
 
 

Gospel Identity and Relationships 
Part One 

 
Romans 1:1-7 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Over the course of our summer sabbatical, Ruthie and I visited many churches, both 
locally and out-of-state. But we can truly say, “There’s no place like home.” We love our 
Webster Bible Church family and are glad to be back with you. Thank you for granting 
us this season of refreshment after thirty years of ministry. Ruthie and I spent quality 
time together while also connecting with family, friends and colleagues along the way. 
 
I also read several books over the summer. But I was quite selective in what I took. I 
chose books that I thought would be truly useful to me as a person and as a pastor. 
Thankfully, when we come to any one of the sixty-six books of the Bible, we can be sure 
that it will benefit us greatly. Why? Because: 
 

“All Scripture is breathed out by God and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be 
thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 

- 2 Timothy 3:16-17 
 

That’s why I’m excited about our new series on the book of Romans. 
 

 
 

As I leafed through its pages, I thought of ten reasons to study Romans: 
 

1. It tells us the truth about God and ourselves. In June, Reuters news agency 
reported that the U.S. ranks last among 46 countries when it comes to trusting 
the media. Only 29%.1 That’s pathetic. But that raises the question, can we 
trust this report? J But we’re worse than the media. We lie to ourselves all the 
time. Scripture tells us, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
sick; who can understand it? I the LORD search the heart and test the mind…” 
(Jer. 17:9-10a). The other day I watched a leadership seminar that focused the 
issue of integrity. When a former college president was asked to give a working 

 
1 Rick Edmonds, “US ranks last among 46 countries in trust in media, Reuters Institute report finds.” Poynter, 

24 June 2021. Retrieved on 12 September 2021 at https://www.poynter.org/ethics-trust/2021/us-ranks-last-
among-46-countries-in-trust-in-media-reuters-institute-report-finds/.  
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definition of integrity, he replied, “I always think of it as openness, absolute 
honesty, straightforwardness – or out west we talk about ‘shooting straight.’ 
Shoot straight with folks.” That’s what God does. He always shoots straight 
with us. God not only tells us the truth. He himself is the truth and the source of 
all truth. In Romans, God tells us the truth about himself and about ourselves.  

2. It shows us the way of salvation – how we can be right with God. Last 
week a lady turned in one of our connection cards here at church and on the 
back of it wrote just two words: “Need salvation.” Truth is, we all do. The book 
of Romans shows us the way of salvation – how to be right with God. 

3. It connects the promises of God in the Old Testament to the gospel of 
Christ in the New Testament. Romans shows us how the pieces of the Bible 
fit together – from the moment of creation all the way to the end of the age, 
when the world will be totally renovated into a “new heaven and a new earth” 
(Rev. 21:1). God’s plan for human history centers on the gospel of Christ. 

4. It provides the key to overcoming sin. All of us feel the tyrannical power of 
sin in one form or another, whether it be pornography, premarital sex, alcohol, a 
rebellious attitude, a filthy mouth, a critical spirit, and more. Thanks to Christ, we 
can be free from sin’s control. Romans shows us the path to victory. 

5. It puts our present sufferings into perspective. Life is hard and can leave us 
wondering why God would allow us to go through such pain – whether it be a 
debilitating disease, the death of a loved one, financial hardship, divorce, anxiety, 
depression, or whatever else. Romans reveals God’s purpose in our pain. 

6. It points believers to our future glory. Our destiny as God’s people is so 
great, so glorious, that there’s no comparison “between the present hard times 
and the coming good times” (Rom. 8:18b MSG). The book of Romans lifts our 
spirits as it shifts our gaze to the glorious future that God has prepared for us. 

7. It fuels our love for God and others. We are naturally prone to love ourselves 
rather than to love God and others as we should. But Romans reveals God’s 
love for us in such a way that when we truly grasp it we can’t get over it. Our 
hearts will be drawn ever closer to Christ and consequently to one another. As 
we consider the struggle for ethnic unity in our own day, we will discover that 
this problem is nothing new. Neither are disagreements over disputable issues. 
Better yet, we’ll see that God has provided the solution through the gospel. 

