God’s Family Tree #7

“New and Improved, or Old and Ignored?”

Romans 10:1-21

“New and Improved” has long been a marketing strategy. To attract new consumers, a producer will advertise their merchandise as “new and improved,” though sometimes one wonders if only the packaging is new and if “improved” is merely a matter of opinion!

This approach has also been taken in the spiritual realm as well. From the beginnings of human history, man has been trying to make his own way to God. Of course, human efforts to reach Heaven are doomed to fail, so stubborn people keep trying to forge their way down another path. When these new approaches—called “religions”—are developed, their proponents seek others to join them on their quest. To attract such followers, the new religions are marketed as “new and improved.”

In the first century, the gospel of Jesus Christ swept across the Roman Empire. Many thought this was a new religion—even many Jews saw this movement as heretical and dangerous. But Paul adamantly protests that his gospel is neither new nor dangerous, but firmly planted in the truth of God’s Word from the very beginning.
 As we consider the tenth chapter of Romans, we will notice that Paul uses numerous Old Testament allusions and quotations. As John Stott concludes, “Thus Paul’s emphasis is not only on the authority of Scripture, but also on the fundamental continuity which unites the Old and New Testament revelations.”

The Impossible Attempts at Toil

In Romans 10:1-5 Paul describes the impossible attempts of toil in trying to reach God,

Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes. Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the law: “The man who does these things will live by them.” 

Once again we are confronted with the deep emotions stirred within the heart of the apostle as he thinks about the fate of his countrymen. J. B. Phillips catches the earnestness of the apostle’s cry: ‘My brothers, from the bottom of my heart I long and pray to God that Israel might be saved!’ This was no intellectual analysis; this was the cry of a brokenhearted man who watched helplessly as those he loved drifted toward eternal disaster.

He was not completely helpless, though. The salvation of his own people was a matter of earnest prayer to God. No doubt Paul spent considerable time and effort praying for his people. There is nothing better we can do for the lost than to pray for them. As Howard Hendricks put it, “Satan doesn’t mind if we witness, as long as we don’t pray; for he knows that it is much more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God.”
 Often I hear someone say, “Well, I guess there’s nothing else to do but pray.” This last resort ought to be our first response!

Paul states that the Jewish people, as a whole, were zealous for God. His word “zeal” can be used in a good or a bad sense; here it will be in the good sense, with a meaning something like our “enthusiasm”. The Jews were certainly zealous, but unfortunately this zeal had to be qualified with “not based on knowledge.” Enthusiasm is good, but enthusiasm run riot can lead to disastrous results.
 Wiersbe calls it “heat without light,” adding that “so zealous were the Jews that they even ‘improved upon God’s Law’ and added their own traditions, making them equal to the Law.”
 If anything, rabbinic Judaism was a “new and improved” religion, moving away from the revelation of the Old Testament and into a man-made, dangerous perversion of the truth.

Recent years have seen the threat of religious fanaticism. Stott comments, “Sincerity is not enough, for we may be sincerely mistaken. The proper word for zeal without knowledge, commitment without reflection, or enthusiasm without understanding, is fanaticism. And fanaticism is a horrid and dangerous state to be in.”
 We have seen that in our own world.

 Paul states in verse three that the Jews “did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own.” Some translations even use the word “ignorant” in this text. We might wonder, how, then, could God hold them responsible for that which they did not know? The Greek term for what they were lacking was not “knowledge” (gnosis), but rather “discernment” (epignosis). The Jews did not lack knowledge but an ability to go to “the true nature of a thing.” Therefore, they were without the discernment of true righteousness since they did not have faith. The “law of righteousness,” that external system which was anti-Old Testament, anti-faith, and anti-Christian, is now called “their own righteousness.” Their views and God’s revelation in the Old Testament and now in the New Testament are in direct conflict.

The truth is, according to Paul, their ignorance was voluntary.
 Israel was ignorant of God’s righteousness, not because they had never been told, but because they refused to learn. There is an ignorance that comes from lack of opportunity, but Israel had had many opportunities to be saved. In their case, it was an ignorance that stemmed from willful, stubborn resistance to the truth.
 They should have known, but they rejected the truth that was in their possession all along. As Jesus told the religious leaders in John 5:39, 
Study diligently the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (NIV alternate reading). 

Jesus said to the disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:25-27, 

“How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.

God had revealed Himself to the Jewish people through His activity and through His Word. If anyone could not hide behind the excuse of ignorance, it was the nation of Israel. Their problem was not that they did not know about God’s plan for salvation; they did not feel a need for it.
 This is the same hindrance many in our own society have about Christianity. It is not a lack of knowledge about Jesus Christ; it is a lack of awareness that they need Him.

Paul then makes the statement in verse four, “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.” What does that mean? The key word is “end,” which is translated from the Greek word telos. This term can mean “termination” or it can mean “goal.” Some commentators argue that Christ was the goal of the Law, and that the Law was fulfilled in Christ.
 Others claim that Christ was the termination of the Law, and that with Christ’s death and resurrection, the Law has no power over the Christian.
 Furthermore, Christ brings to an end “our futile attempts to become righteous through law-keeping.”
 In fact, all three interpretations not only fit the original language and the immediate context, but are also taught in other texts of the Scriptures, as well. Whichever we adopt, Paul is speaking of the decisiveness and the finality of the work of Christ.
 

