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  Introduction

  
  







God used the Apostle Paul to make a major contribution to the writings that would come to make up the complete Bible - sixty-six books in all, thirteen of them authored by Paul. His letter to the Galatian believers was the first of his letters to be written, some seventeen years after his conversion (and so around AD 50). The writing of this letter connects with his first missionary journey: after Paul had returned back to base at Antioch and before his Jerusalem Council visit. On his second missionary journey, he’d write the two letters to the Thessalonians; and on his third missionary journey he wrote three letters, of which two were to the Corinthians and one to the Romans.




That brings us to Paul’s letter to the Romans. Although not the first to be written, it has first place in the order in which we find Paul’s writings in the New Testament listing of Bible books. So, in that sense it’s brought forward, as it were, pushed to the forefront. It’s this that’s given us the title of this book - “Putting the Gospel First.” Lots, perhaps all, of Paul’s other letters were concerned in a more major way with fighting fires - that is, with correcting serious difficulties that had arisen in the very first churches of God in the first century. It’s sobering to think of the problems that existed in those churches. But, in one sense, we might even say it was good that these churches were so imperfect because these problems gave the impetus for the rich teaching Paul poured into the letters he wrote to them. There’s not only the clarity of the correction that was administered, but above all it’s the way Christ gets exalted in marvellous sections of these writings by Paul.




Among his letters, Paul urges his readers to have a mentality that was suited to their identity – their new identity in Christ (Colossians 3:1,2). He encourages them to set their minds on things much higher than the mundane things of this life. Their focus was to be on heaven’s throne where Christ had taken his seat upon his ascension, after being raised from the dead. From the first Christian sermon preached by the Apostle Peter, we see how this thought of the enthroned and exalted Christ had gripped the first Christians (Acts 2:33). It’s worth pausing at that thought to ask: ‘Where do my thoughts wander to when my mind is not having to engage with other practical matters?’




When you read Paul’s letters, it’s clear that his thoughts always escaped to the Gospel. The Good News of what God has done for us through Christ at the cross was the passion of his life. How fitting, then, that whereas Galatians was the first letter to be written chronologically, the letter to the Romans with its Gospel content is the first of Paul’s letters that we encounter canonically – that is, it’s first in order as we find them presented in our Bibles.




Even if you’re already familiar with the Gospel of Jesus Christ whom Paul preached, I glad you’re joining me for these studies as we follow Paul’s expert and Spirit-filled defence of the Gospel. He’ll soon be standing for the defence of the Gospel before Caesar’s tribunal at the heart of the Empire, but here in the pages of his letter to the Romans – pages in which he anticipates his visit there – he already sets out for all time such a wonderfully orderly defence of the Gospel that it squarely faces up to, and systematically defeats, every conceivable objection to it.




It has been remarked by others that there are eight main sections to this letter, so I’ll make use of them. We start now with the first of the eight; that is, with the Introduction (that occupies Romans chapter one, verses one through seventeen). Before we come to the text itself, perhaps it’s worth sharing a historical note by way of introduction to this great letter. It’s one that demonstrates how God’s Word as found in this letter has transformed the lives of countless men and women down through the centuries since Paul wrote it. 




We start then with the true story about the spiritual crisis that assailed a professor of literature struggling to live down his turbulent past. The preaching of Ambrose had brought him to conviction and, unable to find rest, he went out into the sunshine of his back garden in Milan, Italy. Under a tree he was breaking his heart when he heard some children playing outside, chanting a little song: “pick up and read …” Wondering if this could be the answer for him, he picked up  the Bible which happened to be lying handy and read from Romans 13. The words he read (from verse 11) were these: “not in riots and drunken parties …” it said but “… put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” And that was how the famous Augustine got saved in the year AD 386.




Nearly 1,200 years later, this time in Germany, a monk of the order of that same Augustine was undergoing his very own spiritual crisis. Regarding this letter to the Romans he said: “Night and day I thought over it until … I understood that the righteousness of God is of such a nature that he justifies us by grace and mercy through faith. Upon that I felt I was reborn and had entered Paradise through an open door.” The name of this man who entered through that open door - the door, so to speak, of Romans 1 verse 17 - was Martin Luther. And, of course, within 2 years - in 1517 - he, in turn, opened the door on the Protestant Reformation.




