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Not Ashamed of the Gospel—Meditations on Paul's Letter to the Romans 

with a focus on the purpose, the power, and the value of the Scriptures. 

“How precious is the Book Divine” the church sings. We sing it as an exclamation and an affirmation that 

this book, of all books, is most precious to us. But maybe this line could just as well be read as a genuine 

and searching question, “How precious is the Book Divine?”  One suspects, with Luther, that the Bible is 

generally a book more praised than read: 

When we have the gospel, a far more dreadful calamity occurs, namely, that everyone despises 

it, and [only a] few accept it for their good. We are thoroughly poor and wretched people. If God 

withholds his Word from us, we cannot live…on the other hand, if God grants it, nobody wants 

it.1 

Certainly we cannot say that we don’t have it. The Wycliffe organization estimates that there are over 

2000 languages in the world that are entirely lacking any portion of the Scriptures in them.2  Not so in 

English. Our language boasts over 100 different versions of the Bible to choose from. We have it on our 

smartphones, on our computers and iPads. We have it instantly available to us no matter what the 

situation or circumstance. God’s Word can only be a hidden treasure to speakers of English today if we 

willfully refuse to read the versions God has so abundantly provided for us. 

Yet our hearts can so easily grow dull to its message, and our ears beyond hearing its sweetness. It 

happens in many ways, just as Jesus taught in his parable of the soils. The sheer busyness of modern life 

pulls us in daily and keeps us postponing the hour of devotion. The internet with its astonishing 

capabilities for instant communication and connectivity distracts us. Who of us here hasn’t lost hours of 

their life pointing and clicking their way to absolutely nowhere?  The sheer noise of data crashing upon 

the shores of our lives can so easily render us incapable of hearing the still, small voice of our God. So 

much is this true that I wonder if we would even hear it if God suddenly fell silent.  

Finally, there is the dullness that comes upon the soul when, instead of hearing the Scriptures as the 

living voice of the living God addressing us in judgment and mercy, we objectify the Word, merely 

treating it as grist for our theological mills or as a thing to squabble over. “Lord, deliver us from the 

disputes of faith and the despair that follows,” brother Martin prayed. 

Consider for a moment that great and terrible silence of God—the famine of the Word of which the 

prophet Amos spoke. God is always more willing to speak than we are to listen. But what would happen 

if, in judgment on our deafness, he would take the Word away?  The voice of prayer would instantly fall 

silent, because we have no Name to call on. And even if we did, we would have no reason to call on him 

because we would have no promise that he would hear, and no real hope that he would answer. Our 
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certainty would become an aimless staggering from one place to the next. We would find no word, no 

hope, no consolation, nothing but this unbearably deaf heaven. Which is no more than we deserve. 

But because of his great mercy on us poor sinners, our God still speaks and is not silent. First of all the 

heavens still declare his glory. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they reveal 

knowledge. Yet far more than this, the LORD still speaks to us in the special revelation of his inspired and 

inerrant Word. As the Psalmist says, it truly is “perfect, refreshing the soul” (Ps 19:7).  

For the past eight years I have had the privilege of being able to read carefully through the book of 

Romans with each succeeding senior class at the seminary. What a rich and powerful book it is! Of it, 

Martin Luther says, “[Romans is] the chief part of the New Testament, the purest gospel….We can never 

read it or ponder it too much; for the more we deal with it, the more precious it becomes.”3 Today I 

would like to explore some of its treasures with you—especially as they apply to the doctrine of 

Scripture. I am quite certain that the power of these words from our God will stir our hearts once again 

to say with all joy and fervor, “How precious is the Book Divine!” 

Scripture’s Authority 

Romans 1:1–4 (NIV84)  

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—  

Right from the start, Paul—like his master Jesus—makes it clear that he speaks as ‘one who has 

authority’ (Mt 7.29). He is introducing himself to a congregation he has never met, and although he is 

personally humble and completely respectful of them as God’s holy people (cf Ro 1:12 and 15:14-15), he 

wishes to leave no one there in any doubt that he has been divinely called to be Christ’s spokesman. Like 

Moses, David, and the Old Testament prophets before him, Paul is a “servant” of the most High God and 

one of Christ’s chosen apostles. Using language reminiscent of the prophet Jeremiah’s call, he speaks of 

himself as “set apart for the gospel of God” (see Jeremiah 1:5; cp Gal 1:15).  

We live in an age that largely despises authority of any kind. Policemen are mocked; their judgment, 

questioned. Politicians are the object of withering ridicule. Teachers must avoid being ‘sages on the 

stage,’ and rest content with being ‘guides on the side.’  Father clearly doesn’t know best anymore. 

While one may see examples of strong teachers, politicians, and lawyers on television, the most 

sympathetic portrayal of a clergyman in recent memory was Father Francis Mulcahy from Mash. He had 

his moments, as I recall, but was mostly a clueless wretch. 

It was no easier for Paul. The world he was sent into was a world of many choices, many gods, many 

ways—each claiming some type of authority. When Paul proclaimed his message, he was asserting 

God's unique authority over all these competing claims. Consider his approach to the great intellects in 

Athens. Unabashed, unapologetic, he points to their altar to the unknown God and tells them boldly, 
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“What you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim” (Acts 17:23). He knows he speaks 

with the authority of Christ and as his apostle. 

“What right have I to speak?” the Devil has troubled me with this question many times in my ministry. 

