mentions three places which he intends to visit: Jerusalem, Rome and Spain. Paul thought of Rome, being situated between Jerusalem and Spain, as a place of refreshment after he had been to Jerusalem and a place of preparation en route for Spain. His visits to Jerusalem and Spain were of special significance to him because they expressed his two continuing commitments: to the welfare of Israel (Jerusalem) and to the Gentile mission (Spain).


    We still have to ask why Paul should write to the church in Rome. It was partly to prepare them for his visit. More than that, because he had not visited Rome before, and because most of the church members there were not known to him, he saw the need to establish his apostolic credentials by giving a full account of his gospel. With regard to his own situation, he sent them a threefold request—to pray that his service in Jerusalem would be acceptable, to help him on his way to Spain and to receive him during his stopover in Rome as the apostle to the Gentiles.


    Paul’s purposes in writing to the Romans are traceable not only to his own situation, however. His letter also arose from the situation in which the Roman Christians found themselves.


    The church in Rome was a mixed community consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, with Gentiles in the majority, and there was considerable conflict between these groups. This conflict was primarily not ethnic (different races and cultures) but theological (different convictions about the status of God’s covenant and law, and so about salvation). This controversy may be heard rumbling through Romans. And Paul is seen from beginning to end as an authentic peacemaker, anxious to preserve both truth and peace without sacrificing either to the other. As a patriotic Jew who had been specially commissioned as apostle to the Gentiles, he was in a unique position to be an agent of reconciliation. He was determined to make a full and fresh statement of the apostolic gospel, which would not compromise any of its revealed truths, but which would at the same time resolve the conflict between Jews and Gentiles over the covenant and the law, and so promote the unity of the church.


    In his ministry of reconciliation, Paul develops two paramount themes and interweaves them beautifully. The first is the justification of guilty sinners by God’s grace alone in Christ alone through faith alone, irrespective of either status or works. This is the most humbling and leveling of all Christian truths and experiences, and so is the fundamental basis of Christian unity. Paul’s second theme is the consequent redefinition of the people of God, no longer according to descent, circumcision or culture, but according to faith in Jesus, so that all believers are the true children of Abraham, regardless of their ethnic origin or religious practice.


    In writing on Romans, my first responsibility has been to seek a fresh encounter with the authentic Paul. My aim is to allow the apostle to say what he does say and not force him to say what we might want him to say.


    At the beginning of his fourth-century exposition of Romans, Chrysostom spoke of how much he enjoyed hearing Paul’s “spiri­tual trumpet.” My prayer is that we may hear it again in our day and may readily respond to its summons.


    John Stott
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Romans 1:1-17


    Gospel Power
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    Servant and Apostle


    Romans 1:1-4


    1Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—2the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures 3regarding his Son, who as to his earthly life was a descendant of David, 4and who through the Spirit of holiness was appointed the Son of God in power by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.


    Paul begins his letter in a very personal way. He is evidently anxious from the start to establish a close relationship with his readers. He deviates from the letter-writing convention of his day by giving a much more elaborate description of himself than usual, in relation to the gospel. The probable reason is that he did not found the church in Rome. Nor has he yet visited it. He feels the need, therefore, to establish his credentials as an apostle and to summarize his gospel.


    Paul identifies himself as “a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God.” Paul’s twofold designation as slave (a better translation than servant) and apostle is particularly striking when these words are contrasted with one another. First, slave is a title of great humility; it expressed Paul’s sense of personal insignificance, without rights of his own, having been purchased to belong to Christ. Apostle, on the other hand, was a title of great authority; it expressed his sense of official privilege and dignity by reason of his appointment by Jesus Christ. Second, slave is a general Christian word (every disciple looks to Jesus Christ as Lord), whereas apostle is a special title reserved for the Twelve and Paul and perhaps one or two others such as James.


    Paul now proceeds to give an analysis of the gospel, for which he has been set apart.


    The origin of the gospel is God. The apostles did not invent it; it was revealed and entrusted to them by God. This conviction underlies all authentic evangelism. What we have to share with others is neither a miscellany of human speculations, nor one more religion to add to the rest, nor really a religion at all. It is rather “the gospel of God,” God’s own good news for a lost world.


    The Old Testament looks forward to the gospel. Although God revealed the gospel to the apostles, it did not come to them as a complete novelty, because he had already promised it through his prophets in Old Testament Scripture. There is an essential continuity between the Old Testament and the New. Both bear witness to Jesus Christ.


