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The route of the gospel

Romans 1:1–17; 16:1–27

 

 

Political prisoners were assigned the worst and most miserable chores in this particular jail. For Hien, that meant cleaning out the guards’ latrine. The prisoner retched as he reached in with bare hands. Suddenly, he spotted a scrap of paper with writing in a foreign language. Pulling it out, he slipped it into his pocket and continued with the task. 

Later that night, back in his cell, he cleaned off the remaining excrement and began to read. Now, bear in mind that the night before, Hien Pham had decided to give up on God altogether. Having been raised a devout Buddhist in Vietnam, he had become a Christian in the 1970s when an American soldier gave him a Bible during the war. Hien then served as a translator for American missionaries. But when they left, the Communists turned on him and after months of beatings and brainwashing, it seemed they had finally broken him . . . until he stumbled on a scrap of Romans, which the prison guard had ‘used’ earlier that day. As Hien read these words, he began to weep:

 

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose . . . Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? . . . No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.

Romans 8:28, 35, 37

 

That night, Hien decided not to give up on God, since God had clearly not given up on him. The next day, he volunteered to clean out the latrine again. Fortunately, the prison must have been short on toilet paper and the guards continued to use pages torn from a confiscated Bible instead. Each day, Hien discovered another sheet of truth, deposited in the most unlikely place.1

Even just a scrap of Romans ripped out of context can change everything. That’s how powerful it is. The mighty Roman Empire may now be confined to the history books, but this letter, written to Christians in ancient Rome (c. AD 55), continues to transform lives. In fact, there’s a long list of famous people down the centuries for whom Romans has been revolutionary – St Augustine (fourth century), Martin Luther (sixteenth century), John Wesley (eighteenth century), Karl Barth (twentieth century). More recently, Sir David Suchet (otherwise known as Hercule Poirot) became a Christian when he read Romans in a hotel room.

The letter was originally written to ordinary people facing tough circumstances, like Hien Pham. Romans doesn’t belong to scholars, though they can help us. Instead, it conveys in plain terms such great news that those who read it may never be the same again.

In this chapter, we begin our approach by surveying the landscape as a whole and familiarising ourselves with the route we must take. In particular, we will consider the opening section (Rom. 1:1–17) along with the final greetings in Romans 16. These passages introduce the backstory and big themes of the letter and so provide a route map for all that is to come.

Without an accurate map, it’s easy to lose your way and become lost. On a misty mountain in Scotland, my father and I once stumbled across a man who looked relieved to see us. He admitted he was lost and did not have a map to find his way. In fact, he was so disorientated he had set off up a different mountain from the one he was supposed to be climbing! It was a timely reminder to study the route map before charging off into the unknown. If we pay close attention to the opening and closing sections of Romans, they will provide the map we need to stay on track throughout the adventure.

Part 1: The backstory

By beginning with the personal greetings in Romans 16, we will discover the original context and how its radical message challenged social hierarchies in ancient Rome.

Part 2: The big themes

Paul was confident in the truth of the gospel, despite all the luxuries and glamour of ancient Rome. How can we become more confident in the gospel today?

 

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes.

 Romans 1:16

Part 1: The backstory

READ: Romans 16:1–24

 

The letter to the Romans adopts the standard format of most letters in the ancient world. Unlike our correspondence, which states the name of the recipient upfront (‘Dear Aunty Edna . . .’), Romans works the other way around. It begins by introducing the author and their reasons for writing (Rom. 1:1–17), then there are the main contents of the letter organised into four sections (chapters 1—4, 5—8, 9—11, 12—15). Only at the end do we discover who it was originally addressed to. Chapter 16 greets twenty-seven people by name. From these bookend sections we can piece together the backstory of Romans.

Who wrote Romans?

The answer to this question may seem obvious: the Apostle Paul, right? Well, yes and no. Take a look at Romans 16:22: ‘I Tertius, who wrote this letter, greet you in the Lord’ (ESV UK, italics added). However, Romans 1:1 does indeed say that the letter is from ‘Paul’. So what’s going on?

