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Scriptural Text: Romans 1:6-13, ESV

The Apostle Paul is writing to a church he had never visited with particular endearment and a fond affection for them.

Greeting

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.
Longing to Go to Rome

8 First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is proclaimed in all the world. 
9 For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention 
you 10 always in my prayers, asking that somehow by God's will I may now at last succeed in coming to you. 
11 For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you— 12 that is, that we may 
be mutually encouraged by each other's faith, both yours and mine. 13 I do not want you to be unaware, 
brothers, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus far have been prevented), in order that I may 
reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles.
Anais Bordier received quite a surprise last year. Anise is a twenty-five year old French woman whose friend sent to her a video of a young American actress. When anise watched the video, she said to herself, “Who posted a video of me on YouTube?” The striking likeness between her and the woman in the video prompted Anise to begin investigating. She discovered the young woman’s name in the video is Samantha Futerman, from New Jersey. When Anais was finally able to connect with Samantha, they confirmed to one another they were identical twins. Both young women knew they were adopted, but neither knew they had siblings, let alone an identical twin. Anais and Samantha have had a blast getting to know one another over the past year and they communicate with one another several times every day though they are separated by the Atlantic Ocean. They text one another when they awake and when they go to bed. They have the same laugh, the same freckled cheeks. They wear their hair the same way. Both hate cooked carrots. They love the same color of nail polish. Both need to sleep ten hours a day. Anais and Samantha have written a book together entitled, “Separated @ Birth: A True Love Story of Twin Sisters Re-United.”

Samantha comments, “We are not worried about being separated again.” Here are two women who grew up on two separate continents, living completely separate lives, and yet, from the moment they discovered one another, they loved one another deeply. 
Where does that love come from? What motivates such profound love? After all, their only meeting, prior to that moment this past year, was their meeting in their mother’s womb. Someone answers, “Their blood binds them together and they share nearly identical DNA.” I suppose that is right. Such strong biological connection likely drives this committed love they share for one another. 

As the Apostle Paul opens this letter, he is writing to a group of people whom he had never met, yet he writes wit deep, profound affection and love for them. This whole letter is an exercise of profound love and concern for a people he does not personally know. In these opening verses Paul expresses his love for the Roman Christians by telling them he prays for them without ceasing. Notice how he tells them they are “always in my prayers,” and then he goes on to say how he longs, or yearns, to see them. He longs to impart some spiritual gift to strengthen them. This letter is not some dispassionate doctrinal discourse. It is a personal love letter to this church.
If Paul has not been to Rome, how can he love this people so? From a human standpoint we can understand why Anais and Samantha would love one another with such depth, but we have a hard time understanding what motivates Paul’s love for the Romans. Paul is a Jew and the majority of the people to whom he is writing are Gentiles. Paul’s love does not flow from a physical spring, but from a spiritual one. 

The spiritual source of love is much stronger than the physical. Indeed, blood may be thicker than water, but blood is not thicker than the Holy Spirit. Paul experiences what the Apostles’ Creed calls “the communion of the saints.” I love that little phrase. This phrase, “the communion of the saints,” references an objective unity that binds brothers and sisters in Christ together now and forever. This communion of the saints is more real than the unity that binds identical twins together, for this communion of the saints originates in the Eternal Spirit of the Holy God. 

The Holy Spirit dwelling in us is the same Holy Spirit that dwells in other believers. This communion creates a spiritual oneness that lays the groundwork and the foundation for deep, relational love in the church. The Bible teaches us our love for other brothers and sisters in Christ is key evidence that we have been adopted into God’s family and that we actually are participants in this communion of the saints.

John would write, 

1 John 4:7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and 
knows God. 8 Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love.
Where a deep love for brothers and sisters is lacking, we must question the reality of one’s regeneration, one’s new life in Christ. Paul’s communion with these Roman believers transcends physical and emotional absence. Paul dearly loves these saints because they are spiritual brothers and sisters. 