Walter Kaiser has an interesting take on this statement:

We can understand it by viewing the word “end” as Paul intended it: as the goal of the Law, or the theological conclusion of the Law. Christ is the theological conclusion. This is where the whole thing comes into focus. The Law is leading us to Christ. This is what these writers were trying to say. It was to lead us to Christ. Paul says in Galatians that the Law was the schoolmaster that led us to Christ. In the ancient setting, the Law was like the slave who took the boy to school to be sure that he got there on time. This is what the Law did for us. It took us by the hand and led us to Christ. Christ, then, is the purpose and the goal of the Old Testament.

But our Lord did put an end, a termination, to the civil and ceremonial aspects of the Law. This also comes out in Hebrews where it says that once for all He appeared to put away the repetition of sacrifices of bulls and goats that could no longer fulfill God’s requirements. They had to keep on and on with their sacrificing; and certainly there was an inadequacy there. But Christ has put that away. And by putting that away, the whole focus of God’s plans has come to fruition. It all leads to Christ and to His death.

I don’t think we have to choose between the alternatives. They are correct in their own right, but they are best taken together. Jesus did not abolish the Law; He fulfilled it. People no longer pursue the Law as an expression of the faith they place in God; they come directly to God in and through the person of Jesus Christ.
 The one meaning that should not be deduced from this is that it means an end of an era or time period. Christ was not the termination of the “Age of Law” and the beginning of the “Age of Grace.” The Law has always had a place in God’s plan (and still does), and grace has always had a place in God’s plan (and still does).

The problem for the Jews was that they misused the Law. Rather than acknowledging their inability to fulfill the Law perfectly, they tried all the harder to live by legalism. Instead of listening when the Law told them they were sinners in need of a Savior, “they worshiped their Law and rejected their Savior.”
 God’s relationship to His people deteriorated into a legalistic lifestyle with little “life” involved.

Verse five reads, “Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the law: ‘The man who does these things will live by them.’” This may make some readers think that the Old Testament offered salvation by works, whereas the New Testament offered salvation by grace. Not so.

This appeal is made to Moses, both in regard to the righteousness of the Law and that of faith, in accordance with the usual manner of Paul to sustain all his positions by the Old Testament, and to show that he was introducing no new doctrine. He was only affirming that which had been long before taught in the writings of the Jews themselves.

The Law really pointed people to Christ. If it had been properly observed, it would have taught the Jews that God’s way is grace.
 Everything about the Jewish religion pointed to the coming Messiah—their sacrifices, priesthood, temple services, religious festivals, and covenants. Their Law told them they were sinners in need of a Saviour. But instead of letting the Law bring them to Christ, they worshiped their Law and rejected their Saviour. The Law was a signpost, pointing the way. But it could never take them to their destination. The Law cannot give righteousness; it only leads the sinner to the Saviour who can give righteousness.
 

Furthermore, when Leviticus 18:5 says “live by them,” it means to live with God’s full blessing. The law was the way of life for the redeemed, not a way of salvation for the lost.
 In all the covenants of the Old Testament (including the promised “New Covenant”) the establishment of the relationship precedes the outward conclusion of the covenant and is independent of its acknowledgement. After God has established a relationship by his grace and man has responded by accepting God’s gift of love as it is visualized in the covenant form and specified by the promise content of the covenant, God rightfully expects a life which exhibits this believer’s new life in the Man of Promise. Even in the so-called unconditional covenants made with Noah and Abraham, the covenant imposes upon those who receive it certain implicit and explicit obligations which are afterwards repeated and amplified. Thus the Law of Moses became the rule of life for those already under the covenant and who have been justified like Abraham.

The Jews missed the central fact of the law: Jesus. Here Christ is the “end” (aim or goal) telos of the law just as in 1 Peter 1:9 He is the “end” of our faith and as love is the “end” of the commandment in 1 Timothy 1:5. The Moses of Leviticus and the Moses of Deuteronomy are the same, yet Paul refers the righteousness of Leviticus to the law and that in Deuteronomy to faith. Do we then have two kinds of righteousness and two kinds of life after all the above work? Not if both verses 5 and 6–7 have their final aim in Christ. Christ witnesses to the fact that the inward principle was the focal point for both passages. The alleged antithesis then is only in the misconception of Paul’s generation of Jews.

The conclusion is most apparent by now. There was no alternative route to eternal life offered in the Old Testament. Not only was depravity a strike against that man, but so was the consistent invitation to faith as a prerequisite for any sort of fruits of righteousness or obedience of faith.
 The only teaching that could be labeled “new and improved” was the legalism of the rabbis, not the offer of grace from God. And though the legalism might be considered “new,” it was hardly an improvement!

The message of grace is not “new and improved,” but old and ignored. There have never been two routes to Heaven—one of works and one of grace. The same love and grace that chose unworthy men and women in the Old Testament chose unworthy men and women in the New Testament. And it still chooses unworthy men and women today. Will we respond to that loving choice?
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