God’s Family Tree #3

“All in the Same Boat”

Romans 1:18-3:31

Returning to our study, “God’s Family Tree,” based on the book of Romans, we once again see a particular emphasis Paul has in this letter. We began this series with a message entitled, “The Gospel of “Y’all,” from the opening verses of chapter one where Paul includes his Jewish and Gentile audiences together. Then, in verses 16-17, Paul provides the basic theme of Romans—“I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” 
As stated in an earlier message, this salvation is offered to all—“everyone who believes.” It does not matter if one is a Jew or Gentile, cultured or barbaric, educated or illiterate, slave or free, male or female—Jesus died for all people, offering His redemption to everyone. We are, in a sense, all in the same boat. This is the theme of the section we are dealing with tonight.

We are going to cover a lot of ground this evening—from Romans 1:18-3:31—and we will not be diving in depth verse-by-verse. Rather, I want to provide an overview of the section to see how it fits into Paul’s presentation of his message.

One Verdict of Guilt

We begin with one verdict of guilt. The theme of Romans is the righteousness of God, but Paul had to begin with the unrighteousness of man. Until man knows he is a sinner, he cannot appreciate the gracious salvation God offers in Jesus Christ.
 And so Paul establishes the need for a Savior by showing that all people are sinful. Many of his contemporaries did not agree, with the result that his message seemed foolishness to them. Many of our contemporaries do not agree with him either, with the result that his words are incomprehensible to them, too. It has always seemed to most people that they are, on the whole, pretty decent people. They may not be perfect but they have done no great wrong. Since they are conscious of no really disastrous sin, they feel that they must be right with God. But for Paul the significant thing is not that people have met their own standard but that they have not met God’s. They have come short of his demand. They are in the greatest of danger because they are subject to his wrath.

Paul begins in Romans 1:18, “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness…” Most English translations start this verse with the word “For,” and this word is important because it links this statement to the preceding one and gives a reason for it. The gospel is necessary because there is such a thing as the wrath of God, because only the gospel of salvation by grace through faith brings deliverance from that wrath.

Nothing keeps people away from Christ more than their inability to see their need of him or their unwillingness to admit it. As Jesus put it in Mark 2:17, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” He was defending against the criticism of the Pharisees his policy of fraternizing with “tax collectors and ‘sinners’.” He did not mean that some people are righteous and do not need salvation, but that some people think they are. In that condition of self-righteousness they will never come to Christ.

We should not overlook the fact that the revelation of the wrath of God is in this context linked with the gospel. We see some revelation of the divine wrath, it is true, in the suffering, frustration, and sheer disaster that are so often the consequence of sin. But Paul is saying rather that it is the cross that shows us the measure of God’s wrath. Forgiveness is no cheap gesture. It is as costly as the cross. It is meaningless without the wrath. Unless there is something to be saved from, there is no point in talking about salvation.

So Paul divides the human race into three sections—what the Roman world called “barbarians,” meaning the uncivilized beyond the borders; the more civilized Gentiles, followers of Greek education and culture; and well-instructed, self-confident Jews. In each case his argument is the same: that nobody lives up to the knowledge he or she has. Even the special privileges of the Jews do not exempt them from divine judgment. No, “Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin” (3:9), “for God does not show favoritism” (2:11). All human beings are sinful, guilty and without excuse before God.

First, Paul addresses the “barbarians” in Romans 1:18-32,

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. 

Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them. 

Many wonder about those who have never heard the name of Jesus or seen a Bible—will God hold them accountable when they could not have believed in Christ? According to Paul, no one has an excuse for not honoring God, because the whole created world reveals him.
 Instead of responding to creation by acknowledging a Creator, they turned and worshiped the creation. 

No one is excluded. No one can get away with saying, “I don’t believe in God.” As someone said, “You can’t turn out the light by closing your eyes.” The heathen who has never heard the gospel or the name of Jesus is as responsible as anyone else. Not for failing to accept a message he has never heard, but for rejecting the knowledge of God revealed in creation. People do not suffer eternal exclusion from God for not having been born to the right parents in the right part of the world, but for rejecting that knowledge of God that is readily available to all.

Three times we read that, “God gave them over,” meaning that God allowed sin to run its course as an act of judgment.
 Often God does not specifically send punishment for sin, but allows the natural consequences of the sin to take place. Sin snowballs into greater sin.

Our condemnation in each case lies in the fact that we have sinned against the light we have, not against the light we have never received. Thus, though the Gentiles did not receive the full revelation in the law of the Old Testament, they did receive enough illumination to know what was right. And they followed the wrong.
 This portion of Scripture gives ample proof that the heathen are lost. There is a desperate need for us to carry the Gospel to all men, for this is the only way they can be saved.

Second, Paul considers the more civilized in Romans 2:1-16,

You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. Now we know that God’s judgment against those who do such things is based on truth. So when you, a mere man, pass judgment on them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God’s judgment? Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance? 

But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed. God “will give to each person according to what he has done.” To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For God does not show favoritism. 

All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the law. For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous. (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) This will take place on the day when God will judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares. 