Then, on the eve of 24 May, 1738, John Wesley went “very unwillingly” to a Moravian meeting in the Aldersgate Street where someone was reading Luther’s foreword to the letter to the Romans. “At about quart[er] to 9 while hearing about the change God works in our heart through faith in Christ,” Wesley would later acknowledge, “I found my (own) heart strangely warmed. I felt I trusted on Christ alone for salvation” - and he received the assurance that his sins were taken away. And so began the 18th century English Revival which historians note had a profound effect upon the country at large! And so there we have an interlocking chain of events in which Paul’s letter to the Romans changed influential lives down through history – as it has done for countless others, of course.




Well, we should introduce the text of the Bible now using Paul’s own introduction to his letter to Rome. At both the introduction and at the conclusion of his letter to the Romans, Paul uses the expression “the obedience of faith.” Please make no mistake about it: faith that’s real will produce obedience. Here’s how Paul opens his letter to the Romans:


“Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, which He promised beforehand through His prophets in the holy Scriptures, concerning His Son, who was born of a descendant of David according to the flesh, who was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead, according to the Spirit of holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for His name’s sake …” (Romans 1:1-5).




The Gospel is the Gospel of God concerning his son. It’s divine as to its author and subject. But I want you to particularly notice there the mention of “the obedience of faith.” This was the goal of Paul’s preaching – and that of the other apostles. Such a thing as “easy believe-ism” – “just believe” – wasn’t known to Paul. That wasn’t the essence of Paul’s preaching. The Gospel, once accepted, should shape our whole life. True faith is obedience involving surrender, repentance, commitment and submission to the authority or Lordship of Jesus Christ.




Bible scholars (e.g. Robertson) inform us that this is describing the obedience that springs from faith (and not describing obedience to faith). Another (Vincent) agrees and adds: “the obedience of faith is the obedience which characterizes and proceeds from faith.” The point is: real faith is characterized by nothing less than obedience. “The obedience of faith” is our yielding ourselves to belief in God’s saving message, which is the highest of all obedience. Yielding to the message and surrendering to Christ. Faith, self-renouncing trust in Jesus Christ, is obedience to the gospel command to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation - and that faith in Jesus Christ initiates a believer into a life of obedience to Jesus Christ. 




Faith is no mere notional or mental assent to biblical propositions. Real faith always has works of obedience. The great Reformers would tell us: it’s faith alone that saves, but the faith that saves us is never alone – it’s never without obedience to the lordship of Christ our saviour.




We should allow the Apostle Paul the last word in introducing his letter on the fundamental truths of the Christian message or Gospel: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written: “ But the righteous one will live by faith” (Romans 1:16,17).




Having revisited there the verse that God used to bring conviction to the heart of Martin Luther, we bring this introduction to the Bible letter to the Romans to a close.

Questions for Further Study


	Which ‘Gospel’ promises can you identify in the Old Testament – promises that signalled in advance something of what was going to be revealed fully in the New Testament (v.2)?

	Can we be saved (forgiven of all sins) without any obedience (v.5)? Why or why not?

	How is both the righteousness and the wrath of God revealed (vv.17,18)?

	We often lead up to a presentation of the Gospel today by employing an ‘apologetics’ approach. What evidence for God’s existence does Paul assert (vv.19,20)?
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  Condemnation

  
  




As I write this, the news headline has been about three men, two of them British, who have been condemned to death on charges of terrorism, having been convicted of fighting with the Ukrainian resistance against Russian forces. And condemnation is the theme of the first major section of the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans (1:18-3:20). This section, themed on Condemnation, stretches roughly from the middle of chapter one and reaches all the way until we get to the middle of chapter three.


The imagery that I once read being used to describe this section has never left me. Picture a condemned man in his cell listening to the pounding footsteps of the executioner getting closer and closer, sounding ever nearer until the cell door is flung open. Shall we listen to some of the pounding footsteps of that approaching executioner?


“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness … For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks … Therefore God gave them up to vile impurity in the lusts of their hearts, so that their bodies would be dishonored among them. For they exchanged the truth of God for falsehood … For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; … receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error. And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a depraved mind … and although they know the ordinance of










































Questions for Further Study


	‘Gospel’ means ‘Good News’. What do you find towards the end of Romans ch.1 that sets out the need for such good news (vv.21-32)?

	How would you reply to someone who misunderstood Romans 2:7,8 as implying a person who does good things will be saved from God’s judgement; whereas selfish and unjust persons will subjected to God’s wrath in the resurrection? (Hint: does it help to think of how things may be correlated without being linked by ‘cause and effect’?)

	Can you pick out verses that show Jews are just as much in need of God’s salvation as Gentiles?

	Did you manage to pinpoint exactly the verse at which, as it were, the condemned cell door suddenly opens with undeserved and totally surprising good news?  
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