The fact this love comes from something the Holy Spirit produces does not mean Paul will be passive in his love. No, spiritual love, in order to be deep and joyful, requires that we pursue it. We see Paul pursuing and nurturing this love from the Spirit through prayer and through fond and affectionate thoughts of these Roman believers through communication. The love God sets in our hearts by His Spirit must actively be pursued if it is to remain and grow strong and provide us with deep joy. I encourage each of us to pursue love with one another, pursue a love with other brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Paul understands this and that is the reason why, at the end of his letter, in the practical portion of Romans, he will say,


12:9a Let love be genuine…10 Love one another with brotherly affection… 13:8 Owe no one anything, except to 
love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.
Love becomes central to our obedience to God. The application we draw from this is we are right to pursue love with other brothers and sisters. Let us not be passive in this precious gift of the communion of the saints which the Holy Spirit has given to us. Let us actively pursue love in God’s family for the glory of Christ. 

Paul is setting before us a great example of what it means to pursue love before one another. He begins this letter by not touting his own accomplishments, but by noting God’s transformational accomplishments for him in his own life. In the opening of his letter, he tells them he is a slave of Jesus, called to be an apostle, and set for the Gospel. Each one of these are gifts from God to Paul. These are titles given to him, not because Paul has merited them or because he deserves them, but because God in His free and sovereign grace has set them upon Paul. 

Paul, after describing himself to this group of people he does not know and who do not know him, begins to address them and describe what he does know about them. He keeps the grace of God in focus, even as he did for himself. He does not commend this church for their accomplishments, but he expresses joy over God’s accomplishments in them. It is grace, grace, grace from the beginning to the end. He is rejoicing in God’s favor that rests upon them and not in anything they would merit.

Healthy faith keeps the focus upon God’s accomplishments of grace and not upon our accomplishments of merit. May we ever keep those things in proper order. Paul encourages the church by identifying five specific gifts imparted to this church by the Gospel and these gifts are ours as well so let us rejoice in each one of them.

The first gift imparted to us by the Gospel is: The Gospel gifts us with a new identity. In the world, people receive identity from their work and from their accomplishments and this is often the case. The valedictorian of the high school, the state champion tennis player, the inventor of the “ShamWow!”, the principal of the Boston Pops, the architect of the Saint Louis Arch, the builder of a sub-division, the preacher of a growing church all become significant parts of how a person thinks about himself or herself. Then, it communicates something about them and their identity to others. One’s identity in this world is often tied to accomplishments and sometimes to failures. 
But, as Paul shared his own life with the Romans, he did not point to the things he accomplished but to things God accomplished in him. When he addresses the Romans, he does not point to their accomplishments as a part of their identity, but to God’s accomplishments in them. The eternal matters of life are not what we have accomplished for God or for others, but the eternal matters of life are what God has accomplished for us and in us. That is why the Gospel is so awesome. We never remove our self from the Gospel because it shapes who we are, our identity, how we think about our self, and how we communicate our self with others. 

Our new identity is described by Paul through three phrases,


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…
There are three titles: called to belong to Jesus; loved by God; called to be saints. That is their identity and if people ask them, “Who are you?”, they will say, “I am called to belong to Jesus. I am loved by God. I am called to be one of God’s saint.” 

Everyone is invited by God to receive God’s life. No one is shut out from that invitation. But, only those who humbly answer that invitation are said to be called by God. Paul, along with Jude, and the Apostle John used the word “called” in a very special sense. It is not in the sense of “invited.” This call Paul references is not simply an invitation to receive God’s blessing, but this is a calling that actually brings the person who is outside of God’s family into God’s family. There are no individuals who are called to belong to Jesus Christ who do not belong to Jesus Christ. This call is effective.

Paul tells us this, in Romans 8,


30 And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom 
he justified he also glorified.
Everyone whom He calls He also justifies. That means He accepted them and He declared them to be righteous. Then He brings them to Heaven and perfects that work. This call is an act of God’s grace on God’s part because no one deserves to be called into God’s family and no one merits that. It is grace sat upon a sinner so as to impart God’s life to us and to adopt us into this new family. We are called to belong to Jesus. 

