God’s Family Tree #2

“Sequence, Not Superiority”

Romans 1:16-17

Timing, they say, is everything.

Timing may not be everything when it comes to God’s plan of redemption, but it is certainly important. In our study tonight, it is extremely important.

Turn with me to Romans chapter one. In our last message we considered the first seven verses of this chapter, Paul’s greeting in this letter to a group of Christians in Rome, most of whom the apostle had never met. I’d like to read verses 16-17,

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.” 
The last two verses I read are probably two of the better known verses from this letter. Some even call these verses “the theme of the entire book.”
 Paul begins with the bold assertion: “I am not ashamed of the gospel.” Why? “Because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” Remember from last week, one of the major emphases of Romans is the inclusiveness of God’s plan. Then he adds the phrase, “first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” That is the phrase I want to center our attention on this evening.

Paul uses it again twice in Romans 2:9-11,

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. 

This sequence works both ways—good and bad will come first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. Verse eleven is the key reason: “For God does not show favoritism.” This concept has been terribly misunderstood and, at times, grossly misinterpreted.  The gospel is not to the Jew first in point of importance but in point of time.

Why, then, did the gospel go to the Jew first? As The NIV Study Bible notes, “It was necessary that the invasion of this world by the gospel begin at a particular point with a particular people, who in turn were responsible to carry that gospel to the other nations.”
 Recall from last week how 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!”

Salvation has no national, racial, or ethnic barrier but is given to every person who believes, “to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” It was to the Jew first chronologically because Jews are God’s specially chosen people, through whom He ordained salvation to come.
 In John 4:22, Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well, “Salvation is of the Jews.” Notice, He did not say that salvation was “for the Jews” but rather “of the Jews” or “from the Jews.” 

As we will see this evening, this was God’s plan all along.

The Promise of God

First we will see this in the promise of God as revealed in the Old Testament. We begin in Genesis 12:2-3, when God established His covenant with Abraham.

“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.” 

Often the focus is on the first line—”I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you”—or on the beginning of verse three—”I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse”—relating to Abraham and the “great nation” God will make from him. But notice the end of verse two—”and you will be a blessing”—and the end of verse three—”and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” From the very beginning we see a divine plan in history promising to bring a universal blessing through the agency of an unmerited, divine choice of a human offspring.

To save the entire world, God began with just one man. God never stopped loving all people. He never, even for a moment, ceased to desire the redemption of all mankind. But God chose this one man so as to bring grace to all people. When God wants to do a great thing, He graces one person that He might grace many more people.

On at least six occasions the divine promise was announced to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-18; 15:4-5, 13-18; 17:1-8; 18:17-19; 22:15-18). On two other occasions the same promises were given to Isaac (Gen 26:4; 23-24), and twice more this same covenant was repeated to his son Jacob (Gen 28:14-15; 35:9-12).

God’s promise, as originally given in Genesis 12:3, was not to be limited only to Abraham’s people, but it was to be for all the Gentiles, families, and nations of the earth. In Galatians 3:6–8, Paul teaches three amazing truths: (1) Abraham received the gospel in advance of its later fuller explication; (2) the substance of the gospel was found in the words “All nations will be blessed through you”; and (3) the gospel given to Abraham is the same one by which all the nations/Gentiles on earth are to be saved at the hearing of the name of Jesus Christ (or its earlier synonyms). Paul taught that Abraham “believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham [saying]: “All nations will be blessed through you” (Galatians 3:6–8).

Add to this Paul’s continued argument in Galatians 3:29 that “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.” Paul adds in verse 14, “He [God] redeemed us [Jews] in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.”

In all of this we see that God chose Abraham, and through Abraham the nation of Israel, not merely to be blessed but to be a blessing. This blessing of God was imparted on the condition that the people who first benefited from this gift were to be the source for introducing these privileges to the Gentiles.
 Consider Deuteronomy 4:5-8,

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.” What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God is near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 

We see this in the Psalms, such as Psalm 67:1-2, “May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face shine upon us, that your ways may be known on earth, your salvation among all nations.” This is further evident in Isaiah 42:6, “I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles…” and in Isaiah 49:6, “I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.” Clearly Israel was chosen to be God’s servant in order to bring salvation to all the nations of the world.

The Proclamation of Jesus

Now let’s move on to the proclamation of Jesus. Admittedly, there are some sayings of our Lord that may leave us scratching our heads, such as Matthew 10:5, “These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: ‘Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.’” 
“Wow!” you might say, “That sure seems limited to the Israelites!” But understand the context: Jesus has just selected the Twelve and are sending them out on what Don Carson calls “a trainee mission.” Think about it—if you were going to send out first-time witnesses for Christ, where would you send them? To the roughest part of town? Or to those who are more likely to be open to the message? You might even have them practice on each other at first. That is what Jesus is doing here. As you read on in this passage, there are instructions applicable only to the trainee mission immediately ahead, including the prohibition against preaching to Gentiles or Samaritans, the “stripped down” supplies the Twelve were permitted to take, and the dramatic authority delegated to them.
 In due time the followers of Jesus would preach to people of any nation, but there was a proper order; here they to start with the Jews.

