God’s Family Tree #1

“The Gospel of Y’all”

Romans 1:1-7

The Bible is a book of many books, written over fifteen hundred years and by at least forty different authors. The authors were diverse, from simple shepherds to highly educated and sophisticated individuals. The styles of literature found in Scripture are also varied, from history to poetry to personal letters.

Yet there is one unified thread weaved throughout the Bible revealing the plan of God through history. John Kitchen, in his book Long Story Short, states is this way:

God’s plan is to use one man (Abraham) to build one great nation (Israel) through whom He will provide the one Savior (Jesus) who will reveal God’s glory and extend God’s grace to ALL people!

Here is a simple statement with language easy to understand. I can’t imagine anybody would object to this sentence. So what’s the issue? The word “Israel.” We know of Israel as a nation—both in ancient and modern times—but the name was first given to an individual. Israel, which literally means, “he wrestles with God,” was given to Jacob (the son of Isaac and grandson of Abraham) in Genesis 32:28, “Then the man said, ‘Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.’” Thus the twelve sons of Jacob became the heads of the twelve tribes of Israel. This nation became known as God’s “chosen people.” We read in Deuteronomy 7:6-8,

For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 

Moses adds in Deuteronomy 14:2, “Out of all the peoples on the face of the earth, the Lord has chosen you to be his treasured possession.” Psalm 105:6 refers to “O descendants of Abraham his servant, O sons of Jacob, his chosen ones,” while Psalm 135:4 states, “For the Lord has chosen Jacob to be his own, Israel to be his treasured possession.” The Lord speaks in Isaiah 41:8, “But you, O Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, you descendants of Abraham my friend…”
This theme continues into the New Testament. Jesus says in Matthew 22:14, “For many are invited, but few are chosen,” and in Mark 13:20, “But for the sake of the elect, whom he has chosen, he has shortened them.” Paul writes in Romans 11:5 – “So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.”
The Interpretive Analysis 

So what’s the problem? Well…

Consider Paul’s words in Colossians 3:12, “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.” That sounds like the Scriptures above, right? But move up one verse, in verse eleven, “Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.” That seems to go against the flow of the God’s plan, doesn’t it? How are we to understand this?

Let’s look at another text, this from the pen of Simon Peter. We read in 1 Peter 2:4-9, 

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,” and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.” They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 

If this sounds to you like the Old Testament, you’re right—in fact, much of the language is taken from the Hebrew Scriptures. Some are even direct quotes. But then we come to verse ten: “Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” While this echoes the prophet Hosea, Peter is clearly referring to believers in Jesus who are not all Jewish.

Several times Paul speaks of a “mystery” in his letters, and in Ephesians 3:6 he defines it: “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.” This is called the Church.

So we are confronted with the interpretive analysis of Israel and the Church. What does it mean to be God’s “chosen people”? Who was chosen? When were they chosen? Why? How? What distinguished the “chosen people”? Can the “chosen people” ever be “un-chosen”? Who are the “chosen people” now? Who will be the “chosen people” ultimately? What about Abraham’s physical offspring? Does God have a plan for them?

Some of you might be wondering, “Does it matter?” The answer is, yes, it matters a great deal. How we answer the above questions determines how we interpret the Old Testament, how we understand the ministry of Jesus and of the apostles, and how we comprehend the future prophecies that have not been fulfilled yet.

And so tonight we begin a study addressing the question, “What does it mean to be the people of God?” We will use as our foundation Paul’s letter to the Romans. This will not be a verse-by-verse examination of the book, but rather a thematic study entitled “God’s Family Tree,” utilizing an image from Romans 11. We will bring in passages from many other books in both Old and New Testaments to see this unifying theme winding through all of Scripture.

“Why Romans?” you might wonder. Through the years the book of Romans has been instrumental in many of the revivals of Christianity. Certainly the Reformation was launched through the inspiration of this letter of Paul. Martin Luther wrote: “The epistle to the Romans is the true masterpiece of the New Testament and the very purest gospel, which is well worth and deserving that a Christian man should not only learn it by heart, word for word, but also that he should daily deal with it as the daily bread of men’s souls.”
 A more contemporary scholar, Leon Morris, calls Romans “one of the most important Christian documents ever written.”

The Intercultural Audience

More specifically, though, I have chosen Romans to be the basis of this study because of the intercultural audience of the letter. Even the most casual reading of Romans betrays the fact that the church in Rome was a mixed community consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, with Gentiles in the majority, and that there was considerable conflict between these groups.
 The church’s origins in Rome probably stemmed from Jewish believers there, some of whom may have been among the 3,000 converts on the Day of Pentecost, but clearly it spread beyond them.
 It is further recognized that 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). Some scholars suggest that the house churches in the city may have represented these different doctrinal positions. It may also be that the “disturbances” made by the Jews in Rome “at the instigation of Chrestus” (probably meaning Christ), which were mentioned by Suetonius, and which led to their expulsion from Rome in ad 49 by the Emperor Claudius, as recorded by Acts 18:2, were due to this same conflict between Jewish and Gentile Christians.