As a missionary in Africa he insinuated himself into my head, suggesting thoughts like these, “Here I am 

presuming to teach people from an entirely different culture, with customs and practices far different 

from mine. And I am a 26 year old man from America with a shiny new seminary degree. They’ve gotten 

along perfectly well without me for centuries!  Who do you think you are, Paul?”  Luther, plagued by 

many of the same thoughts, said in reply, 

We must rather disregard flesh and blood, and consider how we may base our consciences on 

the pure Word of God alone, so that when we die we can face the devil and stand fast. Dear 

brother, believe me, for I know from experience, that the devil has no fear of men’s words and 

commands. So if at your death he finds that you base your conscience on human 

commandments and say: “This is what the pope, the church, the princes, etc., have commanded 

me,” he will annihilate you so completely that not a trace of you will remain. On the other hand, 

if he finds that you put your trust in the Word of God and say: “This is what Christ has 

commanded me, there is his Word,” you will thereby make the world too small for him.
4
 

Though the Devil fills the world with the noise of his lies, we will yet speak out with the firm, clear 

accents of God’s truth.5  And those who are on the side of truth will hear. 

Scripture’s Unity 

Romans 1:2 (NIV84)  

the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures.  

From Naaman the Aramean’s viewpoint, it was sheer ethnic arrogance to tell him to cleanse his leprosy 

in the Jordan, “Are not Abana and Pharpar better than any waters of Israel?” (2 Kgs 5:12). We are so 

used to regarding the Old Testament as inspired, we forget how strange a notion that must have 

seemed to Paul’s original Gentile hearers. Why should the religious literature of this particular nation 

have any special claim upon the conscience of a Greek?  Of a proud Roman?  “Isn’t Homer the equal of 

                                                           
4 Luther, M. (1999). Vol. 36: Luther's works, vol. 36 : Word and Sacrament II (J. J. Pelikan, H. C. Oswald & 

H. T. Lehmann, Ed.). Luther's Works (247). Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 

5 Note: I am not suggesting that our possession of such authority means that we must be 
confrontational in our evangelism style or authoritarian in our approach to preaching and 
teaching. In a postmodern age, such approaches may, at times, place unnecessary stumbling 
blocks in the way of the truth. We also know that Paul adapted his message in love to his various 
audiences. It is one thing to know that one possesses the authority to speak God’s message; it’s 
another to ask how one ought to use that authority in a specific context. What I am saying, 
however, is that—however we proclaim the message—we do so fully aware of our authorization 
to speak God’s truth: “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn 20:21). 
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any Hebrew poet?  Why should Vergil take a back seat to Isaiah?” Paul’s claim here would also have 

sounded strange to his Jewish readers, especially in his saying that Jesus was the one promised by the 

prophets. We will speak more about the Scripture’s central message in a moment. For now it is enough 

to point out here how extraordinary it is for Paul to identify “the pure clear fountain of Israel” as being 

God’s Word to the nations, the gospel promised to all. 

This is the first place among many in the letter where Paul demonstrates the firm connection between 

the Old Testament Scriptures and the gospel that he proclaims. He takes pains to show the continuity 

between the two. He is not teaching something new. His gospel had already been proclaimed by means 

of prophetic promises long before its fulfillment. The holy writings are filled with such truths. Paul is not 

some peddler of a new piety, but holds forth the same solid realities once promised to God’s ancient 

people.  

Scripture’s Central Message 

Romans 1:3–4 (NIV84) 

(the gospel) 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. 

The gospel is not some airy abstraction about a merciful God to whom we may, through our own prayer 

and meditation or through our own practice of goodness and justice, somehow ascend. It is rather a 

radical rescue mission that was planned in eternity, yet rooted in time. It is about God working through 

history to save the human race. 

Astoundingly, it is about God come down. “Regarding [God’s] Son,” Paul says. What other religion makes 

such a claim?  The eternal God who made the universe sent his very own Son into this present darkness 

to become a human being! In his earthly state6 he seemed no different than any other frail and sinful 

child of Adam (Ro 8:3). He who always was, willingly lowered himself to become a descendent of David. 

Son of God and Son of man, he became heir to the sure mercies promised to Judah’s royal house, “The 

Lord God will give him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). But that doesn’t tell the whole story 

about him. The Father also exalted him on high, lifting him up from the pit of death, thus declaring the 

God-man to be his Son in power. To him all knees will bow, “His kingdom will never end” (Luke 1:33). 

So the gospel is rooted in human history. What other religion has incorporated into one of its most basic 

creedal statements words like “[he] suffered under Pontius Pilate”?  Without Jesus, our human story 

would make no sense; all our days could only pass with a moan and end in futility. Even more, what 

sense could we make of Scripture?  The Bible would only be a collection of ancient Hebrew stories and 

songs, lacking any saving significance or central focus   As Luther pointed out: 
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Luke, in his last chapter, says that Christ opened the minds of the apostles to understand the 

Scriptures. And Christ, in John 10:3,9, declares that he is the gate by which one must enter, and 

whoever enters by him, to him the gatekeeper (the Holy Spirit) opens…Thus the gospel…itself is 

our guide and instructor in the Scriptures (LW 35:122ff) 

Again, what a staggering thought!  Here Paul teaches that there is an astounding secret at the heart of 

every matter in the universe. At the center of the universe, there is God. And at the center of God, at 

the core of his innermost being, there is love, a fiery love, a powerful love that will not rest until it 

gathers together all his people—everyone of them, you and me included—and brings them—everyone 

one of them, you and me included—safely home to his glory. 