    The substance of the gospel is Jesus Christ. Paul makes references, direct or indirect, to the birth (descended from David), death (presupposed by his resurrection), resurrection from the dead, and reign (on David’s throne) of Jesus Christ. Here is a balanced statement of both the humiliation and the exaltation, the weakness and the power of God’s Son, his human descent traced to David, his divine sonship-in-power established by the resurrection and gift of the Spirit.


    This is the Christ, weak and powerful, incarnate and exalted, who owns and rules our lives.


    Grace and Peace


    Romans 1:5-7


    5Through him we received grace and apostleship to call all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith for his name’s sake. 6And you also are among those Gentiles who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.


    7To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be his holy people:


    Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.


    As Paul goes on to state the purpose of his apostleship, he discloses further aspects of the gospel.


    The scope of the gospel is all the nations. Paul defines its scope as “all the Gentiles.” This seems to imply that the Christians in Rome were predominantly Gentile. Paul affirms that the gospel is for everybody; its scope is universal. Paul himself was a patriotic Jew who retained his love for his people and longed passionately for their salvation. At the same time, he had been called to be the apostle to the Gentiles. If we are to be committed to world mission, we too will have to be liberated from all pride of race, nation, tribe, caste and class, and acknowledge that God’s gospel is for everybody, without exception and without distinction. This is a major theme of Romans.


    The purpose of the gospel is the obedience of faith. In Romans, Paul insists more strongly than anywhere else that justification is through faith alone. Yet here he apparently writes that it is not by faith alone, but by obedience. Does the apostle contradict himself? No, we must give him credit for consistency of thought. This is the obedience that comes from faith, not the obedience of law. The proper response to the gospel is faith, indeed faith alone. Yet a true and living faith in Jesus Christ includes an ele­ment of submission (especially because its object is “Jesus Christ our Lord” [v. 4] or “the Lord Jesus Christ” [v. 7]) and leads inevitably into a lifetime of obedience.


    Why did Paul desire to bring the nations to the obedience of faith? It was for the sake of the glory and honor of Christ’s name. The highest of all missionary motives is neither obedience to the Great Commission (important as that is) nor love for sinners who are alienated and perishing (strong as that incentive is, especially when we contemplate the wrath of God), but burning and passionate zeal for the glory of Jesus Christ. Before this supreme goal of the Christian mission, all unworthy motives wither and die.


    Thankful for Their Faith


    Romans 1:8-13


    8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world. 9God, whom I serve in my spirit in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you 10in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at last by God’s will the way may be opened for me to come to you.


    11I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong—12that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 13I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles.


    The apostle now tells his Roman readers frankly of his feelings toward them.


    He thanks God for them all. The faith of the Romans is being reported all over the world. Wherever the church had spread, the news that there were Christians in the capital had spread also. Although Paul was not responsible for bringing the gospel to them, this does not inhibit him from giving thanks that Rome has been evangelized.


    He prays for them. In Paul’s apostolic ministry, preaching and praying go together. He assures them that, even though most of them are unknown to him personally, he intercedes for them constantly and at all times. In particular, he prays that “now at last by God’s will,” that is, if it is God’s will, “the way may be opened” for him to come to them. Paul presumes neither to impose his will on God nor to claim to know what God’s will may be. Instead, he submits his will to God’s.


    Paul longs to see the Christians in Rome, and he tells them why. He wants to impart to them some spiritual gift. He can hardly claim to be able to impart any spiritual gift himself. He appears to use the term in a more general sense. Perhaps he refers to his own teaching or exhortation, which he hopes to give them when he arrives. The statement seems indefinite, perhaps because he does not yet know what the Romans’ main spiritual needs will be.


    No sooner has Paul dictated these words than he seems to sense their inappropriate one-sidedness, as if he has everything to give and nothing to receive. So he immediately explains (even corrects) himself: “that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith.” He knows about the reciprocal blessings of Christian fellowship, and although he is an apostle, he is not too proud to acknowledge his need of it. Happy is the missionary who goes to another country and culture in the same spirit of receptivity, anxious to receive as well as give, to learn as well as teach, to be encouraged as well as to encourage! And happy is the congregation who have a pastor of the same humble mind!


    So far Paul has been prevented from visiting Rome. Exactly what has foiled him he does not say. Perhaps his evangelistic work in and around Greece had not yet been completed. Why had he tried to visit them? He now gives a third reason: “in order that I might have [RSV “reap”] a harvest among you.” Paul hopes to win some converts in Rome. It would be appropriate that the apostle to the Gentiles should engage in evangelistic reaping in the capital city of the Gentile world.