Even though Matthew wrote primarily for the Jews, he has a “universal” element in his book that includes the Gentiles. For example, Gentile magi came to worship the infant Jesus. Jesus performed miracles for Gentiles and even commended them for their faith. The Gentile Queen of Sheba was praised for her willingness to make a long journey to hear God’s wisdom. At a crisis hour in Jesus’ ministry He turned to a prophecy about the Gentiles. Even in the parables, Jesus indicated that the blessings Israel refused would be shared with the Gentiles.
 Jesus indicates His kingdom has a worldwide scope. It was never limited to only Israel.

Matthew 15 provides another puzzling event in the ministry of Jesus. While speaking with a Canaanite woman in the region of Tyre and Sidon (present day Lebanon), Jesus said in verse 24, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” This sounds as though Jesus is restricting His ministry to the Israelites, doesn’t it? Many of the books I consulted in my study quoted this statement of Jesus alone, as though it were proof that Jesus came only for the Jews. And yet when Jesus spoke these words, it was not to the woman but to the disciples.
 Warren Wiersbe writes, “Keep in mind that our Lord responded to this woman as He did, not to destroy her faith, but to develop it.”
 Perhaps He was working on the disciples’ faith, too. 

Furthermore, in the end she believed in Jesus and obtained her petition.
 It was her faith that Jesus acknowledged, and immediately He healed her daughter. It is worth noting that both persons in the Gospel of Matthew whom Jesus described as having “great faith” were Gentiles: this Canaanite woman and the Roman centurion (Matt. 8:5–13).

Yes, Jesus gave indications that He and His disciples were to go  “to the Jew first.” But this limitation was only a temporary arrangement.
 He taught in Matthew 24:14, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” In John 10:16 He said, “Other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring.” His great commission in Matthew 28:19 stated, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations…” 

Before returning to Heaven Jesus said in Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Yes, the Gospel message came “to the Jew first” because the Jews were God’s chosen instrument through whom the Gentiles would be blessed. (Sound like Genesis 12:3?) The first Christians were Jews and the first missionaries were Jews. They proclaimed that Jesus is Lord of all, and not just Lord of Israel. From the very founding of the nation of Israel, God made it clear that the blessing would be from Israel to the whole world.

The Practice of Paul

Finally, this is evident in the practice of Paul. Turn to Acts 13, documenting Paul and Barnabas’ first missionary journey. We read of Paul’s first recorded sermon in the city of Pisidian Antioch. In verse 16, Paul addresses “Men of Israel and Gentiles who worship God.” He begins in verse 17 by stating, “The God of the people of Israel chose our fathers.” After tracing Israel’s history to King David, Paul says in verse 23, “From this man’s descendants God has brought to Israel the Savior Jesus, as he promised.” 

In verse 26, Paul draws his conclusion: “Brothers, children of Abraham, and you God-fearing Gentiles, it is to us that this message of salvation has been sent.” Both ethnic Israelites and Gentiles are included in the message of salvation. Then, in verses 38-39 he says, “Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you. Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.” Everyone includes all who believe—Israelite and Gentile.
When the Jewish leaders rejected the message of Paul and Barnabas, they said in verses 46-47, “We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. For this is what the Lord has commanded us: ‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’”
Was this a new concept? Did Paul and Barnabas just flip out and say, “Fine! If you don’t want to listen, we’ll go elsewhere”? No. When Paul and Barnabas declared they would be “turning to the Gentiles”—that is, proclaiming the Messiah to non-Jews—they quoted Isaiah. God had always intended for Israel to be His “light to the nations” so that Gentiles might hear and turn to the Lord. Paul and Barnabas said, in effect, “You continue your tradition of unfaithful disobedience; we, as faithful Jews, will fulfill our purpose as God’s covenant people.”

This is no isolated episode, either. We read in Acts 14:1, “At Iconium Paul and Barnabas went as usual into the Jewish synagogue.” Acts 17:2 records from Thessalonica, “As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures.” Later, in Corinth, Luke writes in Acts 18:4, “Every Sabbath he reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks.” And at Ephesus we read in Acts 19:8-9, “Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.” In every instance Paul went “to the Jew first,” even though he described himself as “the apostle to the Gentiles”! 

John Stott summarizes the mission mindset of the Bible this way:

So far we have considered from the Old Testament that the living God is a missionary God, from the Gospels that the Lord Christ is a missionary Christ and from the Acts that the Holy Spirit is a missionary Spirit. Today we move on to the New Testament Letters in order to see that the Christian church is a missionary church.

From the very beginning, God planned to offer salvation to all people through the sending of His Son. He chose to work through one man—Abraham—and his descendents—the people of Israel—so that the whole world could be blessed.

None of us are Abraham. He, by God’s grace, holds a unique place in God’s plan. But there is something about how God dealt with Abraham that flows to the present. God follows much of the same pattern with all His people: grace to one—not because the one is superior or special—but in order to make that one a channel of grace to many others. While it is true that God loves you, His work is never just about you. Don’t ever forget it!

Let’s not make the same mistake as the people of Israel, who thought their selection by God made them superior. Yet it was always about sequence, not superiority. God has indeed blessed us, but not just so that we might enjoy His blessing. He blessed us in order to be a blessing to others.

That is what it means to be part of God’s family.
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