This is a love beyond all knowing. Put away your calculators. Forget your bean counting. Don’t try to 

figure it out with your logic and your rules and your human wisdom. God hides this love from the wise to 

make them foolish; he only shows it to those who know they are fools in order to make them wise. 

But even though God’s love passes understanding, it has a very human face. And that human face is 

Christ. Do you hear how Paul solemnly intones his name at the end of the verse?  “Jesus Christ, our 

Lord.”  God’s love is revealed to us in the face of Christ and Christ alone. The God-man died for love of 

you. The life he lives—that new life beyond death—he gives to you. As we contemplate these truths, we 

cannot look at the history of this world or the story of our own life in the same way. All the streams of 

history lead into Christ, and from our Savior all time’s winding rivers flow. The heart of the gospel—and 

therefore of Scripture—is Christ alone. 

How different this approach is from those who convert the Scriptures into a series of moral lessons or a 

‘how to’ book on living the victorious life!  Unlike some our starting point is not God’s sovereignty, but 

God’s love. We approach every text expecting to see evidence of “God for us.”  And if God is for us, 

every event of every day must also somehow serve our good. Together with Paul, we reason with the 

logic of faith and say, “If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but 

gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Ro 8:31-32). 

The Power of the Gospel 

Romans 1:16 (NIV84)  

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who 

believes.  

Some say that all Paul is merely saying here is that he has complete confidence in the gospel. “Two 

negatives,” they suggest, “equal a very strong positive.”  I don’t think so. I believe Paul had every reason 

to associate the gospel with shame because there was every reason to be ashamed of the cross. Once 

Paul himself was ashamed of it. More than ashamed: he hated it. It was the worst kind of bad news. It 

was an existential threat to the traditions of his fathers. He knew that these heretic Christians had to go 

or true Judaism might be lost. 
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As for power, what power can there be in a dogma that suggests King Messiah dies as a cursed thing 

hung on tree?  Power in that abject shame and weakness?  Never think it!  

For Romans, it was the same. The Romans knew what power was. The cross, their favored method of 

executing rebels and slaves, was proof positive of it. “Here’s a little terror tactic for you, to keep you 

restless nations in line.”  But to see the power of God in some Jew hung on a tree?  Never think it!  I 

mean can you imagine people commemorating an emperor by etching on the stone of his triumphal 

arch a picture of himself hanging on a cross with the words, “Gaze on his power, ye mighty, and despair!  

He was born in Nazareth in Syria. Grew up supporting himself as a carpenter. Walked around teaching 

people. Ended up dying a violent and ugly death on a cross.”  The whole idea of seeing any power here is 

absolutely ridiculous. 

You know what?  It’s no different for modern Americans. We believe in the human dynamic, the can do 

spirit. Good news is a self-help book. It’s found in a message that says, “Do!” not in a message that says, 

“Done!”  We’re very pragmatic, too, we like to tweak things. Whatever works. Nothing succeeds like 

success. How does a message that tells us that we’re utterly helpless and need God’s radical rescue, how 

does a message like that fit into our worldview?  Seems crazy!  Magical thinking!   

So God pours contempt on all man is, and has, and does. “You win by success!  I will win by failing. Your 

mighty men save through conquest and domination. I save by being defeated and by dying a slave’s 

death. You live by ignoring death or trying to cheat death. I live by giving myself over to death.”  A 

message like this reminds us that we need more than a little tweaking. We need a heart transplant. God 

comes into the world, and we kill him in the most brutal way imaginable. 

And yet right there, for those with eyes to see it, don’t we also see, hidden under the face of one so 

marred by suffering, the mighty, majestic, unconquerable power of God’s love?  He is wounded for our 

transgressions. He says, “Give me your woe, your guilt, your sin. Lay it on me and I will carry it. There let 

it stay, pinned to the cross. Let it remain there after they take my dead body down from that tree, 

having died the death you owe. Let it stay there while I—and you—rise up new, to a new life, to a life 

beyond death, unmarred by suffering, untouched by sin—a life that cannot perish spoil or fade because I 

keep it safe with me in heaven.” 

There’s power in that message. Only the gospel can free you from sin’s uncanny power. Only the gospel 

can release you from the debt you owe to God, a debt you could not pay. Only the gospel can liberate 

you from the haunting voice of your rebellious will—“I want, I want, I want”—which is never satisfied 

and never stilled except in the peace of the resurrected Christ. Science can prolong your dying but it 

cannot keep you from dying. Gentle or not, we must all go into that good night. There is no gadget good 

enough or smart phone smart enough that can bring peace to a tortured conscience or life to a soul 

tormented by death. Only this gospel message can. That’s God’s power! 

And you know, I’ve seen this power at work. Not only in my own life, but also in ministry. I know you 

have too. I remember being with that grandpa and grandma at the moment they heard that their two 

daughters, a son in law, and two little grandchildren had all died in a tragic car crash. Parents, they say, 
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should not have to bury their children. What can you say to grandparents asked to bury their 

grandchildren?  I remember thinking as I looked at the coffins in front of the church—three for the 

adults, and one for the two children, “There’s no words that can cover this. No human words.”   