8. It helps us to live and die well. After laying out the critical doctrines of the 
Christian faith, Paul gives us practical instructions for everyday life. He shows 
us what the righteousness of God looks like in action as the Holy Spirit fills us. 
This kind of living binds us together and builds us up as God’s people. Plus it 
enhances our witness to the world and expands our influence for the Lord. As 
Paul says in Romans 15, quoting Isaiah the prophet, “Those who were not told 
about him will see, and those who have not heard will understand” (v. 21). 

9. It highlights the value of every person. Romans teaches us to reach out and 
welcome one another just as Jesus has reached out and welcomed each of us. 
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Just as Jesus sacrificed himself for the sake of others, we can do the same for 
the good of the church and for the glory of God. 

10. It exalts the triune God from whom all blessings flow. Mike Smith preached 
on this theme last Sunday from Ephesians 1. The book of Romans expands on 
this theme in such a way that we’ll find ourselves praising God as Paul does at 
the end of chapter 11, saying, “For from him and through him and to him are all 
things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.” 

If you will devote yourself to our study of Romans, you will experience the blessings of 
this book. 
 

Background to the Book 
 

Clues about the background of the book appear near the back of the book. In the 
second half of chapter 15, Paul testifies,  
 

“I have fully presented the Good News of Christ from Jerusalem all the way to 
Illyricum.” 

- Romans 15:19 NLT 
 

The book of Acts, which appears in the New Testament right before the book of Romans, 
describes Paul’s conversion to Christ, the commission God gave him to spread the gospel, 
and the three missionary journeys that Paul took as a result. By the time he writes to the 
believers in Rome, Paul has planted multiple churches across the Empire and has taken 
the gospel as far as northern Greece, in the region known as Illyricum.  
 

 
 
But Paul’s desire is to take the message of the gospel still farther – to the other side of 
the Mediterranean Sea. In Romans 15:23-24, Paul writes, “But now, since I no longer 
have any room for work in these regions and since I have longed for many years to 
come to you, I hope to see you in passing as I go to Spain, and to be helped on my 
journey there by you, once I have enjoyed your company for a while.”  
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“But first,” Paul says, “I must go to Jerusalem to deliver a gift to the Jewish Christians 
there. They have fallen on hard times, and several other churches have taken up a relief 
offering for them. Once I deliver this gift to them, I will come to you with the full blessing 
of Christ.”2 
 
If we take what Paul says here with some additional comments in Romans 16 and com-
pare them to the record of Paul’s missionary journeys in Acts, we can guess that the 
book of Romans was probably written from Corinth during his three-month stay there 
toward the end of his 3rd missionary journey (Acts 20:3-4), around A.D. 57.  
 
Question: If Paul had not yet been to Rome to preach the gospel, how is it that there was 
already a group of Christians there? Well, according to Acts 2, when Peter preached the 
gospel in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, the crowd consisted of people “from every 
nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5), including “visitors from Rome” (v. 10). Apparently some 
of them believed the gospel, went back home to Rome, and shared the good news about 
Jesus with others. Now these believers were gathering as a church. 
 
Paul writes this letter to the Romans to make sure that they have a right understanding 
of the gospel and its practical importance for everyday life. This is how we find the true 
meaning of life, our mission in life, and how God’s purpose and plan unite us together. 
 
We see this in Paul’s opening paragraph. Look with me at Romans 1:1-7: 
 

1 Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of 
God, 2 which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy Scriptures, 
3 concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh 
4 and was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of 
holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 5 through 
whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of 
faith for the sake of his name among all the nations, 6 including you who are 
called to belong to Jesus Christ, 
7 To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
In this greeting we see Paul’s commitment to Christ and to these people he’s never met. 
For this reason I’ve entitled this section Gospel Identity and Relationships. 
 

Gospel Identity and Relationships 
Part One 

Romans 1:1-7 
 

This theme continues through verse 15. But today I want us to consider Paul’s greeting 
in the first seven verses. Notice that Paul introduces himself in verse 1 as “a servant of 
Christ Jesus.” He then immediately connects this status to his calling as an “apostle.” 
 
We’ll circle back to this verse in a moment, but first I want to point out that Paul uses the 
word “called” three times in his greeting. He uses it at the beginning (v. 1) in reference 
to himself, then he uses it two more times at the end of his greeting (vv. 6-7) in reference 

 
2 A summary and paraphrase of Romans 15:25-29. 



 5 
to the recipients of his letter, the believers in Rome. Paul’s triple use of the word “calling” 
combined with his four direct references to Christ make the theme of his greeting clear: 
 

God calls every believer 
to serve his Son, Jesus Christ. 