In the ancient world, before printers and computers, you could employ a professional scribe (known as an amanuensis) to write important documents. In Paul’s case this was not because he was illiterate, but he may have had a severe eye condition that affected his ability to write neatly (see Galatians 6:11). So the words and ideas in Romans came straight from Paul, but Tertius was the scribe who put pen to paper. The poor chap deserves a medal for keeping up with the great Apostle and capturing such complex ideas!

The relationship between Paul and Tertius illustrates a more general point about the authorship of the Bible. While Paul didn’t put pen to paper, he was the originator of Romans in the sense that the ideas stemmed from him. In the same way, God didn’t put pen to paper, yet he is the ultimate author of the Bible. He inspired the ideas that humans wrote in such a way that the Bible is God’s trustworthy truth. As Paul concluded in another letter, ‘All Scripture is God-breathed’ (2 Tim. 3:16).

This is important to remember as we read Romans. The author of a text gives it authority. If we imagine Romans to be merely the ancient musings of a first-century person who thought the earth was flat, then we may be tempted to dismiss it – especially the challenging bits. However, if Romans is ultimately a letter inspired by God, then we should want to embrace its message. Through a unique encounter with the risen Jesus, Paul was given special authority to write Scripture. The message of Romans is therefore far more than human ideas or suggestions. So, let’s embrace it and take it to heart – even the challenging bits!

Who was Paul?

The way Paul introduces himself at the start of the letter would have been a shock: ‘Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus’ (1:1). Romans was originally written in Greek, and the first two words rhymed: Paulos doulos. The word doulos literally means ‘slave’. In the first century, it is estimated that more than 30 per cent of the population of Rome were the property of wealthy masters. Treated much like machines, slaves could be bought, sold and, if necessary, beaten. If you were unfortunate enough to be born a slave, your goal was to become a freed man – someone released to be his or her own boss. That’s why the opening verse of Romans is so bizarre. Paul was a well-educated Roman citizen from a prestigious background. In a culture where every slave wanted to be free, this free man proudly identified as a ‘slave of Christ Jesus’.

This subversive introduction reveals how much Paul was obsessed with Jesus Christ. Like an annoying friend who’s met the girl or boy of their dreams and won’t shut up about them, from the moment Paul encountered Jesus on the Damascus Road he became Paul’s ‘magnificent obsession’.2 Unsurprisingly, the most frequent words in Romans are ‘God’ (x153) and ‘Jesus’ or ‘Christ’ (x65). Previously, Paul was known as Saul. And Saul was a religious zealot who hated Christians – he even had a hand in murdering some (see Acts 22:4). But after a 180-degree turn and a name-change, Paul became the most influential Christian missionary of all time. The letter to the Romans captures the essence of the good news that left Paul blinded by grace (cue Stormzy3).

After following Jesus for many years, Paul became convinced that to discover true freedom involved embracing a counter-intuitive lifestyle as a servant of Jesus Christ. We will unpack this idea in more detail later in Romans, but for now, simply note the paradox – Jesus is the master who brings perfect freedom. For Paul, you are only truly free when you die to yourself and live for Christ. You will only discover your true self when you centre your whole life on God. Romans shows us how liberating life can be when Jesus becomes our ‘magnificent obsession’.

 

jesus of nazareth . . . makes it clear that genuine human happiness and satisfaction lie more in giving than receiving; more in serving than in being served.

Queen Elizabeth II4

Who was Romans written to?

Christianity reached Rome without the direct influence of Paul. Perhaps it came through the Apostle Peter, or more likely merchants who first heard the good news in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost and brought the message to Rome. Either way, by the time Paul wrote his letter, a substantial number of people were already meeting in several locations across town – perhaps as many as two hundred Christians. At the end of the letter, Paul mentions twenty-seven of them by name. In fact, Romans 16 contains more personal greetings than the rest of Paul’s letters combined. Perhaps he wanted to show how relationally connected he was? Or maybe he mentioned key individuals from different groups to show that his message was for everyone? Whatever the reason, these personal greetings are a window into the early Christian community in Rome. Before we study some theology it’s important to grasp their humanity. These were real people.