So I spoke the words God gave me. Remember what Jesus said to Martha. She questioned him because 

he had delayed when he heard Lazarus, his friend was sick. She said, “Lord, if you had been here, my 

brother would not have died.”  Then Jesus replied, “I am the resurrection and the life, whoever believes 

in me will live even though he dies, and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” 

The very next Sunday that grandpa parked his car on the opposite side of the parking lot, next to the 

graveyard. They got out. They stood in silence and looked at the graves, with the raw earth piled up on 

top. Then they walked over to the church and worshiped God as they always did, singing his praises for 

his mercy and grace. After worship, the grandpa got up. He said, “I want to thank you for all you have 

done for us. You have been our family.”  Then he declared, “We don’t grieve as those with no hope. 

Death does not have the last word here. The life we have in Jesus will never, ever end.”  There never 

was a mightier sermon preached in that place, I can tell you. That’s power!  That’s God’s power. That’s 

the power God has given his Church. 

As Luther wrote, “All who can picture this victory in their hearts are already saved. But those who have 

no Good Friday and no Easter Day have no good day in the year” (WA 32:44). 

The Essence of the Gospel 

Romans 1:17 (NIV84)  

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.”  

With words that are as pointed as any good sermon theme, Paul announces what will occupy his 

thoughts in this letter. It’s all about righteousness, the righteousness of God. As we know, these words 

caused Luther no end of sorrow and heartache in his early life, “For I was accustomed to interpret it 

as…the righteousness in which God proves himself righteous in that He punishes the sinner”7   

The problem is that Paul’s words in this context are somewhat ambiguous. We have three options: 1) 

Paul is speaking about God’s own attribute of righteousness, the righteousness by which he is just and 

therefore must punish sin. It was this understanding that caused Luther so much woe. 2) More recently 

some have suggested a reference to God’s saving righteousness—his faithfulness to his covenant—

according to which he comes to his peoples’ aid (cf Psalm 31:1). 3) Churches of the Reformation have 

more typically understood it as referring to the gift of righteousness that God makes to humanity in the 

forgiveness of sins (Ro 5:16-18; see also Php 3:5). 

                                                           
7 As qtd in Ernest Schwiebert, Luther and His Times: The Reformation from a New Perspective. 1st ed. 

Concordia Publishing House, 1950, p286. 
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Luther correctly saw that it could not be the first option. A holy God can only reveal his wrath against all 

the godlessness and wickedness of humanity. The only just sentence people can expect from a just God 

is death. The second option is interesting, and at first seems appealing because it refers to an attribute 

of God that saves, not one that punishes. Ultimately, however, it cannot satisfy as well as the third 

option. 

It makes the most sense to consider this sentence, in the way suggested above, as Paul’s statement of 

his theme. While there may have been some ambiguity the first time the Romans heard the phrase, by 

the time they got to the end of the letter, Paul would have removed all doubt. After announcing his 

theme, Paul embarks upon a nearly three chapter journey of unmitigated law-preaching. He wishes first 

to demonstrate that humanity can only receive this righteousness as a gift because it utterly lacks any 

righteousness of its own.  

In 3:21-28 Paul begins a key section in which he defines exactly what he means by the “righteousness of 

God.”  A careful reading reveals the following as essential to a correct understanding of that 

righteousness. First of all, even though it is attested to ‘by the law and the prophets’8 (21), this 

righteousness does not come as a result of human obedience to the law. The law rather holds humanity 

accountable. It muzzles every mouth before God’s great judgment seat. It ends every human claim and 

boast. Our works cannot supply us with a righteousness that can satisfy God’s perfect and holy will. All 

the law can do for us is perform a negative function. It fills us with the terrifying realization of our sin. It 

shows us that we have failed and fallen far short of receiving God’s approval (3:19-20, 23, 27). The law 

makes it clear that we need the radical rescue only the gospel’s righteousness can supply.  

The righteousness of which Paul speaks is received by faith, and faith alone (Ro 1:17). Human activity is 

excluded here (3:28). This is what makes the promise so certain for all who believe. Only God’s work 

matters. He declares us all innocent, and does so freely, gratis, unconditionally (3:24). He is motivated 

not by any quality he sees in us, but by his amazing grace alone. Yet while grace is free, it is not cheap. 

Redemption came at an unspeakable cost. We have been set free from the enslaving guilt of sin by the 

sacrificial, substitutionary death of God’s own dear Son. His death for sin was our death for sin. His life is 

our life. At the cross we see as at nowhere else how God’s grace and wrath are reconciled. There, God 

shows he is just in himself—one who must punish iniquity, transgression, and sin. There, too, he shows 

his grace by justifying—declaring righteous—the guilty sinner. Faith simply grasps the treasure of 

forgiveness God gives us in his Son (3:24-26).  