Scholars debate whether the entire Jewish community actually left under Claudius’ edict. Certainly the many Jews who were Roman citizens would not have been expelled. Nevertheless, Luke, like Suetonius, speaks of Jews being expelled (Acts 18:2, though prudently omitting the cause). Whether all were expelled (and whether all who were officially expelled actually left), at least those visible in the original conflict must have left. Luke indicates that Priscilla and Aquila, Jews in Rome who were apparently already believers (and possibly church leaders) when Paul met them, had left. It is likely that a substantial number of Jewish Christians, and perhaps all their leaders, left Rome at this point. This means that Gentile Christians had probably constituted the bulk of the Roman church and its leadership for at least five years, until many of the Jews returned to Rome after Claudius’s edict was repealed upon his death in ad 54.

Paul desired to bridge the gaps, even though he had never been to Rome and did not know most of the Roman Christians personally. Despite this obstacle, Paul was the ideal person to serve as moderator, however. On the one hand, he was a patriotic Jew: he could write in Romans 9:3, “I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers…the people of Israel.” On the other hand, he had been especially commissioned as the apostle to the Gentiles, according to Romans 1:5; 11:13; and 15:15. So he was in a unique position to be an agent of reconciliation. He was determined to make a full and fresh statement of the 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. Some scholars even conclude that, “the single most important theme of Romans is the equality of Jews and Gentiles.”
 That may be overstating the case a bit, but I do agree that the relationship of Jewish and Gentile Christians is a major emphasis of Paul’s letter.

The Inclusive Appeal

This is seen in the opening seven verses of Paul’s letter to the Romans, what I am calling the inclusive appeal:

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. Through him and for his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith. And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ. To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul begins this letter in typical fashion for that culture; he identifies himself at the beginning, then his audience. Three words stand out in verse one: “servant” which is literally “slave” in the original Greek; “apostle,” which is best understood in English as “ambassador”; and “gospel,” a favorite term of Paul’s that appears many times in all his letters meaning “good news.”

“The gospel of God” is expounded in verse two: “the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures.” That is to say, 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, in fact, an essential continuity between the Old Testament and the New. Jesus himself was quite clear that the Scriptures bore witness to him, that he was the son of man of Daniel 7 and the suffering servant of Isaiah 53, and that, as it had been written, he had to suffer in order to enter into his glory. In Acts we hear Peter quoting the Old Testament in reference to Jesus’ death and resurrection, as well as the gift of the Holy Spirit. We watch Paul reasoning with people out of the Scriptures that the Messiah must suffer and rise, and that he was Jesus. He similarly insisted in 1 Corinthians 15 that it was “according to the Scriptures” that Christ both died for our sins and was raised on the third day.

Perhaps Paul’s gospel of grace had been misunderstood (as it still is today) as destroying the Old Testament. It was important to Paul, as to all the early Christians, that the gospel was the fulfilment of the Old Testament. It is the realization of what God had promised beforehand.

While Paul based all of his preaching and teaching on the Old Testament—only his letter to the Philippians has no Old Testament quotations—Romans contains over 60 Old Testament quotations and countless allusions to Old Testament material. Much of Paul’s argument rests on what the Scriptures have “promised.” Paul views the “gospel of God” as that which has its roots in Old Testament promises and its fulfillment in the person of God’s Son, Jesus the Messiah.

Jesus is named in verse four as “Jesus Christ our Lord.” Each term is significant: Jesus was a human, historical figure, Christ is the Greek term for the Hebrew “Messiah” of the Old Testament, and Lord is the Greek kurios, which speaks of one who owns and rules our lives. Jesus’ two titles, “the Christ” and “the Lord,” would have especially appealed to Jewish and Gentile Christians respectively.

Verses five and six begin the inclusive appeal specifically. Paul writes, “Through him and for his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.” Paul defines his ministry as calling people from among “all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.” Then in the next breath he adds, “And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.”
“All” is a word of which Paul is fond, and he uses it 460 times—over one third of the total New Testament occurrences. Paul saw his vocation as specifically to the Gentiles. This was a tremendous step of faith for a Jew, a Pharisee, and a Hebrew of the Hebrews. And when he turned to the Gentiles, he saw not a part only but all the Gentiles as coming within the scope of his commission. There was nothing small-minded about Paul.