As I’ve examined Paul’s greetings, two features really stand out. First, the early Christians were deeply relational. The Apostle Paul is often caricatured as stern, austere and even controlling. Romans 16 says think again. In an era before social media, the sheer number of personal names mentioned is impressive. It’s like a holy network of relational connectivity. But what’s even more striking is Paul’s affectionate tone:

 

	•	verse 3: ‘Greet Priscilla and Aquila . . . They risked their lives for me.’ Paul uses a colloquialism here for execution: literally, ‘They laid down their necks.’ We might say, ‘They took a bullet for me.’


	•	verse 9: ‘Greet . . . my dear friend Stachys.’ Someone we otherwise know nothing about is considered by Paul to be his ‘beloved’ or ‘favourite’ friend.


	•	verse 13: ‘Greet Rufus . . . and his mother, who has been a mother to me, too.’ What a remarkable way to refer to your friend’s mum! It was as though she adopted Paul into her own family.


 

Paul’s affection for these Roman Christians is obvious, but so is the depth of their loyalty to each other. They were a spiritual family risking their lives to serve Christ together. In a hostile context, they met secretively in small underground cells. That’s why Paul greets not only individuals like Priscilla and Aquila but also ‘the church that meets at their house’ (16:5). Scholars estimate at least five distinct house churches gathered across the city. They didn’t have the luxury of meeting in big buildings, nor was it safe to do so. Instead, some groups met in the villas of wealthy hosts while others may have gathered after hours in workshops or sheds.

As we imagine these ordinary people meeting to consider Paul’s letter together, don’t assume it was like a traditional church. Instead, imagine families and friends gathering with the doors locked, risking their safety. They were real people, tired from work, oppressed, hurting, yet hungry for the truth.

If, like me, you live in a safe context, it’s important to remember that many brave Christians still risk their lives to meet together. Every morning over breakfast our family prays for one of the fifty most dangerous countries in the world to be a Christian. Today it was Burkina Faso, where a pastor and his son were recently murdered by Islamist extremists. That puts everything into perspective.

Second, the Roman Christians were surprisingly diverse. The list of names at the end of the letter reveals a remarkable range of people. There are Greek names (v. 14: Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes), Latin names (vv. 8–9, 15: Ampliatus, Urbanus, Julia) and Jewish names (vv. 3, 6–7: Aquila, Mary). Some were clearly wealthy masters who lived in a large villa or domus on one the famous seven hills that surrounded Rome. Aristobulus (v. 10) may even have been the grandson of Herod the Great. However, the majority would have been poor labourers living in squalid apartments along the shore of the River Tiber, which regularly flooded its banks.

Several of the names indicate that slaves were also part of the Christian community (e.g., Ampliatus, Asyncritus, Nereus). In a hierarchical society, where servants wiped their owners’ backsides, it’s revolutionary to have a list of greetings that makes no distinction between slaves and masters. Rich and poor, educated and illiterate may have been segregated in Roman society, but within the Christian community they ate at the same table and belonged to the same family.

 

diversity shaped every moment of the roman house churches, but paul sought for a unity in the diversity, a sibling relationship in christ that both transcended and affirmed one’s ethnicity, gender, and status.

Scot McKnight5

Paul’s greetings also allude to the significant role women played. Some have accused Paul of patriarchy or even misogyny. However, this seems unfair in the light of his references in Romans 16 to women who deserved public honour for their hard work and bravery (see verses 3–4, 6, 7, 12). In fact, according to an early Church father called John Chrysostom, ‘the women of that time were more zealous than lions, sharing with the apostles in their labour of preaching’.6

In particular, a businesswoman may have been the first to publicly read and explain the letter of Romans to God’s people: ‘I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deacon of the church in Cenchreae. I ask you to receive her in the Lord’ (16:1–2).7 Paul was probably in Corinth when he wrote Romans. Cenchreae is a nearby port. So Phoebe was given the task of taking one of the most important letters ever penned to Rome. Perhaps she was travelling there on business? This would have provided convenient cover as she secretly visited underground Christian cells across the city to share Paul’s letter with them.

 

[image: Black-and-white map depicting the journey of Paul's letter. It starts from Corinth and leads to Rome. Check long description for labels.]

The journey of Paul’s letter to Rome

  
    Description
    The first label marks Corinth as the starting point and mentions that 'Paul was in Corinth when he wrote the letter of Romans (c. AD 57)'. And the second label marks Rome as the ending point and mentions that 'Phoebe delivered the letter to several house churches in the city'.