Justification is central to Paul’s message. In the law preaching of chapters 1-3, a sense of the world being 

brought before God’s judgment throne is very much present (see 2:5-11, 16). The climactic verses (3:9-

20) read like a formal indictment. In view of the last day—the day of wrath, that dreadful day—no 

wonder Paul revels in the gospel’s declaration of “Not guilty!” Like any good preacher, Paul can proclaim 

the gospel using many different terms and a variety of expressions. He may speak of it simply as the 

forgiveness of sins or as the ‘not counting’ of sins (Romans 4:7-8; see also 2 Co 5:19). He may refer to it 

                                                           
8 Paul’s shorthand phrase for the Old Testament Scriptures. 
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more simply still as ‘the promise’ (Ro 4:13-16). He may speak of it as a ‘crediting of righteousness’ (Ro 

4:22-24). He may change the underlying picture entirely and speak of it as ‘reconciliation’ (Ro 5:10-11; 

see also 2 Co 5:18-20). But again and again he returns to justification language as his preferred way to 

speak of what God did for us when Christ died for us.9  

I sometimes wonder if we realize how blessed we are in the Lutheran church, that God in his grace has 

preserved among us an understanding of the Apostle Paul on these points. How rare it is to find a church 

body with a true grasp of law and gospel!  It is not at all common among those Christian churches that 

are popularly grouped as “evangelicals” or (describing a more narrow sub-group) the Reformed.  

Some of them may still hold to a high view of Scripture. Most of them would consider the Scriptures to 

be their final authority. But they generally do not consider law and gospel as two teachings that stand in 

sharp distinction (as Lutherans do). They rather see them as teachings that supplement each other and 

that stand on roughly the same plane so far as the church’s proclamation is concerned.10  So then in 

practical terms, they would teach that we are not saved so much by faith alone, but by faith plus our 

obedience. There are even some these days—those who adopt the so-called “New Perspective on 

Paul”—who openly deny the centrality of justification altogether.  

As we ponder our unique “Lutheran difference,” let us pause for a moment and think about what’s at 

stake here in preserving it. When Luther rediscovered this truth, he said, “The whole Bible looked 

different to me.”11  Previously he had seen Jesus as his Judge and Lawgiver, prescribing the higher 

ethical righteousness demanded in the gospel. Now he saw righteousness as a gift of God’s grace, won 

for him by Jesus his loving Savior. Now he saw that everything in the Scriptures revolved around this 

understanding of Christ, “Take Christ out of the Scriptures, and what have you left?”12  To put it simply, 

the gospel of justification is the key that unlocks the meaning of Scripture. 

This is more than simply an insight of Luther’s. This Scriptural truth is the clear testimony of our church: 

This controversy deals with the most important topic of Christian teaching which, rightly 

understood, illumines and magnifies the honor of Christ and is especially useful for the clear, 

correct understanding of the entire Holy Scriptures, and alone shows the way to the 

                                                           
9 See Ro 5:1, 9, 16-21; 8:1-4, 30-34; Ga 2:16-17, 21; 3:6-11; Php 3:9; Acts 13:39 
10For a statement, see Karl Barth, ‘The Law stands beside the Gospel, on the same footing, as part of the 

selfsame eternal treasure, as qtd. in Hermann Sasse, Here we stand : Nature and character of 
the Lutheran faith, translated, with revisions and additions, from the second German edition, by 
Theodore G. Tappert (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1938), 123.  Sasse also remarks, 
“For Luther, faith is trust in the pledge of divine mercy” (122)…(but in the ) Westminster 
confession ‘saving faith’ is first the acceptance as true of 'what so ever is revealed in the Word,’ 
and second a conduct which conforms with "each particular passage thereof," "yielding 
obedience to the commands, trembling at the threatenings, and embracing the promises of 
God."(123). In other words, saving faith is combined and confused with obedience. 

11 as qtd. in Sasse, op. cit., 62. 
12 WA XVIII, 606, 29.  
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unspeakable treasure and right knowledge of Christ, and alone opens the door to the entire 

Bible.13 

Justification is the beating heart of the Scripture and God’s last and final word to humanity. “The law 

was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). 

This understanding of justification also means that, by God’s grace, we are the church of the 

unconditional gospel, the pure gospel, the gospel with no strings attached (universal and objective 

justification). The pure gospel states: “Just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people, so 

one righteous act resulted in justification and life for all people” (Ro 5:18). “God was reconciling the 

world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Co 5:19). Christ died for all, for a 

whole world of sinners—just like you and like me. Nothing can alter that fact. This is entirely the LORD’s 

doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes (Ps 118:23). 

It is no mere human boast or worldly arrogance to say that we possess this gospel with clarity and 

precision. We are not so wise or so insightful to have discovered it on our own by our own deep musings 

on the character of God. Instead, we boast in the Lord. God’s Spirit has revealed it to us poor blind 

sinners through the message of the Apostle Paul. Simply recognizing this truth fills us with gratitude so 

great that we must redouble our efforts not only to keep the message straight but to get the message 

out.  

Don’t fall for any of the false choices the devil loves to put before us!  He would love to make us fierce 

on truth, but cold and lackluster in our urgency to share it. God did not equip us with the sword of the 

Spirit so that we could confine ourselves to polishing the handle and keeping the blade sharp. The sword 

of the Spirit is a weapon of offense. On the other hand, the devil is more than happy to allow us to 

become passionate evangelists provided we have lost the heart for the whole truth of the gospel. He’ll 

gladly let us join the crowd of feel-good preachers who share less and less with more and more. 

Combining a sense of the profound seriousness of truth with the fierce urgency of God’s unconditional 

love, we say with Paul, “The love of Christ compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, 

and therefore all died. And he died for all that those who live should no longer live for themselves but 

for him who died for them and was raised again” (2 Co 5:14-15). 