    Gospel Debt


    Romans 1:14-15


    14I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. 15That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome.


    Paul’s words “I am obligated” should properly be translated “I am a debtor.” There are two possible ways of getting into debt. The first is to borrow money from someone; the second is to be given money for someone by a third party. If a friend of yours had given me money to give to you, I would be in your debt until I handed it over. Your friend had put me in your debt.


    It is in this second sense that Paul is in debt. He has not borrowed anything from the Romans which he must repay. Rather, Jesus Christ has entrusted him with the gospel for them. It is Jesus Christ who has made Paul a debtor by committing the gospel to his trust.


    Paul was in debt to the Romans. As apostle to the Gentiles he was particularly in debt to the Gentile world. It was because of his sense of debt to them that he could write: “That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are at Rome.”


    Similarly, we are debtors to the world, even though we are not apostles. Because the gospel has come to us, we have no liberty to keep it to ourselves. Nobody may claim a monopoly of the gospel. Good news is for sharing. We are under obligation to make it known to others. It is universally regarded as a dis­honorable thing to leave a debt unpaid. We should be as eager to discharge our debt as Paul was to discharge his.


    The Saving Power of God


    Romans 1:16


    16For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile.


    Some people are so offended by the thought that Paul could feel ashamed of the gospel that they pronounce his statement a sort of understatement for effect. But Jesus himself warned his disciples against being ashamed of him, which shows that he anticipated they might be (Mark 8:38). Paul gave Timothy a similar admonition (2 Timothy 1:8, 12). Paul knew that the message of the cross undermines self-righteousness and challenges self-indulgence. Whenever the gospel is faithfully preached, it arouses opposition, often contempt and sometimes ridicule.


    How then did Paul (and how shall we) overcome the temptation to be ashamed of the gospel? By remembering that the same message which some people despise for its weakness is in fact “the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes.” We know this because we have experienced its saving power in our own lives. God has reconciled us to himself through Christ, forgiven our sins, made us his children, put his Spirit within us, begun to transform us and introduced us into his new community. How can we possibly be ashamed of the gospel?


    Moreover, the gospel brings salvation to “everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile.” Saving faith is the great leveler. Everyone who is saved is saved in exactly the same way, by faith. That goes for Jews and Gentiles equally. There is no distinction between them.


    Paul’s eagerness to evangelize in Rome arose from his recognition that the gospel is an unpaid debt to the world and the saving power of God. The first gave him a sense of obligation (he had been entrusted with the good news), and the second gave him a sense of conviction (if it had saved him, it could save others). Still today the gospel is both a debt to discharge and a power to experience.


    God’s Righteousness Revealed


    Romans 1:17


    17For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”


    The reason the gospel is God’s saving power is that in it God’s righteousness is revealed. Moreover, this righteousness is “by faith from first to last,” in fulfillment of Habakkuk 2:4: “the righteous person will live by his faithfulness.”


    Throughout Romans, Paul is at pains to defend the righteous character and behavior of God. For he is convinced that whatever God does in salvation or in judgment is absolutely consistent with his righteousness. And in Romans, God’s personal righteousness is supremely seen in the cross of Christ.


    The righteousness of God revealed in the gospel is the righteous status which God requires if we are ever to stand before him, which he achieves through the atoning sacrifice of the cross, which he reveals in the gospel, and which he bestows freely on all who trust in Jesus Christ. It is God’s righteous initiative in putting sinners right with himself, by bestowing on them a righteousness not their own but his. The righteousness of God is God’s just justification of the unjust, his righteous way of pronouncing the unrighteous righteous, in which he both demonstrates his righteousness and gives righteousness to us. He has done it through Christ, the righteous one, who died for the unrighteous, as Paul will explain later. And he does it by faith when we put our trust in him and cry to him for mercy.


    This righteousness of God, which is revealed in the gospel and offered to us, is literally “out of faith into faith” or “from faith to faith.” Many scholars, however, translate Paul’s quotation of Habakkuk differently: “he who through faith is righteous shall live.” Is it legitimate to translate the Habakkuk text in this way, and so to make faith the way to righteousness instead of the way to life? I think so. Whichever way the sentence is understood, both renderings affirm that “the righteous will live” and that faith is essential. The only question is whether the righteous by faith will live, or the righteous will live by faith. Are not both true? Righteousness and life are both by faith. Those who are righteous by faith also live by faith. Having begun in faith, they continue in the same path.
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