God’s Family Tree #8

“New and Improved, or Old and Ignored?”

Romans 10:1-21

In our previous study we began looking at Romans 10, where Paul continues to address the subject of his own countrymen, the Jews. At that time many Jews thought of Christianity as some kind of “new and improved” religion, distinct and opposed to their own. But Paul protests that his gospel is neither new nor dangerous, but firmly planted in the truth of God’s Word from the very beginning.
 Throughout this tenth chapter, Paul uses numerous Old Testament allusions and quotations to establish that his message is not “new and improved," but in fact it is “old and ignored.”

The Impossible Attempts at Toil

By way of review, we saw in Romans 10:1-5 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.” 

The first verse not only displays the passion for his people (as we saw at the beginning of Romans 9) but also demonstrates the fact that the Jews are indeed lost. The fact that they are Jews, descendants of Abraham, does not mean they have eternal life. They must still be saved.

Paul also points to the reason why they are lost: instead of accepting God’s grace through faith, they Jews “sought to establish their own righteousness” through legalism. They pointed to verses like Leviticus 18:5, quoted here in verse five, “The man who does these things will live by them,” as proof that the way to God was by keeping His Law. That phrase “live by them” really 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.
 When God gave Israel the Law through Moses, He had already redeemed them (by the blood of the Passover lamb). They did not have to earn their way; they simply had to receive His grace by faith.

We also saw that “Christ is the end of the law” in verse four. This does not mean that He is the termination of the Law—He said Himself that He did not come to abolish the Law but to fulfill it—but rather that He was the goal or the theological conclusion of the Law. Everything about the Law pointed to Christ. Thus, Christianity is not new; it is the fulfillment of the old!

The Inviting Avenue of Trust

Paul then contrasts the impossible attempts of toil with the inviting avenue of trust in verses 6-13,

But the righteousness that is by faith says: “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’ (that is, to bring Christ down) or ‘Who will descend into the deep?’ (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile-the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 

Verses six and seven quote Deuteronomy 30:13-14, demonstrating that salvation by faith has always been God’s plan. It is nothing new. It’s in the Old Testament, so the Jews, of all people, should have grasped it.
 We might wonder why Paul would use such a seemingly obscure passage to illustrate this truth, but the whole emphasis is on the close, ready, easy accessibility of Christ and his gospel.
 There is no need for heroic effort on our part to obtain salvation; Christ has already performed the heroics for us!

This salvation is obtained by a two-fold activity: believing in the heart and confessing with the mouth. These should not be divided but considered jointly as one action. “Confession with the mouth and belief in the heart refer to the believer’s outward and inward responses. His inward conviction must find outward expression.”
 There is a public, as well as a personal action described here. Both the outward and the inward are important. No one is saved by the merely outward; the state of the heart is important. But Paul does not contemplate an inner state that is not reflected in outward conduct. If anyone really believes he will confess Christ, so it is natural to link the two.

What is to be believed and confessed? The simple truth that “Jesus is Lord.” Even though these three words are brief and straightforward, they are rich in meaning. The word “Lord” is the Greek term kurios, which occurs more than 6,000 times in the Greek version of the Old Testament common in the first century.
 To declare that Jesus is Lord is the same as saying Jesus is God. This term was also used in the expression, “Caesar is Lord,” which, at the height of emperor worship, all people of the Roman Empire were required to declare. Refusal to do so meant death. Many early Christians laid down their lives to hold on to this confession that “Jesus is Lord” rather than “Caesar is Lord” evident as early as the end of the first century, as John’s letters to the seven churches seem to imply.

Furthermore, this confession of faith is more than an intellectual conclusion. According to John MacArthur, this is 

not a simple acknowledgment that He is God and the Lord of the universe, since even demons acknowledge that to be true (James 2:19). This is the deep personal conviction, without reservation, that Jesus is that person’s own master or sovereign. This phrase includes repenting from sin, trusting in Jesus for salvation, and submitting to Him as Lord. This is the volitional element of faith.

Quoting again from the Old Testament, Paul goes on in verses 11-13 to show that “Christ is not only easily accessible, but equally accessible to all.”
 The doors have been thrown wide open to allow anyone to enter by faith. Paul had already proved in Romans 3 that “there is no difference” in condemnation; now he affirms that “there is no difference” in salvation. Instead of the Jew having a special righteousness of his own through the Law, he was declared to be as much a sinner as the Gentile he condemned.
 And by grounding his idea in the Jewish Scriptures, Paul “demonstrates that salvation by grace through faith alone has always been God’s salvation plan, but that no one—including Gentiles—was ever to be excluded.”
 Salvation is now as it has always been: by grace alone, through faith alone, in response to God.
 Once again, this is no “new and improved” gospel that the early church was proclaiming. It was God’s plan all along.

The Ignored Announcement of Truth

If this was indeed God’s plan from the beginning, and if He had revealed it through His Word to the Jewish nation, why had so many Jews rejected their Messiah? Paul points out the ignored announcement of truth in verses 14-21,

 How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” 

 But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed our message?” Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ. But I ask: Did they not hear? Of course they did: “Their voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.” Again I ask: Did Israel not understand? First, Moses says, “I will make you envious by those who are not a nation; I will make you angry by a nation that has no understanding.” And Isaiah boldly says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me.” 

But concerning Israel he says, “All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.” 

Verses 14-15 are often used in reference to evangelism and missions. If salvation requires belief and confession, how can anyone believe and confess what they do not know? This is not the responsibility of a chosen few who are gifted preachers or evangelists, for the entire church body is called upon to bear witness of the truth of Christ and to support those who are commissioned by the church to take the Gospel to distant places.

But this is not Paul’s emphasis in this context. The apostle moves on in the following verses to explain that the Gospel had indeed been proclaimed to the Jews of his day. The problem here—just as Paul mentioned earlier—is not ignorance, but stubbornness. In the words of Wiersbe, “Israel heard, but she would not heed.”
 The Jews knew the facts about this salvation by faith, but they refused to accept and act on it. God had dealt fairly with the Jews. Grace is clear throughout Scripture, and if they did not know it, that was because they had not taken sufficient notice of what God had said to them. It was all there, in Scripture. This is an important part of Paul’s argument.

Paul concludes the chapter with a quotation from Isaiah 65:2, in which the difference between Christianity and religion is spelled out. Far from man reaching out in human effort to God, this text pictures God reaching out to mankind in love and grace, only to be rejected time and time again. Picture a mother or father who, upon seeing their teenage son or daughter, hold out their arms for a loving embrace. Yet the child rolls their eyes, sighs, and walks past without responding to that love. This is the picture here. God has done everything for His people to be saved. Will they respond?

If, then, Israel’s rejection of the gospel cannot be attributed either to her not hearing it or to her not understanding it, she must be without excuse. This is the third possible explanation of her unbelief, which Paul now accepts. Israel is simply stubborn. True, the Israelites were ignorant of God’s righteousness, but this is now seen to be willful ignorance. They had “stumbled over the “stumbling-stone,’” namely Christ.

One more point…Paul reminds the Jews that God’s plan never was limited to one nation. The prophets spoke long ago of how God would be found by people who weren’t even looking for Him.
 

Before we are too hard on the Jewish people, we must acknowledge that God has done the same for us. He has loved us before we were ever conceived. He has done everything, including the sacrifice of His own Son, to save us. He stands with arms open wide. As James Montgomery Boice writes,

It is a wounded hand that holds out salvation to you and invites you to come. Reach out and touch that hand. Then allow it to enfold you in an embrace that nothing on earth or in heaven will ever diminish or disturb.

The message of grace is not “new and improved,” but old and ignored. 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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