The Old Testament is Our Book 

Romans 15:4 (NIV84)  

For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the 

encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  

As we have already seen, Paul takes pains throughout this letter to point out that what he preaches is 

really nothing new. It’s the same gospel once preached to the patriarchs, to David, and to Israel. In the 

                                                           
13 Apology of the Augsburg Confession, IV, 2-3 Kolb et al., The Book of Concord, 120-121. 
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verse above he holds the Old Testament Scriptures before his readers (who were likely as not mostly 

Gentiles) and says, “These Scriptures are your Scriptures. Their message is intended to teach you. It is 

meant to breathe into your heart and soul that Christian attribute of endurance (the power to stand 

firm and push back against trial, persecution, and adversity). It is meant to give you comfort in the dark 

night of the soul. It is intended to give you hope in things as yet unseen.”  We now wish to examine how 

Paul uses the Old Testament to teach, to comfort, and to engender hope. 

It may seem obvious, but it’s still worth saying in our times that the Apostolic attitude towards the Old 

Testament was that it was very much the Church’s book and, if you will allow the expression, a Christian 

book because it basic message centered in Christ. Certainly Paul understood that God had chosen to 

reveal himself through the nation of Israel in a very direct way. God had spoken his Words to them first. 

Two times in the letter, in pointing out the distinct advantages of the Jew, Paul mentions this fact. To 

them were entrusted, “the very words of God” (Ro 3:2). “Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine 

glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the 

patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! 

Amen (Romans 9:4–5). 

Using the best things in the worst ways 

The problem was, the Jews had stumbled in unbelief over the gospel of justification in Christ alone. They 

pursued justification “not by faith but as if it were by works” (Ro 9:30). As zealous for truth as they were, 

their zeal was not based on knowledge. They refused to see that “Christ is the end of the law so that 

there may be righteousness for everyone who believes” (Ro 10:4).  

In a scathing indictment of his fellow-countrymen’s unbelief, Paul points out that they had confused the 

mere possession of the law with actually doing the law:  

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.” (Ro 2:17–24; cf also 2:13)  

Few of us pastors who had Dr. Siegbert Becker in class could ever forget what he did with this passage. 

Recognizing that it was a common sin troubling the orthodox to boast in their orthodoxy rather than in 

the Lord, Dr. Becker would restate the passage by replacing the word “Jew” with the word “WELS 

Lutheran.”  His point was obvious—as was Paul’s—that man is at his worst when he’s being his most 

religious. Man’s religion is always based on law. The law based attitude draws its comfort from external 
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things. Despite having all the advantages mentioned above, the Jews’ unbelief led them to use the best 

things in the worst ways.  

Re-Writing the Story 

In a sense, Paul is re-writing the story of what it means to be a “true Jew”—one whose praise is not from 

men but from God (Ro 2:28). In this way, he reclaims the Scriptures for Christians and restores the 

Bible’s true meaning after it had been so horribly obscured and misused by his compatriots. In the minds 

of most members of Paul’s race, a Jew was defined by his possession of the Torah, his submission to the 

covenant of circumcision, and his claim to have Abraham as his father. Of all the nations of the world, 

the Jews alone were willing to accept the yoke of the Torah, so Jewish tradition has it. This act was so 

meritorious in itself that many learned Rabbis debated whether merely being born a Jew was sufficient 

in itself for salvation.  

In combatting this notion, Paul turns the idea on its head, making the astonishing (to the Jew, that is) 

assertion that Gentiles “do by nature things required by the law” and are thus “a law for themselves 

even though they do not have the law” (Ro 2:14). Furthermore, the one who is not circumcised 

physically yet who keeps the law will rise up to condemn “you who, even though you have the written 

code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker” (Ro 2:27). This is so because true “Jewishness” is a matter of 

heart and a gift of the Holy Spirit, not a mere external quality of race and lineage (Ro 2:29).  

The icing on the cake, so to speak, is Paul’s retelling the story of Abraham. For most Jews, Father 

Abraham was the exemplar of a man who was righteous by his works, of a man who kept the Torah 

before there even was a Torah. In chapter 4, Paul skillfully recounts the Abraham story in a way that 

makes clear that Abraham was justified by faith in God’s promise, and that his true children “walk in the 

footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised” (Ro 4:12). 

Of Prophecy and Proof 

This by no means exhausts the many different ways Paul appeals to the Old Testament Scriptures in his 

letter. His words are positively saturated with Old Testament quotations and allusions. It would be 

difficult to make sense of Romans 3:25,14 for example, without the understanding that the Old 

Testament sacrificial system prefigured the perfect sacrifice that Christ would bring. Christ is also 

foreshadowed by Adam, whom Paul calls a pattern (or type) of the one to come (Ro 5:14). The 

consequences of Adam’s misdeed were universally disastrous for the human race. In a similar way the 

righteous act of Christ brings forgiveness and life for all (Ro 5:12-20). There the similarity ends, however. 

There is always a plus side to grace. As we sing in the old hymn verse, “In him the tribes of Adam boast 

more blessings than their father lost” (see Ro 5:15, 20). 

                                                           
14 Romans 3:25 (NIV84) 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. 
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Paul also sees direct prophecies of our Savior in his people’s ancient writings. As Isaiah had predicted, 

Jesus was “delivered over to death for our offenses” (Ro 4:25; cp Isa 53:6,12 LXX). The fact that the 

Gentiles would put their hope in Israel’s King was also prophesied by that Old Testament evangelist (Ro 

15:12; cp Isa 11:10, LXX). In Jesus, God will soon crush Satan completely under our feet (Ro 16:20; see 

also Ge 3:15). Whether one is an Old Testament believer or a New Testament believer, there is no 

essential difference in what we believe. One common faith unites us all (Ro 4:12). 