 
The Bible says a lot about our calling as believers. In fact, “one of the New Testament’s 
most frequent one-word descriptions of the Christian is that he is ‘called.’”3 Paul uses 
this word multiple times in the passage that brother Bob Lelio read earlier in our service 
– 1 Corinthians 1. Paul is writing to fellow believers, and says to them in verse 9, 
 

God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. 

- 1 Corinthians 1:9 
 

This past Thursday I was at another church participating in a meeting with several other 
pastors, when suddenly the phone in the office rang. The pastor of that church got up 
and answered it. He didn’t make the phone ring. He didn’t initiate the call. The caller did. 
 
God is the ultimate Caller! Before he calls us to service, he calls us to himself. He calls 
us to salvation. Sin breaks the lines of communication between us and God. But God 
restores the lines of communication through the gospel. The gospel is the good news 
about Jesus and what he has done to rescue us from our sin and restore us to a right 
relationship with God.  
 
At the end of Matthew 11, Jesus says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and 
lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light” (vv. 28-30). This is a general call. It goes out to “all.” This same sort of invitation 
appears near the very end of the entire Bible. In Revelation 22:17, a call goes out from 
the Holy Spirit and the church to come to Christ: 
 

The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.” And let him who hears say, “Come.” And 
let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life 
without price. 

- Revelation 22:17 
 

What does it mean to come to Christ? It means to respond to God’s invitation by making 
a conscious decision to turn from your sin and trust in Jesus Christ alone to save you. If 
you will repent and put your faith in Jesus for salvation, you will be forgiven of your sin, 
and you will forever enjoy eternal life with God. The Bible as a whole and the book of 
Romans in particular teach us the following:  
 

1. All people have sinned (Rom. 3:23). 
2. The penalty for our sin is death (Rom. 6:23). – Eternal separation from God in the 

fires of hell. We cannot begin to fathom God’s righteous wrath against our sin. 
3. Jesus Christ died to pay the penalty for our sin (Rom. 5:8). 
4. Salvation is a gift to be received by faith (Rom. 3:24-45; 6:23).   

 
 3 Sinclair Ferguson, The Christian Life: A Doctrinal Introduction (Edinburgh, Scotland: Banner of Truth, 1997), p. 33.  
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God’s offer of salvation extends to everybody. Whoever wants it may come. That’s the 
general call of God. People can reject God’s offer or receive God’s offer.  
 
Those who respond to this general call by turning from their sin and trusting in Christ for 
salvation have received an “effective calling.” This is the kind of calling that Paul is refer-
ring to at the beginning of Romans 1, and it could be defined this way: 
 

Effective calling is an act of God the Father, speaking through the human 
proclamation of the gospel, in which he summons people to himself in such a 
way that they respond in saving faith.4 

- Wayne Grudem 
 

This is exactly what happened with Paul and the believers in Rome to whom he was 
writing. They were effectually called by God into the salvation and service of his Son. 
This is true of every believer. As we consider the calling of Paul and the believers in 
Rome, as described in Paul’s opening paragraph, we see three things about this calling: 
 

1. It is a high calling. 
 
A typical letter in the first century was not all that different from emails that we receive 
today. When I open an email, I see who it’s from and whom it’s addressed to (whether 
it’s just me or a group of people), and it generally starts off with a word of greeting. The 
letters in the New Testament start off the same way. Paul takes a standard greeting and 
“gospelizes” it. In every single letter, he says something about God the Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Paul’s letter to the Romans is the most expansive of these greetings. 
 
He starts by introducing himself: “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus.” Paul could have intro-
duced himself in any number of ways. Humanly speaking he had quite a resume with 
many impressive credentials. Paul lists some of these credentials in Philippians 3 but 
then goes on to say that he regarded them as rubbish once he came to know Christ. 
Serving him is the highest calling. 
 
The word “servant” is the Greek word doulos, which can also be translated “slave.” A 
slave is one whose identity is defined by his service to another. He or she is completely 
at his master’s disposal. That doesn’t sound like a high calling. It sounds like a humble 
calling, even a horrible calling. 
 