     

Many scholars argue that Phoebe’s role would not have been just to deliver the letter. In the ancient world, couriers were tasked with reading and, if necessary, further explaining the correspondence on behalf of the sender.8 So in a culture dominated by men, imagine Phoebe reading Romans out loud to groups of poor workers and wealthy masters. Then questions would have been asked and further explanation given. Finally, copies would have been made so that each group could study the letter in more detail. By the way, it only takes the average reader an hour to read Romans in one sitting. Well worth doing before you move on to the next chapter, don’t you think?

Phoebe remains a role model for all of us. We cannot write Scripture like the Apostle Paul, but we can follow in her footsteps. Imagine her reading the letter carefully on her way to Rome, perhaps memorising sections and reflecting on the tone and emphasis. By the time Phoebe arrived, she was ready to pass it on with passion and insight. That’s our task too. We need to give Romans more than a cursory glance. Let’s read, learn and inwardly digest it. Then we will be ready to share its transformative message with others.

 

i keep hearing [romans] read twice every week, and often three or four times . . . gladly do i enjoy the spiritual trumpet, and get roused and warmed with desire at recognizing the voice so dear to me.

John Chrysostom (c.347–407)9

The remarkable diversity within the early Christian community – Jews and Gentiles, males and females, masters and slaves – was also a source of tension.10 In fact, one of the themes that motivated Paul to write Romans was unity (another was mission – we’ll get to that shortly). Paul only addresses these tensions directly towards the end of the letter (Romans 14—15). However, it’s important to be aware of the issues up front as they inform the whole of Paul’s argument. In particular, Paul was keen to build unity between Jews and Gentiles in the light of some recent events. Several years before Phoebe delivered Paul’s letter to Rome, the Emperor Claudius had banished all Jews from the city (see Acts 18:2). The Roman historian Suetonius gives a rather cryptic explanation as to why:

Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he [the Emperor Claudius] expelled them from Rome.11

Most scholars assume ‘Chrestus’ refers to Jesus. Therefore, the disturbance that troubled Rome was between Jewish Christians and other Jews who opposed the idea that Jesus of Nazareth was Israel’s Messiah. Either way, everyone else in the city would have concluded that Jews were troublemakers and Rome was better off without them. After Claudius’ death in ad 54, Jews were allowed to return to the city. But can you imagine the tension? Gentile believers, who had got used to being the only Christians in town, now had to welcome back Jewish believers with their strange customs of circumcision, Sabbath laws and kosher foods. Mistrust soon developed. Perhaps they even doubted whether they were part of the same faith?

Today, when people from very different backgrounds, cultures and pay grades try to work together, it’s easy for misunderstandings to arise and ghettos to form. There are clues that this was happening in Rome. In particular, some like Priscilla and Aquila had become Christians from a Jewish background. It was deeply engrained in them to keep certain holy days and to avoid certain foods. But other Gentile, or non-Jewish, Christians didn’t have the same sensitivities – every day was a working day and any meat was good for the BBQ. With such differences in play, you can understand why things got tense. As we will see, Paul’s goal throughout Romans is to demonstrate that ‘in Christ’ far more unites us than should ever divide us. The house churches across the city must not become suspicious of each other and splinter into Jewish cliques and Gentile denominations. Instead, the goal is that ‘with one mind and one voice [we] may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 15:6).

It is helpful to understand this backstory before we go any further. Now let’s try to imagine the original scene . . . A family of poor Jewish believers enjoying a meal with some Roman slaves in a large villa on the outskirts of the city. A special guest has arrived with something to share. After dinner, curtains are drawn as she takes out a secret parchment from her shoulder bag. With hushed silence in the room, Phoebe begins to read:

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God . . . To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be his holy people:

 

Grace and peace . . .

 Romans 1:1, 7

 

REFLECT: Imagine you are one of the Roman Christians meeting in a house church in secret. What might it have felt like to be there? Write down something that’s inspired you about this early Christian community.