Next to prophecy, we are probably most used to Scripture being cited as proof for a statement. Our 

catechisms are filled with these “proof texts.”  Many today ridicule Christians for this practice. Some 

because they dislike having passages from Leviticus and Romans shoved under their noses to show that 

homosexuality is wrong. Others because they object to the entire business of appealing to the Bible to 

prove God’s existence. They see it as a kind of circular reasoning.  

Our theological fathers, the Wauwatosa theologians were certainly aware that proof texting can be 

abused. If one cites Scripture without any thought of the context of the citation or of the verse’s original 

intention, one can use the Bible to prove anything.  All the same, it is not hard to find evidence that Paul 

used the Old Testament to give authoritative proof that what he was saying was true. To demonstrate 

this, we need only consider the powerful chain of passages in Romans 3:10-18 containing Paul’s 

damning indictment of the human race.  

But it often seems as if Paul is doing more than simply quote a proof passage. For this reason, I have 

always found it immensely profitable to examine the original context of Paul’s Scriptural citations. In 

many cases I believe that Paul was intending, by quoting a single passage, to bring its entire context to 

the reader’s mind. And so it works more as a “proof context” than simply as a “proof text.”  Paul’s 

quoting of Psalm 32 in Romans 4:6-8 to demonstrate the righteousness of faith, for example, becomes 

all the more powerful evidence when read in the light of David’s life and flagrant sins. 

Finally there are times when Paul uses Scripture very freely, not so much as proof but as an illustration 

to shed light on whatever point he’s making. For example, in Romans 10:6ff, Paul alludes to 

Deuteronomy 30:10-14 to speak about the accessibility of the message of faith. If you consider this to be 

a proof text, you might be scratching your head awhile, because in the context of Deuteronomy, Moses 

is quite clearly talking about the accessibility of the law and its commands. But if you see this as an 

illustration—even more, as an illustration in which Paul was entirely conscious of the original context—

then one can understand it as a kind of argument from the lesser to the greater. If the word of the law 

was “very near” in the sense that God’s people did not have to scour heaven and earth to discover it, 

how much closer to our hearts and minds is the message of Christ which contains within it the power to 

create faith and give eternal life?  

The main point to be observed here is that the Old Testament is our Book, too!  Paul has a wide variety 

of ways in which he uses the Old Testament as the basis for preaching Christ to us. Along the way he 

extends a sobering warning to all of us not merely to be external hearers of the Word, deluding 

ourselves with the false comfort that the mere possession of the truth could save us from the wrath to 
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come. In Scripture we are confronted with the living voice of the living God, proclaiming repentance and 

forgiveness of sins in Jesus name. 

The Hard Edge of Truth 

Romans 16:17 (NIV84)  

I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are 

contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them.  

Frank Viola—leader of the House Church Movement and a promoter of contemplative prayer—had this 

to say recently on his “Beyond Evangelical” blog: 

Following Jesus doesn’t mean trying to create a weaponsgrade theological system to analyze, 

explain, and contain Him. Neither does it mean trying to obey His teachings by the power of our 

own volition…Christianity is not an allegiance to a complex doctrinal or ethical system, but a 

passionate love for a way of living in the world that’s rooted in living by Jesus, the way, the 

truth, and the life. Our theologies, doctrines, and subjective experiences are designed to flow 

organically from our loving relationship to Christ, but they are never to substitute for it.15 

How strange these words would have sounded to one of Jesus first followers!  In the well-known 

passage cited above, Paul reminds us of the hard edge of truth. There will be those who teach contrary 

to truth once delivered to the saints. We note Paul’s use of the singular “the teaching” (την διδαχην). He 

sees Christian doctrine as an unbroken whole. If perverted at any point, the whole of it is corrupted, the 

same way a tiny bit of yeast works its way through a whole batch of dough (Ga 5:6). It is natural for 

Christians to confess the truth (Ro 10:10). One aspect of confession involves a clear condemnation of 

error. 

Yet even though the truth of the gospel is objective, we cannot confess it in a cold, dispassionate way as 

if we were running down a list of inventory from some doctrinal warehouse. If that’s all Frank Viola 

would mean by speaking of “creating a weaponsgrade theological system to analyze,” then he might 

have a point. We cannot be dispassionate about doctrine, because for us doctrine is life. We know that 

“man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Mt 4:4). As 

faith rejoices and says of God’s promises, “For me!” so in confessing them, we joyfully proclaim them 

“for you”16—to the praise and glory of our God!  We know that truth saves, that lies kill, and that our 

God will hold us accountable for every idle word we speak (Jn 6:63; 2 Ti 2:17; Mt 12:36).17 Whatever we 

teach as a doctrine for the Church to believe, we teach as those profoundly aware that we stand before 

                                                           
15 http://frankviola.org/2012/05/24/calvinismarminianism/, May 24, 2012. 
16 As Luther once remarked, “Religion is in the pronouns.” 
17 Sasse, “[The orthodox Lutheran dogmaticians] knew one thing that modern man does not know and 

does not care to know. They knew that as individuals and nations, we literally live by truth and 
die by falsehood. Hence they never shared the cold skepticism and wearied resignation of 
modern relativism” op. cit., 89. 

http://frankviola.org/2012/05/24/calvinismarminianism/
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the judgment seat of God. We will have to answer to him if we presume to speak where he has not 

spoken. 