But it all depends on who your Master is. Paul identifies himself as “a servant of Christ 
Jesus.” He puts the word “Christ” in front of “Jesus” to emphasize his supreme title. 
“Christ” is the New Testament equivalent of the Old Testament word “Messiah,” which 
means “anointed one.” In Old Testament times, a person was anointed with oil when he 
was selected by God for a certain office – prophet, priest or king. But Jesus was unique 
in that he was selected by God to fulfill all three roles. When Jesus asked his disciples, 
“Who do people say that I am,” they replied, “Some say John the Baptist, others say 
Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets” (Matt. 16:14). Then Jesus asked his 
disciples, “But who do you say that I am?” (v. 15b). Peter answered with what became 
known as the great confession: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (v. 16).  

 
 4 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), p. 693. 
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Jesus responded to Peter’s confession by telling him that he was blessed to understand 
Jesus’ true identity. Jesus then told him why: “For flesh and blood has not revealed this 
to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (v. 17). Peter didn’t discover by his own natural 
ability that Jesus was the Messiah. God is the one who caused Peter to see the truth 
about Jesus. In other words, Peter had experienced God’s effective calling. 
 
So had Paul. He introduces himself as “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an 
apostle, set apart for the gospel of God” (v. 1). You can read about Paul’s conversion 
experience in Acts 9. That is the point in time when Paul encountered Jesus Christ and 
responded to God’s call. But in the first chapter of Galatians, Paul says, “God set me 
apart before I was born. He called me by his grace and was pleased to reveal his Son in 
me, in order that I might preach him among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:15).  
 
Before Paul was ever born, God set him apart for the gospel, which Paul describes as 
“the gospel of God, which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy 
Scriptures.” Many people think that Paul was the founder of Christianity. But here Paul 
makes it clear that’s not the case. It is the “gospel of God” – it originated with him. And 
this gospel is nothing new, for God promised it beforehand through his prophets. The 
Old Testament is replete with information about the coming Messiah – “where he would 
be born, how he would behave, and what power he would manifest [display].”5 Further-
more, these prophets weren’t speaking on their own authority, but by God’s authority. 
Peter wrote, “no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For 
no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they 
were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). 
 
Paul begins Romans 1:3 with three critical words: “concerning his Son.” The “gospel of 
God” is about his Son. It has everything to do with his Son. Therefore, any so-called 
gospel that does not include the person and work of Christ, de-emphasizes the person 
and work of Christ, devalues the person and work of Christ, diminishes or disrespects 
the person and work of Christ as revealed in Scripture is not the true gospel. It is not the 
“gospel of God.” It is a false gospel that leads to eternal damnation. 
 
Paul will have much to say “concerning [God’s] Son, but here at the outset of Romans, 
Paul emphasizes both Jesus’ humanity and his deity. He “was descended from David 
according to the flesh…” (v. 4a). In 2 Samuel 7, God promised David that after he died, 
God would raise up one of his descendants whose kingdom would last forever. God ful-
filled this promise in the person of Jesus Christ. Both Matthew and Luke trace Jesus’ 
genealogy to show that he was “descended from David according to the flesh.” This 
points to Jesus’ humanity.  
 
Paul then goes on to say in the second half of Romans 1:4, “… and was declared to be 
the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the 
dead, Jesus Christ our Lord” (v. 4). The word “declared” in verse 4 is a translation of the 
Greek word horizo, from which we get the word “horizon.” It means “to mark off by 
boundaries.” Jesus was “marked out” as “the Son of God in power … by his resurrection 
from the dead.” Conquering death was the crowning proof of Jesus’ deity.  

 
 5 R. C. Sproul, “Jesus Christ, Anointed One.” Ligonier, 25 February 2013 [online]. Retrieved on 11 September 
2021 from https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/jesus-christ-anointed-one. 
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Both Jesus’ humanity and his divinity are essential for our salvation. By becoming a 
human, Jesus served as a legitimate substitute for us as he paid the penalty for our sin. 
As God the Son, the second Person of the Trinity, Jesus is holy and of infinite worth. 
 
It is “through [him],” Paul says in verse 5, “that we have received grace and apostleship 
to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations….” 
Grace speaks of salvation, apostleship speaks of service. The “obedience of faith” 
refers not only to the obedient act of believing the gospel, but also the life of obedience 
that characterizes those who have truly believed.  
 