Imagine a young boy in an orphanage and a couple wants to adopt this young boy. They have to go through a long process to see if it is possible. They give their time and their resources to walk through this process toward the goal of adoption. In this scenario, this couple is not able to communicate with this child until all of the legal requirements are met. Finally, in a court room, the judge makes the decision, “Yes, you can adopt him. In fact, the papers are signed and he is officially, legally adopted. Everything is complete.” The young couple races from the courtroom to the orphanage. The administrators call the young boy into the waiting room where his new parents are and they announce to him this news. 
At the time the boy is called to meet his parents, he has already secured a position with them. He has already been adopted. This is the meaning of our calling as well. We are not simply invited by God to participate in His family and all the blessings that come with that, but as we experience God’s call, our place in God’s family has already been secured through God’s sovereign of us. This is an amazing thing, that God freely has called us to belong to Jesus. It is so humbling because we do not deserve that. God calls us to Himself when we are not interested in belonging to Jesus. 

Christianity is not, first, a moral system or a doctrinal set of beliefs or a collection of rituals or a social group. We are a people who are called by God to belong to Jesus. This is the most essential definition of a Christian. If someone were to ask, “What is a Christian?” we would be right to simply say, “A Christian is someone who is called to belong to Jesus and thus belongs to Him.” That is who we are.

Has each of us been called by God the Father to belong to Jesus Christ because that is what it means to be a Christian? Do we belong to Him so that we are no longer our own?

the second title used to describe this new identity is: loved by God. Paul is explaining how the Roman Christians have come to be called to belong to Jesus and he tells them they have been called to belong to Jesus because they have been so loved by Him. We do not belong to Jesus because of our independent and unaided choice. We belong to Jesus because God chose to set His love upon us; we are loved by God. 

Someone may protest, “Is it not true that God loves everyone?” Yes and no. God does love everyone, but He does not love everyone the same way. Yes, God loves everyone in the world and He proved this by setting His Son upon the cross so that whosoever who believed in Him would not perish but would have everlasting life.
 What a wonderful truth that is. The invitation to come is given to everyone, but the Bible also teaches God loves His own people with a special, covenantal love, a love similar to the father’s love of his own children. John writes about this,

1 John 3:1aSee what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we 
are.
What comes first, the calling or the love? John tells us it is the love, “See what manner of love the Father has given to us.” Here the people who are not called “children,” and God sets His love upon a people and they become called. John cannot hardly believe this. It is almost too good to be true, that God would love sinners and rebels and those who are outside of His family.

In a recent conversation, someone said to me, “God is the Father of us all.” I had to correct that person. I replied, “God is the Creator of every person and He does love every person as the Creator and He invites everyone to His Son Jesus, but He is not the Father of every person.” God is the Father only of those who are bound to His Son through a personal faith in Him. Those who are not born again are never called “beloved children of God.” That is why we sing praise to God for salvation and that is why we make the Gospel known. It is through the instrumentality of the Gospel that others are invited and they are able to respond. What a love it is from God that we sinners should be called His own children.

Why would God love us? The answer Scripture gives to us is that God’s love is not motivated by anything in us. It is not because we are good looking. It is not because we are talented. It is not because we are particularly good or righteous. There is nothing inside of us that motivates His love. It is simply that His love is drawn from His free and sovereign will. God loves us because He loves us. Deuteronomy tells us this regarding The Nation of Israel, God’s chosen people in the Old Testament and these are great verses,

67:6-8a “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you to be a people 
for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. 7 It was not because you 
were more in number than any other people that the Lord set his love on you and chose you, for you were the 
fewest of all peoples, 8 but it is because the Lord loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your 
fathers…”

These were people who were saints and who were set apart. There is no other explanation than other than the profound goodness of God’s own nature. How humbling and how encouraging this is.

This people of Rome were not loved by many people in their culture. They were persecuted and that persecution will intensify. When Paul writes he understands the hardship they will have to endure as being people who are set apart for the Gospel, a people who belong to Jesus in a world that hates Jesus. Paul sets before them this powerful truth that in the midst of all the suffering and persecution and hatred they will endure from this world, that they remember they are loved by God. That is unbelievable!

This truth about God’s love is central to every part of the Christian life. It strengthens our faith and it allows us to persevere when we feel like quitting. In fact, we cannot serve God without knowing of His love for us. We cannot obey God without knowing of His love. We cannot worship God without knowing of His love. We cannot fellowship with God apart from knowing of His love. That is the reason why Paul tells them of the central part of their identity now and forevermore: they are loved by God.