A confessor also understands that if you “take away assertions and you will take away Christianity.”18  In 

making our assertions, our hearts are bound by all that God has said: 

A Christian confession of faith is in principle always a confession to the entire Word of God. The 

denial, adulteration, or suppression of any word of God does not stem from faith but from 

unbelief. Jn 8:31; Mt 5:19; 1 Pe 4:11; Jer 23:28, 31; Dt 4:2; Rev 22:18, 19.19 

For us, the persistent denial or suppression of even a single truth clearly taught in Scripture is simply not 

to be tolerated. God will also hold us accountable if we remain silent when Scripture has clearly spoken. 

Our commitment must always be to speak the whole truth of God in love (Eph 4:15).  

The Beauty of Holiness 

Romans 8:31–39 (NIV84)  

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not 

spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all 

things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is 

he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand 

of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or 

hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written:  

“For your sake we face death all day long;  

we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.”  

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that 

neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 

neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 

God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

What Christian’s heart hasn’t thrilled at this magnificent cry of defiance?  In effect Paul shakes his fist at 

death and the devil and says, “They yet have nothing won!”  It’s been my experience in teaching 

exegetical courses at the seminary that students are comfortable parsing a noun or identifying a verb 

form. But they are far less comfortable in talking about the sheer beauty of the Scriptures. When so 

much of the Scripture is poetry, when it is clearly intended not only to inform the mind, but touch the 

heart, and move the will, this is a sad deficiency indeed!  

                                                           
18 LW 33:20 
19Doctrinal Statements of the WELS, 31-32  
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No Greco-Roman orator would have found Paul’s writing style to measure up to all their canons of 

excellence. Yet even his enemies could hardly deny that “His letters [were] weighty and forceful” (2 Co 

10:10). The soaring heights of his hymn to love (1 Co 11), for example, have been indelibly etched in the 

minds of Christian and non-Christian alike. Paul’s style is unstudied. His words flow from his passion for 

that Truth who once revealed himself to him in a blaze of light. They spring from his spiritual longing to 

praise “the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me” (Ga 2:20). Like a bird can't help but trill 

on a spring day bright with blossoming hope, so Paul sings in his letters with gospel joy.  

There is so much in this world that is ugly, perverse, and degraded. Paul teaches us to pray from the 

heart, “O Lord open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.” (Ps 51:15). Or as Martin Franzmann 

once said, “Theology is doxology.”  To honor God truly, we must sing.  

God’s Word Cannot Fail 

Romans 9:6 (NIV84)  

It is not as though God’s word had failed.  

Paul’s heart broke with sorrow. Despite all his prayers and all his efforts, his own people had—for the 

most part—rejected their own Messiah (Ro 9:1-2; 10:1). It was truly difficult to explain. Think of all their 

advantages!  They had been entrusted with the very words of God!  God had revealed himself to them in 

a way he had not done for any other nation or people. The revelation they shared was always Paul’s 

starting point in every synagogue where he preached the good news. But the sad pattern had by now 

become all too familiar. First they listened. Then there was rising hostility and opposition. Paul would try 

to answer their objections. Some would believe, but the stubborn unbelief of most remained (see Acts 

9:9-29; 13:13-46; 14:1-5; 17:1-5, 13-15; 18:5-12; 19:8-9)   

Their reactions were so violent, their opposition was so fierce that it seemed inexplicable. One had to 

wonder if something more than merely human was going on here. Was the cause for their unbelief 

somehow to be traced to God’s door?  Paul answers that question in chapters 9-11. Along the way he 

makes clear that there was never any lack in God’s will or desire to save. Again and again he tried to win 

their hearts, “All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people” (10:21). Nor 

could anyone say the message was inaccessible. On the contrary, “The word is near you” (10:8). God 

provided all that was necessary: a living Lord (10:7), a saving message (10:10), and preachers to preach it 

(10:14-15, 18). Despite the unbelief of so many, Paul assures the Romans, God had preserved a remnant 

chosen by grace (11:5). A hardened unbelief would not be the response of every Jew. And in the 

meantime many Gentiles would receive mercy (11:31). “In this way, all Israel will be saved” (11:26). 

Because God’s Word cannot fail, the Church will never perish! There will always be “seven thousand 

who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (11:4). This is a mighty comfort to us who live in these grey and 

latter days. It appears as if the gospel shower is leaving our country now. Never in our history has the 

truth been so openly mocked. While the entertainment industry always was a vast wasteland, now it 

almost seems as if every sitcom, every talk show, every song, every movie provides a fresh occasion for 
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the vilest blasphemy and gives one more chance for people to pour contempt on all that is just, noble, 

and good. But we do not lose heart. We remember that the Word God has given us to preach is the 

Word of that God “who gives life to the dead and who calls things that are not as though they were” (Ro 

4:17). That Word transformed our dead hearts and made them alive in Christ by faith. It can do the same 

for others. 

Therefore let go of your own thoughts and feelings and consider this book as the best and 

purest treasure, as a mine full of great wealth which can never be exhausted or sufficiently 

excavated. In this book you find the swaddling clothes and the manger in which Christ lies.20  

How precious is the Book Divine! 

Paul O. Wendland 

Tuesday, May 29, 2012 

 

                                                           
20 WA Tischreden 6:16. 
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