Part 2: The big themes

READ: Romans 1:1–17

 

Having considered the backstory to Romans by looking at Paul’s greetings (16:1–16), it’s now time to look through Romans in order to grasp the relevance for today. The first half of chapter 1 (vv. 1–17) introduces the gospel, which the rest of the letter unpacks in detail. These verses therefore provide a vital route map for the rest of our adventure through Romans. If we pay attention to the big themes, it will enable us to follow the contours of Paul’s argument and not stray off course. Personally, I have found these verses more and more inspiring as my understanding of the original context has deepened.

I wonder if there’s somewhere you’ve always wanted to visit, a country or city? In the first century, the destination on everyone’s bucket list would have been Rome. It was nicknamed the ‘eternal city’ by ancient poets. With more than a million residents by ad 100 it dwarfed all other urban centres. In fact, no other European city reached the equivalent population until London in the eighteenth century! The emperor, along with wealthy senators, lived in palatial luxury on the famous seven hills overlooking the city. They even enjoyed a heated swimming pool on the Esquiline hill (c.30 bc). As Roman armies defeated foreign enemies, thousands of captives were regularly paraded through the streets of Rome to display military might.12 From ad 80 onwards, the spectacular Colosseum, a fifty- thousand-seat stadium for theatre and blood sports, dominated the skyline. Conquest and victory, power and glory were in the air. As historian Tom Holland put it, ‘The Roman Empire put a premium on vanity!’13

I recently visited Rome myself to find out more about the city. Today, the famous Forum and Colosseum are part of a large archaeological site that preserves skeleton structures from the glory days.14 Even these ruins convey a sense of grandeur that sends a shiver down your spine. That’s why everyone longed to visit Rome, to admire the architecture and pay homage to the gods and celebrities who upheld it. Everyone, that is, except Paul. While most people dreamt of visiting Rome as tourists, Paul intended to go as an evangelist. His eagerness to visit was not because Rome had something Paul wanted but because Paul had a message that Rome needed:

 I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.

 Romans 1:15–16 (ESV UK)

 

In the first century, this was audacious confidence, bordering on arrogance. The eternal city seemed to have everything. What could a message about a crucified Jew have to offer Roman citizens with hot tubs, slaves and theatre tickets?

In this context, Paul’s famous statement in verse 16 takes on added significance: ‘I am not ashamed of the gospel’. The fact that he felt the need to say this indicates a certain amount of internal conflict. Paul knew what it was to feel intimidated, to question whether the simple message of Jesus was compelling enough for a culture with such glamorous alternatives. However, Paul also knew what it felt like to encounter the Messiah, risen from the dead. Now, after years of experience, he was convinced more than ever that Rome needed Jesus.

How confident are you that your city, colleagues, neighbourhood and friends need Jesus? Being honest, I struggle to see it sometimes. Unless a crisis flares up, my non-Christian friends seem pretty satisfied so long as their kids are safe, they holiday somewhere warm and their team isn’t relegated. I wonder whether our rather polite and timid form of Western Christianity betrays an inner loss of confidence? Immersed in a culture with Premier League football, Netflix and Nando’s, it’s easier to live as cultural tourists. Perhaps, like me, you’ve felt awkward when Christianity comes up in conversation? So Romans chapter 1 begs the question: how confident are we in the power of the gospel today? Which would you circle for yourself?

 

[image: A scale from 1 to 5 where 1 is Plagued by doubt, 2 is Very uncertain, 3 is Up & down, 4 is Mostly confident, 5 is Fully assured. ]

 

Despite a lower score than I would like, studying Romans has moved my confidence further to the right. As I’ve immersed myself in Paul’s arguments, I have become a bit bolder. Last night I went to the pub with friends I play football with. When they asked me what I do for a living, instead of side-stepping, I replied, ‘I help people understand the Bible.’ Awkward silence. Then one of them said he’d done Religious Studies A Level and remembered the Gospels.

‘There’s four of them, right?’

‘That’s right,’ I replied, ‘and that fact is enough to convince me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, in the ancient world, writing on parchments was expensive. Even a great Roman emperor would only deserve a couple of short biographies.’

‘So?’

‘For a Jewish carpenter, brutally crucified at a young age, to get four detailed biographies, something nuclear must have happened!’

Thoughtful silence. The conversation continues . . .