Friend, an increasing knowledge of God’s love for us stimulates growth in every aspect of our spiritual life. It is the knowledge of God’s free and sovereign love that becomes the rain that falls upon the field of our soul making us green and fruitful. Without this rain, the rain of the knowledge of God’s love, we wither and we die.

I do not believe we dwell enough upon God’s merciful love for us. We do not seek the Lord enough to enter into its height, length, depth, and breadth of knowing. When we come to know it, God becomes all-in-all to us. 

Finally, Paul tells them they are called to be saints. The word “saints” is often misunderstood in our culture. The word saint does not mean sinless, super-spiritual, or sweetly angelic. This term does not relate to any spiritual accomplishment in our self as an individual. Furthermore, this word saint does not simply apply to a few select, holy individuals in the church in Rome. It is applied broadly to every member. So, every believer in the church in Rome and in the church today, throughout the world, is a saint. That is the teaching of Scripture. 

Pastor Donald Grey Barnhouse
 writes, “This is the new name of the redeemed. The old name was ‘sinners’. The new name is ‘saints’. The difference between a saint and a sinner is the Savior.” I love that and it could not be said more succinctly. What is the difference between me and sinners? It is only one thing, it is a Savior. It is not in any inherent, moral goodness. It is not in any righteous deeds. It is the fact I have a Savior who rescued me from my sin and called me to be a saint.

The word “saint” simply means “holy one”. If we are in Christ we a holy ones. Consider what that does to our identity if we can wrap our heart around that tree. Our holiness is not produced by our own efforts or our own righteous deeds. To say, “I am a holy one. I do not feel holy.” Our holiness is gifted to us by the Gospel so that Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness through faith. It is imputed to us, transferred to us. Being a saint simply means every believer has been set apart by God, imputed with His righteousness so as to live in worshipping relationship of Him and to work for Him in this world. To worship God, to live for God, to work for God is what we are set apart for, and we are qualified for that now as called saints in Christ Jesus. 
How does one become a saint? We are saints not because of how we live, but because how we are loved. There is a progression. We are called to belong to Jesus. Why are we called to belong to Jesus? It is because God loves us and He sets His love upon us. What is the result of our being loved by God? We are called and set apart as a saint, as a holy one. 

To make a sinner a saint, Jesus takes the sinner’s sin and He bears it in His own body on the cross so that sin becomes erased from our record. Through faith in Jesus, Jesus’ righteousness is then placed in our account so that God treats us as though we have all the righteousness of Jesus Christ. As He pays our debt, He fills us with His reward. That is the Gospel. The Holy Spirit, on the basis of Jesus’ work, imparts God’s life to us and it sets us apart for worship and for work in His Kingdom. It is through the work of God through the Gospel is how we are called to be saints. If we are a believer in Jesus, we are a saint. When was the last time we called our self a saint? 

These three titles are connected to one another. A believer is called a saint because he or she is loved by God. A believer is loved by God because they are called to belong to Jesus. These three are linked together, but they form our identity. If we begin living in light of our new identity we will live life through worship.
The second gift imparted to us through the Gospel is: The Gospel gifts us with grace and peace,


7b Grace to you and peace from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Paul is not merely writing a traditional greeting. “Grace and peace to you” is a “Good afternoon. I wish you well.” No, Paul is praying something really important for this church; he is praying a much needed spiritual blessing upon this church. He is asking God to give them what need each day to survive as Christians in a broken, sin-drenched world. They need, just like you and I, grace and peace and he prays that upon them. I believe God answered his prayer. 
We are rescued from our sin by God’s grace and we are sustained in living the Christian life by grace. Without the constant flow of God’s grace into our lungs we would die gasping like men and women deprived of oxygen. Grace becomes the air we breathe as believers. 

When God sets His grace upon us and we receive it through faith, God’s grace, then, is at work to bring us God’s peace. There is peace with God so that we have a right relationship with Him. There is a peace from God so that now, in this broken world, we are not frustrated and fretting over it anymore. 