God calls every believer 
to serve his Son, Jesus Christ. 

 
It is the highest calling a person can have. Paul’s mission was to preach the gospel so 
that others would believe in Christ and obey him. John Piper began his landmark book, 
Let the Nations Be Glad, by stating,  
 

Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions exists 
because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, because God is 
ultimate, not man.6 

- John Piper 
 

Everything we do as believers is ultimately for the sake of Jesus’ name. There is no 
higher name in heaven or on earth, which makes our calling as Christians a high calling 
– the highest of callings. 
 
And it’s not just for the apostles and prophets or other people we see as spiritual giants 
or heroes of the faith. For Paul says in verse 6, “including you who are called to belong 
to Jesus Christ.” Literally he says, “among whom you are also Jesus Christ’s called ones.” 
The “you” is emphatic. God has called every believer to serve his Son – and that’s the 
highest calling that any person can have.  
 
Imagine how keeping this in mind would revolutionize our daily mindset. When writing to 
slaves in the first century – and keep in mind that roughly a third of the entire population 
of the Roman Empire were slaves – Paul said, “Whatever you do, work heartily as for 
the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as 
your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ” (Col. 3:23-24).  
 
At our previous church, my wife did all the cleaning. One day I went into the supply 
room to grab something, and as I turned around, I saw these verses posted on the 
inside of the door in my wife’s handwriting. She put them there as a reminder that she 
was emptying trashcans, washing windows, mopping floors and scrubbing toilets for the 
Lord Christ. This mindset transforms the most menial tasks into the most significant acts 
of service. In a day where we are enamored by a person’s professional credentials or 
financial portfolio, Paul reminds us that the highest calling anyone can have, regardless 
of his or her vocation, is to be “a servant of Christ Jesus.” It is the highest calling! 

 
 6 John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy of God in Missions (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993, 
eleventh printing, 2000), p. 11. 
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2. It is a holy calling. 
 
In verse 7, Paul addresses his letter “to all those in Rome who are loved by God and 
called to be saints.” The word “saints” can also be translated “holy people.” Paul uses 
the term “saints” frequently throughout his letters as a designation for all believers. We 
have been set apart by God for God. Paul expects believers to be “holy” – not just in a 
positional sense but in a practical sense (see Rom. 12:1; cf. Eph. 2:8-10; Titus 2:11-14).  
 
If someone were to shadow you for a day – hearing your words, observing your actions, 
watching how you spend your time, the manner in which you carry out your work and 
household chores, would they conclude that you are a servant of Christ Jesus? 
 
It is a high calling. It is a holy calling. 
 

3. It is a happy calling. 
 
When Paul talks about his calling in verse one, he says that he was “set apart for the 
gospel of God.” The word “gospel” (euangelion) literally means “good news.” This term 
was used in Paul’s day to refer to the benefits that the Roman emperor obtained for his 
subjects. In fact, the Roman emperors had set themselves up as gods, and the phrase 
“Caesar is Lord” became a common expression. But the early church courageously 
proclaimed, “Jesus is Lord.” He is the one who has obtained eternal salvation for us and 
all the spiritual blessings that go with it. Later on in this letter, at the end of Romans 11, 
Paul exclaims, “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory 
forever. Amen.” 
 
Paul sums up the blessings of the gospel when he concludes his greeting in verse 7 by 
saying, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Again, Paul gospelizes the typical greetings of his day among Jews and Gentiles. The 
Greek greeting was chaire (χαῖρε), which literally means, “rejoice, be glad!” The Jewish 
greeting was Shalom, “peace!”  
 
But instead of the Greek word chaire, Paul uses his favorite word charis, which means 
“grace.” Based on its biblical usage is defined in New Testament Greek lexicons as “the 
merciful kindness by which God, exerting his holy influence upon souls, turns them to 
Christ, keeps, strengthens, increases them in Christian faith, knowledge, affection and 
kindles them to the exercise of the Christian virtues.” This unmerited kindness of God 
toward undeserving sinners results in “peace” – peace with God (Rom. 5:1) and peace 
from God (Rom. 15:13), the well-being that believers enjoy because of God’s grace.  
 
That’s why serving Christ is not only a high calling and a holy calling, but is also a happy 
calling. Have you put your trust in him? Have you responded to God’s call?  