My hope as we journey through Romans is that we will all grow in confidence. For now, let me share a couple of reasons why Paul is not ashamed of the gospel from Romans 1:1–17.

Our enemies have been defeated by the risen Jesus (1:1–6)

The word ‘gospel’ sounds religious to us. But in the first century, the Greek word euangelion referred to an announcement of good news: It’s a girl! We won! I got the job! If on a far-flung battlefield an emperor won a great victory, which secured peace and established his authority, he would send heralds or messengers to declare the good news of victory. The term ‘gospel’ therefore had political and social implications. Indeed, the rule of Emperor Augustus was referred to as the ‘gospel’ because he was the person who brought victory and established peace. The Empire had various propaganda machines – inscriptions on coins, imprints on pottery, images and statutes – which spread the message that the emperor was ‘son of god’ and ‘lord’ and ‘saviour’ of the Empire. In this cultural context, Romans 1:1–4 stands toe to toe with Caesar in proclaiming a new Lord, who is a very different kind of ruler:

 

. . . the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as to his earthly life was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was appointed the Son of God in power by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.

 Romans 1:2–4

Notice in verse 2 that the gospel announcement is the fulfilment of a much larger story that is told throughout the rest of the Bible. In particular, the story centres on Israel as God’s chosen people. In fact, the very structure of Romans echoes their plotline – including God’s covenant with Abraham, the Exodus story and Israel entering the Promised Land.

 

[image: Diagram showing the parallel points of Romans and plotline of the Bible. They start at separate points and meet at 1 point labelled Jesus. Check long description for labels.]

How Romans echoes the larger plotline of the Bible

  
    Description
    Plotline of the Bible starts at Creation and Romans starts at Romans 1–3. Adam, sin is mentioned alongside Creation. Next is Abraham: Covenant, faith parallel to Rom 4–5. Israel lies between this and the next point that is Exodus parallel to Rom 6. Followed by Law parallel to Rom 7. Next is Promised land parallel to Rom 8. The final point is Jesus.


     

The big idea of Romans is that Jesus the Messiah has fulfilled these ancient promises and released God’s blessing to all nations. When God called Abraham, it was with a view to undoing the curses of Adam’s disobedience (see Genesis 12). However, the Old Testament proves to be a puzzle because God’s chosen family, Israel, become part of the problem they were meant to solve. The ‘gospel of God’ (Rom. 1:1) therefore announces the arrival of the one who can finally resolve the dilemma and thereby rescue our human race. The faithful ministry of Jesus, even to death on a cross, has broken the curse of sin and death and released God’s blessing to all people. God’s Spirit is now calling out a new humanity, the people of the Messiah, to bring hope to the world.

Perhaps you have heard the saying, ‘all roads lead to Rome’? Roman engineers built a remarkable network of roads that spread out across the Empire. Someone in Briton, Gaul or Egypt only had to join their road and follow it for long enough and eventually they would end up in Rome.

 

[image: Map of Europe without any state boundaries. Only roads shown as white lines are present and spread throughout. All of them connect to 1 point marked Rome.]

All roads lead to Rome

 

The way Paul interprets the Bible is like a system of Roman roads. Each character, symbol, story and event is part of a larger network of promises and prophecies, which are fulfilled in Jesus the Messiah. So the gospel message is not a new idea but something that was ‘promised beforehand’ (1:2).

 With this in mind, Paul deliberately introduces Jesus as a ‘descendant of David’ (v. 3). King David was as close as Israel got to a Messiah in the Old Testament. He took down Goliath single-handed and brought peace to the nation. Now, Jesus has done for the world what David did for Israel – singlehandedly defeating our enemies of sin and death.

The most miserable and inevitable fact of life is that one in one people dies. But the death and resurrection of Jesus are the hinge upon which the story turns. Therefore, Paul’s confidence is not based on what we can do to change the world. The ‘power’ of the gospel (v. 16) is drawn directly from the ‘power’ of the risen Jesus (v. 4). Death and sin have been defeated by the Messiah; new life and eternal hope are now on offer. This is the ‘gospel of God’ (v. 1).