Paul now turns attention to the “good, moral” people who won’t listen to God’s Word. He means that “moral” people keep on thinking of their own goodness and fail to look into their own hearts. He means that they think only of how “nice” they are, and do not consider the Word of God. He means they keep on judging other people, but are blind to their own faults.

All those who sit in judgment on others are as guilty as those they judge. There is a natural tendency to justify ourselves for the wrong we do by condemning people who do other evils that we think are worse.
 The truth is, no one is “good enough.”

Paul thirdly turns to the Jews in Romans 2:17-3:8,

Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you steal? You who say that people should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? You who brag about the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? As it is written: “God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”

Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but if you break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised. If those who are not circumcised keep the law’s requirements, will they not be regarded as though they were circumcised? The one who is not circumcised physically and yet obeys the law will condemn you who, even though you have the written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker. 

A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man’s praise is not from men, but from God. 

What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is there in circumcision? Much in every way! First of all, they have been entrusted with the very words of God. 

What if some did not have faith? Will their lack of faith nullify God’s faithfulness? Not at all! Let God be true, and every man a liar. As it is written: “So that you may be proved right when you speak and prevail when you judge.” But if our unrighteousness brings out God’s righteousness more clearly, what shall we say? That God is unjust in bringing his wrath on us? (I am using a human argument.) Certainly not! If that were so, how could God judge the world? Someone might argue, “If my falsehood enhances God’s truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?” Why not say—as we are being slanderously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—“Let us do evil that good may result”? Their condemnation is deserved. 

Notice Paul begins, “if you call yourself a Jew.” Who would he be referring to? Who would call themselves “Jews” except those who were physical descendents of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? Why would Paul speak of them only as those who call themselves Jews? We will get into this in detail in our next study, but keep this in mind—those Paul speaks of here are not true Jews in the eyes of God.

They are lost. 

Being an ethnic Jew does not protect one from God’s judgment. However, that does not mean that a Jewish heritage is valueless. According to the first eight verses of chapter three, it has “much value in every way,” but a different kind of value, that is, responsibility rather than security.
 Paul emphasizes that even religious people, even the chosen Jews, need a change of mind and heart. That’s the only thing that counts.
 

Paul concludes in Romans 3:9-20,

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”
“Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.”
“Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.”
“There is no fear of God before their eyes.”

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. 
Nine times in four verses (9-12) Paul mentions the universality of sin (“all,” twice; “no one,” four times; “not even one,” two times; “together,” once).
 Paul rounds off this important opening section of his letter with a series of quotations from Scripture that hammer home his point that all people are sinners. His argument has been that all people, Jew and Gentile alike, are sinners, and he now shows that this is no private opinion but one well grounded in Scripture.

This isn’t a particularly enjoyable portion of Scripture. In fact, if by the end of Paul’s indictment of humanity, you feel like running and hiding from God, you are just beginning to see Him as He is, and you are just beginning to understand the gravity of sin.

Spiritually speaking, we’re all in the same boat. And the boat is the Titanic.
One Venue of Grace

If this was the end of the story, if would be a bleak one, indeed. But, thankfully, it isn’t.

While Paul goes to great length to show the one verdict of guilty for all mankind, he also reveals the one venue of grace open to all mankind. We read of this in Romans 3:21-31,

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. Is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith. Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.
Leon Morris calls this “possibly the most important single paragraph ever written.”
 Another scholar writes, “There is more theology compressed into these six verses than into any other comparable segment of Paul’s writing.”

The key expression is “the righteousness of God”—the remedy for the unrighteousness of mankind. The niv translates this “a righteousness from God,” stressing the saving initiative He has taken to give sinners a righteous status in his sight.
 This is nothing man can do for himself; in fact, the well-known verse 23 states, “…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…” But this is a phrase taken out of the middle of an entire sentence! Listen to the whole thought: “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” Yes, verse 23 is an indictment of all humanity as sinful, but verse 24 reveals that all humanity can be saved by God’s grace through Christ’s redemptive work. This does not mean that everybody will be saved, for verse 22 specifically states, “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” 
Notice how verse 21 begins: “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.” While the gospel is good news, it isn’t exactly new news. That the gospel is continuous with the Old Testament is pivotal in Paul’s argument. In the very first sentence of his letter he establishes the point that the gospel was “promised be​forehand through [God’s] prophets in the Holy Scrip​tures” (Rom. 1:2). The gospel—which reveals God’s method of making men righteous—is no new departure. It is the clarification of a truth already known in earlier days.

Paul earlier quoted Habakkuk 2:4, “The just shall live by faith.” God has always saved man by faith.
 And this salvation is available “to all who believe.” God’s plan is inclusive. From God’s standpoint no one is excluded. Among the great throng that will ultimately stand before Him in eternity will be those from “every nation, tribe, people and language” (Rev. 7:9). God’s children have no barriers—ethnic, political, economic, or social. The sole distinguishing characteristic of the righteous is that they believe in Jesus Christ.

Just as we are “all in the same boat” in our sinfulness, so we can be “all in the same boat” in our salvation. And that boat has only one name: Jesus.
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