We live in days of hardship and in days of trouble, do we not? What happens if God’s peace is not resting upon our life and it is not dominating our soul? We will live frantically. We will live with great frustration. We will live with fretfulness. That is no way to live. It is impossible to worship and it is impossible to serve God and it is impossible to be a church when the peace of God is not ruling our heart. Then we begin to work harder to make things happen and we become frenetic in our pace and we remove the whole joy of the Gospel from our life. We become anxious and worrying. We become fearful and angry at others for not getting with the program and helping us repair this broken world. That is no way to serve God. That is no way to love God. That is no way to worship God. 

At the outset, Paul prays, “May the grace of God fill your life and may the peace of God rest upon you.” It is so essential to have grace and peace for our worship and for our life. 

Imagine a scenario of minors trapped in a deep mine and oxygen is running low. Finally, rescuers break through with some communication and they ask, “What do you need down there?” The minors reply, “We need air!” That is true, but is it not also true that the people on the surface need air just as much as the people at the bottom of the mine? Yes, of course, it is. The difference is not in their need, but the difference is in the supply. 

There are sometimes in our life when we feel a need for God’s peace and we are denied. A trial comes and it soaks all the oxygen of God’s peace out of our life and we cry out, “I need air!” But, we need air in the good times just as well as when we are deprived of it. We take it for granted and we forget that is it present and we are not aware of our need of it. The truth is, in order for each of us to live fruitfully, effectively, and joyfully for the glory of God, there are two things we need. We need God’s grace and we need God’s peace every moment of every day.

Sometimes I will ask someone, “How can I pray for you?” Many respond, “Oh, nothing right now.” I tell you, that is not true. I may not know the circumstances of that life, but I know that is not true. Paul is praying for this church for God’s grace and peace. If there is nothing else, when someone asks, “How can I pray for you?” tell them to pray that you would receive your daily dose, my constant moment-by-moment, of God’s grace and of God’s peace because each of us needs that. Apart from that we would die in moments. 

Pray for me because I cannot take this for granted. This is a gift from God and the fact I have air to breathe out that is a gift from God. I want to remain dependant upon Him and thankful for it. Pray for me that I would receive my moment-by-moment my sufficient dose of God’s grace and of God’s peace. 
I believe Paul is borrowing this greeting from the Aaronic blessing from Numbers 6. It is a blessing the priests would pray over the people,

24 The Lord bless you and keep you; 25 the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; 
26 the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.
This prayer is emotionally touching for me because as my children have grown, I have prayed that prayer over them hundreds and hundreds of times. When they were wee, little lads, I would go into their room and I would lay my hands on their head and I would pray this prayer. When Alexander was just beginning to talk, around the age of two, he would look at me at night and he would say, “Peace, daddy, peace.” This little boy recognized he needed peace and in a child-like faith he needed peace and he would ask me to pray because there is a comfort. In a child-like faith, it is right for us to pray for our self and for others for God’s grace and for God’s peace. That is what we need.

As a doctrinal note, please notice, in the Aaronic blessing and in Verse 7, the source of grace and peace comes from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. These are set side-by-side as co-equals. Paul is pointing us to the uniqueness of Jesus and His essential Deity. We take that for granted after twenty centuries of church history pounding away on this truth. But, this was brand new to the church in Rome and they needed to hear, over and over again, of Jesus’ unique, essential Deity.
Put any other name as a substitute for Jesus’ name and we blaspheme God the Father’s name. We cannot imagine Paul saying, “Grace and peace to you from God the Father and from the Apostle Paul.” We cannot imagine Paul saying, “Grace and peace to you from God the Father and from the virgin Mary.” This does not set right. No name can be set side-by-side as the author and source of grace and peace other than the co-equal persons, God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. That is the Gospel. The Gospel concerns His Son who took on human flesh, but who is God of Very God from all eternity past and all eternity future, One with Him in nature.

The gifts of the Gospel. How precious it is for us to consider them. We have a new identity. Let us live it out for the glory of God. We have these resources of grace and peace that God loves to impart to His children as we look up to Him like beggars begging for bread. How good and rich is God’s supply.
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