 

[image: Drawing of 3 nesting dolls. Smallest one is called 'Personal: I am forgiven'. Middle one is 'Relational: We are reconciled'. Largest one is 'Cosmic: All things will be made new'.]

 

With this in mind, I find it helpful to imagine the gospel as a set of nesting dolls. Though the gospel is one message – Jesus has won the victory over our enemies – it can be applied on at least three different levels. First, the victory of Jesus includes personal salvation – forgiveness and freedom for the individual. Second, the gospel is good news at a relational level – divisions are healed as Jew and Gentile, male and female, black and white are united in Christ. Finally, the victory of Jesus can be applied at a cosmic level. As Romans 8 makes clear, the whole of creation is groaning for what lies ahead. So when you hear the word ‘gospel’, remember it’s good news for you personally but also for governments, galaxies and everything in between.

 

if we think that god’s power is restricted to the sphere of the ‘spiritual,’ then we have a fairly small notion of god.

Beverly Gaventa115

Perhaps, like me, you enjoy watching Second World War films? My favourite used to be Where Eagles Dare, starring a young Clint Eastwood. I say ‘used to be’ because I recently watched it with my son and realised how dated the special effects were! Anyway, the reason we enjoy watching war films is because we already know the outcome. The allies won a decisive victory on D-Day, and the rest, as they say, is history.

For Paul, the gospel works like this. It is the announcement of a decisive victory that has already happened, right in the middle of history. Jesus’ ‘resurrection from the dead’ (Rom. 1:4) means the outcome has already been secured. Our ultimate enemies – sin, evil and death – have been defeated, and there’s no reversing what’s already taken place. Jesus has been ‘appointed the Son of God in power’ (1:4). The day Jesus rose again was D-Day. He has been declared to be the true emperor, and the eternal city belongs to him! Now can you feel some of Paul’s confidence? Now can you appreciate why both ancient Rome and our modern, sophisticated world need the good news of Jesus?

 

Through the ‘righteousness of God’, everyone is welcome (1:16–17)

Paul lived much of his life as a religious zealot. He had many reasons to take pride in his Jewish heritage and moral righteousness (see Philippians 3:1–11). Equally, he despised those he considered to be ‘unclean sinners’ – especially pagan Gentiles who had no share in Israel’s privileges. However, his conversion involved a bizarre twist. Saul the great defender of exclusive Judaism became Paul the great missionary to non-Jews, or Gentiles. What underpinned this surprising new vocation was his deep conviction that God’s good news is now for ‘everyone who believes’ (1:16). Paul explains why this is possible in verse 17: ‘For 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.”’

 At the heart of the gospel is an important concept: ‘the righteousness of God’ (v. 17). This feature on the map is complex and several different routes have been proposed. Theologians debate whether ‘the righteousness of God’ refers to:

 

•Route A. God’s own righteous character: God not only administers judgment for evil but, because he is faithful, he also provides salvation for Israel and the nations.
•Route B. A gift of righteousness from God: salvation means receiving righteousness as a gift so God no longer counts our sin against us but declares us to be justified.
•Route C. Both of the above.
In Romans 1:17, ‘the righteousness of God’ is in the possessive or genitive case. In other words, it describes something that belongs to God and not to us. So, in this verse Paul clearly has Route A in mind: the gospel reveals God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel and the nations. However, when we come to unpack the inner workings of salvation, we will see that God’s righteousness also leads to Route B: we are declared righteous as a gift (see Romans 4:11; 5:17). So we might conclude: Route A (God’s righteous character) leads to Route B (our righteous status) which equals Route C.

If all this map work is making you feel nervous, don’t panic. The key is that the gospel reveals God’s saving action, which does not depend on our own moral standing or ethnic background. Jewish bloodline, Sabbath observance, foreskin removal – these no longer form the basis for who is ‘in’ or ‘out’. Instead, God’s righteous or faithful action through the gospel has brought salvation to ‘everyone who believes’.

Think through the ramifications of this for today. Toxic forms of discrimination that plagued the first century seem to be making a comeback. But the gospel pulls the rug from under identity politics and culture wars. Regardless of ethnicity, race



	•	Our enemies have been defeated by the risen Jesus.


	•	Through the righteousness of God, everyone is welcome.
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