In verse seven Paul officially names his audience: “To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.” Once again the apostle uses the word “all” as in “all in Rome.” But he is not speaking of everybody living in Rome at that time; he narrows this down to “all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints.” One could argue that everybody in Rome was loved by God—after all, God loves the whole world—but not all would qualify as “called to be saints.” Clearly Paul is referring to believers in Christ—all believers in Christ, Jew and Gentile.

This may have gone against the grain of Jewish Christians. They were used to thinking of themselves as the only ones loved by God and called to be saints—these two concepts are both found as regular designations in the Old Testament for Israel. Now, however, Paul says that the Gentile Christians in Rome were also “saints.” For all Christians without exception are called by God to belong to Christ and to his holy people.

Furthermore, Paul claims that the Roman Christians are the recipients of God’s grace and peace. The Aaronic blessing in Numbers 6:22-26 was a prayer that Yahweh would both “be gracious” to his people and give them “peace.” This seems to embody two of Paul’s major purposes in writing this letter: “grace” emphasizing the freeness of God’s justification of sinners, and “peace” the reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles in the body of Christ.
 Since “beloved,” “called,” and “saints” were all Old Testament titles for Israel, it seems that Paul deliberately uses them here to indicate that all believers in Christ, Gentiles as well as Jews, now belong to the people of God.

Some interpreters act as though this is something new. Donald Grey Barnhouse observes,

Furthermore, this life in Christ is to be offered to all men. The text now states that the sphere of this obedience is to be among all the nations. God limited Himself to a work among the children of Israel between the days of Abraham and of Christ; and, in future studies, if the Lord wills, we shall see the reason for the choice of Israel and for all the promises that have been made to that ancient nation. But today, in this day of grace, the obedience of faith is to be among all nations. The door of mercy is open to all.

Really? God “limited Himself to a work among the children of Israel between the days of Abraham and of Christ”? What about Rahab—a daughter of Canaan? Or Ruth—a daughter of Moab? What about God sending the prophet Jonah to the Gentile city of Nineveh with a message of repentance—a city with a hundred thousand people?

The idea that the Old Testament is a missionary book, and that its God is a missionary God, comes as a surprise to many people. For they have always thought of the God of the Old Testament as having been exclusively the God of Israel. They remember how he called Abraham and made a covenant with him and his descendants; how he renewed his covenant with Isaac and Jacob, and then with the twelve tribes whom he rescued from their Egyptian slavery and brought to Mount Sinai, where he promised to be their God and to make them his people; how he settled them in the promised land and blessed them with kings, priests and prophets, preparing them for the coming of the Messiah. And all this is true. But it is only a part of the truth. For the Old Testament begins not with Abraham but with Adam, not with the covenant but with the creation, not with the chosen race but with the human race. It declares emphatically that Yahweh, the God of Israel, is the Creator of heaven and earth, the Lord of the nations, and “the God of the spirits of all flesh.” That is its perspective throughout.

Further, the call of Abraham did not contradict this worldview; it established it. Yahweh had told Abraham to leave his country, people and household for another land he would be shown. God said to him in Genesis 12:1-4, “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” Thus Abraham was to leave his own country and be shown another, to leave his own people and be made into another. God promised not only to bless him, but to make him a blessing; not only to make him a nation, but through it to bless “all peoples on earth.” The tragedy of the Old Testament is that Israel kept forgetting the universal scope of God’s promise. They overlooked the fact that God had chosen one family in order to bless all families. They became preoccupied with themselves and with their own history. They even perverted the truth of divine election into the error of divine favoritism, which led them to boast of their privileged status and to assume that they were immune to the judgment of God.
 We need to be careful not to do the same thing.

The Church is fundamentally a missionary community. Its purpose is lodged in the continuation of Christ’s mission in the world, initiated by God and revealed in the Old Testament in the calling, consecration, and mission assigned to Israel.
 We will see this later in our study.

In conclusion, from the very beginning of the book of Romans, Paul reaches out to both Jewish and Gentile Christians to show their unity rather than focusing on their distinctiveness. He brings together the Old and New Testament as one book, inspired by one God, revealing one plan of salvation offered to all people. 

I remember a Bible college class I took on the book of Hebrews. The professor suggested that the book was written from southern Italy, since the letter ends in Hebrews 13:25 with the words, “Grace be with you all.” (Get it…“you all”?) Well, I looked up that phrase and found that Paul writes in Romans 15:33, “God of peace be with you all.” Similarly he concludes 2 Corinthians 13:14 with, “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all,” and 2 Thessalonians 3:18, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all.” Hence I have called this message, “The Gospel of Y’all.”

My point is this: Our God is the God of all people. His salvation is offered to all people. Jesus did not die for a chosen few; He died for all. As Christians we are called to “make disciples of all nations,” to “go into all the world and preach the gospel.”

The gospel of y’all.
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